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      Martin is a ghost. Well, not really, but he might as well be. Job gone, home gone, self-respect gone, and no one even seems to notice. The only person who really sees him is Seb, the artist who lives above the used bookstore.

      

      Seb haunts the edges of Seacroft in search of beauty. He knows how to excavate the hidden value in abandoned things—whether it's in the pages of forgotten books or in Martin's stuttering attempts to rebuild his life—and transform them into works of art.

      

      Two lost souls, Seb and Martin discover the strength they need to face eccentric townies and their dysfunctional families together. But as friendship sparks toward something more, neither man wants to risk what they’ve only just found. It takes two to fall in love, but it will take the whole community to bring their beauty to life.
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      This book baby took a long time in coming. I feel like I was pregnant for two years, and then the labour and delivery all happened in a rush. If I have forgotten anyone, I blame the mommy brain.

      Ana. You read Seb and Martin before anyone else and told me it was good even when it wasn’t.

      Russ. You always ask me how the book is going.

      Jill. You told me this book is more compelling than Toto’s Africa, and I am clinging to that.

      Elle. You let me pick your brain from halfway around the world.

      Dorothy, Sophia, and Blanche. The list is too long. You know why.

      You. You’re reading this, and that is the most amazing thing.

      

      For news on future releases, join the A-List, my monthly newsletter.
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      The exterior of Martin’s new workplace did not inspire confidence. Dog Ears Book Shop was a two-story brick building on Seacroft’s main street. The sign out front was painted in large black and white spots that were probably meant to look like a Dalmatian, but actually looked more like a cow. The ‘Help Wanted’ sign was still in the window. If that was an indication of his new employer’s faith in his abilities, Martin’s career in bookselling would be short.

      He’d been told to be here by eight-thirty, and he was early. There was a diner next door, and he’d popped in to grab a tea to go. That had been ten minutes ago, and now the bookshop’s locked storefront staring back at him made him worry. What if he’d made the job offer up? What if this was just another punch line on the cruel practical joke that was his life lately? Not being able to hold down an obscure academic position was one thing. Not being good enough to work at a lonely used bookstore in a sleepy seaside community was another issue completely. His thesis supervisor had always said life was not a pony farm, but Martin didn’t even want the whole farm anymore. A seat at the trough would do.

      A dark sedan pulled up to the curb. Martin hunched into his tea, avoiding eye contact with the driver. They didn’t need to see him like this.

      “Thanks, Mom!” A teenage girl with hair like coiled springs got out of the passenger side. She leaned in and spoke to the driver for a minute, before slamming the door and waving as the car pulled away. She smiled when she spotted Martin.

      “Are you the new guy?” She hiked her backpack up on her shoulders. Martin nodded, and her smile spread. “Doctor Lindsey, I presume!” She stuck out her hand for him to shake. He juggled his tea and his bike helmet before reaching for her.

      “It’s just Martin,” he said.

      “I’m Cassidy. Mrs. Green said you’d be starting today. I’m supposed to show you the ropes.” She pulled a ring of keys out of her backpack and stepped around him to the door. She appeared to be younger than any of his former students had been. It said a lot that someone who didn’t even have a high school diploma would be training him.

      “Have you worked here long?” he asked as she fumbled with the lock. She jammed her hip against the doorframe, and then rattled the doorknob before twisting the key. The heavy old door swung open on groaning hinges that shattered the quiet Saturday morning. A jogger running by turned as he passed. Martin ducked his head while Cassidy waved.

      “Since I was in tenth grade. I started working after school, and then Mrs. Green let me work full time over the summers. Now that I’m back at school, I’ll mostly be here in the afternoons and on Saturdays.” She walked in and flicked a switch by the door. Ancient strings of incandescent lights flared to life. Martin’s next question caught in his throat as the bookstore loomed in front of him.

      He’d been in once before, when he dropped off his resume, but he hadn’t bothered to stay. It might have even been Cassidy he’d handed his CV to for all he knew. It had taken him two tries to walk through the front door, and then he’d finally run in, thrust the paper at the person behind the cash, and fled. It had been embarrassing, but getting this far was an improvement from the trajectory his life had taken in recent months. His doctor had said he should be proud.

      Oddly enough, despite that frantic and hasty attempt at applying for a job, he still remembered the smell of the store as he walked in. It was something damp and forgotten, and the space held an incredible sense of age and weight.

      Heavy dark shelves of every height and width lined the walls from floor to ceiling. Books were stacked up and down, lengthways and sideways. Martin had read a lot in his life, and he had never seen so many books all in one place.

      “Welcome!” Cassidy held her arms out, as if she spoke for every title and every writer represented in the giant space. She glanced over her shoulder. “It’s kind of like the TARDIS, isn’t it?”

      “Bigger on the inside than the outside?”

      Cassidy’s smile grew. “You watch Doctor Who?”

      Martin shrugged, ignoring the little thrill in his chest at the normalcy of this conversation.

      “I missed the last few seasons,” he said. “It stopped being good after David Tennant left.”

      “I guess we’re not going to be friends after all.” Cassidy’s green eyes narrowed, but her smile didn’t fade.

