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      To everyone who has lived in a different country to the one they were born in. To everyone who has ever gone back.

      Home will always be where your heart is, I hope you find it.

      Ana

      x
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        Twelve years is a long time to be away from home. 

      

        

      
        Now I'm back to scatter my parents' ashes, carrying nothing but grief and desire to reconnect with the family I left behind. 

      

        

      
        That includes David, my childhood best friend. We've both grown up but to me he still looks like a perfect beach day - bright, warm, and absolutely irresistible.

      

        

      
        With every moment we spend together, every memory we chase, I'm realizing that maybe coming home isn't about returning to a place—it's about finding your way back to the right person.

      

        

      
        But he's keeping secrets, and the closer we become, the more I worry this second chance at love might slip through my fingers.

      

        

      
        Home Again is a MM romance with a best friends to lovers theme, a meddling family, lots of steam and a HEA.

      

        

      
        Content Warning: This book contains homophobia, homophobic language, and scenes of discrimination.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

        
          
            [image: graphic of a heart]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        David

        Portugal, August, twelve years ago.

      

      

      

      All I could see from my current position, lying on my back on the beach towel with my eyes closed, was bright orange. I moved my eyes around under my eyelids, but it was the same all around, then there was a darker orange and brown for a moment until it was all bright orange again.

      The sun was warm on my face, and I could feel the skin on my arms and legs tingling from the heat. Maybe we should go for a swim to cool down. While my tanned skin was used to the sun, I still didn’t want to burn.

      My best friend Joel and I had spent most of the last six weeks on the beach. This particular spot was our favorite since it was the furthest away we could get from home on our own. Over the last two summers, our moms had allowed us to take the small train that carried people along the thirty kilometers of continuous beach. Those beaches were always a favorite with locals and tourists alike since it was just south of Lisbon on the other side of the river Tagus.

      We always chose the last stop, thinking it was unlikely we’d run into anyone we knew. Not that we did anything other than sunbathe and swim, but there was something about the freedom of pretending we were old enough to be here on our own.

      Joel lived in America, so at the beginning of his holidays here, we always met up with friends from school and others who lived near us, but after a while, we just ended up doing stuff on our own. By the end of his visits, we were virtually inseparable. It was as though we wanted to make as many memories to last the year until he would come back again. This was the cycle that we repeated summer after summer.

      I opened my eyes only a little bit, the bright sunlight making my eyes water until I focused on the light blue color of the sky. There were no clouds, just blue, and all I could hear around us were the seagulls squawking in the distance and a soft giggle right next to me.

      A face appeared in my line of sight, slightly blurry at first until my eyesight adjusted and zoned in on the sapphire deep blue eyes hovering over me. The same face, the same eyes that, beginning tomorrow, I would no longer see every day, at least for another year.

      “Don’t move!” Joel cried, putting a hand on my shoulder to hold me in place. His blond hair flopped into his eyes, sun-bleached and stuck together from the saltwater.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because I’m building a seashell made of seashells on you,” he said as though it was an entirely natural thing to do. I must have been asleep earlier because I didn’t remember feeling him place anything on me, and we both knew there wasn’t a chance of me staying still long enough for that to happen.

      I lifted my head slightly to see the shape of a seashell all over my flat stomach. The individual shell rings consisted of different color shells to make them distinct from each other. I was impressed.

      “Joel, I need to move. I’m burning,” I said, trying to keep still so the shells didn’t fall off.

      “But I haven’t finished yet.” Joel pouted like he used to do when we were little. His shiny blue eyes looked first at the shells and then at me, and a small, devilish smile appeared on his lips.

      I knew what he was thinking, and he would have to catch me first. In a split second, the shells were falling off me as I got up to escape the tickling attack I knew he was planning. Joel jumped up after me and chased me in circles on the sand, trying to catch me.

      “Let’s go in the water,” I said, out of breath.

      “Okay,” Joel agreed. “How long do we have until we have to get back?” he asked, looking in the direction of the bag where we kept our phones.

