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To Pilar:


I didn’t know what love was until you came to town.


 


 




Chapter 1
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BRODY O’SHEA logged off his phone and ran around his apartment to do a quick cleanup. He only had about fifteen minutes before Dan showed up, and he wanted the place to be presentable. Why the fuck didn’t he just pick up his shit instead of leaving it strewn all over the damn place?


He bolted toward the pile of dirty clothes in the corner of his bedroom, tossed them into the closet, and shut the door. What next? His unmade bed, the stack of paper plates sitting on the coffee table in the living room, or the pods of water bottles that littered almost every surface of his apartment?


Fuck! This place was a pigsty. No, it was worse than that. No self-respecting pig would deign to step foot in this place. What had happened to him? He’d always made sure things were in their proper place before, but ever since he moved to Provincetown, he’d given up on housekeeping.


Why was that?


Irene, who’d stopped by last week, claimed he had poor life-management skills when she eyed the growing stack of audition manuscripts he’d been reading and for which he’d never actually auditioned. She even threatened to turn him in as a hoarder. They were supposed to be on the road to being friends again. So much for that! After her comment, he escorted her out the front door. He could manage his life just fine. He’d been doing so for almost thirty years. His general state of chaos was a relatively new problem, but it was one he couldn’t find the solution to.


No matter how hard he might try to pick up after himself, he grew bored and instead jumped on his computer or phone to see if he had any bites on the many social dating sites he subscribed to. Yes, it had recently become an obsession, logging onto Cyber, Manhunt, Scruff, Growlr, Mister, or any of the other apps that clogged up his phone and laptop. But what if he missed the message from the Mr. Right he’d been waiting to find?


Okay, now he was starting to sound like his mother. That was a frightening thought. She’d always believed she needed a man to make her complete. That was probably why she’d been divorced four times. Well, that and the fact that she was a drug-addicted, alcoholic, fame-obsessed has-been who’d been unable to recreate the brief success she enjoyed in the ’90s with her grunge band, Square.


But he wasn’t like his mother, trying to find happiness in heroin, booze, or men. He wasn’t like his father either, who seemed concerned only with women or work. He’d worked hard over the years to be someone better than either Joy or Patrick O’Shea. Sure, he’d not been in a real relationship since college, and he had managed to screw that one up out of fear. Who could blame him? He’d never seen a real relationship, and he had no clue what love was about.


But then he came here. To Provincetown.


Everywhere he looked there were happy couples. Men and women who’d devoted their lives to each other. Like Gary and Quinn, who’d been together almost twenty years, and Zach and Van, who were getting married later that week. Even Teddy, the man he’d loved in college, lived here with his new boyfriend, Nino.


Why couldn’t he have that too?


That was when he decided it was time for him to find a man to call his own, and he couldn’t just leave it up to fate. He’d never done that before in his life. Let some unseen force work its hocus-pocus and bring him what he wanted. What he had was hard earned. If he wanted something, he went for it. What made love any different? It didn’t. Not in Brody’s book.


Since last year, when Teddy had rejected him in favor of Nino, he’d decided to be more proactive and weed through the many men out there until he found the man for him. He’d already been on dates with most of the single men who lived in Provincetown, at least those who met his high standards of hot, sane, single, employed, and childless.


Snagging the dates had been easy enough. He was a pretty attractive guy. Not to sound vain or anything, but he appreciated his own aesthetic qualities. But pretty much every single guy out there who met his standards was only interested in finding Mr. Right Now. They’d spend time with him and flirt, but when it came down to really getting to know each other, to moving past the bedroom, none of them were interested.


While he had no problem with tricking—because, well, it was fun—why wasn’t anyone more interested in him beyond a fuck?


It was enough to start giving Brody a complex. Was there something undateable about him? He sure as hell didn’t think so. Which was why he’d asked Teddy to come over a couple of days ago. They might not be together anymore, but they were still friends. He could always count on Teddy to be honest with him.


Luckily, Teddy had validated Brody’s self-assessment. There was nothing so wrong with him that would put guys off. What Teddy had said next, though, threw him for a fucking loop. He wasn’t “desperate.” One thing Brody O’Shea was not was desperate.


Yes, he was singularly focused. He was a man on a mission, but that didn’t make him desperate. Did it? He sure as hell didn’t think so.


But according to Teddy, Brody was not only desperate but also unhappy. Brody’s disgustingly dirty apartment reflected that unhappiness, in Teddy’s opinion. He couldn’t have disagreed more. While it was true he wasn’t over-the-moon in love like Teddy was with Nino, he wasn’t exactly suffering from depression.