      Feeling a little braver, Martin stepped around a low table stacked with picture books and a sign that read ‘For When They Won’t F*ing Sleep.’ Beyond that, a bookshelf was labeled with ‘100 Ways to Cheat on Your Diet.’ Most of the titles below the sign were pastry cookbooks and European travelogues.

      “I made that one,” Cassidy said, as Martin examined the sign. It was done in chalk, the lettering alternating orange and green, with what looked like a steaming plate of spaghetti and a glass of wine nestled underneath it.

      “It’s very nice.”

      “Let me give you the tour. We won’t be open for another half hour.”

      The TARDIS reference turned out to be fairly apt. Every time they came to the end of a teetering row of bookshelves, Cassidy would turn and take him in a new direction. Somehow though, they never wound up at the front of the store again. Sometimes the shelves were broken up with ancient and overstuffed armchairs before the books continued. There didn’t seem to be any logic to the way they were organized. Instead of standard headings—fiction, non-fiction, travel, mystery—each section was labeled in the same cheeky blackboards as Martin had seen up front. ‘Pets.They’re Better Than Kids’ and ‘Old Dead Guys Say Famous Things.’

      “Wouldn’t it just be easier to organize them by genre?” he asked as they wound their way down another aisle.

      “Why? It’s more fun this way.” Cassidy seemed to know exactly where they were, despite the fact that Martin was hopelessly turned around. They passed a shelf labeled ‘Books To Read On Dark Nights.’

      “But how do people find what they’re looking for?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, and for all there had to be over ten years between them, Martin suddenly felt like a kid asking stupid questions of a weary parent.

      “Have you ever worked in a bookstore before? Mrs. Green said you had.”

      “In college.” It had been humiliating to have to put that little nugget of experience back on his resume.

      “When you go to buy a book, if you want a recommendation, do you ask for a contemporary mystery, written in the last two years, by an American writer?”

      “Yes?”

      Cassidy snorted. “Well, that’s not how most people work. Most people come in here, and they say they want something a little funny, a little sad. Something about families, but not something where someone dies. It’s easier if we organize them this way.”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense!”

      They passed a shelf called ‘We Didn’t Know Where Else To Put These.’

      “It will.” She turned another corner, and suddenly, they were back where they started. A cyclist went by, followed by a woman with a stroller. They didn’t so much as glance through the window. Martin felt like he’d been on a kind of quest that had lasted a thousand years, only to return home and find that no time had passed at all.

      “So the first thing to do is tidy up the kid’s section.” She pointed to the picture book table. “The Mommy and Me group will be here at nine-thirty.”

      “Mommy and me?”

      “Yes, and then the knitting circle will be here at noon.”

      “Knitting circle?” Martin checked around again. “Like people? Here? Knitting?”

      “Sure! Didn’t Mrs. Green tell you?”

      “Tell me about what?” Here it was. He’d expected a quiet day of recommending classics and wheezing on the layer of dust that coated everything. It had all seemed too easy, and now he would find out why.

      “Oh. Well. A used bookstore is only so popular. Most people just get their stuff online these days. So Mrs. Green figured out that if we get people to come for other things, they might stick around and buy a book or two. It’s Mommy and Me at nine-thirty, knitting circle at noon, and the feminist poetry circle at three on Saturdays.”

      That didn’t sound too bad.

      “Do I have to learn to knit?” He was pleased he could find humor over the increasing rattle of his heart.

      Cassidy laughed, curly hair bouncing on her shoulders. “It couldn’t hurt.”

      No, it was bad.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be only moderately awful. The Mommy and Me group was the loudest. Eight moms and their little kids invaded just after the store opened. The chaos of a dozen small people flinging books about as they tried to find the perfect story must have been reflected on Martin’s face, because Cassidy sent him to the back with instructions on how to run the coffee maker.

      It took him a few attempts to find his way out of the stacks of books, and he tried to let himself into a locked closet, but eventually he found a little kitchen area.

      The coffee maker there might have been as old as the bookstore itself, and after he’d filled it with water and coffee grounds, nothing happened. He pressed the Start button a few times, but the coffee maker just sat there. He finally unplugged it, counted to twenty, and plugged it in again. It had always worked for the history department’s photocopier, and it appeared coffee makers operated on similar principles. A red light on the front flashed, and there was a faint smell like something burning, but then the machine finally gurgled to life.

      “I think your coffee maker is dying,” he said as he returned to the front of the store.

      Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Whatever you do, don’t mention the coffee maker to Mrs. Green.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a touchy subject. Just don’t.”

      The knitting circle was the nosiest group; they gossiped more than they knit. They were also notable because their membership included Mrs. Green, Martin’s new employer. Like she had at his interview, the first impression she made upon arrival was one of vibrant color. Bright clothes and brighter scarves fluttered from her body. A sparkling pink and blue butterfly clip accented her fine white hair.

      “Oh! Dr. Lindsey!” She clapped her hands, drawing his attention to the bright blue nail polish on her fingertips. “How are you doing this morning?”

