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For Bruce,


 


The day I met you, love took over.


 




Chapter 1
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ZACH KELLY collapsed onto his bed. Had he heard Ben right? Did the man he’d spent the last three years with just dump him? No, that couldn’t have been what he’d heard. Sometimes he didn’t pay attention. Drifted off in midconversation when an idea for a story hit as it often did. Perhaps that’s what happened.


Yeah, he’d been thinking about his latest plot bunny that just so happened to start with a bad breakup scene. That wasn’t Ben. He’d simply been confused.


“What did you say?” he asked. His constricted throat muffled his words into a whisper.


Ben sighed. He ran his fingers through his blond hair and rolled his eyes. “Why do you want me to repeat myself? Isn’t it enough that I said it once? Why does everything with you have to be so difficult?”


“I just don’t understand.” Zach didn’t know what else to say.


Ben sighed again. If he sighed one more time, Zach might have to toss him out the bedroom window. He could do it too. He was stronger and taller than Ben. He wouldn’t even break a sweat.


But Zach also knew he’d never do something like that. It just wasn’t who he was.


“I just want to understand,” Zach muttered. He was being pitiful, and he hated that. Why could he never man up and deal with life’s crap? Why did he always bend over and ask for seconds instead?


“What do you want to understand?” Ben asked. The sweet voice that had greeted him every day turned lemon sour and stone hard. “I can’t do this anymore, Zach. It’s over.”


Zach couldn’t process the information. He’d gone out to buy some bread for dinner, anticipating a quiet evening at home and maybe a movie. He never saw this coming. Sure, there had been some distance between him and Ben but not this much. At least, he didn’t think so, but he’d often gotten many things wrong before.


Apparently, this was just one more to add to the list.


“It’s time for us to cut our losses,” Ben said. “This isn’t going anywhere. Not anymore.”


If he could have found the energy to laugh, Zach would have. When they first met three years ago, Ben had thought they had a lot of potential. Ben had introduced himself to Zach at their gym’s boot camp class. Ben had asked him to be his workout partner. He’d always been terribly shy, so he had only answered with a head nod and then barely spoken to Ben for the remainder of the class. That had apparently appealed to Ben because afterward, Ben had asked him out.


Their date had been a disaster. He spilled his wine all over Ben’s almond-crusted chicken and then almost knocked over the table when he stood to help Ben clean up the mess. He had secretly hoped his persistent clumsiness might take a break for the evening, but Zach stayed true to form and closed out the night by falling down in the parking lot after tripping over the curb.


Ben had thought his clumsiness endearing, especially since Ben fancied himself a perfectionist. Ben had thought they complimented each other well. That they had the potential to last a lifetime.


From Ben’s now distant, cool gaze, however, that was evidently no longer the case.


“What happened?” he finally asked when the shock surrendered its control of his vocal cords. “What changed?”


Ben stood before him, scanning the ground for some unseen answer. After a few moments, he shrugged and then stared blankly at Zach.


“That’s it?” he asked. A raging fire coursed through his blood. “That’s my answer? A shrug?”


“What do you want, Zach?”


“How about the truth? You owe me that much.”


“Alright, how’s this for truth? I’m tired, Zach.”


“Of what?”


“Of you.” Ben’s answer shot through him like an arrow. “You’re too much work. Like a big, redheaded, hairy baby. I’ve tried to make you better. Into the man I knew you could be. But you’re never going to be him. You’re happy with yourself. And that’s good. I guess. But I’m not happy with it. I deserve better.” He paused and then absently added, “So do you.”


If he weren’t sitting on the bed already, he’d have collapsed to the floor. Ben had never spoken to him so callously before. Sure, Ben wasn’t the easiest person to live with. He liked things done a certain way. He had a procedure and a process for everything. The mail had to be stacked on the small table by the front door. The toilet paper had to hang down toward the back, not drape toward the front. Dates had to be scheduled in advance, and surprises weren’t exactly welcome. If anything in life didn’t follow Ben’s rules, there was hell to pay.


That was what he didn’t understand. He’d spent the last three years making sure Ben got what he wanted. He’d done a lot of work to make Ben happy.


Maybe that was part of the problem. Maybe Ben was tired of Zach being a wuss.


“Can we fix this?” he asked Ben. God, he hated how pathetic he sounded. He needed to find where he’d put his balls.


Ben’s blank expression answered his question. He used to look at Zach with love, at least when he wasn’t pissy or annoyed at Zach’s clumsy nature. Even in the height of a particularly bad mood, there had always been some affection reflected in Ben’s green eyes. Now, Ben looked at him as if he were a stranger.


The arrow in his heart dug deeper and twisted.


“So, that’s it, then?” Zach asked, unsure what else there was to say. For a writer, he sure was at a loss for words a lot. Maybe that was why his book sales sucked worse than a two-bit man whore.


Ben gave no answer. Just more silence and a sigh. Ben then glanced over at the clock on the nightstand. He evidently had somewhere more important to be.


Zach blinked back his tears and swallowed the lump in his throat.


“I’m sorry,” Ben said after a few moments. His voice broke the silence like an exploding cannon. “I truly am.”


Although the words were apologetic, the tone expressed no such emotion. Ben sounded irritated, like he often did when Zach proved too dense for Ben’s liking.


