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      “Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” Kai Christensen drawled. The smirk he’d perfected years ago graced his gorgeous face as Joey and I walked toward my grandmother’s quaint home on Hollyhock Hill in rural West Virginia.

      Joey, always my strong support and protector, squeezed my hand as we were greeted by our old friend. “Hey, Kai, what’s up, man?” Joey’s voice had a slight quiver only I would have noticed after so many years together. Neither of us had ever gotten over our boyhood crushes on Kai.

      “Not much, Joe, just patching up leaks before the next round of rain.” Kai dried his hands on a towel. “Why so quiet, Mase?”

      I smiled and rolled my eyes as I fought not to bat my lashes. Only Kai and Joey called me Mase. The rest of the world used my given name, Mason.

      “Just wasn’t expecting to see you here. Where’s my grandma?”

      I was one hundred percent madly in love with Joey and had been for well over a decade, so why did Kai always make my heart pitter-patter? My only consolation was I knew Kai had the same effect on Joey. Joey, my six-foot two, solidly built gentle giant who loved me beyond measure, had a bad habit of stuttering over his words around Kai.

      Kai tugged his phone from the front pocket of his slim-fit jeans. Blue eyes scanned the screen before he shook his head. “Looks like the dam in town busted again. Your grandma went down the hill earlier today to get her hair and nails done, but now she can’t get out of town because all the streets are flooded.”

      “That fucking dam has been springing a leak our whole lives,” Joey muttered and ran a hand over his short, black, curly hair. “You’d think after twenty-six years they could fix it.”

      “We’ll just drive down and get her,” I stated. I was small, but I had the determination of a bull. I had come here to see my grandmother, the only woman I’d ever known as a parent, and I wanted to see her.

      “No can do,” Kai said. “The rivers and creeks are all over flood stage, too. No one is getting off this hill or out of town any time soon.”

      “So, we’re stuck here?” I squeezed Joey’s large hand and tried not to sound whiny. Being five-eight, smaller boned, and pale skinned always led people to think I was fragile or overly emotional. I hated that, and usually overcompensated by trying to swallow my feelings.

      “Looks like it.” Kai shrugged a thin shoulder. “We’ll make it a party, catch up. Sound good?”

      Leave it to Kai to never get too worked up about anything. Joey and I had known Kai since fifth grade. Kai was the cool, older, gay kid we admired as young still-in-the-closet gay boys. He’d never cared what others thought and had always been true to himself.

      Kai gave us our first kisses when we admitted we were gay, and he was our biggest supporter when Joey and I secretly started dating.

      Later, when Joey and I came out, Kai was there.

      Kai was always there.

      He was the sexy, older, best friend. But he frequently made bad decisions, or he’d be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and we’d all get in trouble. Kai had a bad reputation in town for smoking pot, driving too fast, and fighting. But he suffered through the town’s judgement instead of leaving—all for one reason.

      My grandma.

      My savior and my rock, who turned out to be the same for Kai.

      Grandma Bernie took in Kai when, at thirteen, his parents died in a house fire. Kai only survived because his parents had sent him to town while they cooked meth. The explosion and resulting fire killed them instantly, and Kai had nothing to come home to. He came to live with Grandma and me the very same day.

      “That boy may be a bundle of sass and vinegar, but he doesn’t deserve to be homeless,” Grandma had stated as we stood at the edge of their property while Kai’s parents were pulled from the smoldering rubble. “I’ll call the police and tell them to bring him to us. Our home is his home now, Mason. You make sure everyone knows it.”

      The thing about small towns was that no one even questioned it. Kai moved in when I was eleven and the rest was history.

      I shook my head to clear the memories.

      “I mean, if it makes you feel any better, I’m stuck here too,” Kai added.

      “You’re living here again?” Joey asked. His deep brown eyes widened. “Thought you moved out a while back?”

      I cuddled into Joey’s protective arm around my shoulders.

      “Yeah, Bernie was having a hard time on her own, so I offered to move back in and help.”

      My grandma was getting up in years, but I narrowed my eyes. “Really?”

      Kai shoved a hand through his chin-length, bleach-blond hair streaked with pink and purple and bit his lip. “Fine, I got taken in for possession of pot again and lost my job. Couldn’t keep up with rent, so Bernie offered me my old room. It works out well for both of us. I do the maintenance and get a place to stay. She doesn’t have to pay a handyman, gets to cook for me, and has a friend here.”

      “You always did have the biggest, most generous, genuinely fucked up heart,” Joey teased. “It’s actually probably really good to have you here.”

      “What can I say?” Kai winked. “I’m just me.”

      A huge clap of thunder shook the hill.

      “Damn, better get inside. This next round of rain is supposed to last until tomorrow night. Flooding is gonna get worse before it gets better, that’s for sure,” Kai grumbled.

      “We can’t be stuck here.” I couldn’t keep the quiver out of my voice as we followed Kai’s sexy ass into the house.

      “We’ll just make the best of it,” Joey murmured against my inky black hair and nibbled at my ear.

      “You guys have big plans or something?” Kai opened the fridge. “Water, beer, milk, or juice? Or I can make coffee? Tea?”

      “Is that a sweet red?” Joey pointed at a bottle toward the rear of the fridge.

      Kai grabbed the bottle while Joey produced wine glasses.

      Joey poured the wine and Kai popped open a beer can.

      “So, back to your plans.” Kai flicked colorful hair from his face.

      “We took the week off to celebrate.” I frowned into my glass before taking a sip. “Stuck on the hill is not my idea of romantic or a celebration.”

      “Awwww, suck it up, Buttercup,” Kai reached out to chuck my chin, “I promise I’ll make it good for you.”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue, and Joey sputtered into his wine.

      “What are you celebrating?” Kai sipped his beer.
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