      The three ladies who had already arrived with their bags of knitting perked up as she addressed him. The attention made him itchy.

      “Fine, thank you.” He glanced around for Cassidy. He’d been there three hours and already he knew she would be critical to him surviving this day.

      “Come and meet everyone.” Mrs. Green linked her arm through his and drew him forward. She introduced him as ‘Dr. Lindsey’ to each of the women who had gathered, and each shook his hand like they were meeting a foreign dignitary. Every handshake made Martin’s palm sweat a little more.

      “Are you a real doctor?” a woman asked.

      As opposed to an imaginary one?

      “I have a PhD in German history.”

      The knitting circle tittered and nodded. Nervous perspiration formed along Martin’s hairline, and he was grateful when Cassidy appeared through one of the stacks. She swooped in with a question for Mrs. Green about plans for an upcoming Halloween display, effectively diverting the spotlight off of him.

      “She likes the status of having you around,” Cassidy said, after the knitting circle had left.

      “Who?”

      “Mrs. Green.”

      “I told her she didn’t need to call me Doctor at my interview.”

      “She’ll never call you Martin, trust me. It’s not glamorous enough.”

      He wasn’t glamorous. He was just Martin. Even when he’d finished his PhD, it had been uncomfortable when people had addressed him as ‘Doctor.’ The title had always felt borrowed, like sooner or later someone would remember that he shouldn’t be in the room and send him away.

      He’d been right about that, in the end.

      At four o’clock, after the poetry group left, the shop got quiet.

      “Did we actually sell any books today?” Martin asked.

      Cassidy nodded. “The mommies always buy a few. And I sold a couple more while you were eating your lunch. And these came in.” She thumped a palm on a banker’s box that sat on the counter. Martin lifted the lid. Inside was a selection of ancient cowboy novels. The covers were worn around the edges and the pages were yellowed.

      “Will these sell?” He flipped the first one open. The copyright said 1962.

      “Probably not. But Mrs. Green has a policy that we don’t turn books down.”

      “But if you can’t sell them, what do you do?”

      “Well, some of them—” She was drowned out by the groan of hinges. A man in a blue polo shirt and wire-framed glasses came through the shop’s front door.

      “Hey Dad!” Cassidy hopped down from the stool she had been sitting on.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Let me get my bag.”

      She was leaving? Martin’s throat went tight. The shop was quiet, but she couldn’t be leaving, could she? It was his first day. Who left someone alone on their first day?

      Cassidy dropped her heavy ring of keys on the counter next to the cash.

      “You’ll be fine. The little key locks the register, and the big one locks the front door. Make sure you turn off the coffee maker and that’s pretty well all you have to do.”

      “Aren’t there—aren’t there—” He thought back to the years he had worked in the campus bookshop. “Don’t we need to cash out or something?”

      Cassidy waved her hand as she headed toward the door. It had seemed so ridiculous that he had been left in the charge of this girl, but now she was leaving him! He dug his fingernails into the old wood of the counter to keep from running after her.

      “Mrs. Green does all the accounting on Sundays. Just put all the receipts in the drawer and lock it up when you’re done!”

      The hinges shrieked once more as Cassidy’s father followed her out to the street, and Martin was left alone. The store, with its towering shelves, loomed over him. Despite his earlier anxiety at dealing with more than one person at a time, Cassidy and the various groups of locals had kept the place feeling busy all day. Now he was very aware of the empty silence.

      There were thousands of books and not a soul to talk to. The old building had a whole selection of creaks and pops that sounded intermittently. Each one made Martin flinch. He stared as people passed by on the street. Not one of them so much as paused to look through the window, and he was left with a strange sense of invisibility.

      Needing a distraction, he made his way to the kitchen and only got turned around once near a shelf labeled ‘The Dog Doesn’t Die.’ He washed the single coffee pot and the mismatched mugs the mothers, knitters, and poets had left behind over the course of the day. It didn’t take nearly as long as he wanted it to, and soon he was making his uncertain way back toward the front of the store.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and the sensation was so unexpected he yelped and reached out blindly to steady himself. Two books tumbled to the floor under his hand. He cursed and bent to pick them up. The first was called Nothing Lasts Forever. He slid it back into place, on a shelf labeled with ‘The Movie Has a Different Title.’ He scanned the rest of the books beneath it. There were a few he recognized, but most were a mystery which, he supposed, was the point.

      The second book that had fallen was a beaten-up copy of Heart of Darkness. Martin hung on to it and made his way back up to the counter. The phone vibrated in his pocket again. There was a text from his brother Brian.

      If Jess calls, don’t answer it.

      Martin sighed. He wasn’t going to play this game. He typed back a pointed reply, but as it hit its fifth sentence, he reconsidered. Brian had done a lot for him, bringing him to Seacroft and giving him a place to live. Berating him via text message wasn’t appropriate.

      The sense of invisibility pressed in on him again. There were less than two hours left in his first shift. He could do this, despite the tight feeling that rippled over his lungs. He had to do this. He flipped open Heart of Darkness. He had read it before during a second-year English class that had cemented for him that he could not be an English major. He’d always liked reading, but he found the rigid format of analysis and critique to be too confining. He’d enjoyed Heart of Darkness though.