He had a lot of things on his mind. He hadn’t snagged an acting job in far too long, which was starting to piss him off. The number of clients he had as a personal trainer was steadily growing, which helped pay the bills. He was also trying to get the male lead in Poke-a-hunkus, which was Brian Long’s parody of the Disney classic Pocahontas. If he could get Brian, who had many connections to the various Provincetown acts, to cast him in the play, he might be able to land his own show at one of the many venues around town.


So he wasn’t unhappy. Just very busy.


He had a lot on his plate, and he had to work on finding himself a man.


That took a lot out of a guy, and that was why he didn’t have time to clean up his apartment regularly. What he needed was to slow down. Perhaps find a maid. Maybe his mother’s housekeeper, the one she could no longer afford, could hop a jet from New York City and get here in time to clean up this shithole before Dan arrived. Yeah, and maybe singing monkeys would come flying out of his ass too.


Now, that would make a good show for the average P-town audience.


What the hell was he doing? He didn’t have time to stand around with his thumb up his butt. He needed to clean before Dan got there. A quick glance at his watch told Brody he had maybe five more minutes until Dan, who he’d been chatting with on Cyber for the past two days, knocked on his door.


Ignoring the bed, which would likely just be messed up again in a few minutes, Brody headed for the water bottles on his nightstand. He scooped eight of them off the table, then noticed four more lying on the floor. He kicked those under the bed. How much damn water did he drink in a day?


He couldn’t answer that now. After rushing to the kitchen, he deposited the water bottles in the recycling container. He then ran around picking up paper plates and as many water bottles as he could carry before heading back to the trash basket. After five more armloads of trash, he’d finally managed to clear the apartment of most of its detritus.


There were still some spots of clutter, but it wasn’t as bad as before. At least now there would be a place for Dan to sit. Their conversation over the last few days had been promising. Dan was tired of the hookup scene too and only logged onto Cyber occasionally, just to see who was out there. Luckily for Brody, he had happened to be online during one of Dan’s rare Cyber appearances.


Since then, they’d been messaging almost nonstop. They sometimes talked about serious subjects like their jobs or their childhoods, but Dan preferred to flirt, which was important. There had to be that sexual attraction before things could go anywhere. He wasn’t about to end up with someone who didn’t enjoy a good flirting session. Done right, they could make Brody breathless.


A light knock on his front door interrupted his thoughts. Dan had arrived.


Now, it was time to see if Dan lived up to Brody’s expectations.


 


 


WHEN BRODY opened his front door and got his first real-life glimpse at Dan, who leaned against the outside doorframe, he couldn’t help the grin that traveled across his lips. He was perhaps the hottest accountant he’d ever laid eyes on. Although height wasn’t a huge hang-up for Brody, he preferred tall men, and since Dan stood eye level with him, he was just the right size at over six feet. His brown hair was clipped very short, and he had stunning dark brown eyes. If Brody had to, he could stare into those eyes every day.


What he liked most about Dan was his smile. It hitched up at the left corner of his mouth. It made him look masculine and confident. Two traits any man he planned on spending the rest of his life with had to have.


So far this good-looking accountant met two of Brody’s requirements—hot and employed. Only three more to check off the list.


“You gonna invite me in, or we just going to do this here?” Dan asked. The right corner of his mouth tugged into a grin until it stretched wide across his thick lips. Fuck, that was sexy!


“Sorry about that,” Brody laughed as he motioned Dan inside. “I’m just very pleased that you look like your profile picture.”


Dan nodded as Brody closed the door. “Yeah, I hate false advertising. That shit just pisses me off. If you don’t have a nine-inch cock and a muscular body, don’t tell people that you do. Own up to your tiny dick and fat ass. There are people out there who get off on that shit.”


“That’s true,” Brody hesitantly agreed. “There’s someone out there for everyone.” What was this guy’s problem? He might be hot, but his abrasive attitude wasn’t making a good first impression. Did that mean Dan might be crazy? Nothing was sadder than an insane hot man. Talk about wasted potential.


He took a deep breath to center himself and then led Dan over to the couch. A hint of smoked leather lingered in the air around Dan. Was he a smoker? If he was, this was going absolutely nowhere. Smoking was disgusting. He definitely needed to add nonsmoker to his list of requirements.


