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      You can go home again—if you can get a foot in the door.

      A year after packing and moving from L.A. to Mercury, North Carolina, John Ford still hasn’t adjusted to the heat. Or to life without his long-time partner. As he fixes up the old house he bought, the quiet becomes his only companion, and he’s content with that—until a deep-voiced stranger plants himself under a tree across the street.

      Eight years ago, Connor Meecham left someone behind in that house—himself. Now he’s back to find the man he used to be, before drugs and prison sent his life careening off the tracks. But it’s not his mother’s face peering through the window any more. It’s a man who seems as lost as Conn himself.

      When John learns what the house—and the dying town—mean to Conn, he finds himself opening the door to his heart. Just a crack. But it’s enough to get mixed up in a world of emotions as complicated as the recipe for the perfect cherry pie. Where one misstep can turn something sweet and juicy into one hot mess.

      Warning: Contains a guitar-wielding, brooding Southern boy and a reclusive millionaire with a weakness for cherry pie and hot coffee. Excessive porch sittin’ and lemonade included.

      

      Copyright © 2014 by Samantha Kane

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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      This book is dedicated to the New South. And to small towns and cities everywhere that are struggling to find their place in a rapidly changing world. Second chances aren’t just for people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      He was there again, sitting in the shade of the scraggly crape myrtle across the street. This was the third day in a row. Well, the second day. He’d arrived two nights ago. So, two nights and two days. Not that John was counting.

      He looked young, but it was hard to tell from here. He was wearing baggy jeans and a dark hoodie, definitely not your typical Thursday-morning, late-spring uniform here in Mercury, North Carolina. At least not that John had seen in his few months here.

      John took a sip of his coffee. It was still too hot. He wished he could figure out how to lower the temperature on the machine, but that kind of shit had been Steve’s job. John hated little gadgets like espresso machines. Which was ironic considering he’d made his fortune as a computer programmer and designer. But the Italian monstrosity that Steve had insisted on didn’t come with a keyboard. It barely came with instructions. Steve had fallen instantly in love with it and talked to the damn thing every morning he’d been home.

      With a shaky hand John set his coffee down on the table in the entryway. He blew out a breath and ran his hands through his hair, which felt a little greasy and very messy. He unlocked the door. Now was as good a time as any to find out who this guy was and what he wanted.

      As soon as he stepped out the front door onto his beat-up porch, the guy put his book down and stood, his hands shoved in his pockets. He looked defensive. Not in a threatening way, just wary.

      “Are you casing the joint?” John called out congenially. He casually leaned against the post at the top of the stairs. It was a big wraparound porch, the kind that made him think of a younger America—families on the porch after church on Sunday, kids and dogs running up and down the steps while the grown-ups rocked on the porch and sipped lemonade and mint juleps. It was why John had bought the house. That and the backyard.

      “No,” the guy answered. His voice was deep. He hadn’t even had to yell. John could hear that bass tone easily, spoken from across the quiet street. No kid, then.

      John waited, but there was nothing more forthcoming. He frowned and pursed his lips. Thought about going back in. Rejected that plan. “What are you doing here?”

      The guy looked down and scuffed his shoe in the dirt. “That was my mama’s house.”

      A jolt of surprise went through John. “They told me there was no family. I bought the house at auction.”

      The guy nodded and looked to his right, down the street. “Yes, sir. They couldn’t find me. I’ve been gone awhile.”

      They stood there for a few more minutes, the stranger studiously not looking at John, and John staring holes through him. Finally he turned to John, and his direct stare shocked John enough to make him straighten up and take a step back.

      “I just wanted to come in for a minute,” he said. He spoke quietly, but that voice of his carried on the cool morning air. “I just want to walk around for a bit.”

      John shut his ears to the grief in the other man’s voice. “No.” He turned and went back inside.

      

      The day grew warm. And humid. John wasn’t used to the Southern weather. Cool spring in the morning, hot summer by afternoon. Well, hot for him. People around here laughed when he called it hot. That did not bode well, in his opinion, for the summer.

      The deep-voiced stranger was still there. He’d taken his hoodie off and wore a faded red T-shirt underneath. Still, he had to be suffering in those jeans. By midday that crape myrtle wasn’t offering much shade anymore. His back was against it as he sat there watching the house, his gaze wandering up and down the street now and then. He had one knee bent and his arm rested on it, pointing to nowhere. A Southern David, waiting for the touch of Robert E. Lee to bring him back to life.