      Martin was deep up the Congo River when a loud thump brought him out of his reading with a jolt. It was after six, past closing time. He waited, but there were no more sounds. Just another quirk of an old building then. The heating system where his office had been in the Humanities building had made louder noises in the dead of winter. It had clanged and groaned as it struggled to bring anything like heat to the upper floors of the history department. Martin had eventually learned to ignore it, after the faculty dean had patiently explained that it wasn’t some structural concern and the building wasn’t on the verge of collapse.

      He slipped around the edge of the counter, slid the deadbolt shut on the front door, and then flipped the sign in the window to Closed. The ‘Help Wanted’ sign was still propped up on the sill. His hand faltered as he reached for it, and instead he turned back to gather up his stuff and get ready to go.

      The next bang was louder, reverberating through the shop’s wooden floors.

      “Hello?” The word barely made it out of Martin’s throat.

      From somewhere in the back of the store, another book fell.

      His heart pounded in his chest, and he grabbed his phone with trembling hands.

      It was probably nothing. Too many books stacked up in a precarious pile on a shelf that was finally giving way. A small avalanche because Cassidy couldn’t be bothered to sort books like a normal person. He was an adult, and he was being ridiculous. He steeled himself and went to investigate.

      The distinct sound of footsteps had him freezing in place again. Martin’s breath went shallow, and he clutched at the phone. Was it inappropriate to call the police on his first day of work? There was someone in the store, and Martin was very sure he had not seen anyone come in since Cassidy had left.

      He moved in between the shelves as his mind raced. What if someone had snuck in? Broken in?

      Why would someone sneak in to steal used books?

      Martin grabbed a cookbook off a shelf labeled ‘Everything is Better With Salt’ and hefted it, testing the weight. If someone was back there, and that someone was up to no good, Martin could use the book as a weapon.

      There was a soft sound of someone humming, and it made the hairs on Martin’s neck prickle. He tripped at the edge of the next shelf.

      “Cass, is that you?”

      Martin froze with the cookbook half-raised to his shoulder. Every part of him went on alert at the sound of a man’s voice, much closer than he’d expected.

      Another book dropped to the ground.

      He peeked around a shelf. The first thing his brain registered was white, and it was almost enough to convince him that he was seeing a ghost. His fingers tightened around the cookbook.

      A long pale arm reached up and lifted a book off the very top shelf.

      It was a man.

      He wore faded jeans and a gray T-shirt. His hair was bleached blond. If he was a thief, he was a terrible one, because he flipped through the book, then let it drop to the floor next to what must have been the other ones Martin had already heard fall.

      He was a man though, whoever he was. Tall and solid. Not a ghost. Martin lowered the cookbook. Assaulting a customer on his first day would be a bad career move.

      “Excuse me,” he said, but it was drowned out as the next book thumped to the floor. Martin hopped back a step, but gathered himself and tried again. “Excuse me. I’m closing up.”

      “Sure thing,” the man said as he stretched up on his toes again, reaching for another book. His shirt lifted from the waist of his jeans, and the skin underneath was so pale it enhanced his ghostly appearance.

      When Martin didn’t leave, the man glanced over his shoulder, and his face made Martin’s heart stop. He wasn’t a ghost or a thief, but whoever he was, he was handsome. Blue eyes flicked up and down once, like he was trying to decide the kind of threat Martin might pose.

      As Martin inhaled to assert himself again, the man turned back to the shelf.

      “You—” Martin swallowed hard, willing himself to stand firm. “You’ll have to go.”

      Those blue eyes darted toward Martin again, like a wrist flicking at a fly. The man grinned, a slow sly grin that made Martin’s insides twist.

      “You’re new, aren’t you?” the man said.

      Martin’s ears burned. He knew a dismissal when he heard one.

      “If—If there’s something you’d like to buy, I can help you cash out. Otherwise, we’ll be open again on Monday at—” What time did they open? It had been nine o’clock on Saturday. Was it the same time on weekdays?

      The blond man frowned, and Martin’s heart lurched under the stranger’s scrutiny. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had really looked at him. For all his rising panic at the feeling of being alone in the store earlier, he very much wanted to return to that solitude right now. It was so much better than being the center of this man’s attention.

      “How long have you worked here?” The strange man’s voice was soft and low, rippling through the space between them.

      Martin shivered and had to focus to keep his feet planted. “We’re closing and⁠—”

      “Where’s Cass?” The man glanced over Martin’s shoulder, giving him a moment to breathe.

      “Cassidy? She went home.”

      “What’s your name?” Those eyes were on Martin again in an instant, making him light-headed.

      “Martin.” Too late, he wondered if he shouldn’t have introduced himself, particularly when the other man made no effort to return the favor.

      “Well then, Martin.” The man took a step forward. “It appears no one bothered to inform you⁠—”

      “I’ll call the owner.” Martin was losing ground and needed to fix this quickly. Calling Mrs. Green to resolve a grumpy customer was absolutely a bad idea, but he was on the verge of being run out of his own bookstore, so there weren’t many options left.

