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      Some days Alec was all right. Some days, he could get in the car and drive to the grocery store and buy milk, and even smile at the cashier. Then there were times when the world was too loud and too bright and the thought of traffic made his vision blur around the edges. Those were the days he’d walk down to the old pier and stand for hours, looking out across the sea.

      Sunlight on the water didn’t arrow into his eyes the way reflections off windshields did. The restless crash and shush of the waves faded into the background. Even the gulls with their sharp cries didn’t pierce his brain the way a car horn would.

      Okay, the problem wasn’t actually the lights and noise. It was the context. His headaches and nausea were real, but the throbbing in his skull that provoked them was made of memories and regrets. He knew that. Didn’t mean he could fix it.

      He’d tried.

      He picked up a pebble and tossed it into the sea. In the swirling foam, the splash of the stone was lost, invisible. He felt like that sometimes, a rock tossed in the air that vanished into the bustle of life, unseen.

      “Hey, there.”

      The soft voice behind him didn’t jolt him anymore. The first time, he’d almost fallen into the water. “Hey.” He kept his eyes fixed on the horizon, not turning.

      “You weren’t here yesterday.”

      “I bought milk.” He had to laugh at himself for making that sound like a day’s accomplishments, even if it was close to the truth. “And bread. And gassed the car.”

      “There was a seal. A baby one, I think.”

      “I’m sorry I missed it.”

      “I took pictures.” Light footsteps scuffed along the wind-roughened concrete toward him. “Want to see?”

      Do I? A month ago, he’d said no to pictures of an albatross. Three weeks ago, to one of a dog chasing a stick. Two weeks ago, to pictures of a sailboat on the horizon. What am I so afraid of? There are no such things as ghosts.

      He turned slowly.

      The boy behind him wasn’t Nathan. Of course he’s not. A couple of years older, at a guess, maybe ten or eleven— older than Nathan will ever be— with dark windblown hair, and a snub nose, not Nathan’s blond mop and blue eyes.

      The boy grinned. “You finally turned around!”

      He winced, because that shouldn’t be a big deal. Shouldn’t have taken him a month. “You saw a seal?”

      “Oh, yeah. Let me show you.” The boy took out his phone and clicked through pictures, muttering, “Not that. That’s the cat. The other cat. Wait, the seal was after the horse in the trailer.” He tapped the screen and held it out. “See?”

      Alec bent to peer at the small image, tilting his head to shift the reflected daylight. A slightly washed-out photo revealed a sleek gray-brown seal against the pebbled beach. Size was hard to judge, but the shape suggested a youngster. “Cool photo.”

      “Thanks.” The boy’s grin got bigger. “I like taking pictures of animals. Dad says it’s a good thing I was born in the digital age or I’d cost him a fortune in film.”

      Alec didn’t know how to answer that. He felt like he’d lost the power of speech. He glanced at the sky, tracking the whirling gulls as if that excused his silence.

      “I used to try to take pictures of those,” the boy said, “but they always came out like little black specks. Why do they look so much bigger to my eyes than they do on the camera? I want to know.”

      I want to know. That echoed in his head until he had to close his eyes, face still tilted to the sky. I want to know, Daddy.

      An adult male voice behind them said, “Kevin? Are you disturbing this gentleman? What have I told you?”

      “But he doesn’t mind,” the boy protested. “He looked at my seal and everything. He turned around!”

      “I’m so sorry.” The man seemed to be speaking to Alec, his voice close now. “Kevin told me he was going to the beach again to talk to the ghost of the pier, and I had no idea he meant a real person. I hope he hasn’t been too annoying.”

      “No.” Alec had to answer that, though ghost had been too close to real some days. “God, no. He’s… a good kid.” There were days when that small tentative voice behind him had been the one thing that anchored him to the world. The one person who saw that air-tossed pebble and didn’t let him disappear into the waves. An unfair burden to put on the boy, except he hopefully never knew it. “He’s smart. And he takes good photos.”

      “Did I show you my seal, Dad? Look, it’s this one.”

      “Later, Kev. Say ‘goodbye’ and ‘sorry’ to the gentleman.”

      “My name’s Alec.” He lowered his gaze and turned, suddenly wanting to connect with the boy’s parent. “And he doesn’t have to go.”

      “Alec? I’m Joe. I guess you know my son, Kevin.” The man’s voice held a note of caution.

      Alec figured his would’ve too, if he’d found out his son’s imaginary friend was a real adult man. Joe extended his hand, and Alec had to shake it, because not doing so would solidify that caution.

