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For Nana and Aunt
Poppy


and a wonderful
weekend at the lakeside.






 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The
best portion of a good man’s life is the little, nameless, unremembered acts of
kindness and love.


—William Wordsworth


 








 


 


 


Prologue


 


Heart
pounding, Mal Harrison stood outside Coach Mather’s office door. He licked his
lips, looking at the man’s secretary. She flicked him a grim look and his gut
twisted.


He’d just finished
his latest swim meet, and although he was being mentally tough and fighting off
negative thoughts—something every athlete who made it to the Olympics had to
learn how to do—the frustration that he’d been living with was rising like
smoke from a growing fire. He trained hard, very hard. He’d been focused. So
why had he come in third again?


He went over the
event in his head, seeing that his turns were still his weakness, despite the
way he worked out over and over again to improve them. Maybe Coach Mather
wanted to cover that with him again? Mal swallowed thickly, hoping that was the
case.


After a moment, Mather’s
secretary nodded to him stiffly. “You can go in, Mr. Harrison.”


Mal nodded, taking a
deep breath the way he did before an event with stiff competition. He reminded
himself of everything he’d accomplished in some very tough years. Everything he’d
sacrificed. How discreet he’d tried to be about his choice of sexual companion,
though admittedly lately he’d been partying pretty hard when he wasn’t working
out all the time—he knew it stemmed from his frustration. And finally, he reminded
himself that in the duffel in his hotel room was an Olympic gold medal for the
backstroke.


But that didn’t stop
his hand from smoothing his still-water slick hair back from his face before he
reached for the doorknob; something told him that when he walked over this threshold
again, everything would be different.


 


 


Coach Mather leaned back in his
desk, his steel-gray eyes on Mal. He ran a hand over his jaw and then cleared
his throat, saying the words that Mal dreaded: “You’re off the team, Harrison.
I’m… sorry.”


Mal’s face
stiffened, like a pale, sweating mask as he held the Coach’s uncompromising
gaze.


He knew this was it.
He was officially washed up at age twenty-three. He wouldn’t be competing for
Olympic gold in two years in the butterfly and backstroke events.


“Coach, if it’s
about coming in third today….” Mal leaned forward. He held onto his dignity
with his fingernails, taking another deep gulp of air and fighting tears. He
couldn’t stop pushing now, even knowing it was useless.


“It’s about coming
in third for almost a year, Mal,” Coach Mather said flatly. “I’m really sorry,
son. You push hard—maybe too hard. Lately I don’t feel like you have the
passion for it anymore, so believe it or not, this may be the best thing for
you—a fresh start. What will you do now?”


Mal swallowed,
fighting the need to throw up. He rubbed his stomach through his T-shirt,
feeling sweat prickle his underarms and his upper lip.


“Go home, I guess,”
he said, his voice echoing dully in the Coach’s office. “Hey, good news is at
least I don’t have to shave my body hair anymore,” he quipped weakly.


A second too late,
he asked himself why he’d said something that inane? Fighting the swell of
emotions that felt like sea water right up to his neck, Mal stared blankly at
the wall as the Coach gave him a few suggestions on what he might do next.


Right. The rest of
his life.


 


 


Alone
in his room later, Mal sat on the bed, a page from his grandmother Nan’s latest
letter in his hand. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, not wanting to cry.
He’d have to call her. He’d let her down.


But when he looked
at her letter again he reread something she’d written: “More and more you don’t
sound happy to me, Mal. Are you sure this is truly what you want to do? I have
a feeling if you just came home, you’d find what it is you are looking for…”


Nan had pressed him
to think about the bigger picture of his life more than once, but Mal had blown
her off. He shifted so he was sitting with his back to the headboard of his
bed, looking out at the cold, winking lights of New York City that never seemed
to go out.


At least he could
still go back to Nan and to Sylvan, the little farm town he’d been so desperate
to escape as a teen. 


He lifted the gold
medal out of his duffel, fingering it as he remembered winning it at a very young
age. Maybe he wasn’t as successful as his other teammates, but he had this.


After a moment, he
reached for his phone. Nan had always accepted him. She knew who he was, and
unlike him, she hadn’t struggled with the fact he was gay. He knew she’d take this
in stride also, welcome him home. Back under her roof, and with her loving
support, he’d somehow figure out what to do with the rest of his life.


The line rang a long
time, and then Jed Morris, Nan’s nearest neighbor, answered. Weird, Mal
thought. Why was he—?


“Mal, that you?” Jed
asked, though he had surely recognized Mal’s voice.


“Yeah, is everything
all right? I want to speak to Nan,” Mal said, his belly knotting up again
though this time he wasn’t sure why.


“Mal.” Jed’s voice
was heavy. “Son, I have some bad news….”


 


 


The
truck driver who had given him a ride let Mal off on an unpaved road. Mal got
out, stiff from sitting for so long, and banged on the cab in thanks, watching
the rig pick up speed, leaving him. He felt very small standing in the shadow
of the bleached wooden grain elevators. They towered like sentinels over the
yellow and green striped fields that stretched out like a prairie carpet all
the way to the purple foothills.


He put his duffel
over his shoulder and pushed back his black hair from his eyes before he
started walking. He was probably two miles away from Sylvan Lake and Nan’s
cottage by the water.


Wearing jeans so
worn they were white and a pair of his old cowboy boots he’d dug out of his
storage locker, Mal walked past some fenced-in grazing cows. A curious calf
trotted close, watching his shadow as it passed by at a laconic pace.


The hot July sun,
the huge bowl sky—everything was home, even the choking dust that rose in the
wake of a car that passed him, driving much too fast on the country road.


Just ahead, Mal saw
someone dart into the center of the road, and the speeding vehicle swerved, music
blaring.


“Shit!” Mal dropped
his duffel and sprinted ahead, seeing with disgust that the unknown driver hadn’t
even stopped, just picked up more speed. Couldn’t be from around here, that was
for damn sure.


He knelt next to an
old man with gray hair in his eyes who had fallen in the center in the road,
panting. His elbows and hands were raw and scraped from the tumble he’d taken
to avoid the car. When Mal’s shadow fell on him, blocking the hot yellow ball
of sun, he blinked up at Mal through dazed eyes.