      John wondered why no one else found his presence odd. None of his neighbors had come out to investigate. No one had called the cops. True, he wasn’t doing much more than sitting there. His neighbors probably thought he belonged to John. They didn’t know what to make of that Californian who’d bought the old Meecham place. John’s lips quirked in wry amusement. He didn’t know what to do with him either.

      He turned resolutely away from the window. Lunch was over. Back to work.

      

      At dusk he was gone. John was irritated that he was worried about him. Did he have a place to stay? John knew he had no family around here.

      He shook it off. The stranger’s voice, his demeanor, everything about him told John that he wasn’t as young as he’d first thought. He had the patience of Job to sit out there waiting. A man had to learn that the hard way. John knew all about waiting.

      

      John didn’t go look first thing in the morning. He forced himself to keep to his routine. Not that there was much to it. Roll out of bed, run his hand through his hair and pull a T-shirt on over his flannel pajama pants. Steve had hated those pants. He complained they made him hot, lying there next to John. So John left them off when Steve was home. He didn’t have to worry about that now. He could wear them whenever he wanted.

      This morning’s T-shirt was blue. He’d bought it at a Walmart in Oklahoma City on the drive from California to North Carolina, just because he could. Just because he’d never bought a shirt at Walmart before. Kristine had laughed when he’d texted her from Walmart and sent a picture of himself proudly wearing his new shirt. Steve’s sister hadn’t understood why he’d left California. She’d been a good friend over the years. There were times, when Steve was overseas, that John had felt closer to Kristine than Steve. They were the only family either of them had, and he knew she missed him and worried about him. He still couldn’t explain it properly to her. Hell, he couldn’t explain it to himself half the time. She was coming to visit in a few weeks. Maybe once she saw Mercury she’d understand. He glanced around the homey kitchen. Then again, maybe not.

      He turned on the coffee machine. Good Morning, the LCD screen said. Your espresso machine is heating. “Good morning,” John automatically replied. He’d started talking to the machine the morning he knew Steve wasn’t coming back. He didn’t want it to get lonely.

      He stared out the kitchen window to the backyard. He’d gotten quite a bit done out there yesterday. He was replacing the fence. The old one had been falling down when he moved in. It was the first major job he had to do outside. He was going to get the yard in shape before he tackled the front porch. And the house needed to be painted. He’d never done any work like this before. It was slow going.

      The gardening was going to be tough. He wasn’t a gardener. He didn’t have a rapport with plants. But there was no nice Japanese gentleman here that he could hire to come and make his yard bloom year-round with beautiful exotic plants. He’d left Mr. Natsumi in L.A. He’d been one of the hardest things to leave behind.

      On that depressing thought, John turned back to the coffee machine. Make your selection, the screen said.

      “Thanks, I will,” John answered. “How about a regular cup of normal coffee, not too hot?” Just like every other morning, there was no response. So with a sigh, he grabbed a mug from the cupboard and got his own too-hot espresso.

      John finally allowed himself to check about half an hour later. The stranger with the deep voice was back. John stood there in front of the bay window wearing the khakis he’d replaced his flannels with as he sipped his second cup of coffee. That sort of diligence deserved a reward, he supposed. And he could spare a minute or two while he finished his coffee.

      He walked over and opened the front door.
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      John stood there, his back to the street, his arm straight out as he held the door, waiting.

      He heard the guy cross the street and open the front gate. The slap of his shoes on the concrete changed to a graveled shuffle when he hit the path from the sidewalk to the porch. At that point John simply walked away. He moved off and went to the kitchen, not sure why he’d left him to enter the house on his own.

      John leaned his ass against the kitchen counter, right in front of the sink. He could see straight through the house from here, right to the front door. The stranger came in and wiped his feet on the small rug in front of the door. John had to smile. At least he’d been raised properly. Idly John wondered if there had been a rug there when this guy’s mom owned the house.

      He pulled the hoodie off and looked up to see John watching him. He had dark blue eyes and brown hair, wavy and thick. That was a nice head of hair. Bastard. John had always wanted hair like that.

      “May I come in?” he asked. His manners should have seemed out of place, but instead they somehow added depth to the picture he made standing there in his tattered clothes with his thick, messy hair.

      John waved a hand in front of him like Vanna revealing the letter of the day. “Be my guest,” he said politely. “You wore me down.”