      Joe’s grip was warm and strong, his palm a little rough. He looked a lot like Kevin, from the dark hair to the short nose and bright hazel eyes. His stronger jawline was shadowed with stubble, above nicely broad shoulders and thighs that strained the fabric of faded jeans— Alec yanked his gaze up, aware that for the first time in months he’d been checking a man out.

      Joe didn’t seem bothered though. He released Alec’s hand and smiled. “Do you live around here?”

      “I’m renting.” Alec waved down the beach. “The red house, about half a mile that way.”

      “We’re on the hill,” Kevin said eagerly. “The green house with the gray roof and the banana tree. Isn’t it funny how they’re all different bright colors? At home, the houses look like houses, but here they look like Legos.”

      Joe said, “Part of the beach feel, maybe. I think they’re all rentals.”

      “Might help folks find the right place when they—” When they’ve had a few too many drinks. “— in the dark.” Alec censored, trying to banter and feeling like an elephant trying to waltz.

      Kevin bounced. “It’s a good idea! I didn’t get lost, even at first, because they’re all different.”

      “There you go.” Alec didn’t know how to disengage from this encounter. Usually the boy would come down and stand somewhere behind him. They’d have a conversation full of silences, and then the child would leave, almost as quietly as he came. But you had to go and turn around, and now you know his name’s Kevin and his dad is gorgeous and how are you going to dive back into invisible rockness now?

      Joe seemed to see the way the band was tightening around Alec’s head, because he reached for his son’s shoulder. “Well, we’ll leave you to your peace and quiet. This is a lovely spot, isn’t it? A way to become immersed in sea and sky, and yet keep your feet dry.”

      “Because it’s too rocky for wading here,” Kevin pointed out. “You can wade where it’s sandy, down that way.” He waved toward the big Gaynor Beach pier, jutting out into the middle of the bay.

      The smooth beaches that curved on each side called a lot of folk down to the water. Alec never ventured that far. I like the rocks. A broken old pier feels more appropriate. He wet his lips and didn’t say anything.

      Undeterred, Kevin went on, “Next month, Dad says I might get surfing lessons.”

      “Are you staying another month?” Alec’s mouth asked Joe, against his will.

      “Probably a couple more.” Joe shrugged. “I’m um, writing a book and I need someplace quiet. Kev homeschools, so we can stay here at least till the story’s done.”

      “Your wife doesn’t mind?” Alec turned away to hide his embarrassment at that blatant fishing attempt, but he still held his breath for the answer, surprised how much he cared.

      “I’m divorced. It’s just the two of us. How about you?”

      “Just me.” Two words that dumped ice water down his spine and froze his heart. How could I forget, even for a moment? Even after six months? “I’ve been here a while. Probably will be a while longer.”

      “Well.” Silence hung heavy on the air, as if Joe had caught the change in mood. Eventually he said, “We’re neighbors, I guess. So we’ll see each other around, no doubt.”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow.” Kevin’s joy hadn’t diminished. “I’ll show you a new picture and you might turn around again.”

      “I might,” Alec admitted. He’d pivoted farther to gaze out to sea, but the view felt different with two people whose names he knew behind him.

      “And Dad might come and say hello again, because he sits too long at the computer and then his back gets a crick. Getting up is good for him.”

      Joe chuckled. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Kev.”

      “But Mr. Ghost finally turned around and talked to us, so you can come down here and meet him again. You say you write better after some exercise.”

      Alec could tell Joe was about to rein that idea in, and suddenly he wanted to hear that deep voice at his back again tomorrow, so he said, “I’d hate to stand in the way of you writing better.”

      That got an actual laugh. “Well then, maybe I will come back down tomorrow, just to say hello.”

      Alec cleared his suddenly tight throat. “Thanks. That’d be…”

      The father and son behind him waited, but he’d abruptly run out of words.

      After a pause, framed by the swoosh of the waves breaking and the high cries of the gulls, Joe said softly, “Tomorrow, then.”

      Alec heard the sound of their shoes on the concrete, then the shift as they began crunching across the pebble beach. They weren’t quite out of earshot when he heard Kevin say, “See, Dad, I told you he was nice. He looks like that painting in the gallery. Except he’s not actually a ghost.”

      “Only you, Kev.” There was deep affection in Joe’s tone. “Only you. Let’s go home.”

      “And come back tomorrow…” Voices and footsteps were lost to the distance.

      Alec strained his ears, but the not-silence of his solitude had returned. Beyond the waves and birds, somewhere off toward the main pier, a motorboat engine rumbled. For once, that reminder of human intrusion didn’t bother him.