“Hey, mister,” Mal
said gently. He reached out and took the elderly man’s arm. “Are you all right?
You might want to move off the road.”


“Road?” the man
asked, looking around, obviously confused. Had he hit his head somehow? “You
tricked me, didn’t you?”


Mal shook his head, helping
the old boy climb to his feet and then guiding him to the sandy side of the
road. “No, I didn’t trick you. Uh, are you alone out here, mister?”


“I don’t know….” The
man sounded abruptly frightened, and Mal’s throat tightened in sympathy.
Lately, everything hurt. Everything got to him where he lived.


“Don’t worry, I’ll
help you,” he said.


“Oh, here’s Leif!” The
elderly man pointed to a tall man running toward them on the dirt road, his
hair as silver as his father’s, only as he got closer, Mal could see it was
silver-blond, not gray. He must be about six four, wearing a blue work shirt plastered
to a muscled chest and jeans as well as work boots. He was also deeply tanned
with crow’s feet at the corner of his pale eyes.


“Papa!” he huffed,
taking the older man’s arm and pulling him away from Mal. “What are you doing?
You said you’d wait for me in the truck.”


Mal stuck his hands
in his pockets, caught by the interplay between the pair. “He nearly got run
over,” he told the stranger.


Cool gray eyes
pinned Mal with a look, and Mal felt his chest constrict. Whoa.


“You nearly hit my
Papa?” the man growled.


Mal put up his hands.
“No sir, I helped pick him up off the center of the road. He’s scraped up
some.”


“Oh, Papa.” The man’s
tone was full of exasperation and love and weariness. The younger man put his
arm around his father, examining his bleeding hands.


“Leif, let’s go now,”
the elderly man urged. “You know I don’t like you talking to strangers.”


“Yes, Papa, I know,”
Leif replied, shoving his hair back. He gave Mal a searching look, hesitating a
moment as their gazes locked a little too long. Finally he muttered, “Thanks.”


Leif’s voice had
dismissed him, despite the high-octane look they’d exchanged. Mal shook his head,
sure he must have imagined the weird chemistry. He put his hands on his narrow
hips and watched as the two men walked down a long driveway until they disappeared
under a strip of arching birch trees.


“You’re welcome,”
Mal said wryly before heading back to retrieve his duffel. It was a long walk
into town, so he’d better get on with it.









 


 


 


 


Chapter
One


 


“Great.
I was right about you. You’re cute,” a rough voice growled in disgust.


Mal choked, and half
the lake seemed to come up. His head was pounding—not an unfamiliar feeling,
unfortunately, over the past few nights—and he was chilled, his swimsuit
sticking to his soaking body. He heaved again, the water lodged in his throat
bringing that primal fear: can’t breathe, can’t breathe…. But
then a warm, callused hand gripped his neck and stroked his hair where it was plastered
to his neck.


“Easy,” the voice
coached. “Take it easy and it’ll pass.”


“Where am I?” Mal instinctively
asked. “Dreaming?” Catching a glimpse of those eyes that had haunted him since
his dusty roadside arrival, Mal had to wonder. 


“Did you hit your
head?” The voice was impatient now.


“No.” Okay, not a
dream. Mal blinked, taking a moment to absorb his surroundings. He’d been
swimming… and drinking… and here he was, in a boat on the water with the Viking
he’d met the same day he hit town.


Sylvan Lake was
serene, the light on the water seeming almost to have a poignant feeling to
Mal, or maybe he just felt that way, out here in the middle of the lake, in the
middle of the night. 


As the spasms eased,
Mal was able to take in more details: he was dripping water on the bottom of a
worn wooden dinghy. The hand touching him felt warm while he shivered. After he
finished puking up lake water, a woollen lumberjack’s coat was wrapped around
his back while the dinghy rolled back and forth in reaction, but it was a
sturdy craft, like its owner, so it didn’t tip.


He blinked wet
eyelashes and looked up finally, his cheeks heating in humiliation. But then
his eyes widened. “It’s you,” he said. “And you’re definitely not cute.” What
the man was, was handsome. And then he wanted to take it back. How could he say
something so dumb? He wanted to groan. Coach Mather had told him again and
again to watch his mouth. Apparently it hadn’t taken in his new life anymore
than the old one.


The silver-blond
Viking Mal had fantasized about ever since he’d returned to Sylvan raised a
brow. “No, I’m not cute,” he said coldly, his gray eyes suddenly the color of
lake ice, where Mal had sworn at first glimpse they’d seemed like July
moonlight, gentle on Sylvan Lake’s easy rippling water.


Mal swallowed.
“Shit, I’m sorry.” He was crying, shuddering, pathetic. He hoped his rescuer
would assume it was the lake water running down his cheeks as he wrapped his
arms around himself.


“No worries; it’s
nothing I haven’t heard before. So, beauty, where do I row you?”


Mal took a deep
breath. He guessed he had no choice but to go home to Nan’s. Only it wasn’t Nan’s
anymore. The cabin belonged to him alone now. “Nan Carter’s place,” he
directed. Beauty…. He guessed the man was alluding to Beauty and the Beast. Great,
his stupid comment had probably offended the guy.


The man’s pale ash
brows rose at Mal’s words. They were as silvery as his hair, Mal noticed, and they
suited the large-boned Nordic appearance of the stranger. He was a Viking dressed
in jeans and a blue T-shirt, leaning forward so his massive muscled chest
rested against propped up oars.


“So, since you
pulled me out of the lake, do you want to share your full name?” Mal asked
lightly, trying to drum up some of the charm he was known for in some circles.
“Your father called you Leif.”


“Just Leif,” the man
said, looking at Mal like he was a piece of lake debris he’d picked up in his dinghy.
Apparently Mal’s charm wasn’t scoring any points. But after his comment about
his rescuer not being cute….


“Oh.” Mal blinked,
making a sudden connection. “You’re the carpenter who moved into the Driscol
place on the other side of the lake.”


Leif gave a cautious
nod. His skin was deeply tanned, so it appeared dusky under the moonlight,
highlighting those squint lines beside his gray eyes that Mal personally found
rugged and appealing, as if the man spent a lot of time out of doors. “I
remember you now. You’re the kid who is an Olympic swimmer.”