He had to get the hell out of there. Now.


Zach stood up from the bed and crossed to the closet. He reached inside, grabbing his suitcase from the floor and his backpack from the chair that sat to the left. He placed both on the carpet just outside the closet door.


Ben said nothing. He simply watched in silence, but the arch to Ben’s eyebrow told Zach Ben was interested in what he planned on taking with him. What he wanted to take was the big screen television or the expensive leather couch they had bought a few months ago, but none of those things would fit in his luggage. Ben’s head would. If he could stuff the oversized melon filled with Ben’s own high opinion of himself into his backpack.


But instead of acting out or saying the awful things that crossed his mind, Zach kept mum like the lame-ass loser he was. He also only reached for the items that were his, not anything they’d purchased together.


He shoved a couple pair of jeans in his duffel bag. He lifted out his suit jacket, the one Ben had bought for him to wear on their last trip to New York. The trip that Ben had planned because Zach sucked at making travel arrangements and packing appropriate attire. The one trip Ben had allowed him to be cruise director for hadn’t gone over well. He had booked accommodations not to Ben’s liking and then didn’t bring clothes worthy of dining or clubbing. Ben had been mortified and shanghaied all future travel plans after that debacle.


That was why Ben purchased the suit. He wanted Zach to look the way Ben expected him to.


Before he could stop himself, he turned around, suit jacket in hand, and asked, “Should I?” Then, realizing what he’d done, he put the jacket back. Even now, after Ben had kicked him to the curb, he fell back on asking Ben if he should or shouldn’t do something. He needed help. Or a lobotomy. Yeah, an ice pick shoved into his eye just might do the trick.


“Just take the jacket,” Ben blurted. “It’s yours!”


Zach didn’t answer. He tore some of his favorite shirts off the hangers and tossed them into the open suitcase. He then yanked open his assigned drawer in their dresser and emptied the contents on top of the balled up shirts.


While he tossed his underwear into the disorganized mess, he watched Ben’s blank expression change. He was no longer indifferent. The absolute mess he was making of his belongings and the fact that he wasn’t taking any of the nice clothes Ben had purchased over the years evidently pissed him off. Ben’s face burned red, and his hands clenched into fists.


“You’re making a mess!” Ben shouted as he crossed over to the closet. “And you’re not even taking the good stuff.” He carefully removed the button-down shirts from some Italian designer Zach couldn’t remember. Ben then began folding them and placing them into a nice, even pile on top of the chest of drawers. “You might as well take them,” he told Zach. “Lord knows, I can’t fit into them. I’m far too lithe for your clothes.”


If Zach had a bat in his hand, Ben’s head would be a bloody red spot on the wall.


“I don’t want them,” Zach told Ben.


Ben didn’t listen. He continued folding the shirts into perfect little squares. When he was done, he headed for the open suitcase. He stood over it, eying its contents. No doubt trying to decide how best to reorganize the clothes until it met Ben’s approval.


When he bent down to begin the process, Zach snapped. He yanked the suitcase out of Ben’s reach, spilling his clothes onto the bedroom carpet. “Don’t touch my shit.”


“I agree,” Ben replied with a crooked smile. “Your clothes are shit. That’s why I want you to take the nice ones.”


Zach couldn’t respond. His throat once again closed shut. He swept the pile of tumbled clothes back into his open suitcase and zipped it shut. He headed for his desk. On it rested his laptop, which sat next to the Out magazine he had been reading that morning, the one that had all those entrancing pictures of a place called Provincetown at the back of the magazine. He’d wanted to discuss possibly vacationing there with Ben. In fact, daydreaming about it kept him from writing, but now, the sight of the magazine and the vacation they would never have together punched him in the stomach.


He scooped up his laptop and placed it in his backpack. He turned to leave, but he just couldn’t leave the magazine behind. So he rolled it up, stuck it in the back pocket of his shorts, and headed for his suitcase.


With it in hand, he exited the bedroom, the one where he and Ben had planned the future they would no longer have. He left the apartment without a word and with a shattered heart.


He had no idea where he would live, but right now that didn’t matter. He had a plan.


He was going to Provincetown.


 


 


ZACH sat in the Starbuck’s just a few blocks from his apartment. He hadn’t made it very far, but if he had his way, he’d be jetting across the country to Massachusetts and landing on the Cape. That was if he could actually find a room.


Right now, he was on hold with Sebastian, one of the owners of the Carpe Diem, one of the swankier places to stay in Provincetown. He couldn’t really afford it, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to stay at such a high-end bed-and-breakfast. It would serve as a fuck you to Ben. To show him that he damn well could choose a nice place to stay.


But that wouldn’t work if he couldn’t get a room. He’d tried searching online, but most places had already been booked for the past few months. Provincetown was evidently more popular than the ad at the back of his magazine led him to believe. Making no progress over the Internet, Zach hoped blind phone calls might provide better luck.


So far, nothing had turned up during his first three attempts. Zach hoped Sebastian would come back with good news.


“You there, Mr. Kelly,” Sebastian said on the other end of the phone. The man’s German accent was thick.


“I’m here,” he answered far too quickly. He needed to calm down. He didn’t want to appear desperate and then be price gouged.