      Tomorrow. For the first time in far too long, the word sounded like hope, and not a burden. He turned. Way off down the beach, a tall man and a boy walked together. The boy paused suddenly, bent over something, then seemed to pull out his phone. Taking a picture, no doubt, of the starfish or sand dollar or crab. The man waited patiently until the boy straightened and hurried after him.

      The sun broke through the clouds and the light glinted off the waves, and Alec realized he’d been smiling. The air held a tang of salt and seaweed, but blew clean and fresh across his parted lips. In the distance, the boy pivoted to look back, then waved at him. Joe turned too and raised his hand.

      It’d seem surly, unneighborly, not to do the same. Alec lifted a palm, high enough to be seen, then turned away and hurried off the pier in the other direction. Today, for now, he’d retreat to the dark of his cabin and his bed. But tomorrow— who knew what the day might bring?
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        * * *

      

      Joe Conroy eased the door of his son’s room open. Kevin lay sprawled on top of his bed, his eyes closed, feet toward the pillows and a book drooping from his hand. He jolted and looked up as Joe came through the doorway. “I’m getting ready for bed. Really.”

      “Sure you are.” Joe lifted the book from his son’s hand and glanced at the title. Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene. He couldn’t remember which piece of research had required that biology book. Maybe the mystery with the marine scientist. “You like this?”

      “It’s cool. He explains evolution stuff really well.”

      What was I reading at his age? Probably dragons, or spaceships. Joe hadn’t been a slouch in school, but his kid was scary-smart. “That’s good, but bedtime’s still bedtime. Put a bookmark in and go brush your teeth.”

      Kevin made a grumbling noise, but sat up, slid an actual bookmark between the pages— What happened to the kleenex and candy-wrappers and scraps he used to use? The kid’s growing up before my eyes— and bounced off the bed. He stopped for a hug on his way past, arms tight around Joe’s chest, and Joe hugged him back. He’d take all the affection he could get, now, while he was still his son’s hero. Adolescence was looming like the sword of Damocles over their heads, and he had no doubt those years were going to be rough.

      “So,” Kevin asked, hazel eyes wide as he let go. “Do you think you might come with me to see Mr. Ghost, I mean, Mr. Alec, tomorrow?”

      “You really want me to?”

      Kevin cocked his head. “You said you should get out more and meet people. He could be people you meet.”

      “I don’t know if he wants to be interrupted.” Alec had seemed friendly enough, but distant. The way his attention had disengaged, drifting out toward the ocean, made Joe nervous. God knew, he had empathy for folks with mental health issues, but he wasn’t sure he wanted his eleven-year-old befriending this man.

      “He said we should come.” Kevin gave a firm nod. “The one time I had that bad cold and didn’t go down there for a week, he missed me. He said he was worried about me. I think maybe he doesn’t have anyone else.”

      He doesn’t have you.

      Kevin gave away his heart and trust too easily, and once given, he rarely let go. Disconnecting him from his Mr. Ghost would have to be done delicately. A good thing chapter fourteen is being a bitch to write. Some time away from the keyboard isn’t a bad idea. “Okay, we’ll go after lunch. Then later, maybe you’d like to go to the skate park? See if you can meet new friends your own age?”

      “Da-ad. You sound like Mom.”

      Joe flinched, because his ex-wife’s parenting had gone through a very rocky patch a while back, which had included a bunch of unwelcome playdates for Kevin. “I figured some of the kids doing ollies and kickflips would be your type of guys. And gals and enbies,” he added because he was working on inclusive language.

      “The kids learning ollies would be about six. Try to keep up. Anyway, I like skating by myself.” Kevin turned his back and headed off to the bathroom.

      Joe blew out a breath and ran his hand over his head. He was trying, he really was, but figuring out what Kevin needed, as opposed to what the kid wanted, was hard. He’d been Kevin’s primary parent for the last four years, and he was still flying by the seat of his pants.

      He and Kevin really had been too solitary since they’d arrived in Gaynor Beach. The whole point of coming here was the inclusive community, a chance to get out and meet LGBTQ folk and leave Ohio behind. But a plot bunny for the new book which was already behind schedule had hit his brain somewhere on the drive through New Mexico. He’d arrived in Gaynor Beach itching to dive into his writing.

      So he’d used their unschooling plan as a reason to turn Kevin loose on biology treasure hunts for his science unit, which turned into finding homeless men on the beach while Joe wasn’t paying attention.