      “I think there’s enough time for a swim. We can walk for a bit while our shorts dry out and take the train back home at the next stop.”
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        Joel

        New York, Present Day

      

      

      

      The summer afternoon sun was shining brightly through my kitchen window, bringing out the colors of the drawings I had stuck on the fridge door. I found myself standing there remembering the class earlier this week when I told my students about where I came from, that small country in the southwest of Europe that everybody likes to confuse with Spain called Portugal.

      "Mr. Peterson, what color is the sand in Portugal?"

      "Have they got palm trees?"

      "What about ice cream? Do they eat ice cream? Ice cream is my favorite. My mommy takes me to Dairy Queen and gets me a chocolate-dipped cone when I do all my homework."

      I’d asked my young students to draw a picture of something they liked about Portugal based on the photos I had shown them in class. What I got was an array of weird and wonderful drawings that only the imagination of six-year-olds could conjure. Sandy beaches, castles, palm trees, sharks, and even pirates.

      I loved teaching. It was a passion I knew I’d inherited from my dad, and looking at the work of my students made my heart swell with pride.

      The intercom buzzed, bringing me back to the present.

      What was I going to the fridge for? Oh yeah, food!

      Max was coming over to get the spare key to the apartment, and I was sure he’d be hungry after his shift at the hospital.

      "Time to get the coffee brewing,” I muttered to myself as I buzzed Max into the building.

      Max had been my best friend from the moment we met after literally bumping into each other during my first week in my new American school. A school that turned out to be so different from what I’d been used to in Portugal.

      Max's home life wasn't all that great, so he spent a lot of time at my house, becoming more of a family member than a friend. The only difference between us was that I loved reading and had a passion for languages, something else I got from my dad, while Max felt a pull toward medicine and helping people. When I started my Early Childhood studies, Max went to nursing college.

      Our made-up family of four was pretty much perfect in my eyes all the way up to the day of the tragic accident that took both my parents last Christmas. Six months later, it still hit me hard in the chest every time I thought of the day I was told that I would never see my parents again and, more than anything, wouldn't be able to hug them and feel like I belonged somewhere.

      "Hey, Joebug, what's up?" Max said, coming in and dropping his backpack in the hallway.

      I got stuff out of the fridge to make a couple of sandwiches and ignored his use of the nickname he’d given me in high school.

      "Ooh, is that chorizo in your hand, or are you happy to see me?" Max asked with a smirk and his eyebrows motioning up and down.

      "Do you want coffee?" I asked, ignoring him.

      "Hell, yeah. I feel like I've been put on the spin cycle of a washing machine and still came out dripping. I love my shifts in the ER, but, man, it’s hard work."

      "Any interesting patients today?" My mom had worked in the emergency room in the same hospital with Max, and she always used to share her funniest patient stories. It became a tradition on our weekly catch-ups and was something I always looked forward to.

      "This hot guy came in today with a kid who needed some stitches on his little finger. He looked so nervous, I thought he was going to faint at the sight of blood. Unfortunately, there was no need for mouth-to-mouth resuscitation." Max chuckled but then looked down and frowned.

      He’d met someone last Christmas, and it seemed like it was the real deal for my friend, but the day he came to tell me about the guy he’d met was the same day we got the news about my parents. Once I’d recovered from the shock and grief, I tried to bring up the subject, but he refused to talk about it. I suspected he was nursing a broken heart and was being stubborn about it.

      “You okay?” I asked. “Have you been on any dates recently?”

      “Of course I have.” The indignation in his voice was clear. “I’m young, good looking, and smart. I can get all the ass I want.”

      “You forgot to mention modest too.”

      I finished making the sandwiches as the coffee maker was spewing its last drops of coffee into the pot. I loved the smell of coffee; it always reminded me of my grandmother’s house in Portugal.

      I used to joke with my mom that the blood on her side of the family was fifty percent coffee. Of course, it had been a while since I’d walked into a house that had that familiar smell of a freshly made brew.

      "Are you all set for the trip?" Max asked before taking a bite of his sandwich and bringing us back to the reason for his visit.

      "Nearly. I'm all packed, and I've got the ashes with all the documentation." I looked down at my sandwich, well aware that wasn't what Max meant, but I was trying to avoid overthinking the reason for my trip.