“You’re fucking hot,” Dan commented. He studied Brody as Brody sat down. He could practically feel Dan’s eyes roaming over his body, and by the slight increase in his breathing, Brody could tell that Dan liked what he saw. Mutual attraction was good, but there was more to a happily-ever-after than looks. He still needed to find out if Dan was sane, single, and a childless nonsmoker.


“Join me,” he said while he patted the couch.


“Don’t mind if I do,” Dan answered before he settled next to Brody. Dan sat on his right hip so that he faced Brody, then extended his arm around Brody’s shoulders. “You are most definitely my kind of man,” Dan growled.


“Thanks,” he answered as he eyed Dan’s extended arm suspiciously. Dan obviously wanted to get down to business, but he had yet to pass the interview process. Not that Dan realized he was about to be interviewed. Brody had to find some way to get him to slow down, so he could ask the questions he needed answered. What better way to put a gay man at ease than with a compliment? “You’re pretty hot yourself,” he finally responded.


“I know,” Dan replied.


A grimace unfurled across Brody’s lips. Confidence was one thing. Cockiness was an entirely different animal. Brody wasn’t a fan of arrogance. In fact, he needed to add humility to his list of expectations.


Before he could tell Dan to rein in the attitude, Dan scooted closer until his right thigh pressed against Brody’s. Dan’s skin radiated more warmth than the sun. He was obviously hot for Brody’s body, while Brody’s initial desire for Dan had all but cooled.


“I’d almost given up on finding someone like you.” Not that tired old line. His afternoon lunch rose into his throat. Originality most definitely needed to be added to his list too. “When I booked this week in P-town for my vacation,” Dan continued, evidently completely oblivious to Brody’s declining interest in what he had to say, “I had no fucking clue it was Family Week. There are far too many fags and dykes pushing strollers up and down Commercial.”


Really? Fags and dykes? What the fuck was the matter with this guy? Those derogatory labels pissed the shit out of Brody. Gay men who called other gay men fags needed to look in the mirror when they were munching on cock or shoving a dick up their ass.


It was time for Dan to go.


Brody stood up and headed for the front door.


“What’s the matter?” Dan asked as he stood from the couch. He stared blankly at Brody as if he had no clue he was the biggest douche in the world.


“It’s time for you to go now.”


“What?” Dan asked. The hot and cocky motherfucker wasn’t so smug now. He’d turned into a child who’d just had his dessert taken away. “Why?”


“This isn’t going to work out,” Brody said as he opened the front door.


“I’ve been here like five minutes,” Dan complained. God, he hated whiners. That was another characteristic to add to his list. “It took me longer to get here.”


“Sorry about that,” he said, and he meant it. He was sorry he had wasted two days and the past five minutes chatting with Dan. While he was doing that, he might have not been paying attention to the man he was meant to fall in love with.


Maybe he needed to speed up the process. Less chatting online and straight to coffee or something. There had to be some way to cut out the middleman.


Dan stomped over to where Brody stood in front of the open door. “You’re a dick, you know that?” he asked. He stopped in front of Brody and sneered. “Are you one of those fags who just teases and never puts out? Is that what you are? A cock tease?”


Brody settled his gaze on Dan’s crazed eyes. If he were any more like a rabid dog, his lips would be covered in a white froth. This guy was definitely insane. Pity. “Actually, I’m a gay man who doesn’t have time for fags like you,” he responded before gently pushing Dan past the threshold and slamming the door shut.


“Fuck you!” Dan screamed from the other side before his footsteps stormed down the stairs.


Brody rolled his eyes. What a loser! He needed to reevaluate his screening process. It obviously wasn’t working correctly, and contrary to what Teddy had said, he was not desperate. A desperate man wouldn’t have just kicked a hot trick out of his apartment, no matter how crazy the motherfucker was.


What was he going to do now, though? Spending the afternoon alone wasn’t how he’d imagined passing the next few hours. If Dan had worked out, there would have been a lot of naked time. Not to mention the customary grunts and groans of a successful date.


But that wasn’t going to happen. Unless he gave himself a happy ending. He might not have Mr. Right, but he did have Mr. Right Hand. Who else was better at getting him off? But one quick glance around his apartment told Brody what he really needed to do.


He needed to clean up this shithole. If he started now, he could be done by the time he needed to head over to Gary and Quinn’s.


So which was it going to be? Clean or jerk off?


He eyed the piles of crap around his apartment and then his slutty hand.


Who was he kidding? Within seconds, his clothes were off and he was on the couch with that five-fingered whore clutching at his goods. He pounded his cock furiously as his hips thrust into his grip.