      Well, homeless wasn’t quite fair. Alec said he was renting, and although his dark hair had been long and badly cut, and his beard scraggly and unkempt, he’d at least been clean. His clothes had hung on him like he didn’t used to be so thin, but they were good quality and fairly new. These rental houses might be on the cheap end of town, but this was still California waterfront. Cheap just meant they wouldn’t bankrupt you. Alec must have some money.

      Which made him more of a puzzle. But not one I want Kevin to solve.

      Do I want to solve him, though? Alec’s grip had been firm, and his eyes had almost certainly wandered south for just a minute too long. Then that clumsy question about Joe’s wife had pretty much sealed the “he’s queer” deal. Joe couldn’t deny a flash of attraction, standing there, his eyes locked on Alec’s storm-gray ones, but he had more than enough on his plate without adding inappropriate lust toward a complicated man.

      We’ll meet him tomorrow, maybe a couple of times after that, while I find Kevin friends his own age. Then the kid’ll naturally stop being interested in Alec, and we’ll drift away from the strange man, safe and sound. I’ll find someone else I’m attracted to.

      That sounded easy.

      Which probably meant Joe was fucked.
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      Alec was acutely aware of the afternoon breeze across the exposed back of his neck, as he stood looking at the waves. He’d stared into the mirror that morning, and seen a scruffy old man looking back, with hair down past his collar and a beard a billy goat would be ashamed of. He’d made a panicked stab at fixing himself, but now he was even more panicked by having cleaned up.

      He’ll know I shaved and cut my hair for him. Or for them, perhaps, but mostly for him. He’ll know I cared enough to try.

      Worse, he’d done the job badly. No doubt Gaynor Beach had its share of great stylists, but he hadn’t been able to force himself to go online and find one and make an appointment. After all, he had scissors right there.

      He’d told himself the result was workmanlike, rough but good enough. Now, he was certain he looked ridiculous. Go home, immediately. What were you thinking? Whirling, he took two steps off the pier and stopped.

      Kevin sprinted toward him down the sand, waving an arm in greeting. Twenty yards behind him, Joe followed at a normal pace, but he’d no doubt spotted Alec too. Leaving would be very pointedly running away. While Alec might do that to Joe, he wasn’t willing to ditch Kevin. So he waited.

      “Mr. Alec!” Kevin panted up to him. “I knew you’d be here.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Because you’re always here on Sundays.”

      “Is it Sunday?” He’d lost track again. One day was very much like the next.

      “Yes, of course. We don’t go to church anymore, so Sunday mornings, we read the paper and then Dad and me do something fun, before he starts writing again. Then I come down to the water. You’re always here.”

      Maybe his subconscious kept better track of the days of the week than he did. Sunday was an appropriate day to stand at the edge of the ocean and rage at God. Today, though, he felt more panic than rage. He tried to pivot to curiosity. “What kind of books does your dad write?”

      “Paranormal mysteries,” Joe said as he reached them. “With a bisexual protagonist. So far, he’s caught a rogue vampire, two human murderers, a fae prince, and a troll, and had relationships with three women and two men. Poor guy’s lucky in his work but very unlucky in love. So far.”

      “Um.” Alec wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but the hint of challenge in Joe’s tone suggested he was waiting for something. “Sounds good.” Even though he’d completely soured on mysteries. “We need more bi main characters.”

      The easing of Joe’s tense posture told Alec that’d probably been the right thing to say.

      “Thanks. He’s a fun character to write.”

      “Come on.” Kevin danced in place on the pebbles. “The tide’s just right. I have something to show you, now that you’re not just a ghost trapped on the pier.”

      Alec blinked and met Joe’s gaze, as blank as his own felt. Trapped on the pier. Maybe it was time to get out of his rut, and the boy’s happy grin was hard to resist. “Okay. Show me.”

      “This way.” Kevin whirled and jogged back the way they’d come.

      The quiet direction, not toward the busy beach nearer town. Alec breathed a sigh of relief and sped up to follow him.

      Joe called, “Hey, Kev. Give us old fogeys a chance to catch up.”

      “You’re not old, Dad. And I don’t want to miss anything.” But the boy slowed his pace.

      The shore got rockier as they headed in the direction of the lighthouse. Kevin flitted across the boulders with the balance of a gymnast, ignoring the spray of the occasional bigger wave, and Joe seemed unfazed by the tumbled rocks and algae, but Alec’s shoes slipped. He caught himself with a wrench, hoping Joe hadn’t noticed his amazing grace and coordination. Not.