      "Joel,” he said, making me look straight at him, “how do you feel about going back? I know you're trying to avoid talking about it, but I'm worried about you."

      "I'm not sure," I admitted. "I have amazing memories of my holidays in Portugal, and I'm looking forward to seeing my grandparents and my great-grandma again. I'm just nervous, I guess. What if they’re disappointed?"

      "What makes you think that? Joebug, you are the best person I know. You are fun, caring, and the kids at school idolize you. I'm sure your family will love you too."

      I sighed, almost convinced but still apprehensive. I hadn’t been back for so long.

      “I don’t know. I just never thought the next time I'd see my family would be to scatter the ashes of both my parents. Before school started last year, Mom and I had spoken about going back together and making a family vacation out of it. Now, it'll be just me."

      "Have you got any plans while you're out there and until I arrive?" Max asked with a wink. Trust him to change the subject to get me out of my mood.

      "Nah, I am sure stuff will happen, though.” Once again I looked at the wall next to the fridge where there was a photo of my parents and me at Westhampton Beach, taken when I was only fifteen.

      “They wanted their ashes scattered around the cliff behind the church where they got married. I was there once, and the place is beautiful. The landscape of the cliffs is striking; it’s no wonder they married there and chose it as their final resting place. I couldn't have picked a better place. Other than that, it's flexible. I might rent a car since I’m thinking I might like to travel a bit while I’m there.” I finished my sandwich and took a sip of coffee.

      "What do you think the gay scene is like out there?” He leaned closer. “Joebug, I'm counting on you to check it out before I get there. We’re both in need of a good vacation fling to relieve the stress of city life. We need walks on the beach, kisses at sunset, and lube—Lots. Of. Lube,” he said, punctuating each of his last words.

      I felt myself blush as a memory raced through me and hoped Max couldn't read my expression.

      My apartment was close to the hospital, so Max was taking advantage of the proximity to his workplace before joining me on the last leg of the vacation. I quickly grabbed the spare keys and handed them to him.

      "Here are the keys. Don’t destroy this place while I'm gone." I turned to Max for a quick hug. "I am looking forward to spending some time with you out there, you know. It's been a while since we had time off together, and I think we'll have fun."

      "We will totally rock the place, and who knows, maybe even have some summer lovin' fun," Max sang with excitement, heading for the door.

      Later, as I lay down on my bed, I looked at the ceiling and allowed the memory to come back to me.

      The last time I'd been to Portugal, I had just turned fourteen. It was the best summer I'd ever had, and probably the best since. I had time with my grandparents and cousins, enjoyed family barbecues, and spent endless days on the beach with my best friend, David.

      I hadn't thought of David in years, but the conversation with Max brought back some memories. With his brown eyes and dark hair, David was the complete opposite of my blond hair and blue eyes, but that was where the differences ended. Just like our mothers had been best friends, David and I’d grown up together and had been as close as two young boys could be. That was until my parents had decided to live in the States because of my paternal grandmother's failing health. The geographical distance became too much, the short time together over the summer not enough, and I wondered if one day we’d just naturally drift apart. It didn’t seem likely, especially after the day we shared our first kiss. A kiss that to this day was burned into my memory, if not my heart, and it had to happen twelve hours before I flew back to New York for the last time.

      With a big sigh, I prayed I’d survive this vacation, and as sleep overtook me, I dreamed of sunsets on the beach, goosebumps, and dark brown eyes.
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      My hands were clammy, and my heart was beating off tempo, but despite my initial anxiety, I found myself looking forward to going back to Portugal. I couldn’t wait for that moment when I stepped off the plane and the dry warmth of the summer weather would hit me. It would definitely make the long flight worthwhile.

      My family was expecting me, but I decided to make a stop before driving to my hometown. No doubt my grandmother would gather the immediate family for a welcome dinner, and I needed some time to myself. I wasn't sure I could face them before I had a chance to smell the ocean air and visit one of my favorite spots.

      I still remembered the semi-organized chaos of my family dinners in Portugal. I remembered the long table where my great-grandma would sit at one end, Grandma and Granddad at the other, and everybody else randomly gathered in between.