He’d only been jacking himself for a few minutes, and he was already close to unleashing. He was either seriously horned-up or he had the best hand ever! Whichever it was, he wanted the sensation to last. Floating between orgasm and release was the closest thing there was to heaven on earth.


So Brody closed his eyes. As he pulled on his dick and played with his heavy balls, he searched the countless images of naked men from his past. Perhaps there, he’d find the man he was meant to be with. The one who would free him from the loneliness that filled up his days.


All he saw was a sea of naked flesh, bare asses, and throbbing cocks. How could he tell one apart from the other when all he’d ever noticed was the pleasure they’d briefly given him? No matter how hard he tried to recall a particular sexual encounter, he only glimpsed the hairy chest that he buried his head into or the cock that serviced him.


How fucking sad was that?


When he opened his eyes again, his hand no longer held wood. It gripped a wet noodle.


Great. Not only did he suck at finding a man, he couldn’t even please himself anymore. As if he needed another reason to be depressed. He should just get up and clean. That would take his mind off his troubles.


Instead he curled up into a ball and closed his eyes.


 


 


THE IRRITATING and constant chirping of crickets woke Brody from his peaceful slumber. What the fuck was going on? He’d been having a wonderful dream. He’d been walking hand in hand with a man on the beach. Although he couldn’t see the man’s face, his heart soared at just the warm weight of his hand inside his own.


It was beautiful, as if their touch was something spiritual, a joining of not only bodies but of souls that were destined to be together for a lifetime. Brody often tried to see the face of the man whose touch sent electrical current shooting through his body, but every time he gazed up at him, the sun was too bright, and he couldn’t see. Or the wind blew sand in his eyes. Whenever he finally wiped his vision clear, the man was then looking the other way, pointing at something or someone running down the beach toward them.


Did they have a dog? If so, he hoped it wasn’t a precocious Frenchie like Teddy’s Louie. He saw himself with a more amiable breed, like a Golden Retriever with a name like Buddy. Yeah, that was what he wanted.


But what he wanted even more was to see the face of the man whose presence made him feel loved and safe and cherished. Just as the man was turning around to look at him, a chorus of crickets exploded within his room.


“Goddammit,” he cursed as he reached for his phone. He’d changed the default text tone to crickets, thinking it was the least harsh tone on his phone, but when someone sent a million texts within a span of a few minutes, the soothing chirp turned into the buzz of an approaching plague of locusts.


When he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, he was able to read that the texts were from Gary.


Brody O’Shea, where are you?


Brody sighed. Even in texts, Gary used his full name. He found that a rather annoying personality quirk of his new friend.


Why aren’t you here yet? Standing up your friends isn’t like you. At least not the Brody O’Shea I first met. We have mountains and mountains of things to do.


Yeah, and he didn’t want to do them. He was happy that Zach and Van were getting married. He just wasn’t in the mood to celebrate a happily-ever-after at the moment. Much less decorate for the bachelor party, which would be filled with other happily partnered couples.


Humberto and Theodore just got here, and they’re usually late to everything. Yet still no Brody O’Shea.


Why couldn’t Gary just call them Nino and Teddy like everyone else?


Theodore claims that you are hooking up again. I hope that’s not the case. Mama Travers would be very disappointed in you.


Oh Lord. Not the Mama Travers thing again. Gary was a nice guy, but he definitely wasn’t his mother. And he wasn’t hooking up. Well, he would’ve been if Dan hadn’t turned out to be a complete waste of space. But Gary didn’t need to know that.


Gary was also right. Standing up his friends wasn’t like him at all. What was that about? He’d always been a proponent of bros before homos. But lately he’d been so consumed with finding Mr. Right that he’d let everything else fall by the wayside.


He had to rectify that.


I’ll be right there, he texted to Gary before getting off the couch.


He wasn’t abandoning his search for Mr. Right. He just wasn’t going to let his friendships suffer. The people who’d embraced him since he moved here were important to him. It was time to stop being ridiculous, to stop trying to force a connection with a man.


What he wanted was what he experienced in his dream. Anything less was unacceptable.




Chapter 2
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HAD BRODY stepped into a party preparation scene or a minimilitary base? Who could tell? Party decorations covered almost every surface of Gary and Quinn’s condo, but that was where the festive atmosphere ended. Gary was in full commandant mode, barking orders at everyone who had come over to his place to decorate the condo and the patio outside for Zach and Van’s bachelor party.