      Joe didn’t glance over, so Alec could hope it was merely coincidence when he called, “How much farther, Kev? I don’t like this footing.”

      “Right here.” Kevin stopped and squatted, pointing. “Right there.”

      Joe paused beside him, and Alec took the chance to sit on the driest bit of boulder he could find.

      “What are we looking at?” Joe asked.

      “In the tide pool. It’s a California two-spot octopus. They’re rare and really cool.”

      “I don’t see an octopus.” Joe peered down into the still water between the rocks, forehead furrowed. He shaded his eyes with one hand, attractively intent.

      Alec couldn’t resist getting to his feet and moving to Joe’s shoulder, following his gaze. The deep pool was mossy and green in places, pebbled and brown in others. He recognized a couple of anemones and a sea star, but couldn’t see any octopus either.

      “He can camouflage,” Kevin said with glee. “That’s why you don’t see him. Look where that little pile of shells is, then off to the right a couple of feet.”

      “I’m not sure…” Joe muttered.

      “Yes!” Alec realized. “Right there. He has one tentacle flipped over beside that bunch of mussels. See the row of suckers?”

      “Ah!” Joe pointed. “Yeah, your eyes are sharper than mine. Very cool, Kev.”

      “I’m doing a report on him for my biology segment. I want to take a good picture, but he’s always so hard to see in photos, and the water makes reflections.” Kevin pulled out his cell phone, holding it at arm’s length over the pool in a way that made Alec flinch. “You can only get to this pond at really low tide, which is why we had to come quick.” He blindly tapped the screen a dozen times at different angles. “Maybe I got him now.” He grinned as he pocketed the phone. “I call him Oscar the octopus.”

      Alec couldn’t help smiling back. “That’s a great name.”

      “There’s all kinds of good things in this pool, like anemones and warty cucumbers. I want to see a Spanish shawl sometime, but I haven’t. They’re a kind of nudibranch.” Kevin leaned farther over the water.

      Alec laced his hands together to keep from grabbing at the kid. He’s fine. If he falls in, it’s maybe three feet deep. His dad’s right there. Looking at Joe helped. His big sturdy frame and strong hands were surely some kind of protection. Although no one can always keep their kid safe. Alec frantically shoved that thought back into the box it’d escaped from.

      I’m having a good day. I saw an octopus. I’m talking to a kid and his dad like we’re all regular normal people. Kevin had said something to him.

      “Sorry, missed that?”

      “I said, do you like crabs? I think they’re cool, but Mom doesn’t like anything with more than four legs. That’s what she says.”

      “I don’t discriminate based on legs.” Simple chance had Alec staring at Joe’s hairy calf below his board shorts as he said that. Coincidence meant Joe caught him looking. When he yanked his gaze up to Joe’s face, a dimple appeared in one stubbled cheek and that wide mouth twitched.

      Chance. Coincidence. Right. Heat suffused Alec’s face but the flush felt almost welcome. He’d been cold for so long, even here in sunny California.

      Joe ran his gaze down in turn, blatantly eyeing the khaki slacks that hid Alec’s knobby knees, down all the way down to his sneakers, then back up. “I happen to like all kinds of legs too.”

      “Sea stars mostly have five legs,” Kevin chattered on obliviously. “But some have six, and some have lots. People call them starfish but they’re not fish.”

      As if by agreement, Alec and Joe both turned their attention back to the boy. In the next ten minutes, Kevin proved he knew more about tide pools than probably half the biology teachers in California.

      Joe called a halt in the middle of a discourse on sea star wasting syndrome. “Hey, son, I think the water’s a bit higher.” He pointed to the rocks behind them.

      “Oh, yep.” Kevin pulled out his phone and checked it. “Three minutes to my tide warning. We could go now, since you’re slower on the rocks.” He straightened and waved to the pool. “Bye, Oscar, see you another day.” He led the way off, sure-footed as ever.

      Alec moved close to Joe as they trailed behind the boy. “I’m impressed you can let him wander around like that, but he seems to know what he’s doing.”

      Joe flinched. “I have rules in place to keep him safe. Maybe I wasn’t explicit enough.”

      “He did have the tide tracked.”

      “But all it’d take would be one slip and fall, getting a foot caught, or broken.” Joe looked almost green. “If his phone went into the water, he couldn’t call for help. He shouldn’t be coming down here alone, but I hate to fence him in.”

      “That’s the hard part, isn’t it?” Alec could sympathize. “Deciding how much freedom they should have, how much safety to trade for their independence.” He remembered the first time they’d let Nathan walk down the block to his friend’s house without an adult. Julie’d closed the door resolutely, but Alec had peered out the window until Nathan was safely inside— Not that memory either. He stumbled and caught himself.