      As a child, I liked to sit between any two of my cousins. Being an only child, I wasn't used to sibling confrontation, and my placement between my cousins served a dual purpose, deflecting fights and also pretending that I had brothers and sisters. Not that I minded being an only child. I was very close to my parents, and while the asked-for sibling never materialized, I did enjoy spending time with my cousins.

      I didn't realize I'd been lost in my thoughts until the flight attendant told me I could exit the airplane.

      I never particularly enjoyed the motions of going through customs and waiting for luggage at the airport, but then again, I didn't know anyone that did. I just wanted to get out of there, pick up the rental car, and head off to the beach.

      As soon as I had my stuff, I navigated the crowds of newly arrived travelers in the direction of the car rental counters. I identified the correct one where a bored-looking girl was staring at the computer. She looked up when I approached and immediately smiled at me, clearly happy to have something to do.

      “Good morning, how can I help?” she asked in strongly accented English.

      “Bom dia, I have a reservation,” I said, placing the car rental confirmation on the counter with my passport and driving license.

      “Oh, you’re Portuguese.” She looked surprised.

      “Yes, I’m half-Portuguese.”

      “Well, your accent is perfect.” She took my documents, continuing to make polite conversation, “So, are you in Portugal on holiday? Visiting family?”

      “Yes, I’m visiting my family. Haven’t been back for a while. I’m a little nervous about it, actually,” I replied, wondering why I said that to a stranger.

      I observed her squint at the computer screen, look up at me, and look down again with a slightly embarrassed look.

      "Is there a problem?"

      "Um, I can't seem to find your reservation on the system,” she said.

      After a few phone calls, my lovely car rental assistant informed me that my booking had been canceled due to a system error. My options were to come back in a few days or accept a refund.

      I was tired and starting to get irritable, so I decided to take my money, wondering if I should just get a taxi home and change my plans for the day. It would be an expensive trip since my hometown was twenty-three kilometers outside of Lisbon and south of the River Tagus.

      I checked with the other car rental desks, but with no previous booking, I was still without a car. I realized I had no other option but to take a cab and made my way back toward the arrivals area where the taxi stands would be. I was almost ready to go, but first things first. Before I set off, I picked up a coffee and custard tart to go.

      The trip was starting off on the wrong foot, but I remained optimistic, although I was really wondering if a taxi driver would try to take advantage of me by taking a longer route instead of a more direct one, just to earn more money on the fare off a tourist. The car rental assistant had assumed by my looks I wasn’t Portuguese, so I’d have to make sure the taxi driver was aware that I wasn’t just a tourist.

      I was thinking too hard when I accidentally ran into a guy, hard enough to knock his suitcase out of his hand.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going!” the man said while bending to pick his suitcase up off the ground.

      I quickly replied, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      I helped him by grabbing the bag from where it landed on the ground and held it out to him, and suddenly, he smiled broadly when he looked at me and said, “Joel? Joel, is that you?” I looked at him, and he must have seen the confusion on my face because he continued, “It’s me! Chico, from school. What are you doing here? It’s been a long time. Are you here to see your family?"

      It took me a moment to think of who Chico was, and then I had a vague memory that he was one of the kids who went to school with David and me. His real name was Francisco, but we always called him by the diminutive Chico. He, David, and I used to share lunches when we didn’t like what our moms packed for us.

      “Hey, Chico, how’s it going?” I asked, giving him a hug. I couldn’t even remember the last time we’d seen each other. “Sim, I’m here to visit my family. How about you? Going on vacation?”

      Francisco went on to tell me that he’d just returned from a business trip and was on the way to meet his wife and children waiting for him outside the terminal when I bumped into him.

      “Is your granddad picking you up?” he asked.

      I explained the situation with my rental car cancelation and how I was just on my way to get a taxi.

      “No way,” he said. “We’ll give you a lift. We still live in Caparica too. My wife, Mariana, will be happy to see you. Do you remember her?”

      “Oh my God, you married Mariana? I still remember when you pulled her pigtails in year four, and she said she hated you forever.” We laughed about that all the way to the minivan.