      He was a big one. Taller than John by several inches, he barely cleared the low doorframes of the old house. His shoulders were wider than they ought to be, as if they used to belong to someone who had more bulk than this tall, lean young man. John watched him as he turned and closed the front door, producing a quiet snick in the heavy silence. He set a raggedy gym bag down on the floor.

      When he turned back to John, he rubbed his palms nervously on his thighs. “Thanks for letting me come in.”

      John tipped his head. “What do you want?” He was merely curious. He found himself strangely detached today.

      “Just to look around,” he said in rush. “I swear. I just wanted to see the old house. I’ll leave soon.” He had a thick accent. Swear came out more like sway-eh. It was a good thing John was getting proficient in the local lingo.

      “You waited outside for days just to look around for a few minutes?” John was skeptical.

      His visitor smiled, and all vestiges of youth fell away. “This old place has got a hold on me, you know?”

      John shook his head. “No.” And he really didn’t. He’d never been that attached to any place. Only one person, and they’d never had a place.

      The stranger shook his brown-haired head with pity, or perhaps regret. He didn’t say anything, just looked around. John could see the memories swirling through his blue eyes. But he revealed nothing. John watched him walk slowly around the living room, trailing his hand along the wooden chair rail absentmindedly. He yanked his hand back suddenly and wiped it on his pants again, as if he was afraid he was leaving a stain behind.

      “I’m John Ford.” It was past time for introductions.

      Guarded eyes met his. “Connor Meecham.”

      John laughed. “Meecham. Of course.”

      “Meaning?” Connor wasn’t laughing. His tone was flat.

      John held his hands up before him, placating. “Nothing. Just that everyone calls this house the Meecham place. If it was your mother’s house, then of course you’d be a Meecham.”

      “Sorry,” Connor grumbled, blushing as he looked away.

      It was clear Connor had been prepared for something else. Curiouser and curiouser, as Alice would say.

      “You painted the place.”

      John gratefully accepted the change of topic. “Yep. Needed it badly. But I haven’t got much eye for color. I just went with white and some kind of brown the Sherwin-Williams lady called cafe au lait.”

      Connor laughed. It sounded rusty. “It’s a nice brown.” He shook his head again. “I can picture my mama here like it was yesterday.”

      John didn’t know what to say to that. “You know,” he chose to observe instead, “Southern men are the only ones who can say ‘mama’ and not sound like idiots.” That earned another rusty laugh. John had the strange, fleeting thought that he should keep count. “‘Daddy’ still gives me the heebie-jeebies, however.”

      The laugh settled into a chuckle. “No ‘daddy’ here,” came the laconic reply.

      John was shocked when he had a flash of that heavy Southern bass whispering “Daddy” in his ear. He shivered. Then he was disgusted with himself. That had never turned him on. And the reality was, he didn’t think it would if Connor Meecham actually did it. It was fantasy material, though.

      “May I?” Connor was gesturing up the stairs.

      “Be my guest,” John said, surprised at his own hospitality. He followed along a few steps behind Connor. He barely glanced into John’s room on the first floor, which was the master bedroom only because the bathroom was attached. The room was actually smaller than the other bedroom. The bathroom had obviously been an add-on. John followed him up the stairs and at the door to the second bedroom, Connor stopped, his hands gripping the frame. He just stared at the room, empty except for a bed and some boxes full of knickknacks and Steve’s various trophies. Steve’s guitar sat on top of the pile. John forced himself to look away from it.

      “Your old room?” John asked quietly.

      Connor just nodded. “You haven’t painted it.” It was a statement, not a question.

      John looked at the faded gray-blue walls full of nail holes. “No. I don’t really need this room right now. I’m focusing on the main areas and outside first.”

      Connor nodded again, and then he turned and walked toward the stairs. “Is it okay if I go out back?”

      John almost said no. He was a little embarrassed by the backyard. Not because of what he hadn’t done yet, but because of what he had. At his hesitation, Connor slowed down and looked over his shoulder at John, a question on his face. “Yes, go ahead,” John assured him. He followed him down and through the kitchen to the back door. His stomach clenched as Connor opened the creaky screen door and stepped out.

      John knew the minute he saw it. Connor’s shoulders tensed. Then he took the three steps down to the yard and walked over to the little grave under the live oak in the corner.