      To illustrate that point, the blond man’s eyes widened and his lips formed into an ‘O’.

      “No no. Please.” He held his hands wide, as his mouth pulled into another grin. Everything about it made Martin want to shrink into himself until he was nothing but a speck of dust on a bookshelf.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, giving it one last go. “But we close at six and⁠—”

      The man didn’t appear to hear him. He toed through the pile of books at his feet.

      Martin winced as pages bent under his shoes. “Please don’t⁠—”

      Thin fingers pinched the crumpled pages together and lifted them in the air, the book’s heavy covers flopping to the sides. There was the soft sound of paper tearing.

      The man tucked the book under one arm. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll pay for it.” He put a hand in one of his pockets, then actually swaggered toward Martin, whose vision wavered as the man’s fingers brushed against his own. Martin gasped at the hard weight of something metal in his palm. The silence of the bookshop was broken by the sound of coins tumbling out of Martin’s frozen hand and onto the floor.

      “That should cover it.” The man whispered it low. The feeling of his breath on Martin’s skin made him turn into a Martin-shaped statue, frozen in place as the other man slid past him.

      “Nice to meet you,” the man said. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

      It felt like hours, but it probably was only a matter of seconds before he trembled and broke out of his daze. The floorboards creaked as the man walked away. Martin knelt and collected the coins he’d dropped. They were all nickels and dimes, and they totaled up to just under two dollars.

      A door closed and the shop fell quiet.

      Martin wound his way back the way he’d come. Nerves boiled inside him, and he hesitated around every blind corner between shelves, half expecting the blond stranger to leap out at him like some deranged Jack in the Box. He stumbled into the open space at the front.

      He was alone.

      Martin went to the door. It surprised him that the hinges hadn’t made their booming wail as the man left.

      His hand stopped as he reached for the deadbolt. It was still in position. The door was locked.

      Where had the man come from? And where had he gone?
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      Seb laughed as he went up the stairs to his apartment. That had been a bit mean, but also sort of fun. Seb considered it his sacred duty to test out the new employees, and he’d seen his fair share at Dog Ears over the years. He was surprised Cassidy hadn’t mentioned him.

      Martin was kind of cute though, if you got past his trembling scarecrow persona. His plaid shirt had been at least a size too big, and his belt had been pulled to the last hole. Even then, his pants had hung off his frame, but his face had been nice to look at, with high cheekbones and soft brown hair that had fallen unironically into his eyes.

      You had to admire his fumbling attempts at courage. The cowardly lion daring Seb to put his dukes up was adorable. The urge to flirt had been impossible to ignore, and watching Martin stammer his way through the role of tough guy had been fun.

      That last bit, with the change, had possibly been a step too far, even for Seb, but then again, he never had been able to resist the opportunity to make a dramatic exit.

      The new guy really was cute.

      Seb set the book on his working table. The book was useless. The weight of the paper was wrong, and the gloss wouldn’t fit with anything else he was using at the moment. He’d pulled it out of the pile at random, but when the pages tore, he knew he’d have to keep it.

      His newest acquisition appeared to be a compendium of European mid-1960s fashion, and not in a good retro kind of way. Men in orange crocheted vests and too-tight plaid pants smoldered at him from behind sideburns and pencil-thin moustaches.

      Seb turned the page. Girls rode scooters down quaint cobblestone streets, but the clothes didn’t get any better.

      Maybe he could laminate them into placemats and sell them online. Hipsters loved that kind of thing.

      The next page showed a woman in a flowing bathing suit and a hat that looked like a traffic cone, and he pushed the book away in disgust. No wonder it had been top-shelved. And now it was his. All this so he could make a dramatic exit.

      Behind him, the laptop on the coffee table squawked, and the screen flashed.

      Incoming call from

      Oliver.Stevenson85

      Oliver?

      Seb swallowed hard. He’d expected it to be Kenneth, his agent, doing one of his pop check-ins to make sure Seb was actually working. He’d been excited to chat and pleased to report he was running ahead of schedule.

      But Oliver?

      Why on earth would he be calling? Seb hadn’t talked to his older brother in months, and always on the phone.

      Still feeling the adrenaline from his unexpected run-in, Seb took a deep breath and accepted the call.

      The screen blinked, and the speakers crackled. For a second, everything was pixelated, and Seb had the idea that maybe this was a wrong number, someone with his brother’s name but not, in fact, his Oliver. But then the image righted itself, and his older brother smiled at him from another room in another city.

      “Hey Seb. I wasn’t sure if you’d be there.”

      It was Oliver’s voice. Oliver’s face. Something behind Seb’s right eye flickered, a split second of panic that, if he let it, would have him running from the apartment and probably out of town.

      “Well, here I am!” He forced himself to smile and sit up straighter. The top of his head disappeared from the frame, but he didn’t bother to adjust the laptop. Whatever Ollie wanted wouldn’t take long.

      “I—I don’t think I have the right phone number for you anymore.”

      He did. Seb had seen Oliver’s number in his list of missed calls from time to time, but he almost never left a voicemail and, when he did, it was never specific enough to prompt Seb to call back.