“I’m not a kid,” Mal
noted, irritated. The guy looked to be about thirty. He wasn’t that much
older than Mal’s twenty-three, even if his face and eyes seemed to possess a
wealth of sad experience. “And I’m also not on the team. Not anymore.” It still
hurt to say it, but not as much as being in Nan’s cabin for the first time in
more than a year without her in it with him. It had driven him into her cooking
brandy, and then, in an even stupider move, into the water. He was lucky he’d
been fished out by Leif, or he probably would have drowned.


 “Too bad,” Leif
said. He didn’t look remotely sympathetic.


So much for the
chemistry that had seemed to brew between them previously. What was the guy’s
problem? It was as if he didn’t want Mal anywhere near him.


Mal’s jaw hardened
and he turned away, facing the bow as Leif rowed them serenely and with
unhurried strokes toward Nan’s pier.


 


 


What
was he supposed to say to someone like Mal? He didn’t know, so of course he’d
insulted him. But how could he help it when the young man had made it clear how
he didn’t find Leif attractive? Of course, it was for the best, Leif told
himself firmly.


Yet, in contrast, Leif
couldn’t help but admire Mal as his oars stretched, dripping musically, the
late night wind hushing over the foaming water of their passage.


He tried to get out
and go rowing every night that he could escape the cabin he shared with his
father. Sometimes he just sat idle in the dinghy, oars suspended, the big
prairie moon over the lake, the planted willows dripping leaves into the water,
and he felt a peace that he needed after a long day’s work… and taking care of
Papa.


He sighed, since he’d
like to linger in taking Mal home. He’d like to stare at the man’s midnight
hair, drying now, and catch the gaze from striking blue eyes under heavy lids.


Mal Harrison had a
sensual face, like a merman, and like a sea creature, Leif had pulled him from
the water. In some strange way, Leif felt as if that made Mal his.


It was late and he
was tired. That was the only reason for his fanciful thoughts. But he enjoyed
the view of Mal’s muscular back, his rounded athlete’s arms. Mal had made it
clear he found Leif unappealing, but there wasn’t any harm in looking at what
he could never touch.


 


 


When
they approached the sagging dock, Mal flushed at its obvious deterioration. He
knew from rumors in the small town of Sylvan, a summer resort town and year
round farm town, that Leif had to be Leif Gunnar of Gunnar Construction, a
local company that specialized in repairing and maintaining a lot of the older
cottages that surrounded the lakeside here as well as some of the farm houses
and barns in the area.


“I… uh, didn’t get
back last fall,” Mal said, shrugging, shoulders tight. “So the dock stayed out
all winter.”


The shallow lake
froze every season, so the older docks had to be dismantled and stored in a
boathouse over the winter so the ice didn’t distort and crack the dock fixings.
Nan had always managed it on her own, wearing a swimsuit in the late fall lake,
detaching each part of the dock piece by piece and dragging it up the beach.


“I offered to do it
for her,” Leif surprised Mal by admitting. “But even though she was almost
ninety, your grandmother was a stubborn woman. She said she’d do it herself.”


Mal nodded, feeling
regret pang him. “I was training, as usual.” And partying, which was something
he’d turned to more and more, dissatisfaction eating at his gut though he’d had
no clue why. Whatever the reason, Mal knew it had contributed to making years
of work crumble like the wood of this dock. “I… should have come home.”


He took the
lumberjack jacket off, immediately shivering as he handed it silently to Leif,
but the big man only shook his shaggy silver blond head. “Keep it for now. Leave
it for me in the diner in town. I’ll get it there.”


“Thanks,” Mal said,
taking back the warm wool. He took a minute to hold Leif’s eyes, seeing
something there in the steady look he’d sensed on their first meeting: attraction.
“Do you want to come in for cocoa?” Cocoa was something that the old-time
cottagers drank at night in place of coffee, since most were up with the dawn.
Mal had never thought about it before, but maybe it had to do with how the
cabins had originally been built by farm families in the area. He’d grown up
drinking Nan’s milky cocoa, kept warm in vintage 1960s green mugs over the wood
stove.


Leif sat back, oars
resting in the water as he considered. “I have to get back….”


Mal gave a one-sided
shrug as he hid his disappointment. “Sure.”


“I hadn’t heard you
were planning on staying at Nan’s place for the summer,” Leif commented.


“I… just ended up
hanging around,” Mal admitted. “I don’t have anywhere else to be right now.”


“Rough staying here
since your grandmother passed away?”


Mal’s throat
tightened. Why was it that here, at the only home he’d ever known, people
seemed able to arrive so easily at the heart of things? He nodded.


“I wouldn’t mind
coming up for a bit,” Leif said and Mal knew it was because the larger man had
guessed this had not been an easy homecoming for him—as if he needed another
clue after dragging Mal’s sodden, half-baked ass out of the middle of the lake.


“Okay.” The dock
wobbled a little, but Mal had found that the middle was fairly sturdy. He
crawled up from the dinghy and then took Leif’s tossed rope, securing his boat.
Then Leif followed him, the deck wobbling even more precariously at the man’s
greater weight. When he stood up, he loomed over Mal. He put his hand on the
small of Mal’s back as they gingerly made their way to the beach and the path
through the wild roses to the old highway that bisected people’s waterfront
properties on this part of the lake. They both paused, but there was no traffic
so they hurried across.


That hand on his
back burned through the lumberjack’s coat.


Abruptly Mal wanted
to take Leif into his body, pull him into the trees, and mate with him like a
captive with his untamed Viking… Sheesh! He told himself to be patient. The
other man had accepted his invitation. Mal would get what he wanted.


 


 


Mal
gave him a strange sizzling look that made Leif warm up as they walked past the
bunkhouse he’d constructed for Nan in the back of her property a few years ago.
She’d been hoping this young man would come home and bring some of his friends
for the summer, but it had never happened that Leif had heard. Now Mal was
probably feeling that regret of not coming home more often.


The cottage was
charming, maybe built around the 1920s. There was still an outhouse in the hedge-screened
front yard. They walked up creaking front stairs, and Mal opened the screen
door, inviting Leif inside.


He switched on the
lights and nothing happened.


“Fuck.”