      “Do you have kids?” Joe asked.

      “No.” He hadn’t meant that word to come out so hard, so cold. He needed to soften his reply, but he couldn’t add a single syllable. Instead, he pushed his pace, risking life and limb to jump from rock to rock until he caught up to Kevin. Even then, words wouldn’t come, but his silence didn’t matter, because Kevin still had things to say about the mating habits of octopuses which carried them off the rocks all the way to the base of the broken pier. Joe, bringing up the rear, let his son ramble on, but Alec felt a thoughtful gaze on the back of his neck.

      As they neared Alec’s usual spot, he cast around for a way to disengage. He wouldn’t have missed this morning for the world, and he’d now defend Kevin’s life with his own, if a gay computer-nerd’s defense was worth anything, but he’d hit his limit. Memories he didn’t want to acknowledge clamored to be let out of his brain.

      “Can we go down to the other pier and get cotton candy?” Kevin asked hopefully.

      “I really can’t.” Alec didn’t look at Joe as he spoke. “I, um, left dinner going in the slow cooker and I need to get home and take care of it.” Kevin looked crestfallen enough that he had to add, “That tide pool was awesome. I’ve never seen an octopus in the wild before. Thanks for showing me.”

      Kevin brightened immediately. “There are some other cool things I can show you. Can I come back tomorrow?”

      Alec was about to say sure, caught in Kevin’s spell, when Joe broke in, “Tomorrow’s a work day. I bet Alec has things he needs to get done. I doubt he has time for you during the week.”

      I have no work that matters now. But there’d been a firm edge to Joe’s voice. Maybe he doesn’t want me around Kevin, especially if he’s not there. Alec was suddenly conscious again of the ragged ends of hair over his ears, and the way his khakis hung on him. Of course he doesn’t. Weird man like you.

      “Not tomorrow,” he said.

      Kevin’s face fell at his words.

      “Maybe next weekend,” he compromised. “Maybe your dad’ll be ready to take time off again. Sunday. I could be here Sunday.” He glanced at Joe, unable to read his face. “You don’t have to be here, if you’re busy, but if Kevin wants to—” He cut himself short and whirled, hurrying off up the beach.

      Behind him, Kevin called, “See you Sunday!”

      He waved over his shoulder without stopping.

      The cliff stairs to his cottage had never felt so steep. He was out of breath when he reached the road, and had to force himself to keep a steady pace until he turned in at the little red house he’d rented. Of course, when he pulled open the door, there was no homey scent from a slow cooker. That’d been a flat-out lie, and he was ashamed of it. How hard would it’ve been to have just said, “Not today?”

      He pulled the door shut behind himself and the place echoed in hollow silence around him, even though he could hear traffic and a few birds outside his walls. In a rush to make himself less of a liar, he pulled the unused crock-pot out from under the counter and began chopping vegetables. The onions made his eyes water and he welcomed the sting. The meat in the freezer had a touch of frost, but was probably fine. He threw the chunks in unthawed, set the timer, and put the lid on. Done. Now if Kevin asks what was in my slow cooker, I can truthfully say beef stew with onions and celery.

      He laughed at himself, leaning on the counter, because no preteen boy cares what you cooked for dinner. Laughed some more, because he’d sworn to keep his distance for a week, but he wasn’t sure what his week looked like without time on the pier. His laughter grew wild and became something else, and eventually he took himself to bed, hiding his face in his onion-scented hands.

      There he slept, deeply and without dreams, for the first time in weeks. He woke to a house aromatic with cooking stew, and the sunset light pouring in the window. His clothes had twisted around him in his sleep, but he felt like he might be able to do something useful. Not eat, not right now, of course. He packed the stew into containers in the fridge, and settled in front of his computer with a cup of coffee.

      If he had to be trapped inside, he could make some progress on his hobby project, the disability radio controls that could’ve been a lifeline if… if only— don’t think about Nathan. It’s just a project. Helpful for all kinds of folks.

      He narrowed his focus to the screen and coded for hours, at first skillfully and with all his attention, testing changes as he went, then slower, doggedly. Darkness fell, thickened, and the silence pressed in on him. When he’d made things worse with his debugging three times, he reverted to the earlier version of the program and took himself off to bed. Despite the long nap, he slept off and on till dawn as visions of Nathan on a beach, oddly soft and bittersweet, paraded through his dreams.