      When John had found the small moss-covered rock in the yard, he hadn’t been sure what it was. It was only after he’d cleared all the weeds out that he saw it was a store-bought pet headstone with the name DIGGER hand-etched in the stone. For some stupid reason he’d taken it to a trophy shop a couple of towns over and had the name professionally engraved on the stone. It looked brand-new now. He’d even planted some flowers around it. Today it seemed silly to him, what he’d done. All the work to be done on the house and the yard, and he’d wasted hours on that little grave.

      He waited for Connor to say something smart, trailing after him reluctantly. Instead Connor unexpectedly sank to his knees and laid his forehead on the ground in front of the headstone. His arms came up, and he covered his head as if to protect it, and his shoulders started to shake. It took John a moment to realize he was crying. Bone-shaking, silent sobs racked his big frame and froze John in his tracks.

      Without a word John turned around and walked back into the house. He’d been there. Those were private tears, and he left Connor to them.

      

      John busied himself sanding down the posts on the front porch for the next couple of hours, as far from Connor as he could get. He hadn’t done any work out front yet, and it was hard going. Eventually he thought he ought to go and check on him. The man had had a breakdown in his backyard, after all. And he’d been awfully quiet back there ever since.

      When he tentatively pushed open the back door, he was a little scared of what he might find since he’d forgotten about all the sharp tools back there until just a few minutes ago. He was relieved to see Connor just sitting there next to the grave. His knees were bent, and his wrists were resting on them casually. He looked calm and approachable. John released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

      He hadn’t made any noise that he was aware of, but Connor turned toward him. “I’m all right,” he said, and John could hear the truth of that in his voice.

      He wandered over to the tree and stood off to Connor’s right, in the shade. He felt awkward and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Have you got someplace to stay?” he asked. He hadn’t meant to say that, but once the words were out, he was glad he had. He didn’t want to spend another restless night worrying about Connor. He had a lot of work to do around here and needed his sleep.

      Connor shook his head. “Not really. I’m just moving around.”

      John frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Connor stood up, resting one fist on the ground as he gracefully came to one knee and then rose. “It means you don’t have to worry about me.” His soft smile took the sting out his dismissive words.

      John sighed. “I wish it were that easy to turn it off,” he said apologetically, “but I suffer from overactive worry.”

      “I’ll be all right, Mr. Ford,” Connor told him. “But thanks.”

      “Come on,” John said. He turned toward the separate garage. “I know a place.” He turned back to see Connor watching him, his face unreadable. “Do you have anything you need to get? Besides your bag?”

      They stood like that for a minute, a silent tug-of-war between them. Finally Connor shook his head. “No, sir. Nothing.”

      John knew that was a lie. There was a lot that Connor needed. But he wasn’t going to find it here. He turned and walked to the garage, listening to Connor’s footsteps as he turned back to the house to get his bag.
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      “Want to talk about it?” Mr. Ford asked quietly as he turned onto Bergamot Street.

      He hadn’t asked for directions. He must have been in Mercury for a while, then. Conn had been surprised to find him in Mama’s house. He’d just assumed the house would be there, empty. But of course the bank had sold it. Of course they had. What choice did they have when he didn’t respond to their letters?

      “About what?” He stuck to the man’s question. He’d found that was the best way to get along.

      “Want to start with the grave?” The car turned slowly again. It was a little sports car, something Italian. Conn hadn’t paid that much attention. The two of them barely fit in the thing. Conn didn’t see the point, personally. And Ford looked uncomfortable in it too.

      Conn saw Harper’s Quick Mart had gone out of business. The strip mall beside the empty building had one business left, a tax preparer of some kind. A lot had died in his absence it seemed, including Mercury. “His name was Digger.”

      “Really? Gee, I never would have guessed.”

      Conn wasn’t surprised by the sarcasm of his response. He almost smiled at how mild it was. He was used to a lot more abuse than that. This poor guy would never have survived if he’d been where Conn had.

      “I got him from my dad. I was about five, I guess. He was the diggingest dog I ever saw.” Ford smiled. Conn couldn’t pin this guy down. Why was he being so nice? What did he want?

      “I think that’s the most you’ve said today.” They slowed to a stop at a red light. “Why did you cry?”

      “Who wouldn’t have?” Conn replied. He sighed. “Let’s just say I’ve been to a bad place, and coming back to the best place I ever had…” He let the thought trail off as he continued to stare out the window. “I used to own this town,” he said a few moments later.