      Mariana hadn’t changed a bit. Yes, she was now an adult mother of two—three if you included Chico—but she still had the same bouncy brown curly hair and freckles across her nose. She’d always reminded me of a doll.

      Chico and Mariana’s little twin girls, Tatiana and Cátia, were adorable. As soon as we pulled out of the airport, they wouldn’t stop asking questions about where I was from and if I’d been on the airplane with their dad. Adorable.

      Ten minutes into the journey, the girls decided I was no longer interesting and started chatting with one another in whispers.

      We hit the IP7 freeway heading southwest away from Lisbon and toward Caparica, and I took in the view of the river as we approached the bridge. With the windows down, my sunglasses on, and the wind blowing around me, I was finally beginning to relax.

      It was only a thirty-minute drive from the airport to Caparica, where my family lived, but I asked them if they would mind taking me the further fifteen minutes south to my favorite beach, to which they said they were happy to do.

      Fonte de Telha was the furthest beach David and I could get on the train, and I couldn't recall if we used to go there because of the beach itself or for the adventure of going as far away from home as we could on our own.

      Chico and Mariana dropped me off at the beach and then kindly offered to drop my bags off at my grandparents’ house.

      “Thank you so much for the lift and dropping my bags off. I hope we can meet up for a meal while I’m here so we can catch up.” I gave Chico a hug and my phone number and then turned to Mariana. “You, beautiful lady, will have to tell me how you ended up with the kid who put a stink bomb in your school bag.”

      Mariana smiled at me and then exchanged a look with her husband. A single look that shouted love, intimacy, and a load of fun.

      After we said our goodbyes, I waved at the kids who waved right back at me the entire way up the dirt road until the minivan was out of sight.

      The first thing I did was turn to look out at the ocean and take a deep breath to inhale the salty air, then I took my shoes off, rolled the legs of my jeans up a bit, and walked toward the sandy beach. The feel of the warm sand between my toes was magnificent, especially after a seven-hour flight and the rental car debacle.

      I walked as close to the water as I could while still on dry sand so I could sit without getting wet.

      I drank the coffee on the drive over, but the custard tart was calling my name. The smell of the cinnamon and the feel of the flaky pastry in my hands had my taste buds watering.

      That first bite was heavenly. The custard filling with a hint of cinnamon almost melted in my mouth. There was no easy way to eat one of these delightful pastries other than by shoving it all into my mouth once I enjoyed the first bite.

      When I was young and custard tarts were more readily available, I loved eating the custard filling first using one of the tiny spoons my parents used to stir their coffee. Then, once the custard was gone, I would fold the pastry on itself and eat it in one bite. My heart ached, but I couldn't help smiling as that memory hit me and thought back to my mom's words.

      "Joel, look at that mess!"

      "But, Mom, there is officially no easy way to eat one of these."

      I’ve always loved the ocean. Looking out at the reflection of the sun on the water was almost hypnotizing. It was the same ocean I swam in every summer when I spent time with Grandma Jojo in the Hamptons, but it felt so different when I looked at it from this side. The waves were gentle, massaging the sand in a rhythm that said, “Welcome home.”

      Was I home?

      With my feet buried in the sand and my gaze fixed on the horizon, I thought about the time when I was ten years old and my mom broke the news that would change our lives.

      "Joel," Mommy called. "Sweetheart, we have to talk about something very important."

      I put my book down and went out to the living room where my mom was sitting on the couch. Her face was serious, and I wondered if I forgot to do any of the chores before sitting on my bed to read my adventure book. I could pinky swear I tidied my room and even made sure all the socks in the drawer matched.

      "Honey, I have some news to tell you, so I am going to need you to listen very carefully, okay? Do you remember Grandma Jojo, Daddy’s mom?"

      I nodded. "Yes, we met her last year when we went to visit America. She has white hair and smells nice. She said I looked like Daddy when he was my age." Mommy smiled, but her eyes were shiny like she wanted to cry.

      "Joel, Grandma Jojo has lived on her own since Granddad Bill went to heaven. She's been a little bit unwell recently, and she needs some help. Mommy and Daddy thought it would be fun for all of us to go to America and stay near Grandma Jojo for a while. Do you understand what that means?"