“I’m afraid that we have nothing here. We haven’t had anything available for months. It’s very hard to find spur-of-the-moment accommodations in P-town.”


Zach squeezed his cell phone until he heard the plastic casing pop. Why had Sebastian put him on hold if they had been booked solid for weeks? Did the man get his jollies from raising people’s hopes and then chastising them for not planning properly? He’d gotten enough of that from Ben.


“However,” Sebastian said, “I do have a friend who’s had a last-minute cancellation at the property he manages. It’s a condo, though. Not a bed-and-breakfast. I called him to see if it was still available, which is why I had to put you on hold.”


If it were possible, he would leap through the phone and kiss Sebastian on the lips. With lots of tongue. “I’ll take it,” he answered.


Sebastian laughed. “Let me give you the information, so you can make the arrangements.”


“Thank you,” Zach said as he fished a pen out of his backpack and wrote the information on his hand. “I really appreciate it. I’ll call Mr. Travers now.”


“Don’t call him Mr. Travers,” Sebastian warned. “He doesn’t like that. Everyone calls him Gary.”


“Gary,” Zach said with a nod. “Got it.”


Zach ended the call and then quickly dialed the number he had scrawled across his palm. As he hit send, he scanned the coffee shop, which was filled with couples talking to each other and laughing. Sitting there with his packed bags, he no doubt looked like someone who’d been dumped on his ass. How many people were talking about him and pitying him right now?


If he had the balls, he’d tell them to suck his cock, but that was far too vulgar and hostile for Zach. So he plastered on a fake smile, pretending to be someone on vacation in Houston instead of trying to get as far away from this fucking place as possible.


“Hello,” the voice on the other end answered. “You’ve got me. Now what do you want to do with me?”


Zach held the phone away from his ear and stared at the caller ID. He checked the displayed phone number with the one Sebastian had given him. He had to have dialed the wrong number. The man who picked up had answered with far more familiarity than he was accustomed to. One quick check of the numbers, though, told him he had not.


“Don’t be shy,” the voice in the phone said. “I won’t bite. Unless you want me to.”


“Mr. Tra—” He stopped himself, remembering Sebastian’s warning. “Gary, this is Zach Kelly. Sebastian from Carpe Diem said you might have a condo I could rent for the week.”


Gary squealed in delight over the phone. He imagined from Gary’s reaction that the man was most likely jumping up and down as if he had just won the showcase showdown on The Price is Right.


“I’m so happy you called, Zachary. When Sebastian said he was sending someone my way, I about pissed my panties. We had our fourth unit booked solid for months. A dear friend of mine from Boston, who was supposed to be staying this week, had a death in the family. Naturally, he had to cancel, and I just couldn’t in good conscience charge him for the week. Even though I could have.”


Gary rambled on, telling Zach how awful it was to lose even a week’s worth of a rental. Evidently, the Townies, or the year-round residents of Provincetown as Gary explained, made eighty percent of their income for the year during the summers. Losing just one week on a rental could prove disastrous.


“You, my dear, sweet Zachary, have helped us avert financial disaster.”


What was he supposed to say? He wasn’t accustomed to someone who emoted as much as Gary. After three years with Ben, he’d grown used to silence and scowls. “I’m glad I could help,” he finally said, feeling the need to say something.


“Help?” Gary asked. His voice rose an octave, not in distress but in incredulity. “You’re a godsend, I tell you.”


“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” he hedged. “I’m just a man in search of a port in the storm.”


“Hmm,” Gary said into the phone. “I can tell there’s a story there.”


Zach didn’t answer.


“I love a good story, so when you get here, you’ll tell me all about it. And I don’t take no for an answer. Just a little FYI.”


A smile inched its way across Zach’s face even though he tried to stop it. “We’ll see about that.”


“You’ve never been to P-town before. Have you?”


“How can you tell?” Had he come across as inept at travel as Ben seemed to think he was?


“Well, besides the fact that you’re looking for a place to stay this late in the season?” Before Zach could open his mouth to explain, Gary rolled on with the conversation. “It’s just something I sense in your voice. You don’t have that rabid determination I typically hear in the horny bastards who come here. You sound so sweet. Innocent. And I gotta tell you, I just love popping the cherry of a P-town virgin. In fact, I’ll even be your date to Tea Dance.”


What the hell was a tea dance? And why would anyone dance while drinking tea? He couldn’t. That was for fucking sure. He was too much of a klutz to be able to carry a beat and a cup full of tea at the same time.


He’d likely spill the tea, slip in the mess, and then sprawl onto the middle of the dance floor. At least, that was the way things always seemed to work for him.


He also wasn’t so sure he wanted to attend this tea dance with someone who wanted to pop his cherry. Although he definitely liked the idea of chomping down on some fresh produce, he planned to choose who sampled his goods.


He might be single now, but that didn’t mean his samples were free.


“Alright, Zachary. I think I have everything I need,” Gary said. “Just get yourself to P-town, and you’ll be in good hands.”


“Will do, Gary. See you soon.” Zach ended the call and stared around at the busy Starbucks. The impact of what he’d just done dawned on him for the first time. He was going to Provincetown. On a spur-of-the-moment trip. This wasn’t like him. At least not the man he’d become.