      “Literally or figuratively?” Ford asked as he pulled the car to a stop at the curb on Freemont Street. Conn stared at the Methodist church there and felt as if he were looking at a ghost.

      He turned to Ford. “I was the all-American captain of the football team,” he told him with a wry smile. “Most likely to succeed with the cheerleaders.”

      “Ah,” Ford said in understanding. “Figuratively, then.” He looked across the street, and Conn followed his gaze to a nondescript house with a small sign in the yard proclaiming it EPSON HOUSE.

      “What is this place?” Conn asked as he opened the door and got out. Ford got out too and waited while Conn grabbed his bag from the small shelf that passed as a backseat.

      “It’s a shelter and halfway house.”

      Conn laughed. “I hope I’m past halfway, but thanks.”

      “Come on,” Ford said again, walking toward the house, and again Conn followed him. He wasn’t sure why, except that he had nowhere else to be and nothing else to do. “How long have you been gone?” Ford asked.

      Conn didn’t have to think about it. “Almost eight years.”

      Ford looked surprised. “Eight years? How old are you?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t look it. I had you pegged at barely legal.”

      “Still have some scruples left, huh?” Conn asked without thinking. He jerked his head around to stare at Ford as soon as he said it.

      “Hmm,” Ford said mildly, “I didn’t think it was that obvious. Only a few people in town have figured out I’m gay.” He pinned Conn with a sharp gaze. “How did you know?”

      Conn wasn’t going to get into that. Not here, not now and not with this stranger. He’d dealt with enough personal demons today. They just stared at each other, neither giving anything away.

      “Mr. Ford?” A voice interrupted the stare-down, and they both turned to the house. A man stood in the doorway—average height, sandy-brown hair, polite smile on his face. When Ford turned to him, he stepped out with his hand outstretched. He stopped a few steps away, and his hand fell to his side. “Conn? Connor Meecham?” he asked incredulously.

      “Hey, Evan,” Conn said. Personal demons indeed. He’d thought he’d have more time. But no, the past was about to slap him upside the head.

      A big grin split Evan’s face. “Good God!” He grabbed Conn’s hand and pumped it up and down. “We thought you were dead. Couldn’t think of anything else that would keep you away from your mama’s funeral.”

      Conn smiled ruefully. “Nope, not dead. But the state of Georgia found something to keep me away.”

      Evan’s gaze narrowed. He looked between Conn and Ford. “You’ve been out to your mama’s?”

      Conn nodded. “Yeah. Mr. Ford here was nice enough to give me a ride.”

      “Why here?” Evan asked with a frown. “Toby’s still in town, you know, and a bunch of the other guys.”

      Ford wasn’t going to help. He just stood there, watching the awkward reunion.

      “I need a place to stay,” Conn reluctantly admitted.

      Evan scratched his jaw with his thumb. “There’s a new motel not far down 87,” he answered as if Conn had been asking for directions. “But that’s about it. Most people just pass through on the way to and from the beach. You know the drill.”

      Conn blew out a breath that fluttered the hair on his forehead. He laid his cards on the table. “I just got off probation and out of rehab, Evan. I’ve got no job and no money. So Ford brought me here. I didn’t even know you ran the place.”

      Evan looked as if he’d been smacked with a two-by-four for a second. He recovered quickly with a little shake of his head. “I’m a pastor now at the Unitarian church on Summit. You remember?”

      Conn nodded, glad Evan had chosen to address that rather than his checkered past. Evan glanced over at Ford. He placed his hand lightly on Conn’s upper arm and pulled him toward the house. “Come on. Let’s talk.” He smiled at Ford. “Thanks for bringing him, John.”

      Ford finally spoke. “I’m glad I did now. Take care of him, Evan.” He turned to Conn and held his hand out. “Good luck, Connor.”

      Conn shook his hand and was dismayed at how reluctant he was to let go. Strangers were easy. He closed his eyes briefly and felt a quick squeeze of his hand before Ford let go. He opened his eyes to see Ford giving him an understanding look. “Go on,” Ford said quietly. Conn turned to Evan with a deep breath, and he went.

      

      “What happened, Conn?” Evan asked quietly after they entered his office and he closed the door.

      “You run this place for the church?” Conn asked instead of answering. He needed a minute.

      “Yes and no. It’s a nonprofit run by several churches. Today is my day to man the house.”