      “Dunno,” he said. “What number do you have?”

      Oliver frowned, and in that moment, he looked so much like their father it made Seb’s blood go cold.

      “I—” Oliver looked around him, like he was trying to find something. “My phone is in the other room. I’d have to go get it so . . . ”

      The connection went quiet. Seb waited.

      “How have you been?” Oliver asked finally. He smiled, but whether it was lack of sincerity or something lost in translation over an internet connection, it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Awesome!” Seb grinned, refusing to let his brother see him sweat. “Really good. I’ve got a big show coming up.”

      “Really?” Ollie’s question sounded genuine this time. “That’s great, Seb! When is it? Maybe I can come down.”

      Seb’s grin faltered.

      The show was a big deal, as Kenneth reminded him every time he called. A big step in his career. He pictured being toasted, celebrated by adoring patrons.

      He had never pictured anyone from his family among the crowd.

      “It’s, um, not for a bit yet. And anyway, don’t you think the partners would object to you sneaking away, even if it’s to bask in your screw-up artist brother’s glory?”

      “You’re not a screw up.” Oliver’s face turned sad. The blue eyes they shared squinted at the screen, like he was trying to see if Seb was all right.

      More like prying into his life.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “The comment about the partners still stands. How long a leash are they really going to give you?”

      Oliver’s gaze shifted somewhere offscreen. Seb couldn’t be sure, but he thought his brother might be blushing.

      “I—” Oliver cleared his throat, tugging at the collar of his shirt. A dark tie sat snug around his neck. The tie meant he’d been to work today, even though it was Saturday. “Don’t worry about that.”

      The conversation died into silence again. Seb leaned back against the couch and stretched, making something in his shoulder pop.

      “I ran into Greg Ellis the other day,” Oliver said.

      Seb snorted. “That asshole? How is he?” He hadn’t thought of Greg Ellis in probably close to fifteen years, not since the last time Seb had blown him in their college dorm shower and told him he was done messing around with straight boys.

      “Married. Fat. Working in the finance office on campus.”

      “Perfect.” Seb laughed at the thought of poor, handsome, conflicted Greg, growing into a sedentary heterosexual life with a mortgage and the obligatory two-point-five kids.

      “He says hi.” Oliver’s eyebrow arched.

      “I’m sure he does.”

      “Are you seeing anyone these days?”

      “No.” Not like Oliver meant it. His brother had always been big on monogamy, whereas Seb preferred no-commitment hookups when he made time to visit Kenneth in the city. This had become especially true since he’d come to Seacroft, where dating opportunities were limited at best. The queer community in town was so small as to be nonexistent, or else so deep in the closet Seb would need a map of Narnia to find them.

      “How’s Cooper?” Not that Seb cared. Cooper’s family had known Seb and Oliver’s since the dawn of history, but as a boyfriend for his older brother, Seb had never liked the guy. His name made him sound like he should be driving his Jag out to the coast on weekends to wine and dine Oliver on a yacht called the Lady Clipper or something equally douchey.

      Oliver cleared his throat. “Cooper and I broke up.”

      “Small miracles, I guess. He was an ass.” No sense in sugarcoating it. Not that Seb had ever kept his thoughts on Cooper and his porcelain veneer smile to himself when Oliver had still been infatuated with him.

      Oliver laughed. “Yeah, he was. Just took me a while to figure it out.”

      Another lapse into silence. Seb’s finger hovered over the button that would end the call.

      “Have you talked to Nana lately?”

      Oliver’s question caught Seb by surprise. This was a departure from their usual pattern. Every few months, Oliver would call on a day when Seb was too busy to check the phone’s screen before he answered, or when he was feeling sorry for himself. The conversation was always brief and pointless, small talk between two people who shouldn’t have treated each other like strangers. Then Oliver would say he would come visit one of these days, and Seb would say he looked forward to it. The promise would hang there until their next stilted phone call.

      The unspoken rule was that they never talked about the rest of the family. No matter what news Oliver might be calling to relay, they did not talk about their relatives. Ever.

      “No, I haven’t talked to Nana in a bit.” He squashed a fluttery feeling in his chest.

      “You should. She’d like to hear from you.”

      Seb bit his lip but forced himself to keep looking at his brother. Whatever Oliver was playing at, Seb wouldn’t let him win.

      “I don’t think I have her number here.” Another lie. He’d had it memorized since he was a kid and called it more than once when he needed to get away from the endless tension at home.

      “I’ll email it to you.” On Oliver’s side of the computer, there was a tapping of keys on a keyboard. Seb bit his lip. There was no way to protest without being the bad guy.

      “Is she—” The question caught in his throat. “Is she okay?” The idea that their Nana, who had been such a solid constant figure in his childhood, might not be was impossible. Seb remembered her strong hands, showing him how to grip a paintbrush to get the texture he wanted on the canvas. Her lilac and sugar smell as she listened to Seb try to explain the image he had in his mind.