Gary was currently instructing Irene and Tara on how to properly hang and twist the streamers so they hung just right. They didn’t have the appropriate eight-inch arch Gary looked for in hanging decorations, and their twisting of the black-and-white paper ribbons had been subpar.


Tara listened intently to Gary’s direction. Her kind, beautiful face was hidden underneath a mass of brown, wavy hair. How did Tara always manage to keep so calm? No doubt being best friends with Gary for years had caused her to build up immunity to his particular ways. Irene, on the other hand, had no such resistance. A curl rose from her upper lip that he recognized from their days in college, back when he had dated her best friend, Teddy. Underneath Irene’s blonde hair, blue eyes, and big boobs roiled a temper capable of blowing this place sky-high. Luckily, Tara saw the steam coming out of her lover’s ears and calmed her with a kiss and a hug.


Could Gary be any more oblivious to the crap storm Tara just saved him from? Brody got his answer when Gary took the streamers out of Irene’s hands to demonstrate exactly what he wanted. That boy was playing with fire.


No doubt about it. This place was more Guantanamo than Party Central. Perhaps he could slink away unnoticed.


“There you are!” Teddy exclaimed from amid a nest of wires that snaked from behind the television set. So much for a quick getaway. Thanks to Teddy, Gary had spotted him. There was no escaping now. He was doomed. “You finish with your trick already?”


“He mustn’t have been very good,” Nino snickered. “Either that or it was you. Which was it?” Nino’s tone was playful, but the wry grin that sat on his perfectly symmetrical lips revealed more caustic intentions. Although he and Nino had worked through their difficulties from last summer, their relationship remained cool at best. Nino had yet to completely forgive him for his failed attempt at winning back Teddy. Could he really blame Nino? Not at all. But did Nino really have to constantly paw all over Teddy in his presence? It was difficult enough seeing the man he loved and lost with another man. Nino didn’t have to consistently rub salt in his wound.


“He was a jerk,” he replied as he approached where they busily worked. “Not worth my time.”


“Aw, I’m sorry about that,” Teddy commented. The sincere smile that sprang to his lips lit up his bearded face and dark brown eyes. Brody missed waking up next to that man and his furry little body. When Nino wrapped his arm around Teddy’s shoulders and drew him close, the action spoke volumes. Brody had been staring at Teddy for too long. Good Lord! What did Nino think he was going to do? Snatch Teddy from his side and run off with him? It was obvious to everyone how much they loved each other.


That was what made being here so difficult for him. Everywhere he looked these days, blissfully happy couples surrounded him. He certainly didn’t begrudge his friends their happiness, but did they really need to flaunt it in his face?


“No biggie,” Brody finally replied to Teddy with a shrug. “I’ve got high expectations.”


Nino and Teddy glanced sideways at each other. There they went again. Talking about him without saying a word. He hated when they did that! “Stop it,” he told them.


Teddy’s arched, bushy eyebrows and wide eyes expressed his mock confusion. He’d done that ever since they dated in college. Pretending he had no idea what Brody was talking about when he clearly did. “Don’t give me that look. You know damn well that the two of you just had a conversation about me.”


“I didn’t say a word,” Nino announced with a smirk. He even punctuated the statement with a slight shake of his brown locks. It was one of Nino’s standard model moves that somehow set his mass of curly hair into textbook alignment. How the hell did Teddy fall in love with such a cocky little shit?


“Not with your mouth,” Brody finally agreed. “But you said a whole shitload with that look you gave each other.”


“All right, simmer down,” Teddy said. His voice was low and calm; it was the same tone he’d used when they’d been together. Teddy had always been able to bring him down from the rafters. No one had been able to do that since. “We’re just worried about you.”


“We?” Nino asked. “Brody’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.”


“Nino!” Teddy chided.


Even though Teddy’s concern still offered him comfort, Brody waved it away. “Nino’s right. I am a big boy, and I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”


“See,” Nino said.


Teddy rolled his eyes at Nino before he turned back to Brody. “I just want you to slow down. You’ve been going ninety to nothing in search of a man, and I can tell you’re getting frustrated. You need to let it occur naturally. It’s not something you can force. It’s just something that happens.”


“That’s the way it happened for us,” Nino chimed in. Naturally, Nino would add that last part. Open wound. Insert salt. If it wouldn’t totally cheese Teddy off, he’d strangle Nino with the wires he’d been working on.