Years ago, in a childhood he preferred not to remember, he’d once been impulsive. He just wasn’t that person anymore.


Maybe that was what he needed. To find the person he once was. And maybe he’d find him in Provincetown.




Chapter 2
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ZACH leaned his head against the thrumming interior of the small puddle jumper that flew him to Provincetown, Massachusetts. Gazing out into the azure sky, he looked down upon the many sail and motor boats which spotted the cobalt ocean down below.


I should just go home.


He couldn’t believe the thought to return to Ben still persisted. It ate away at him as he drove to the airport and stepped into the security line. He’d never traveled alone, and he immediately wanted Ben by his side. Ben had become his security blanket, the person he used to shield him from the unpleasant aspects of life. The need for Ben had grown so powerful, he had almost bolted out of the airport. Thankfully, he had moved to the front of the line before he could make an ass of himself.


He really was a loser.


To free his mind from the nagging call to head home, he focused on the ships below. Their passing cut the ocean into white, foamy ribbons that skimmed across the top before once again being consumed by the sea that surrounded them. Sprinkled around the boats and their passengers, who were enjoying a warm summer day in the harbor, small patches of land dotted the water. Like bright oases, the lush greenery of the islands staked their claim in defiance to the expansive waters that sought dominion.


A kinship formed between Zach and those islands, especially now that he’d been stranded by the man he loved in the middle of life’s ocean. He briefly entertained the idea of pulling out his laptop and composing a few lines for a new novel. But that required too much effort. Besides, according to the reviews of his books, he apparently sucked at writing.


Among other things. Like relationships.


His desire to write died as quickly as it was born.


What he wanted to write, if he had the energy or the determination, was that he, too, was alone in a merciless sea with nothing but his own rocky foundation to support him. But there was a difference, and Zach saw it plainly. There were no boaters frolicking in the waters about him. No one navigated their ship to dock where he lived. In fact, all boats had raised anchors, unfastened their moorings, and bid him bon voyage as they departed for oceans unknown that no longer included him.


Yeah, he definitely had no desire to write that. It made him sound more pathetic than he already felt, and this trip was supposed to help make him feel better. Not worse.


I should just go home.


He had never heard of Provincetown, which sat at the outermost part of Massachusetts, before he saw it in his magazine. Since then, and especially since Ben dumped him, the pictures of dozens of men, embracing each other and having the time of their lives, called to him like a siren song. He longed to lose himself as one among the droves of gay men who, like the ad explained, converged upon the Cape every summer, to indulge both spoken and unspoken fantasies that could only be found on its sandy shores.


And after the repressed way he’d lived his life over the past twenty-odd years, he had more than a few inhibitions clogging up his pipes. Hell, it had been so long since his pipe had been properly handled that he feared a stiff breeze might be all he required.


Zach needed an escape. That much was certain. If he hadn’t fled what had once been his home, he was uncertain what might have become of him, even though he hated going places by himself. His shy nature practically dictated that someone accompany him everywhere he went.


No matter how much the prospect of vacationing by himself on the other side of the country frightened him, it was something he had to do. He couldn’t go on living as an outsider in his own life.


He needed to change how other people saw him and how he saw himself.


Then maybe he’d understand the pain that wrenched his insides and why thoughts of returning home followed him through the security lines, across the skies from Houston to Boston, and into the propeller plane that now carried him to his destination. No matter how hard he tried to banish the notion from his mind, the idea of heading home coiled about him like a python intent on consuming him whole.


Even though he wanted to go home, there was no home to go back to.


The realization made him lash out. He slammed his elbow against the wall of the plane and though it felt good, it also drew what he hated the most—unwanted attention. The man who sat in front of him looked over his shoulder disapprovingly. Zach fought his desire to tell the man dressed in a tight black muscle T-shirt that his fauxhawk was meant to be on the head of a man twenty years younger. If he’d been the same person he once was in his youth, he would have.


Zach kept mum instead.


These days, he cared more about vanishing within the crowd than standing out in it, so he apologized for his disturbance and returned his gaze to the world outside, just like the lame-ass loser he’d allowed himself to become.


God, not only was he a mass of pent-up frustration and a certified klutz, but he’d traded his cock for a pussy.


Maybe that was why he’d lost everything that had been important to him.


Ben, his ability to write, and the future he’d once thought carved out in stone.


Besides Ben, writing had been the one thing he could count on. He had yet to become successful at it, but being an author was his dream. He wanted to quit his daytime teaching job, write full time, and live happily ever after.


That happy ending was supposed to have been with Ben, and when he thought about how that dream had been killed for him, by the very same man he once shared the dream with, his breath caught in his throat.


He needed to understand why it had happened and why he had changed so much from the person he once was.


I should just go home.


If he could have punched himself in the head, he would have. It was obvious that Ben no longer cared for him, that he had stopped loving him some time ago. He needed to let the notion of returning home go.


“There she is,” said the man with the fauxhawk in front of him. “The Pilgrim Monument. We’re almost there, boys!”


The announcement caused an eagerness to spread through the cabin. Where before everyone had sat in quiet contemplation, the mood within the plane changed. A renewed sense of vigor permeated all those around him.


Their eyes flickered with life as they each gazed admiringly at the impressive gray-bricked structure that heralded their descent into Provincetown.