“No worries,” Leif
said, used to older cottages. The wiring sometimes suffered from being old and
having weathered a lot of storms. “Have you got a lamp?”


It was dark and
close inside the kitchen. He listened as Mal opened a drawer, rooting around,
and then a moment later, lit an oil lamp. The light was even more flattering on
Mal’s sleepy features than the moonlight had been, and that was saying
something.


Leif opened the
vintage fridge and pulled out some milk while Mal pulled out a tin of
old-fashioned cocoa and some sugar to sweeten it. Two green mugs in hand, he
moved with Mal into the dining room where the woodstove sat. Mal opened it up
and put a match to the newspaper balled inside along with slivers of kindling
and a chunk of fresh log.


Leif knew he had to
get home soon, but even as he saw it was almost four a.m., he wanted to stay
and watch Mal make him cocoa. That was the real treat.


Mal’s hair was as
dark as the wings on a crow and silky-looking. Leif could imagine feathering it
through his big, callused fingers. Mal’s eyes were a startling, brilliant blue
in contrast.


But before they
could drink their warming cocoa, Mal surprised him. He discarded the jacket
Leif had lent him and hooked a thumb under his swimming trunks, tugging them
down and off in one heart-pounding movement.


The moonlight and
soft glow of the lamp were very revealing, as was Mal’s body. He stared into
Leif’s eyes and then he climbed on Leif’s lap, and Leif found himself grabbing
hold of lake-water-cooled ass. “What are you doing…?”


“Come on…,” Mal
whispered in Leif’s ear before he nipped it.


Leif was panting, and
his hands betrayed him for a moment, smoothing down firm skin, but then he took
a deep breath and gently lifted Mal off his lap and stood up. He was conscious
that the moonlight must be revealing his own condition as well. “I have to go
now,” he said.


“What?” Mal laughed.


“Home. I have to go
home. Papa might wake up, miss me—”


Mal shook his head,
moving forward like the siren Leif had pulled from the water, arms winding
around Leif’s neck. He rubbed his hardness wantonly against Leif, making him
burn. “Leif.”


“You said I wasn’t
cute,” Leif said, disengaging Mal’s arms.


“Who cares what I
said?” Mal said. He had his hands on his hips now, blue eyes narrowed and flashing
annoyance. “Look, you like what you see. Let’s just—”


“That’s not how it’s
done,” Leif said primly, picking up his jacket. He tried not to look at Mal. 


“Not how it’s done?”
Mal’s voice rose in disbelief. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


“Good night,” Leif
said, opening the screen door. He clattered down the three steps, glimpsing
frustrated blue eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he called.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Two


 


Mal
woke up with a pounding head. He squinted at the sunshine coming in through the
patterned curtains in the great room… which meant he’d slept in one of the
rocking chairs by the stone fire place.


He scrubbed his jaw,
yawning, but then memories of last night flashed like a movie in front of his
eyes and he groaned. “Geez, Harrison,” he scolded himself.


First he’d gotten
drunk and gone swimming alone, which was pretty much the stupidest thing he
could do, then he’d made a play for the Viking who had fished him out of the
water. The guy hadn’t even been hot… or had he? Mal remembered the way Leif had
held his gaze and swallowed, feeling sweat break out on his upper lip.


Since he had nothing
better to do, no one to talk to, Mal spent a few minutes staring at bits of
dust drifting in the sunlight. No, Leif was probably pretty ordinary-looking,
he guessed, but his silver-blond hair looked like it would feel nice to the
touch. And he’d had a gentle air about him that Mal had found attractive. It
made Mal want to scratch his back and make him wild….


He shook his head.
Clearly, he had been changed by all those years in the big, bad city, since it
was obvious from prim Leif’s refusal last night that he expected… what? Flowers
and chocolates before they fucked?


Mal made a
frustrated sound. He’d wanted sex. He’d wanted to get it on and burn away the
too-quiet atmosphere of this empty cabin. He wanted to forget that he was alone
now, that he had no one.


His head fell back
and he scratched his unshaven jaw, putting his bare feet up on Nan’s coffee
table, something she would have tsked at him for doing. He wished she were
around to do it.


Well, what now? It
was the question he was ducking from since he had no answers. He’d spent most
of his life training for the gold, but that was over now, possibly because he’d
lost his drive somehow. So he’d
basically fucked up the first part of his life.


What now?


 


 


Leif
took a sip of the sweet tea that Mrs. Watson had made, sitting down in the
wooden garden chair outside the cabin he’d rebuilt with his father—now two
stories with lots of windows. He liked to look at it, a log cabin with stone
chimneys that towered over the roof, made by a special Italian mason back in
the 1950s. Leif had had to bring in an expert to help shore up the old stone
work when he’d remodeled their home, restoring and winterizing it.


His Papa was toying
with his food, clearly still unhappy with him. “I didn’t know where you were,” the
older man fretted, lips turned down. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”


Tension made Leif’s
shoulders tight so he rolled his neck. He had to get back to the Anderson place
soon and make sure progress was happening with the trades he had working there
today, the plumber and the electrician. They were taking out a lot of the old
wiring and working on new pipes to the cottage so it could be used in the
winter time. “No, I know that, Papa. It’s fine.”


“The firefighters
didn’t mind coming around,” Papa noted. “I made them tea and gave them some of
Mrs. Watson’s cakes.”


Leif bit his lip
since he knew the volunteers, all locals who had properties around the lake,
had been good sports. They all knew that Leif’s father wasn’t all there, so
they looked out for the old man and for Leif, who took care of him. Before his
illness, the older man had also had a lot of friends in Sylvan. Still, it had
been embarrassing to come back from his unsettling encounter with the gorgeous
Mal Harrison to a bunch of guys sitting on his front lawn, since his Papa was
afraid he’d gone swimming and drowned.


What to do? Give up
his night rowing? But it was one of the few times he had to himself now he was
caring for his ailing father. Or maybe it was time to find someone to move in—possibly
Mrs. Watson, who was calm and capable—so someone was always on hand when
unexpected anxiety struck his father.


He didn’t like that
idea either. It had always been him and his father living together, and despite
the heavier and heavier burden lately, they got along tolerably. Leif didn’t
know if he wanted anyone else under their roof. It would mean his Papa was
never going to be the man he had been.