“I appreciate your concern,” he told Teddy. “But I think I’ve got things covered. I know what I’m looking for, and I’ll know him when I see him.” His thoughts drifted to his dream from earlier. Even though he hadn’t seen the face of the guy he’d dreamed about on the beach, the emotions from the dream came back with him to the waking world. It filled him with wistful longing and with an unprecedented need to hold that man in his arms and never let him go. It was so overwhelming that it made him anxious, as if the man of his dreams was out there right now, either walking down Commercial Street or on his way to town.


Why was he standing here when he should be out there searching for him?


“Brody O’Shea!” When he turned in the direction of the screech, Gary was suddenly at his side. His twisted features clearly communicated his disapproval of Brody’s late arrival. “I have half a mind to bend you over my knee and spank that perky little bottom of yours.”


He turned around and presented his ass, which Gary playfully swatted. He’d quickly learned how to interrupt one of Gary’s tirades. An ass presentation, crotch grab, or anything completely inappropriate usually did the trick.


“While I thank you for that, a little ass play will not get you off my list.” Gary crossed his arms and snarled, “It’s going to take much more than light BDSM to get you in my good graces again.”


Brody grinned and unbuttoned his shorts. “How about a peek at my junk?”


Gary considered the offer for a moment before his powder blue eyes glanced over at Nino and Teddy. “And why are you two just standing there?” Gary asked them. “This isn’t a peep show. You’re supposed to be hooking up the speakers in the condo and running lines to the ones I set up on the patio. Are you forgetting that we’re playing Zach and Van’s favorite show tunes all night long? We can’t do that without proper audio connections.”


Nino and Teddy opened their mouths to speak, but Gary shot them a piercing glare. They immediately closed their mouths and stood at attention. Gary Travers was definitely in command of this stalag. “Now, move!”


The two men quickly went back to work while Gary grabbed Brody by the elbow and led him out to the patio. “Here is your work space.” On top of the deck furniture were scattered tons of pictures of Zach and Van as a couple and with numerous friends and family members. Gary then picked up a glue gun and scissors and placed them in Brody’s hands. “You’re in charge of making the decorations that will chart Zach and Van’s path to love. I’ve organized the photos by date. You’ll find the oldest ones stacked on the left, and then as you proceed right, you’ll find the more recent ones. When you’re done, I’ll show you where to place each poster board.”


Without another word, Gary turned around and left him. He had already set his sights on Quinn, who was in the kitchen preparing food for the party. No doubt Gary had some critiques on his lover’s culinary skills.


When Brody looked down at the glue gun in his hands, he wanted more than anything else for it to be a regular gun. That way he could shoot himself and be granted the sweet release of death.


Why couldn’t he have gotten audiovisual detail? He didn’t need to make a collage of a happy couple about to be married. All it did was remind him of the one thing he didn’t have.


 


 


JUST AS Brody finished putting the final touches on the last poster, a van with psychedelic colors painted along its sides rolled down the gravel driveway. Where the hell did this monstrosity come from? A Scooby-Doo cartoon?


He immediately recognized the driver from his pale skin and flaming-red hair. Zach Kelly, groom number one, had arrived. Although he couldn’t see Van, he guessed that groom number two sat comfortably in the passenger seat.


Who else was in the car with them, though? Shaggy and Velma?


“Are they here?” Gary asked as he trotted out of the condo with Quinn in tow.


“Looks like it,” Quinn answered. His perennially cheery face parted into a wide grin. “I see they borrowed Hector’s van like I told them they should.”


That explained the van. Hector was a fifty-year-old local hippy with three young children he’d named Rain, Moonbeam, and Starshine. But that still didn’t explain why the Funk Van, as Hector called it, was parked in the driveway. “Who’s here?” Brody finally asked.


“Who do you think, Sherlock?” Nino asked. He and Teddy had joined them on the patio. Arm in arm as usual. Couldn’t they go five minutes without touching each other? “It’s Zach and Van.”


“No shit,” Brody snapped. “Who’d they bring with them?”


“It’s Zach’s family from Texas,” Tara replied. Brody stifled a laugh. Hicks from Texas in a van? That sounded about right. When he turned to share his humorous observation, the words died on his lips. Tara and Irene stood to the far right of Nino and Teddy. They, too, had their arms around each other. He hated being the fifth wheel. Well, in this particular case, he was the seventh wheel, but who was counting?


“Hey, everyone!” Van called out as he exited the vehicle Brody would never be caught dead in. A huge shit-eating grin had seemingly taken up permanent residence on his lips. Van had been that way since the start of the week. Being in love seemingly turned people into grinning idiots. What he wouldn’t give to join their ranks.