The tower, which proudly stood upon its swath of land, didn’t elicit the same reaction from Zach as it did from the others in the cabin. They murmured excitedly to one another like children on a school bus.


He didn’t see what all the fuss was about.


The monument was architecturally beautiful. It even reminded him of a giant rook on a chessboard, but the mere sight of the structure and the peninsula didn’t bring forth a wave of celebration as it had for the others.


This wasn’t a no-holds-barred vacation for him like it was for them. Zach had serious work to do on himself. For himself. He had to find his way again and figure out why he’d allowed himself to be turned into a doormat. He refused to let anyone treat him like Ben did. Ever again.


So while the other passengers came to life like blossoming buds before the sun, Zach took a deep breath, signaling to himself that he was ready.


Even though he still longed for home. And for Ben.


 


 


IT DIDN’T take Zach long to collect his luggage and find a cab to take him from the airport to the condo. Unlike the other guys on his flight, who arrived with two huge suitcases and two carry-on bags each, he only brought his small travel bag, containing a portion of his clothes from his apartment, and a backpack, which carried his laptop.


Evidently, part of the Provincetown experience required constant wardrobe changes, and since he’d only brought about three or four days’ worth of clothes, he’d come underprepared for this adventure.


That was par for the course in Zach’s world, though.


He rarely took the requisite time to plan or research a trip. Not that he actually had time to plan this one. Still, he was quite content with packing light and bringing along only the essentials. That used to drive Ben crazy.


Ben enjoyed planning trips as much as the vacation itself. It was part of the experience, or so he used to say. Ever since New York, Ben had booked the flights and hotels. It was Ben’s way of making sure they stayed in quality accommodations instead of the cheap deals Zach preferred. Ben even made a packing list for each trip that Zach was expected to follow to the letter.


Since Ben drew up a detailed itinerary for each hour of their vacation, he made certain Zach’s wardrobe reflected the plans.


At first, Zach thought the behavior a bit much, but it made Ben happy. Besides, he relished the way Ben took care of him. It made him feel special.


Now that he thought about it, maybe he had relied on Ben too much over the years. Perhaps Ben tired of taking care of all the little details that always seemed to slip Zach’s notice.


Maybe that was why they were no longer together.


“This must be your first time here?” the taxi driver asked from the front seat.


The voice startled Zach out of his thoughts. He’d completely ignored her since he had entered the cab and given her the condo’s address. He hadn’t even realized that they had pulled away from the terminal or that they had been driving in silence for a few minutes.


“It is,” he replied, staring into the rearview mirror at the driver’s kind face. Her long silver hair was tied back in a ponytail, and the breeze from the open windows whipped it back and forth as if she were riding horseback instead of driving a car. “How could you tell?”


“You packed way too lightly for someone who’s ever been here before. Most guys bring more clothes than they’ll ever wear. Especially since most of them walk around half-naked down Commercial Street anyway.”


Zach attempted a smile, but he wasn’t happy enough to pull it off. She either didn’t notice or was kind enough to let it slip.


“Where’s home?” she asked.


While it was a simple enough question, Zach had no answer. He no longer knew where home was. Ben had moved on. He hadn’t spoken to his father since Zach’s hometown found out Gil Kelly enjoyed cock as much as Zach did. That little revelation shattered Zach’s core. He’d spent so much of his life trying to be perfect for his father that when he realized how imperfect a man his father was, Zach could no longer deal with him.


He and his sister Sami were close, but she had her own family to take care of, and Zach had no close friends to stay with for the interim.


He wasn’t just alone. He was completely isolated.


“You okay?”


He shifted his attention back to the rearview mirror and found genuine concern reflected in his driver’s kind, wise eyes.


“No,” he admitted. It was the first time he acknowledged the fact out loud. Doing so didn’t make him feel any better.


“Want to talk about it?”


“Not really.”


She nodded in understanding and drove on in silence.


Zach closed his eyes and focused on the wind rushing through the cab. He expected a heavy brine scent to engulf his senses, especially in a town that practically existed in the middle of the ocean. Instead, the breeze smelled sweet, as if the wind carried a bouquet of flowers in its invisible arms.


He inhaled deeply, drawing the refreshing fragrance into his body. He hoped the candied fragrance would chase away the fear and sadness that resided deep within. Although he scented promise in the air, it seemed incapable of breaking through the doldrums that held him fast.


As they continued through town, the landscape passed him by. Cape Cod-style houses lined the street. He found their steep, pitched roofs and large central chimneys enchanting. Though petite, their solid, squat frames bespoke a sturdiness of foundation, as if they openly defied Mother Nature and taunted her to bring whatever stark weather she could summon to challenge their fortitude.


The simplicity of their designs also fascinated him. He’d grown accustomed to the overzealous, grandiose nature of south Texas living, where bigger always seemed better. These houses held none of that bravado. No embellishments marred the structures, and no ostentatious decorations hung from the doors or windowpanes.


These homes didn’t boast or try to be more than what they were. They simply existed.


Zach envied that characteristic.


He found it almost impossible to simply be who he was. He always felt the need to apologize for himself and change whatever people didn’t like about him until he’d become whatever they might need.