      Conn was staring out the window, watching the street. It was going to be hot today. Probably rain this afternoon. He heard Evan’s office chair squeak as he moved behind him.

      “How do you know Ford?” Conn was more than a little interested in that. He wasn’t sure exactly why and wasn’t in the mood to analyze it.

      “He’s a big donor to the charity that runs this house. I hit him up for money as soon as he moved in.”

      “I’m not surprised you’re a pastor. You were always a good kid. Easy to talk to.”

      “I had a crush on you in high school.” Evan sounded amused. “Did you know that?”

      Conn looked warily over his shoulder. “Yeah, I knew.”

      “And you were still nice to me. And because you were, everyone was. If Conn Meecham didn’t mind, well, then nobody else did. High school here could have been hell for me. Instead it was great.” He fiddled with a pen on his desk. “People expected me to leave here, you know, because I’m gay.” He gave Conn a hard stare. “I stayed because of you. Because you made this town accept me so I didn’t have to leave. I’ll never forget that, what you did.”

      Conn blew it off with a dismissive wave. “You were a good kid. Nobody cared.” Conn leaned against the window frame and crossed his arms. “Besides, I didn’t do it for you.” Evan looked like he didn’t believe him. “I did it because I knew I was too, but hid it. You didn’t hide. I respected that.” Evan got that same shocked look he’d worn when Conn had mentioned parole and rehab. He kinda hated to ruin Evan’s image of him, but he’d sworn to himself he wasn’t going to lie anymore. It seemed like he’d spent his whole life lying. Never again. “Once I left here, life sort of took a strange turn for me, and I had to face it. I’ve had to face more than a few hard truths in the last few years.” He shook his head. “Enough of that. You know, Mama always told me you get what you give. Now I think on it, I guess you owe me. You gonna save my soul now?”

      Evan snorted, his equilibrium restored. “I think your soul is just fine. Now tell me what happened.”

      “You remember I blew my knee out?” Conn asked.

      “Yeah, your freshman year at Georgia Tech, right?”

      Conn nodded. “I guess that’s where my road forked.”

      “Your mama said you kept your scholarship. For how long?”

      Conn laughed without humor. “Not at all. I just told her that so she wouldn’t worry. It was a football scholarship. No football, no scholarship. Goodbye, Tech.” He saluted sarcastically.

      Evan was listening with a puzzled look. “Why didn’t you just come home?”

      “After my big send-off? Hometown boy makes good? Gonna set the world on fire with his fine football skills?” Conn shook his head with a disgusted snort. “I was too proud to come back with my tail between my legs. Afraid to shame Mama.”

      Evan sighed. “It wouldn’t have been like that.”

      “I know.” Conn walked over to the old chair facing Evan’s desk and sat, suddenly tired. “I got addicted to the pain pills they gave me. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “How did you get from there to prison?”

      Conn winced. “I didn’t go to prison exactly. I did my time in county.” He shrugged. “Just the same, I suppose.”

      “Did you know she’d died, before you came back?” Evan spoke in that quiet, nonjudgmental way his therapist in prison had. It was soothing and annoying at the same time.

      “Yeah, I knew. The local paper’s on the Internet. I kept up.”

      Thankfully Evan let that drop. “What were you in for?”

      “Possession.” Conn leaned forward, his elbows on his knees as he clasped his hands and looked at the floor. He kept the rest to himself. Evan didn’t need to know about the other stuff. He looked up at Evan and gave him a weak smile when he saw the pity on Evan’s face.

      Evan shook his head. “Aw, Conn, jeez.”

      Conn fell back in the chair and blew out a breath. “That actually felt good, to get telling someone out of the way.” Talking to Evan was easy. He’d always been that way. But there were other people in Mercury it was going to be a lot harder to talk to.

      “How long have you been clean?” Evan asked, all business.

      “Two years,” Conn automatically answered. “I haven’t had so much as a cigarette in two years.”

      “Have you been tested?”

      Conn nodded. “Yeah, regular drug tests and HIV tests. I’m clean. I’ve got the paperwork.”

      “Good,” Evan said. “You’ll need it to get a job.” He sighed. “I don’t know how easy things are going to be here for you. You’re not the boy who left Mercury.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Conn replied evenly. “Somewhere along the way I lost him. I think I left him here, and I’m trying to find him.”

      Evan gave him a friendly smile. “I hope we can help, Conn. I really do.”

      Conn stood up. “Me too, Evan.”
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