But he wasn’t, Leif
knew, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.


He rubbed his chin,
unsure how much longer he could leave Papa alone at all, even when he went to
work.


Leif sighed. The
biggest problem wasn’t work. What he didn’t have any more was any kind of time
to himself when he wasn’t working a job. It made it hard to, say, drive past a
certain new resident’s cabin and ask if he’d like to go with Leif to the diner
for meatloaf.


“What do you do out
there, Leif?” Papa asked him again, eating some apple crisp made by Mrs.
Watson.


How to explain that when
he went rowing, he looked up at the stars and wondered if he’d always be alone?
It sounded pretty lame. But mostly he just liked letting the little boat coast
over the water, rowing past other cottages, familiar patches of wetland, even
the local mission church which had beautiful windows that were lit up the
nights they held choir practice.


And then there was
last night, the night he’d pulled the man of his dreams from the water. Mal
Harrison. Electric blue eyes, black inky hair. Muscular but slim, built for
speed like running and swimming. He had a bit of a reputation as a bad boy but….


Leif could have
stared at Mal all night, as entranced as he was by the view from the water as
he went rowing. Mal was mouthy, tough… sad. Probably that’s why last night had
happened. Heat burned Leif’s cheeks as he thought of Mal’s unsubtle offer. He’d
wanted…. Oh, the feel of Mal on his lap!


Leif closed his
eyes, willing himself to forget Mal’s body against his own. He’d already
relived it in the shower, twice, and been late to his first job this morning.


“I just like a little
time on my own, Papa,” he admitted, hoping his father would be reasonable.
Sometimes it worked….


“Well, I don’t,”
the older man countered querulously. “I don’t like it when you go anywhere!”


And Leif pushed
aside his own dessert, his appetite gone.


 


 


A towel wrapped around him
from a dip in the lake that was a substitute for a morning shower, Mal took a
deep breath as he confronted Nan’s closed bedroom door.


Normally he’d sleep
in the rooms off the great room, but there was some kind of leak in the roof,
so he’d had to strip away and toss all the bedding, leaving the old-fashioned bare-spring
mattresses.


Since he’d come
back, parking his truck into the sand driveway and bringing his duffel inside, he
hadn’t been ready to open this door. Maybe he wasn’t right now. Maybe there was
more cooking brandy….


Hesitating, Mal
strangely relived seeing Leif’s startled gray eyes when he’d rebuffed Mal’s
offer the night before. Shit, look where drinking had got him. He had to try to
get a handle on his life, whatever it was now that he was back here in Sylvan.
Resolved, he put his hand on the knob and opened the door.


Apple green
curtains, sewn by Nan’s wrinkled hands, rippled at the open window, letting in
warm sunshine. The bed was made, spotted with more fresh green, and the round
table with its matching tablecloth displayed pictures of Mal. Like him, she
hadn’t had anyone else since Mal’s parents were long gone after dumping Mal on
her doorstep when he was two years old. There’d just been the two of them.


Grief caught Mal’s
throat, and tears stung his eyes as he walked over to her rocking chair and sat
in it, rocking, looking out at the empty patch of grass and hedge beyond her
window.


“I wish you were
here,” he whispered.


 


 


Leif
blinked in surprise as Mal Harrison drove up in his own battered vehicle, blue
eyes fixed on Leif’s face through the windshield, dark hair windblown from the
open window. Leif had been walking out to his work SUV, getting ready to head
back on the job, but now he paused, waiting, his heart pounding.


He cleared his throat,
conscious that behind him his father and Mrs. Watson were still sitting in the
garden and had a clear view of his visitor.


Mal climbed out of
his truck, closing the door and running the palms of his hands over the back of
his jeans as if they were damp. Was he nervous? He’d been so astonishingly
cocky the night before.


He saw the memory of
what had happened between them move through the blue eyes, but then Mal was
standing next to him, a hand on Leif’s Toyota Highlander.


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey, back,” Leif
replied.


Mal ran a finger
over the dust on Leif’s dark blue SUV. For some reason the movement struck Leif
as coy, as if Mal was touching him, and he swallowed thickly,
reddening.


“So I have a leak in
my cabin,” Mal said, looking up to meet Leif’s quizzical gaze. “It’s over the
loft, and I’m worried if I leave it, it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse.”


“Yes?” Did he want
to hire Leif? And what would it be like to work for Mal, to be around him and
the temptation he offered? Would he offer himself again?


Feeling himself
sweating in the hot July sunshine, Leif cleared his throat again.


“I can’t afford to
get someone to do all the work and… I also don’t really have any kind of job.”
Mal laughed without humor, flushing as he kicked up some of the sandy dust with
his cowboy boots. “I thought maybe… I could learn how to fix it myself if
someone with experience were to point me in the right direction.”


So he did want Leif’s
help. But since this wasn’t Mal sitting on his lap, all cool, bare, silky skin,
Leif felt a bit more confident. This is what he did, after all. “I could come
by and give you an estimate on what you need to do,” he said. “Maybe after I
finish work today.”


Mal nodded,
swallowing, as if he really was nervous. “I, uh, was also wondering if you had
any openings. You know, for someone to help out with your crew?”


Leif shook his head.
“I usually deal with experienced tradespeople. I had an apprentice for a while,
but he went to work in the city.”


Mal nodded, his gaze
falling. “Yeah, I figured.” He shrugged.


“But….” Leif took a
deep breath, considering his words carefully as usual, and shit, Mal probably
thought he was such a country hick. “I could probably use someone for odd
jobs.”


Mal looked up, and
his blue eyes were the color of the sky when it began to lighten at dawn.
“Yeah?”


“You’ll need proper
work boots and gloves,” Leif outlined. “But you can find what you need at the
general store in town.”


“Yeah, I guess they
cater to the working man,” Mal joked.


“That’s what you find
out here, yes,” Leif said lightly. He wondered how long Mal would stick around
this time. From what Nan had let drop he’d liked to party in the city. Sylvan
might as well be the dark side of the moon, if that was Mal’s thing.