That had started long ago, when Zach was a kid trying to live up to a potential he could never reach.


Of course, now that Zach gave it serious thought, his promise shouldn’t look as far away as it once did. After all, his father had been pretending to be straight when he wasn’t. His father wasn’t perfect. He couldn’t be perfect.


He could only be Zach Kelly. Nothing more. Nothing less.


Still, some habits didn’t just die. They came back from the dead like flesh-eating zombies.


“We’re here.”


Zach turned his attention to the long, gravel driveway. The road beneath them crunched loudly as they approached the row of condominiums that would be his home for the next week.


They were nothing spectacular. A gray and weathered wood shingle frame topped with a gray asphalt roof. A stained wooden deck wrapped around the front of the structure with the condos at either end claiming the larger share of the patio.


Ben would have hated it immediately.


The taxi driver pulled in front of the condo on the far left, and as she got out of the car, he found himself incapable of exiting the vehicle. Once he stepped out, his arrival would be complete.


That meant everything that had driven him to flee Texas had won.


“You didn’t pay all this money to come here and sit in my cab, did you?” the taxi driver asked as she pulled open the left rear door. In her aged hands that possessed a quiet strength he couldn’t understand, she held his small suitcase and his backpack.


“Maybe” was all he replied.


She chuckled and reached out to him. Zach stared at her offered assistance, and the genuineness of the gesture made him feel less alone. Even though she knew nothing of his circumstances, it made him feel safe.


He hadn’t felt that way in a long time. Far longer than he cared to admit.


“Thanks,” he told her as he took her warm hand in his and left the vehicle behind.


She handed over Zach’s belongings and nodded to the condo on the far right. “Gary and Quinn live there,” she told him. “They own this place. They’re great guys and can give you the lowdown of this crazy town. Gary’s usually home at this time, so just go on over. He’ll take good care of you.”


Not knowing what else to say, Zach simply nodded in response and then paid the woman for the ride. He pointed his feet toward the condo she gestured to, but before he made it halfway across the pebbled drive, she called out to him.


“You look like a man with a heavy heart.”


“What makes you say that?” he asked as he turned to face her.


“Honey, it’s all over your face, and I’ve lived here long enough to have seen it a hundred times. In about twice that many young men and women who I’ve shuttled back and forth around town.”


He nodded. “And did they get better?”


A smile stretched wide across her wise face. “It’s P-town.”


“What does that mean?”


She chuckled as if he’d been the punch line to some untold joke.


“You’ll find out,” she told him as she got into her car and drove away.


 


 


“COMING!” A cheery voice from inside the condo yelled in response to Zach’s light rap on the sliding front patio door. A few minutes later what sounded like a stampede bounded down the steps leading to the second floor.


Zach stepped back. From the ruckus, he expected an entire football team to file out of the hallway and come crashing out the front as if the threshold were a paper banner stretched across a field by cheerleaders.


He was surprised when a squadron of jocks didn’t turn the corner. Instead it was just one man, whose face beamed so brightly he had to squint to look at it. Zach had never seen such pure joy reflected in an adult before.


In a child, yes. In a full-grown man, no.


The man then practically leaped from the stairway to the front door. He slid open the patio and was embracing Zach before he had time to react.


“It’s so good to meet you, Zachary!” the man effused in his ear. “I’ve been wondering what time you’d arrive.”


“My plane landed about twenty minutes ago.”


The man he assumed was Gary finally released him from the extended embrace. Who else could it be? The only other person besides his grandmother to address him as Zachary had been Gary. Now that he had stepped back, Zach got his first good look at him. All he had been before this moment was a blur of motion.


Gary was attractive, but not in that picture-perfect model fashion. He didn’t have a finely chiseled body, and the slight swell of Gary’s shirt told him that no flat belly existed underneath.


Zach didn’t care. Like most gay men, he enjoyed a nice body, but Zach had always been more attracted to the person than the physique. From what he could tell from Gary’s enthusiastic greeting, Gary definitely had a personality.


Gary’s wire-rimmed glasses didn’t quite fit his face. He continuously had to push them back up his nose. The glasses and the repeated gesture made the man more endearing.


“I’m Gary, by the way,” he said as he took Zach’s bags from his hands. “In case you hadn’t figured that out.”


Zach nodded. “It’s nice to meet you.”


“Oh, honey, it’s nice to meet you,” Gary said as he gestured Zach inside.


He dragged his big toe while crossing the border and stumbled rather ungracefully inside Gary’s condo.


“Are you okay?” Gary asked as he inspected the threshold for the stray object that tripped Zach.


“I’m fine. Just a natural klutz is all. You’ll likely see me fall down at least three times this week.”


“I’ll alert the insurance adjustor,” Gary teased before closing the patio door. “I know I told you this on the phone, but you seriously pulled my rather large, white ass from the fire. I was telling Bobby Quinn that we might have to sell blowjobs down at the dick dock to make ends meet.”


What the hell was a dick dock and why did he find the name oddly intriguing? It awakened a part of himself he thought he’d snuffed out years ago, the sexual explorer with an insatiable appetite.


But as he’d done for years, Zach shoved that more carefree side of his personality down beneath the control he’d learn to cultivate.