      He didn’t bother to shave the next morning. No one was going to see him for a week. His stomach felt hollow, so he forced down dry toast and a glass of juice, and set himself in front of his monitor. Time to tackle yesterday’s bug with a clear head.

      He skipped lunch, because he usually went to the pier after lunch, and if he didn’t eat, he wouldn’t fixate on the time.

      By three, he’d made two really stupid errors, and taken far too long to find them. He couldn’t tell whether he was creating more bugs than he was killing. Still, he kept at his coding, for want of anything better to do. His stomach growled, and he put a big blob of peanut butter on a plate with crackers and nibbled as he worked. That quieted his gut, but didn’t do much for his brain.

      I’m a functioning grown-up. I can do a day’s work. When the last sunset rays gilded the water in the distance, and he finally let himself turn off the computer and take his cramping hands off the keys, he knew the coming days would be a matter of dogged endurance.

      I’ve endured before. I can do it again. To make sure Joe doesn’t get angry or worried. So I can see them again on Sunday with a clear conscience. He pulled out a container of stew, nuked it, ate a few bites and scraped the rest down the drain. One day done.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad.” Kevin’s voice pulled Joe’s attention from the fight scene he was choreographing.

      He bit back a sound of annoyance and looked up, schooling his tones. “Yes?”

      “Mr. Alec hasn’t been to the pier all week.”

      “Um.” He set aside the question of whether a vampire was strong enough to hold a dragon’s mouth shut and tried to focus on the real world. “He hasn’t?”

      “No.”

      “How can you be sure? Maybe he’s there when you’re not.”

      “I left him a note,” Kevin said, as if that should be obvious. “I told him I’d be there Sunday and I was going to show him the otters next, but the note’s still there.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t see it.”

      Kevin gave him a look of scorn. “I put his name at the top in big letters and pinned the paper down with rocks, right where he usually stands. If he was there, he would’ve seen it.”

      “Okay. Perhaps he’s been busy.”

      “Or maybe he’s sick, like I was, and he doesn’t have anyone to bring him chicken soup and Nyquil. I think we should check on him.”

      “That’s sweet of you, hon, but we don’t even know where he lives.”

      “I’m not sweet. And he said the red house. How hard can that be to find?”

      Joe shook his head, although a tinge of guilt began to nag at him. He heard himself saying “I doubt he has time for you during the week,” and he was pretty sure Alec had read that as the warning he’d intended. After all, he knew nothing about the guy except that he was decent at spotting hidden octopuses. He’d need a lot more before he wanted his eleven-year-old hanging out with the man without him. But he hadn’t meant for Alec to disappear.

      Kevin kicked the base of the door with the toe of one sneaker. “We could just go and see. If he’s not sick, I could show him the picture of the otters.”

      “Leave that door alone. Okay. Maybe. After dinner.” This fight scene had to be done in one shot, or it wouldn’t hold together. He knew that from experience. His fingers drifted back to the keyboard, but he kept his attention on Kevin. “Are you done with your history video?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You want to talk about anything now?” Kevin had chosen to watch Eyes on the Prize for his history credit, but that civil rights era was intense stuff. They sat down every night and worked through each segment’s events and their implications. Despite Kevin’s determined toughness, Joe knew some of the footage hurt his son’s justice-loving soul. “I can stop if you need to.” Kevin’s comfort was more important than any damned fight scene.

      “No.” Kevin’s smile didn’t look too shadowed. “I’m going out. We can do the review later.”

      “Okay. Take your phone, watch your footing, stay above the tide, and be back for dinner.”

      “Yes, Daaaad.”

      Kevin was gone before Joe could comment on the eye roll.

      Joe turned back to the fight, where his human private investigator was definitely on the losing side this time. The goal was for him to lose believably and still survive believably. Maybe the good old rockslide trick would work. He dug in, and didn’t surface until the first crack of thunder made him jump.

      He quickly saved everything three different places— experience was a hard teacher— and stood, stretching his stiff neck. Outside the window, darkness had fallen fast. He stuck his head out into the hall. “Hey, Kevin?”

      Silence greeted him. A quick check through the small house didn’t find a kid sleeping on the couch or huddled with headphones in his room.

      This was the first storm that had blown up in the two months they’d been in California, but Ohio had thunderstorms and even tornadoes. Kevin should’ve recognized the signs of oncoming weather and headed home. Joe pulled out his phone. No texts. Tapping Kevin’s contact, he sent

      
        
        Looks like bad weather coming in. Where are you?

      

      

      After a minute with no reply, he called and bounced right to voicemail.