Zach, too, waved up at them. “You ready to meet the Kelly clan?” he asked as he stared up at them dubiously.


“Ready?” Gary squealed. “I’ve been counting down the minutes to your arrival.”


“I hope you’re just as eager once you finally meet them,” Zach said before sliding open the vehicle’s door.


Brody half expected to see Scooby-Doo leap from the interior, begging for a Scooby Snack, or even a line of cowboy-hat-wearing country folk doing the do-si-do. He was not prepared for the ordinary people who poured out of the van. So much for stereotypes!


Thankfully, since he’d been working on Zach and Van’s photos, Brody was able to identify each family member. Zach’s mother, Donna, was the first to exit. She wore a tailored suit and a string of pearls around her neck. The ensemble was topped off with perfectly coiffed silver hair.


After Donna came her boyfriend, Cliff, the only one who fit the southern stereotype with his flannel button-down and cowboy boots. Cliff looked far too rugged to be involved with someone as prim as Donna Kelly. According to Zach, though, the relationship had more legs than anyone gave them credit for. Zach’s father, Gil, and his new husband, Tom, who just happened to be Zach’s childhood best friend, emerged. How the hell did Zach handle his father marrying his best friend? Although he couldn’t do it, it seemed to work for the Kellys. Gil and Tom had huge smiles on their faces, and of course, they were holding hands. What else would they be doing?


Next to exit the car was Zach’s sister Sami. Her hair was just as red as her brother’s, but instead of Zach’s brown eyes, Sami’s were a sparkling green. Her husband, Frank, followed Sami out of the vehicle, and in his arms, he held Zach’s niece, Sophia.


Just what he needed to make this day even better. Not only was Brody surrounded by a total of seven happy couples, but now there was a child too.


He didn’t like kids. They made him uncomfortable. Partly because his childhood sucked worse than Gary Coleman’s. He didn’t need the reminder or the aggravation.


What he needed was to find a way to get out of here as soon as possible.


“Where’s Eric?” Quinn asked the advancing horde of guests.


“He’s coming in on the ferry,” Van replied as he helped Donna up the steps to the condo. “I’ll have to go get him in a bit.”


“Who’s Eric?” Brody asked.


“He’s Van’s cousin,” Zach replied.


“And the only member of my family to come to my wedding,” Van added. The ever-present smile on his face faltered for a moment as Van obviously recalled how his parents had sent back his wedding invitation unopened and with no response. That had been a hard day for Van, and as they typically did, the entire group rallied around Van to lift his spirits. Even though their constant coupled happiness worked Brody’s last nerve, when one of them needed comfort, there were multiple shoulders readily offered.


“It’s their loss, son,” Gil said as he patted Van on the back.


“Indeed,” Donna added as she grabbed hold of his hand. “You’re a good boy, and I’m proud to call you my son.”


“That’s right,” Sami chimed in as she took Sophia from her husband’s arms. “You’ve got a family with us now. As dysfunctional and crazy as we are.”


“Samantha!” her mother chided with a displeased frown. While Donna appeared to be a loving woman, he’d heard stories about her biting tongue. According to those tales, she was capable of castrating a man with one snide remark.


“What?” Sami asked. “We are dysfunctional and crazy. But I wouldn’t have it any other way!”


Sami’s comment didn’t cause Donna to unclench her jaw.


“I’m afraid Sami’s right, Donna,” Tom added. “How many families are like ours?”


Brody couldn’t think of any that included what had assembled before them. Talk about a modern family. But if it worked, who really cared?


Donna finally sighed in resignation. “You’re right. We are dysfunctional and proud of it,” she announced to Brody and the rest of Zach and Van’s friends. In response, the group cheered.


“Who’s ready to get this party started?” Nino asked while he lifted Teddy into his arms.


“I will be,” Van said as he leaned into Zach, “after I go retrieve Eric from the ferry.”


“I can go get him,” Brody offered. He’d been looking for an excuse to get away from all these happy couples. Talk about a prime opportunity. After all, Van hadn’t said Eric and some other name. That meant Eric was coming alone. Perhaps he would be able to find some solace in another single person while the couples continued their lovey-dovey crap.


“You wouldn’t mind?” Van asked.


“Not at all,” he replied. “As long as I can use….” He paused and looked at their vehicle. Did he really want to get out of here that badly? The answer came back a resounding yes. “…the van.”