After placing Zach’s luggage on the floor next to the patio door, Gary continued. “I figured that even if we sold them at twenty dollars a pop, we’d probably still be in the hole.”


“What’s this about blowjobs and holes?” a voice from behind Zach asked. “And why do I always seem to walk in at the ass end of these conversations?”


Zach turned around as another man exited the stairwell, dressed in blue shorts and a white T-shirt. A small purple boat sat in the middle of the shirt with the word BOATSLIP stamped in fuchsia across the design. His face, which sported a closely trimmed dark beard, was both rugged and welcoming.


“And here’s the Captain to my Tennille,” Gary announced as he walked over and kissed the newcomer. “Zachary Kelly, this is my husband, Bobby Quinn. Bobby Quinn, this is the fabulous man who rescued us from the sex industry.”


“So I have you to blame for that,” he said as he offered Zach his hand and a friendly grin. “I always wanted to see how much I could get someone to pay me for sex, but alas, I will never find out now. And if you expect us to be friends, you must call me Quinn, not this Bobby Quinn nonsense.”


“Quinn it is,” Zach responded as he shook Quinn’s hand.


“What’s wrong with Bobby Quinn?” Gary asked, pretending to be deeply offended. “It’s the name of the man I love!”


“Yes, dear,” Quinn replied after delivering a peck to Gary’s cheek.


“I use the full names of all those I love dearly. It’s how I show affection.”


“Perhaps a little less affection might be good.”


Gary tossed a fake sneer at Quinn, who winked in response. Feigning exasperation, Gary turned his attention back to Zach, who stood there watching the spectacle that was Gary and Quinn. “What you don’t know about my Bobby Quinn is that he loves to tease me. I, however, always have the last laugh.”


Quinn groaned in response as if he knew what was coming next.


Zach found himself intrigued. “Why’s that?”


“I have Penny.”


“Penny?” Zach asked while Quinn practically doubled over in faux pain. “Is that like your best friend that Quinn can’t stand or something?”


Gary let out a devilish laugh. He appeared to relish in his lover’s misery. “Kinda. But not really.”


“I don’t get it,” he told them.


“And you don’t want to,” Quinn replied from the couch, where he plopped himself in resignation.


“Ah, but he will,” Gary added. “All experience Penny. In all her grandeur.”


“You and I have different definitions for grandeur,” Quinn told Gary.


How else was he supposed to reply than with a shrug?


“Don’t you worry your pretty little red head about Penny, Zachary. You’ll know her when you meet her.”


To this, Quinn moaned even louder than ever. He sounded like a man who wanted to die.


“Quit your complaining, Bobby Quinn. It does you no good anyway.”


Quinn snuffed in reply.


“Now that we’ve been so rudely interrupted by Bobby Quinn, let’s get you settled in your condo. I’m sure you have tons of friends to meet up with.”


“I don’t actually,” Zach admitted. “I’m here by myself.”


Gary and Quinn exchanged glances, and Zach could tell that a private conversation had just been exchanged. He hated it when couples did that in front of him. He had never experienced that type of intimate connection with anyone before. Not even with Ben. And when he saw how close some couples were, it made him feel as romantically inept as he was clumsy.


“Well, you’re in luck,” Gary told him. “Bobby Quinn and I have lived here for almost fifteen years. Not only do we know everything there is to know about this place, but we also know the best people in town. We’ll introduce you. Show you around.”


“That’s very sweet, but I doubt I’ll be going out much. I’m here to think. And to write.”


“An author!” Quinn exclaimed. “Published anything I might’ve read?”


“Doubtful. But I’m hoping to change that.”


“Well, even shut-in authors need to eat, and there’s plenty of great restaurants here. You have a standing dinner date with us. Even at a moment’s notice.”


“That’s very kind, but….”


“I don’t do ‘no’ very well. I already told you that,” Gary reminded him.


“He doesn’t.” Quinn nodded in support. “It’s easier just to give in. Believe me.”


Zach grinned, and he realized how being in Gary and Quinn’s presence brought it out of him quite naturally. He didn’t stage the smile for their benefit as he typically did whenever he met new people to whom he didn’t know how to relate.


That had been his status quo for years. Meet new people, feign interest, and then retreat as quickly as possible.


Where had his typical anxiety gone? He found the abrupt change a bit disconcerting, even though he also enjoyed it. In just a few short moments, they managed to make him feel slightly better. Even the sting of losing Ben had been lost in the face of the freely shared camaraderie.


How might a few more days in their company further affect his mood?


“Okay, I give in,” Zach announced. Gary clapped merrily in reply.


“Now that that’s settled, let me take you to your condo.”


Zach nodded and followed Gary out the front door.


As they walked across the deck that led to the last condo on the left, Gary offered advice on the upcoming Tea Dance. But his words faded away. Zach, instead, focused on something else that had been foreign to him.


Gary and Quinn were a genuinely happy couple. Sure, they were a bit over-the-top, but they were completely at ease with each other.


Never in his thirty-something years had Zach experienced that with another person. In fact, he’d never seen that in his parents.


He had never realized that until now.




Chapter 3
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THIS is fucking great!


Van Pierce rested on all fours as the muscled, hung top behind him drove his cock relentlessly inside Van’s guts. The force of each thrust massaged his prostate at just the right rhythmic intervals. His cock leaked precum onto the black-leather play sheets their director, Johnny Tripp, had purchased for the shoot they were filming in Provincetown.