      “Oh! No!” Oliver seemed to realize he’d said something wrong. He shook his head so hard his image blurred on the screen for a second before it settled back into place. “She’s fine. Fine.”

      Guilt rumbled under Seb’s collarbones. As infrequently as he spoke to Oliver, he talked to his grandmother less. She was his biggest supporter, yes, but she was still his father’s mother, and there was a Philip Stevenson-sized gap in their relationship. Seb had no interest in filling it, never mind how hard it must be for her.

      “Well, I’ve got to get some work done tonight,” he said, patience waning. “If you’re ever in town, let’s⁠—”

      “It’s her birthday.” Oliver’s voice was pained.

      Seb’s eyes narrowed. “I know that.” He sent her flowers every year.

      “There’s—” Now Oliver looked uncomfortable. He leaned back in his chair and loosened his tie. “There’s a party, alright?”

      “What party?”

      “A swingers party. What kind of party do you think, asshole? A birthday party.”

      Oh. Oh no. That was bad. Seb would much rather hang out with a bunch of horny suburbanites than do what he was pretty sure Oliver was proposing.

      “Where?”

      “At the house, okay? Mom and Parker, they’re organizing a family dinner and then⁠—”

      “No.” If their sister, Parker, had any involvement in planning this, it would have all the pomp and circumstance of a military pageant, and Seb was not putting himself on parade.

      “Seb.” Oliver leaned toward the screen.

      “No!” Seb stood up so fast he knocked the laptop off the edge of the coffee table. He swore as it crashed to the floor.

      “Come on,” Oliver was saying, even though he was tilted sideways.

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “But Nana⁠—”

      “I don’t care. I’m not going to the house. You know that.”

      “I told Parker you wouldn’t come to the dinner, but if you could⁠—”

      “No.”

      “I promised Nana you’d be there.”

      Angry words and years of hurt clogged Seb’s throat. Shaking his head, he picked up the laptop. Oliver’s face on the screen was miserable, but Seb could see it all. The spontaneous call. The way Oliver had tracked Seb down online, so they’d have this conversation face-to-face and turning his brother down would be harder. It was such a scummy lawyer thing to do, and Seb had fallen for it.

      “No.”

      This was why they never talked about family. Oliver should have stuck to the rules.

      “Please.”

      Seb shut the laptop.
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        * * *

      

      As he left the store, Martin was still rattled by his ghostly visitor. He’d checked all the doors twice. Everything had been locked, but there was no sign of the man in the store either. Martin had checked every aisle and every corner. Finally, with no other option but camping out in the empty store, waiting for what? The man to return? For him to slide through the walls and throw around more books like a Ghostbusters extra? Martin let himself out, locked up the store again, and headed home.

      The bike ride back to Brian’s took less than ten minutes, and the wet salt smell of a town so close to the ocean made his head spin. When Martin previously came to visit his brother in Seacroft, he always assumed the town felt small because he only knew a few places in it. Now that he lived here, it turned out there wasn’t much to see, especially once the tourists went home after Labor Day. The beachfront souvenir shops pulled down their shutters for the season, and the whole town got sleepy.

      He pedaled home, trying to relax. He’d always preferred cycling to driving. Too many things could go horribly wrong inside a giant metal box hurtling down the road. The bike was safer. The physical activity was good for him too, and he was calmer by the time he got home.

      “Hey, Smarts!” As Martin came in the front door, Brian was sprawled out on the couch. Martin cringed at the use of the childhood nickname. It had been funny when he’d won the city spelling bee in fourth grade. It wasn’t funny now.

      “Hi.” He let his backpack drop to the floor. His collared shirt stuck to his back where he’d sweat through it from the last of the late summer heat.

      “How did it go?” Brian turned the sound down on the TV and pulled himself up to sitting. He smiled up at Martin, but its wary edge flared the buzzing feeling under Martin’s skin. How had it come to this? His brother was worried that Martin couldn’t handle a part-time job in a used bookstore.

      He shrugged, slumping onto the couch next to Brian. He considered telling his brother about his encounter with the blond poltergeist, but ghost stories were more likely to worry Brian than anything.

      “Good, I guess.”

      “Did you smile?”

      Martin grimaced, which was as close to a smile as he got these days.

      “C’mon, Smarts! You gotta smile more! Women like men who smile.” To demonstrate, Brian grinned, showing the tooth knocked out during a high school football mishap. Something green was wedged in between two of his lower teeth too.

      “Charming.”

      Brian snorted. “Smarty! You gotta try!”

      “Don’t call me that!”

      “But you’ve been doing so good lately!”

      He’d been fine at home with Brian, where things were simple and predictable. Outside, in a public place where anyone could come in, was a different story. It shouldn’t have been, but should wasn’t worth much these days. Martin should also still have been at Mount Garner, assigning readings and figuring out what he was going to do when his funding ended after Christmas.

      Martin squirmed, putting as much space as he could between him and his brother, which wasn’t much. Since Brian’s ex-wife had literally taken half of everything they owned when she moved out, the old pull-out couch that doubled as Martin’s bed was also the only piece of furniture in the room.