“It’s yours,” Zach said. He then tossed the keys to Brody. “The ferry gets in at seven.”


Brody glanced at his watch. He had about thirty minutes, but that didn’t mean he had to wait here. “Okay, I’ll head on over now if that’s okay. Sometimes parking can be a bitch.” Especially since he planned on parking as far away from people as possible.


“You don’t fool anyone,” Gary told him. “You just want to get away from work detail.”


He smirked. “And that too.”


Before Gary could respond, Brody bounded down the steps, hopped into the bitchin’ van, and drove away. This was exactly what he needed. Some time by himself and away from all the craziness.


Hopefully, Eric would be a cool guy to hang with and not a stick-in-the-mud. It would suck if the only other single guy at this party turned out to be a bore.




Chapter 3


[image: img4.png]


 


IF HE could punch himself in the face without looking like a complete nut job, Eric Vasquez would do just that. He’d been fighting that desire for most of the almost two-hour ferry ride. What had been his reason for not flying into Provincetown for his cousin Van’s wedding?


Well, the airfare was too expensive. That was for sure. How the hell did a flight across Massachusetts cost over four hundred dollars? His budget was too tight to justify such an expense. Even though Van had managed to get him free room and board at a condo his friend Gary managed, he still had to pinch pennies he really didn’t have to be able to afford the weeklong stay at a rather pricey destination.


What else could he do, though? Van was family.


It wasn’t like Van’s parents were going to show up. Harding and Charlotte Pierce weren’t exactly accepting of their son even before they found out he was gay. Now that he was a gay ex-porn star about to marry another man, well, they hardly even acknowledged his presence. Which was not only sad but also seriously pissed Eric off.


Family should be there for each other. No matter what. That was what his parents taught him. If they were still alive, they’d have been there to show their support for Van. Just like they were always there for him. God, how lucky was he that his mother had turned out nothing like her brother Harding? And that she fell in love with a man who believed an open hand and an open heart made the world a better place. He couldn’t even imagine how his life would be if she had been anything like her overbearing, judgmental, bigoted prick of a brother.


The Vasquez family always stuck together. Through thick or thin. Without them, he would have never survived the horrible tragedies that seemed to constantly fall upon him.


Eric’s gut wrenched. Thinking about the painful losses he’d lived through always did that to him. That was why he did his best not to dwell on them, which was sometimes very difficult. They seemed to linger over his head like unseen nuclear missiles, just waiting to rain down upon him and reduce his world to one giant-size mushroom cloud of devastation.


No, he couldn’t think that way. Down that path lay only the darkness of depression, and he’d worked hard to fight his way back from its viselike grip. He had to stay in the present. Not the past. Just like his therapist advised him to do.


Now, what had he been thinking about before he traveled down Gloom Avenue?


The ferry ride. That was it. He’d been bemoaning his decision to take the ferry.


When he’d been planning the trip, driving to Boston from Petersham, the small Massachusetts town where he worked as a local deputy, and catching the ferry seemed the best option. The ferry tickets weren’t expensive, and it would get him into P-town just in time for the big bachelor party.


When he told Van that, his cousin shouted in glee. That had warmed his heart, especially since he didn’t have much family left. But now, as he eyed the many gay men packed even more tightly onto the fast ferry than they were packed into their skimpy outfits, he mentally kicked himself in the head.


What had he been thinking? Well, that had precisely been his problem. He hadn’t been thinking. He’d been so concerned with arriving in time for the celebrations that he completely overlooked the fact that this boat would be loaded full of horny men, lusting for each other up and down the aisle.


The couple to the left needed to take their tongues out of each other’s mouths. Had they even known each other prior to boarding the ferry in Boston? Then there was the group of guys sitting right behind him. They’d been talking nonstop about the fact that they needed to find a place with a hot tub. Because, apparently, all the condos in Fire Island had hot tubs, where they evidently entertained the entire population of the island getaway. That didn’t sound very hygienic at all. Who wanted to sit in a stew of virulent bacteria and random body fluids? Not him, that was for sure.


The worst, though, was the guy who sat in front of him, talking to his friends about how hot he was for just hooking up in the bathroom of the ferry. Really? The bathroom? Where people with queasy stomachs from the boat ride had been emptying their stomachs and their bowels? Yeah, real hot, dumbass.


If he were still at home in Petersham, he’d take Mr. Not-So-Hot in for public indecency. Unfortunately, the middle of Cape Cod Bay was a bit out of his jurisdiction.
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