Slick with both men’s sweat from forty minutes of hardcore fucking since their last break, Van’s knees slid farther apart. His costar, who went by the name Ram Steele, took full advantage of the extra room. Ram balanced himself on one knee while his left leg jutted out at a right angle. He grabbed Van by his shoulders and impaled him backward on his nine-inch cock.


Van loved the feel of a man inside his butt. Opening himself up, taking another guy’s hard, throbbing prick all the way to the hilt, somehow made him feel more alive, more like the man he always knew he was.


When the cameras were rolling and the clothes came off, he turned into his alter ego, Hart Throb. Horny men pulled their puds while watching him power-bottom. They wanted him. They desired him. More than anything else, they longed to possess him and make Hart their own, but Hart wasn’t someone who could be possessed.


At least not for long.


Sure, he fulfilled their fantasies. Whatever his randy followers wanted, he became. It was his job to embody sex, to transform into its living, panting, slutty representative. It was what sold the movies and kept him fed.


And it was certainly a far cry from being regular Van Pierce, the guy men loved taking advantage of, and dumb fuck that Van was, he let them.


Something Hart would never do.


Even though Hart played the bottom, he remained in complete control. The men in his videos were there to please him, not the other way around. Van had never been able to draw that line. He’d let the men in his past use him. He was their toy to be played with, to be put on display at a sex club and fucked by strangers. To be loaned out to good friends and then to be discarded when the toy had lost its shiny, new appeal.


What he’d thought had been about pleasure and trust had turned out to be tools for degradation and deceit.


After having his heart broken and stomped on far too many times, his good nature snapped like the waistband of a worn-out jockstrap, and Hart Throb was born.


Now, he could have his sex and eat it too without the ridicule and humiliation that usually accompanied a relationship. Hart Throb didn’t have to worry about love, not in this industry. That kept Van safe and his ass plugged by whatever hot top the production studio cast in a scene with him.


He was free to give his body without handing over his heart. It was his job, after all, and one he did quite well.


Oh, God! This is fucking great!


Ram flipped Van onto his back. The move made the man’s throbbing hard-on corkscrew inside Van’s ass. Van’s eyes rolled inside his head. Waves of pleasure rippled outward from Van’s well-lubed butt and spread to his endlessly leaking cock.


He so wanted to jack himself off and come while Ram continued to abuse his ass. That was his favorite way to get off, to make himself cream while his butt grew numb and the magic button inside his body was overstimulated. He typically shot ropes of cum across his body, even jettisoning some over his head, if he timed it just right.


But it wasn’t time for that yet.


His director, Tripp, had yet to say the word that would grant Van his needed release. Tripp was too busy massaging his dick through his jeans to give the command. His dreamy, faraway eyes told all that right now he was more interested in his own pleasure than his directorial duties.


Until he quit playing with himself, he and Ram were expected to hold back.


“Damn, your ass feels so fucking good,” Ram grunted as he hovered above Van. Sweat ran down his costar’s bronzed, angular face and collected in large drops at the base of his square jaw. His face burned red from the frenzied pace with which he continued to assault Van’s body.


Van moaned in response. “You feel so fucking good. Stretch me open, you big fuck!”


His dirty talk resulted in Ram slamming into him harder. He had to wrap his arms around the bigger man’s neck to prevent being fucked right off the bed from Ram’s uncontrollable thrusts. At just over six feet and just under two hundred pounds, Van wasn’t exactly a dainty flower; he’d definitely held his own against an overeager top in the past, but Ram’s muscled-out mass dwarfed him by comparison. Ram’s size also made it almost impossible to avoid being knocked off the bed.


Since Ram was lost in his fuck frenzy and Tripp now had his hands full in the corner, it was up to Van to make sure they both stayed within the camera shot. If they had to start all over now that they were coming to the end of a six-hour day, Tripp would blow a gasket instead of the load he was milking from within his worn denim. Reshoots cost money and turned Tripp from the offensive asshole he typically was to a whining bitch.


“Fuck!” Ram bellowed as his pace quickened. Van could tell the big guy was on the verge of nutting.


“Not yet,” he whispered in caution. Busting a nut without Tripp’s explicit direction pissed him off more than a reshoot. A premature explosion meant that the money shot, which was basically the whole point of the shoot, might not be caught on film.


“I can’t stop it,” Ram said through gritted teeth. “Your ass is so fucking tight.” He then threw himself back on his haunches and yanked his throbbing dick from inside Van. Two quick strokes after tearing off the condom and Ram’s spunk flew from his cock and splattered all over Van’s balls, cock, and stomach.


Van wanted to lube up his dick with Ram’s come and finish himself off, but he knew what was coming next.


“Cut!” Tripp yelled from the corner. He angrily fumbled his hands out of his jeans. “God damn it! Cut! Cut! Cut!” The balding, overweight, bearish director marched over to the bed and got in Ram’s face. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re not supposed to come until I say so. What’s so fucking hard about that? It’s not rocket science, you dipshit. It’s just fucking!” The anger in Tripp’s voice cracked louder than a feedback loop in the production speakers.
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