      I took a moment to think and then asked, "Am I going to school in America? Is David coming with us too?"

      Mommy looked down as though she was thinking of what to say and then looked at me with a sad smile. "Well, David's home is here with his mommy, so he can't come with us."

      "No!" I shouted. "I'm not going with you! I want to stay here with David!" I ran to my room, closed the door, and threw myself on the bed as tears clouded my vision. I reached out for my Superman doll and squeezed it tight.
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      It was midafternoon by the time I made my way to Caparica and my grandparents' house. Taking the beach train had brought back even more memories, mostly happy ones. My mom getting up early to make sandwiches for lunch, my dad carrying the heavy cool bag full, and my favorite part, running to David’s place to call him to come down to the beach with us. His mom always gave us a box with delicious cake, since sometimes she was working and couldn’t come with all of us.

      I planned on visiting my grandparents and great-grandma before going to my parents' apartment to freshen up and settle myself before the big family dinner.

      My parents had never sold the small apartment we lived in before going to America, so I was glad to have my space.

      My grandparents had told me the dinner was going to be hosted at Café Lima, so the thought of seeing David again woke up a kaleidoscope of butterflies in my tummy.

      As I approached my grandparents’ house, it was like they could feel me coming up the street. My grandmother, Violeta Gomes, came out of the house with her arms high up in the air as if she could start hugging me from thirty feet away. I hurried toward her and smiled.

      "Avó Violeta. I’ve missed you so much."

      "Oh, my beautiful grandson. Look at you so grown up. And don't you look so handsome," Grandma said as she gave me the tightest hug I'd had in a long time. "Come inside and say hello to your granddad and great-grandma."

      Grandma must have been quite excited about me being home because she started babbling so fast it was hard to keep track of her words. Was she even breathing?

      "Did you have a good flight? I hope you're not too tired. Your aunt, uncle, and a few of your cousins are coming over for dinner. They are all looking forward to seeing you again. Your friend Chico came by and dropped off your suitcases. I was so surprised to see him and his family! I cleaned your apartment, so it's all ready for you. I made up all the beds, although I suspect your old one is now too small for you, so you might want to sleep in the bigger bedroom. I've done a little shopping for some essentials, but you will come over here for your meals. You’re so skinny! Are you eating enough? Don't worry. I'll be sure to make all your favorite foods that you used to like.”

      There and then I appreciated my fluency in the Portuguese language, which was mostly thanks to my mom. I allowed Grandma to go on and get it all out of her system without interrupting. After all, it had been twelve years since she’d last seen me.

      As we entered the house, Grandma told me to go through to the living room where Granddad and Great-grandma were waiting while she prepared some coffee and a snack. I loved the smell of my grandparents’ house. The wood polishing wax was predominant, but there was something more that I couldn't identify. It was just what I’d grown up with, and it felt so familiar and comforting now that I was surrounded by it again.

      As I followed the corridor to the living room, I could hear the chattering. "Olá, Granddad, you're looking good," I said while I walked toward my granddad for a hug.

      "Olá, son, great to have you back," Grandad said, his eyes watery with emotion that reflected how mine must have looked too. I had to turn away before I was a sobbing mess, and I hadn't even greeted the matriarch of the family, Avó Deolinda, my grandma's mom.

      "Vovó, you don't look a day over thirty. What are they feeding you here?" I asked.

      "Ah, my boy, that's the daily tipple. A small shot of anise liqueur will keep your heart beating strong and the extremities warm." She winked. "Let me look at you," she said as she put her soft hands on either side of my face. "You look just like your father when he came to Portugal. He was a very handsome man and knew just how to get into the soft spot in my heart.

      "There was no one good enough for my beautiful Sílvia. She was my baby girl, and no boy around here dared to turn their eye toward her. I told her she should wait until she met a boy who made her heartbeat so fast it was like she swam in the ocean all the way to Spain and the right boy would make her want to do it over and over again. Of course, with those shiny blue eyes and blond hair, she couldn't resist."