      Dammit, Kevin, that’s against the rules. He controlled his worry. This wouldn’t be the first time his kid had drained his phone battery taking pictures, but he was supposed to head home the minute he got a low-battery warning.

      Joe opened the front closet for his shoes, and saw Kevin’s newest skateboard and helmet were missing. He relaxed a little. At least, the kid wasn’t down on the rocks with a storm-swept sea. Taking the board meant he’d be sticking to the roads. In the dim light, with idiots who don’t know how to drive on wet pavement because they only see rain about six times a year. Maybe the board wasn’t that much comfort.

      He opened his front door. The heavy storm clouds overhead still hadn’t broken with rain. A flash of dry lightning arced from one cloud top to the next, and a rumble followed close on its heels, but the whipping wind still tasted of dust.

      Hurrying down the drive, he peered along the road both directions, looking for a small figure and a skateboard. All he spotted was the occasional car or truck going by, headlights bright in the gathering gloom. Damn it.

      Where is he?

      He pulled out his phone again, but the screen was obstinately unhelpful. No calls, no texts, no Signal messages. Reluctantly, he returned to the house and paced. Kevin would hate being tracked down, but he’d broken the rules and he’d live with the consequences. Joe pulled up the GPS location app. Kevin’s data showed “No current location” and “Last known location.”

      Fucking dead battery. The last location was halfway to downtown, so at least he knew which direction to head, but that opened a host of possibilities. The skate park was blocks away from there. So was Kevin’s favorite bookstore, and the ice cream parlor was the other direction. Cruising up and down the streets, yelling Kevin’s name, didn’t sound like a real plan.

      It’s better than no plan. He dug in the dish on the counter for his wallet and keys and was halfway to his SUV when his phone rang.

      He yanked it out, saw a number he didn’t recognize with a non-local area code. Fucking scammers. He cut short the ringtone and stuffed the phone in his pocket, but a moment later the same number called again. That didn’t fit the usual scammer pattern.

      “Yeah? Who is this?” He didn’t bother to moderate his voice.

      “Dad? It’s me.”

      “Kevin!” He clutched the phone tighter, caught between anger and relief. “Where are you? Whose phone is this?”

      “It’s Mr. Alec’s. I’m at his house.”

      “You’re where?”

      “I was going to head home, but he says it’s not good skating weather.”

      “He’s right.” Despite Joe’s distrust, he’d rather have his kid safely indoors somewhere. Especially as another crack of thunder heralded a spatter of rain across the pavement. “I’ll come get you. Stay on the line.” He kept the phone to his ear as he got in the SUV. “What’s his address?”

      “I don’t know. It’s the red house.”

      GPS had no clue about red. “Ask him.”

      There was a mumble, then Kevin relayed the street number. “Are you mad?” His son’s voice shook at the end.

      “No!” Joe took a long breath and repeated calmly. “Not much, anyway. You clearly didn’t head home when your battery alarmed, though.”

      “I didn’t hear the alarm. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay, well, we’ll talk about that. For now, just stay put till I get there. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Dad.” There was a hint of annoyance on that last word that made him feel better. That was more Kevin, for sure.

      “Talk to me. Tell me where you went today.” As long as Kevin was talking, nothing bad was happening to him. He listened with one ear to a tale of trying out a new section of stairs at one of the parks, and some trick that Kevin was working on but Joe couldn’t picture, and wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      “—and then I saw the red house from the road, coming back, and I thought I should tell Mr. Alec that I left a note for him at the pier. Because the rain would soak it.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone inside. You know that.” Joe slowed, scanning the house numbers.

      “But it’s Mr. Alec. And the wind was getting really dusty, and I wanted to talk to him.”

      A flash of red-painted stucco two doors down came as a huge relief. Joe pulled into the drive behind a new-looking sedan, and parked. Call Kevin out? Or go to the door? Curiosity and another thin lash of rain made him decide on the door. He hustled up under the porch roof, where the lightbulb glowed yellow against a darkness more like night than five in the afternoon.

      Before he could knock, the door swung open. Kevin stepped backward and said, “Come on in, Dad. Hey, look, it’s actually raining.”

      “Yes. Water falling from the sky. The locals will be shocked.” Joe hadn’t intended to go inside, but he couldn’t stand there on the doorstep with the wind slanting that thin rain sideways past him. He ducked around the door and Kevin pushed it shut.

      When Joe looked up, he met Alec’s eyes across the room.

      A little shock echoed through him. This was a different Alec from the man he’d seen on Sunday
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