      “I’ll be fine.” It was his mantra, meager though it was. He had to be fine. He’d lost too much already. Too much time, too much credibility. His academic career had gone up in flames, and now his older brother was hovering like a mother hen.

      They watched some reality show where middle-aged dads brought in their minivans and their rusting sedans, and a crew of guys with a lot of tattoos and even more piercings sent them home in the same car but with a bigger engine and a paint job that almost always involved flames or barbed wire. It made no sense to Martin. Brian heckled them the whole time.

      “What’s for dinner?” Martin asked as the credits rolled.

      “Hmm?” Brian’s expression was blank, flipping through channels.

      Martin mashed the heels of his hands against his eyes and groaned. “It’s your night to cook!”

      “No it’s not! I just cooked . . . ”

      Martin waited for realization to dawn. It was Brian’s turn to cook and—“Shit. I forgot.” Brian at least had the good grace to look ashamed.

      “Did you remember to go shopping?”

      Brian shifted and glanced away, like a guilty golden retriever. Martin sighed and stalked off to the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry!” Brian called after him. “I’ll order a pizza.”

      They’d eaten more pizza since Martin had moved in than his first year in undergrad. Back then, his Freshman Fifteen had been more like Freshman Eighty. Undoing the damage had taken years, and Brian seemed intent on luring him back to the dark side.

      The old landline phone rang on the wall.

      “If that’s Nick, do you want to come to The Dugout to watch the game tonight?” Brian asked from the other room.

      Martin didn’t follow baseball, and he would need a tetanus shot before entering Brian’s favorite bar, and anyway, his brother didn’t want him to come. It was an excuse to keep an eye on him. Since Martin had come here, Brian was nervous leaving him alone at home. The first few weeks, it was reasonable; Martin had barely been able to dress or feed himself. Now, though, Brian’s attention was getting oppressive.

      “I’ll pass.” He picked up the phone’s handset. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Marty!” The woman’s voice was cheery, but the sound made Martin’s heart skip.

      “Hi, Jess.”

      There was a loud thump, like a body crashing to the floor. Martin stuck his head out into the hall and found Brian on the ground, groaning where he’d fallen off the couch. He flailed his arms like he was warding off a swarm of bees, his eyes turning desperate as they met Martin’s.

      “How’s the job hunt going?” Jess asked.

      “Pretty good. I’m working a few days a week at Dog Ears downtown.”

      “That’s great!”

      It wasn’t, but he appreciated her saying so.

      There was a pause, and Martin waited for what he knew would come next.

      “Is Brian there?”

      Martin glanced to where Brian was still crouched on the floor. His older brother shook his head so violently it bounced off the side of the coffee table. He slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle his shout.

      “No. He’s at work.” Martin went back to the kitchen. Lying to his brother’s ex-wife had not been part of the agreement when he’d moved in.

      “Oh.” Jess sounded disappointed. “Doesn’t he usually have the day off on Saturdays?”

      And that right there was why lying was a bad idea. Lies had very short legs.

      “Yes! Usually. But not today. Um. He got called in to cover for someone. He might be done, though, so don’t call the firehall, but then I think he said something about going to get some pizza for dinner.” On cue, his stomach growled.

      “I called his cell too. He’s not picking up.”

      “Maybe he’s driving? Shouldn’t talk and drive, you know?” Shouldn’t lie for the older brother who couldn’t even remember to buy the necessities of life, but Martin had always been loyal to a fault.

      “I guess so.” Jess didn’t sound convinced.

      “I’ll tell him you called?”

      “Do you know if he got the letter from the lawyer?”

      Martin gritted his teeth. Brian owed him more than a pizza over this.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll get him to call you when he comes back, okay?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      “Jeez, Smarts.” Brian wrapped an arm around Martin’s head as he hung up and ground his knuckles into Martin’s scalp. “All those years of university and no one ever taught you how to be a better liar?”

      “Get off!” Martin shoved at him.

      “Oh come on! Lighten up!”

      “Stop!” Martin stumbled back as Brian released him. Brian laughed, and Martin glared as he smoothed his hair back into place.

      “You never did like it when I did that to you when we were growing up either.”

      “Maybe you should take the hint.”

      Brian laughed. “So you coming to The Dugout tonight or not?”

      “You can’t keep hiding from her.”

      Brian’s grin went tight around the edges. “I’m not!”

      “You are! It’s not fair to make me cover for you like you’re still the high school football star trying to date two girls at once.”

      Brian’s smile fell completely. Guilt twisted in Martin’s throat, and his cheeks heated. He shouldn’t have said that.

      “I’m not hiding.” Brian pulled a beer from the fridge. “I’m right here. She’s the one who left.” He stomped out of the kitchen.

      Martin sighed. It wasn’t fair to judge. No matter how many letters hung off the end of his name, he wasn’t exactly the poster child for successful adulthood. He didn’t know what had gone wrong with Brian and Jess. Maybe implying Brian had cheated was too close to home.

      “She wanted to know if you got a letter from a lawyer?”

      “If she has something she wants to say to me, she can say it herself!”

      The back door slammed, and Martin was left alone in his brother’s half-empty house.
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