      I looked into my great-grandmother’s eyes, and it was like she was looking through her mind's eye directly into the past rather than at me. Then just as quickly, she was back in the moment. "Of course that nose," she said, looking up at my eyes and tapping my nose. "That is all your mom's."

      "And may I ask which part of me is me?" I asked.

      "Ah, my son, that is for you to decide, but don't forget that whoever and wherever you are, you are also ours and this will always be your home."

      I couldn't help but feel that my ninety-year-old great-grandma had the uncanny ability to read the one thing that had been plaguing my thoughts ever since I found myself without my only family in the country I'd called home for the last eighteen years.

      We had coffee with home-baked bread and ham and talked for a while about the plans for the next few days before I pocketed the set of keys to the apartment and excused myself to settle in and rest before dinner.

      I took my suitcase, and as I dragged it on the cobbled sidewalk toward the apartment, I considered what my great-grandma had said earlier. I felt like I was two people in one body.

      Part of me was Portuguese. I knew the language well and was glad that Mom never let me slack in my practice. Portuguese was all we were allowed to speak at home since outdoors it was mostly English. Speaking Portuguese was second nature, and I was proud that to the untrained ear, I sounded very much like I’d never set foot outside the country.

      Of course, being Portuguese was much more than just speaking the language and knowing the customs and traditions. I just had to figure out what it meant to me.

      I also felt American, having lived in New York for most of my life and also being American on my dad's side. Apart from my holidays in Portugal and early childhood until I was eight, most of my memories and history were in New York, and I felt like I belonged there. I liked the people, the melting pot of cultures, languages, history, and not to mention the great food you could find on every corner of the city.

      How could I figure out where I belonged now?

      Max was my family in America, but at some point, he would find someone he would want to spend the rest of his life with, and there wouldn't be as much time for us to spend together. Not that Max seemed that he wanted to settle down. I was the one more eager to come home to someone every day.

      I was tired of dating men I’d met through dating apps or in bars. It seemed as though everyone my age was just looking for a quick hookup. I got that. In such a big city where everyone focused solely on their career and success, very often relationships came second or even third. Hooking up served a purpose only, to get off and move on.

      I smiled to myself as I approached the apartment door. When did I ever start thinking like an old man? I remembered Max's promise of summer fun and decided there and then as I was pulling the heavy suitcase up the stairs to the second floor that I would enjoy this holiday and be the twenty-six-year-old I was.

      But first, I would have to walk into the apartment that had been my home for the first eight years of my life.

      The apartment wasn't much different from the last time I had been here. The layout was the same, not that much could be changed in such a small space, anyway. It had a kitchen that opened into the living room and then to a balcony of the same width, one bathroom, one master bedroom that had been my parents’ room, and a smaller room that had been mine.

      I loved my room because, despite the smaller size, it also had a small balcony that faced directly toward the apartment building opposite mine, David's apartment. He lived there with his mom when we were young. I hadn't kept in touch, so I was unsure if David still lived there or even in Caparica for that matter. Paula, David's mom, died of cancer eleven years ago when we were only fifteen. I remembered Mom being so upset about the death of her best friend at such a young age. When Paula received the diagnosis, Mom struggled with the distance, and as the last days approached, she came back to Portugal to care for her best friend and was at her side when she finally passed away.

      I wanted to come with her, but at the time, I had exams at school and wasn't allowed to miss any classes. I ended up spending that summer with my grandmother as she became progressively unwell. It was a great summer, and I loved spending it in the Hamptons with her. Despite her frail health, she still had a devilish side to her and encouraged me to pursue a summer romance with another boy who lived nearby. Not that anything had happened then. I’d still missed David terribly, so that boy became the friend I would always see when I stayed with my grandmother and was also the first person outside my family I told I was gay.

      I went to my old room, rolled the shutters up to allow in the afternoon sun, and opened the balcony door and looked out onto the street.

      Some of the shops were different, but the look of the buildings on the outside remained the same, just older and more worn.