“I like a working
man,” Mal said, his tone a little flirtatious, but then he seemed to realize
what he’d said and he flushed. “Sorry,” he added, his gaze moving toward Leif’s
father and Mrs. Watson, sitting in Leif’s garden. They were watching the pair
talking with interest.


“I will come by your
place around four,” Leif promised.


Mal nodded, stepping
back from Leif’s SUV and putting his hands in his pockets as he watched Leif
climb inside. “Okay, thanks.”






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Three


 


Trying to demonstrate that he knew something of the
unwritten rules of cottage hospitality when hosting a visitor, Mal put out a
plate of cheese and crackers and two glasses of Ribena juice—he figured it
probably wouldn’t be a good idea to offer beer after Leif had fished him out of
the lake.


He wanted to make a
good fourth impression on his new boss. And… he wanted to understand what Leif
had meant when he’d stated that Mal’s come on was not “how it was done.” How
did the Viking get it on? Mal found himself more than a little curious about
that.


 


 


Leif
had a few misgivings as he slammed the driver’s side door in Mal’s driveway. He
rubbed the back of his neck, still stiff from his unproductive conversation
with Papa and the work he’d supervised and participated in—the drywall guy hadn’t
shown up, so he’d ended up working on putting up some sheets once the wiring
and new foam insulation were properly installed. He’d have to do some more
plastering and sanding to prep it for paint, but hopefully his man would show
on the job tomorrow, so he could just help out with the painting.


He hesitated in Mal’s
yard, taking in the outhouse in one discreet corner of the front yard. It
looked like Nan had never installed running water to the house. Probably Mal
had to walk with a bucket over to the shared well at the dusty crossroads.


Mal was looking at
him from one of the dining room windows off the kitchen. Mal gave a hesitant
wave, biting his full bottom lip. He was still the enticing siren that Leif had
pulled from the lake, but somehow Leif had to resist him.


 


 


“Hey,
thanks for coming,” Mal greeted him as he pushed open the screen door.


Leif nodded
politely, his throat tight as he entered the cabin, conscious of the kitchen
and dining room where Mal had stripped off his clothing and offered himself.
Would he ever forget that gut-wrenching sight? In the shower he’d replayed it
over and over again, the touch of Mal’s skin, his solid weight on Leif’s lap,
his breath against Leif’s lips.


Mal gestured to the
food and beverages waiting, and used to this familiar ritual, Leif smiled in thanks
and sat down on one of the painted benches that ran along one side of the
dining table. It was covered with one of those plastic tablecloths with flower
prints so that it was easy to wipe up. Leif recognized it as Nan’s touch. The
whole cottage still seemed so much like it had when she’d served him cake and coffee
that he expected to see her.


If he could feel her
presence, it couldn’t be easy for Mal, her grandson. He studied the younger
man, seeing the shadows under his eyes despite the rosiness of a new tan. He
wasn’t sleeping well.


“It’s not wine,” Mal
said, giving a self-conscious little laugh, as if he was aware that Leif might
think he was drinking again. “It’s juice.”


Leif lifted the
glass to his lips, taking a sip. “Nice,” he said, thanking his host. He was ill
at ease, but he wanted to help Mal relax. How did he do that?


Mal shrugged, a
rueful look in his eyes. “I can be civilized sometimes. Nan did try.”


“You’re lucky you
had her,” Leif said, sincere. Despite all the work that he knew needed to be
done in this cottage, it was a home full of the memory of living and love. He
could feel it and see it in all the country knick-knacks and quirky framed
needlepoint works hanging in the room. Off to one side was a vintage sewing
machine, some pieces of fabric still slotted to the side as if Nan were still
working on a project.


“I didn’t treat her
as well as I should have,” Mal reflected, his face darkening. “I avoided coming
home the last two years.”


“Avoided?” Leif
raised his brows, not hiding his curiosity about this man he found dangerously
enticing.


Mal grimaced. “She
knew I was gay. I almost think she knew before I did… and I think she worried
for me since she didn’t want me to have a hard time, but when I first joined
the team I tried—I didn’t want to be who I am. I slept around with a lot of
women.”


“Oh. Yes, I’d heard
that you had a reputation as a party boy.”


“I bet the whole
town heard.” Mal shook his head. “I didn’t want to face that, that I might have
shamed her. And… after a while I wasn’t sleeping around with women, but with
all the hot men I could find. Kind of… bingeing.”


“Mmmm.”


Mal skewered Leif
with a look from hot blue eyes. “I doubt you know what I mean.”


“No, I don’t,” Leif agreed,
coloring.


“I didn’t think so.
You seem kind of… innocent.” Now Leif could feel Mal’s curiosity about him. “Despite
the fact you’re older than I am.”


Leif took a sip of
his juice, giving himself a moment. “I believe in romance.”


“Romance,” Mal
repeated, saying the word as if he found it a foreign concept, but then from
his experience, it must be.


Leif looked at him
with dignity. He would not be made to be ashamed of what he wanted, what he was
waiting for, or who he was. “Yes.”


Mal gave an odd-sounding
laugh. “So that’s why you pushed me away? Because I, uh, jumped the gun?”


“It would probably
not have been very nice,” Leif said primly. He felt heat rising in his cheeks
anew.


“Oh, I disagree,”
Mal said with another laugh, but he looked a little pissed off as well, as if
Leif had trod on his pride. “It would have been very ‘nice.’ Know what I would
have done?”


Leif swallowed
thickly.


“Dropped down on my
knees, opened your jeans and sucked your cock. And I give un-bee-lieveable
head.”


Leif lifted a hand.
“White flag.”


Mal’s eyes softened.
“You’re very old fashioned, huh?”


Leif nodded, feeling
a bit relieved that Mal was turning down the heat. He was only human. “I really
want to meet one special person, someone who will be with me the rest of my
life. But you were… very hot, Mal. I’ve thought about little else,” he found
himself admitting as his gaze dropped to the plate of cheese and crackers.


“I’m glad it wasn’t
because I smelled bad or something.”


Mal looked appeased,
which made Leif a little sorry for him. Was his skill in giving head all he
felt he had to offer someone? But he kept that thought to himself as he bit
into a cracker.


“Does your father
know you’re gay?” Mal asked, helping himself to some cheddar.