      I looked at the balcony across from mine. The shutters were all the way down, so it was impossible to see if someone even lived in the apartment. I couldn't remember how many evenings I’d spent on this balcony chatting with David about our favorite superheroes until one or both of our moms reminded us it was time for bed. Later, whenever I was back home in the summer, we used to carry on with our conversations but using mobile phones long into the night. One thing never changed. The balcony doors always remained open as though by breathing the same crisp summer air, we were both in the same space rather than our individual rooms separated by the street below.

      So many memories in such a short span of time wore me out. Of course, that could also be a result of the long flight and very little sleep, so I decided to take a shower and get some rest before joining the family for dinner.
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      Being responsible for the best selling pastries at Café Lima was something I was very proud of. My mom, Paula Lima, was the original owner of the café and its namesake. When she passed away, it became mine, although at fifteen years old, I was too young to take over the business and was also still at school. My mom's sister, Aunt Teresa, and her husband, Uncle Mário, already worked there, so they took on the management side of things until I was old enough to make the decisions.

      One decision, however, was plenty easy to make. I knew I wanted to work with food. Baking and cooking was something I’d done with my mom, and now it was all I had left of her.

      Every day after school, she’d insist I finish my homework, and only then would we bake. When what I made was good enough, she would put it out front for sale. I still remembered the first day that had happened. I’d been intrigued by the photo of a recipe for a chickpea tart because it looked so delicious, even though I was sure that a dessert made with chickpeas wouldn’t taste sweet. Mom encouraged me to try it and let me follow the recipe on my own. I did, and the result was a delicious-tasting tart that sold out that afternoon.

      We also cooked most of our meals together. She liked making traditional Portuguese food, and even when we tried other cuisines like Chinese and Indian, she always was adamant that our food was far better.

      As soon as I finished high school, I’d put on the apron and had been baking for Café Lima ever since.

      I loved my job and had always been adventurous, even spending the last few years experimenting and creating new pastries for the café, which had always turned into a success. But the most-wanted item on the menu by far was still the traditional custard tart. Most days, I’d bake a couple hundred of the things, which could be a little monotonous, and the only thing that had stopped me from developing repetitive strain injury was the recent additions to my kitchen in the form of a few industrial-sized appliances.

      I also loved the early mornings. Who would have guessed that the little kid who had repeatedly asked for five more minutes in bed for the first half hour of each day would now be a happy early riser? Yep, I loved getting up before the rest of the world and walking up to the café, turning the lights on, and doing what I believed I had been born to do.

      Most days in the summer, I also got up a little earlier and went to the beach for a run before even the sun was up.

      Today had been one of those few summer days when I’d been unable to make my daily run because we were hosting a family dinner in the café after hours, so there had been a lot to do first thing this morning.

      Joel, my childhood best friend, was back from New York. He’d moved there when we were eight, and the last time we’d seen each other, we had both been fourteen. Now Joel was back home, and while it was for a sad occasion, it also served to bring the family together.

      Tonight, both Joel's family and mine were celebrating Joel being home and remembering his parents.

      As for me, I was currently in the corner of the kitchen, which served as a standing office, having a mild panic attack. I checked that everything was running on schedule for the hundredth time. I knew how to cater for a dinner party and could do it with my eyes closed, but this was a special occasion because of the relationship Sílvia had had with my mom, and I wanted to do the best for the family.

      While these events didn't happen very often, I was used to them. The early closing hours of Café Lima meant I was able to bring in some additional income by hiring out the space and catering family dinners and birthday parties, as well as the occasional small wedding. It also gave me an opportunity to experiment with the dessert menu and serving some of my mom's homemade recipes.

      Tonight was a family dinner, so I’d decided on a traditional home-cooked meal. I hoped a green cabbage soup with chorizo for the starter, a monkfish cataplana for the main course, and a three-chocolate mousse for dessert would hit the spot.

      I hadn't seen Joel since we were fourteen. We grew up pretty much inseparable as a result of our mothers being best friends, but things changed when Joel had to move away to New York with his parents.

      We’d still seen each other every year in the summer when Joel spent the school holidays in Portugal, but then he stopped coming back, even when his parents had continued to visit.

      That last summer we spent together had been a defining time, at least for me, so I was feeling unsure about where we stood with each other, but I hoped at least we would be able to rekindle our friendship.
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