Leif shook his head.
“It never really came up before my father fell ill, and now I’m afraid it would
confuse him, so I don’t talk about it. Besides, I don’t have a boyfriend.”


“Yet,” Mal
said. And then he looked as if he wasn’t sure what he meant by that provocative
word. He cleared his throat. “So, do you want to see my roof? I think it’s how
the bats are getting in.”


Leif relaxed,
feeling the sweat on the back of his neck from sitting so close to bewildering
and gorgeous Mal. “They do that,” he said.


 


 


They
brought in a ladder from the open storage place below the cottage. It was kind
of a shed that ran half the length, built into the slope. Thin wooden boards
separated it from the outside, so it would not provide any insulation in the
harsh winter months, but then this was strictly a summer cabin, Leif noted.


Mal spotted him
under the ladder after they
maneuvered
it up the stairs to the patio off the great room, through the narrow door, and
then past the curtained gap that led to the small sleeping loft and two bedroom
spaces. Once up on the ladder, Leif touched the rift he could see easily. Blue
sky actually shone inside the space through the holes. 


“Looks like a storm
maybe took off some of the roofing,” he noted. “The wood underneath isn’t very
sturdy. You’re lucky you didn’t wind up with a heap of melting snow in here.
Must have been one of the spring windstorms.”


Mal nodded. “Storms
out here sound like the end of the world. I remember,” he said with feeling.
“Sometimes Nan and I would put pillows in the windows so they wouldn’t shatter,
and one year all the boats out on the lake wound up in the trees.”


“Yep.” Leif
hesitated on the ladder, mulling over what had to be bad news to the new
cottager. “Mal, you really should replace the whole roof, and that’s not
something an amateur is going to have much luck with. You could maybe help out,
but to do a job like this….”


“Nan saved for years
so I have a nest egg, but I want to be careful with it,” Mal said. “It’s all I
have.” He moved back as Leif climbed down the ladder. The two men were standing
very close together now, but Mal did not move back. Instead he lifted his chin,
holding Leif’s eyes. “I’d like to make some improvements, bring running water
in, build a shower, and make it possible to live here year ‘round.”


“Year ‘round?” Leif
was startled. “Don’t you plan going back to the city life?”


Mal’s brows furrowed.
“No. What for?”


“Uh, I just assumed….”


“For more
threesomes?” Mal poked.


Leif rubbed the back
of his neck, blushing. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”


“I bet the whole
town thinks I’m just… a party boy. After all, I fucked up my chance to make the
cut again for the Olympics.”


“I think people were
disappointed you didn’t make it that far. It would have been something for
folks around here,” Leif corrected gently. “But you already won a gold medal,
which is something most people never attain.” Mal was so defensive, but it was
obvious that it hurt him to be seen in a bad light. He was far more vulnerable
than Leif had expected of someone who had spent years away in the heart of
everything.


“I fucked up
somehow, maybe pushed myself too hard,” Mal sighed. “I can’t take it back.”


“We all make
mistakes. And even when we don’t, we still have to live with some things that
are hard.” Leif thought of his Papa. The love was always there. He hadn’t
stopped loving his father any less when he had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.


Mal’s shadowed blue
eyes studied Leif, as if he could see what he was thinking. They both had shit.
“So what do I do about my roof?”


Leif backed away
slightly, since he was so close to Mal he was afraid he might reach and touch
the tangled black hair, feel the cool silk in his fingers. “I can give you an
estimate after I give it a thorough look and then bring in my roof guy. We can
discuss options—what kind of roof you want to put in, though I recommend you
bite the bullet and get the best grade you can. It’ll save you money in the
long run to do it right.”


Mal nodded. “Okay.
It seems logical to start with that. Looks like I got a lot of work to do on
this place, huh?”


“Some folks opt to
tear down these cottages,” Leif admitted reluctantly. “Because building new
from the ground up is easier with renovations and winterizing. Cheaper too.”


“No way. This is… Nan’s
place. It’s all I have of her,” Mal said. “All I had of someone who actually
loved me.” He gave a rusty laugh. “So, you say I can help out?”


“If you want to work
with my crew, you could schedule working on the roof in the late afternoon. It’s
light long enough this time of year, and it might cut you a break with the
roofing guy if he could do it over some time.”


“Okay, sounds good,”
Mal said. “I even want to eventually do something with the storage space under
the cottage. Maybe build a staircase down there and turn it into some kind of
useable space, like a studio.”


Leif blinked.
“Studio?”


“Um.” Mal ran
nervous fingers over the side of the wooden ladder. “I like to paint.”


“Oh.” Leif could see
that Mal was still a little defensive. Shit, he was prickly. Well, fortunately
Leif was a pretty patient guy. He had to be. “It’s kind of dark down there for
that kind of thing.”


“Hadn’t thought of
that,” Mal said.


“I’ll think on it,”
Leif promised. “Maybe I can come up with some kind of solution for you.”


Mal’s lips curled,
the bottom one all the fuller with the half smile. He was enticing without
making any effort. “Thanks.” He shifted his hips so he was again a little
closer to Leif. “So how about dinner sometime?”






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Four


 


Leif
was sipping a beer on his dock hours later. It was past midnight, but he couldn’t
sleep. Rocking gently beside him, as if encouraging him to go out over the
lake, his dinghy bumped amiably in moorage.


But he didn’t feel
right tonight leaving Papa. He was afraid of a repeat of the night before, and
this time the firefighting volunteers would probably not be as understanding,
not that he could blame them.


More, he wasn’t sure
he was ready for another unsettling encounter with Mal Harrison. He’d made a
few monosyllabic noises after the other man’s offer of dinner sometime and got
the hell out of there. His last sight of Mal had been the disappointed blue
eyes through Leif’s windshield as he beat a hasty retreat. But he couldn’t be
for real, could he?


The truth was, Leif
found himself more and more drawn to Mal, to the loneliness and loss he could
relate to, to the vulnerability that lurked under the cocky façade. But he was
an unsuitable man. He had scoffed at the idea of romance.


On top of all the
other painful shit in his life, Leif was afraid of getting hurt.


Leif was taking
another sip of his beer when a dark seal’s head popped up right next to the
dock. He almost lost his grip on the can, but then the seal transformed into a
selkie instead. It was Mal Harrison, out for another late night swim.


He grinned up at
Leif, his teeth white against the darkness of his face. “Hey,” he gasped. “I
hope I didn’t scare you.”


You always scare me,
Leif
thought, but he only shook his head reprovingly at the imp. “You snuck up on me
deliberately.”


“Maybe.” Mal reached
up to climb on the dock and Leif took his arms, lifting him easily.


Mal’s eyes widened
at this display of strength. “Wow.”


Leif flushed, self-conscious.
“I am a working man.”


“Are you ever,” Mal
said, that coy appreciation in his blue eyes. He took Leif’s beer and sipped.
“Nice after the swim. Warms you up.”


“Hmmmm.” Leif hoped
Mal hadn’t been drinking again.


Mal seemed to read his
thought. “Nope, no drinking tonight. I have to be up early for my new boss
man.” His tone took on a silky quality on the last two words.


Leif cleared his
throat. “You must be able to hold your breath for a long time. I didn’t see you
until you were right under the dock.”


Mal’s eyes danced,
as if he refused to take anything seriously. His hair was slicked back from his
face, droplets from the lake running down his sleek brown form. His nipples
were pointed from the slight breeze. Leif tried not to stare and imagine them
in his mouth.


“Holding my breath
is useful for swimming… and giving a good BJ,” Mal noted.


“Mal.” Leif looked
away. He took a deep drink of his beer. “I am easy. Please don’t.”


“Hey,” Mal called
softly.


Leif looked at him
reluctantly, finding him beautiful under the moonlight in his sodden swimming
trunks, his body glistening with moisture, his eyelashes clumped together, his
lips parted, cheeks flushed. He looked like he’d had a bout of energetic sex,
not mere swimming.


“I’m sorry. I forget
sometimes that you’re pretty innocent.”


“By choice,” Leif
grumped. He wasn’t pathetic. If he wanted to play around, he would.


“Right,” Mal nodded,
studying Leif’s face. “Want to come in?”


“In?” Leif repeated
suspiciously.


“The water!” Mal
kicked out his dangling feet, making a gentle splash.


“I don’t have on
swimming trunks,” Leif began.


“So what? I skinny
dip when I’m near my place,” Mal admitted, waggling his dark brows.


“I won’t do that!”
Leif shook his head. “It’s late.”


“You go out rowing
late. Come on, the water feels incredible.” Mal slipped back into it in a
smooth movement, looking up at Leif.


Leif hesitated,
since some wild part of him wanted to follow Mal into the water. When was the
last time he’d done something purely for fun? Except the rowing he did, and
that was always alone.


He listened to the
pounding of the blood in his veins, holding Mal’s bright blue eyes, and next
thing he knew, his hands were on the buttons of his overshirt. He peeled it off
first and then his T-shirt, blushing when Mal whistled from below. Self-conscious
now, he shucked off his leather sandals and jeans, leaving his boxers.


“Teddy bears?” Mal’s
voice was gently amused.


“It was a joke last
Christmas,” Leif said. “But they are serviceable, so….”


“Very practical,”
Mal agreed, approving the bear-patterned boxers. “Come on.”


Leif walked back
down the dock to where it was shallower and carefully dropped in, hissing a
little since the water felt chilly to his warm skin.


Mal waited, treading
water.


Leif decided to get
it over with and flopped forward, laughing at the sudden dunking. He grew accustomed
to the water quickly, and it was very nice, like satin against his skin.
Grinning shyly now, he swam to Mal.


“Not bad. I thought
you’d take forever, dipping in a leg and then an arm.” Mal quirked a brow.


“I usually do,” Leif
admitted. “But tonight I’m being reckless.”


“Sexy and reckless—sounds
good.”


Leif blinked, eye-level
with Mal in the water. “Sexy?”


“Are you kidding?
You have muscles on muscles.” Mal’s voice was a little tight. “No wonder you
can lift me so easily. It’s hot.”


 


 


Mal
was feeling some smugness over getting Leif to come in the water. When he’d lit
out so quickly after Mal’s dinner invitation, it had hurt. Stupid, but that’s
what Mal had experienced. And geez, it was just dinner in the hick diner in
town—a place that served pancakes practically 24/7—but it had felt like a big
deal when Leif drove away and Mal was left alone in his quiet cottage again.


He’d filled in the
time with walking to the well to get fresh water in the bucket to wash his
dishes and make some coffee, and then he’d made a quick supper out of the
spaghetti he’d found in Nan’s pantry with canned sauce. There was nothing fresh
like salad or bread, so he’d have to do some grocery shopping.


Then after dinner, he’d
gone in the water for his daily long swim, which surprised him by feeling so
good—maybe because without the pressure of training, he could actually remember
how terrific it felt. He’d headed like a homing pigeon for the opposite side of
the lake, the side where Leif lived. He hoped he’d intercept him rowing but had
lucked out when he’d spotted him on his pier.


“When I first saw
you, I thought of a merman,” Leif admitted now. His gray eyes were soft in the starlight,
fixed on Mal’s face. “And now you’ve lured me into your world.”


Mal nodded. “It is
my world. I always loved swimming and sailing and all that shit here at the
lake every summer. This is where it all began for me.”


“Full circle then,”
Leif noted. “Maybe you needed to return to a simpler place.”


Mal chewed his lip.
“Yeah. I think maybe I might find some stuff I’ve been missing.”


“Where do you want
to swim?” Leif broke the heaviness of the moment, and Mal felt gratitude. He
wasn’t usually a deep thinker, and all this time alone was giving him too much
time to examine his past actions. Right now, he just wanted to have a little
fun.


“Let’s head to the
marsh two cabins over and then come back,” Mal said.  He wasn’t sure how often
Leif swam, so he decided to take it easy on him.


But Leif kept up
with him, his longer, muscled arms and legs powerful. It felt great to move
through the water with someone, like sharing a secret. They didn’t talk, but
they occasionally smiled at each other.


At the marsh, Leif
pointed and Mal watched a Canada goose swim through the reeds with some dark
fuzzy babies following in her wake. Mal and Leif treaded water, hearing the
frogs nearer to the beach croaking softly. Above them, the stars were scattered
in a bright pattern, so many more than it was ever possible to make out in the
cities where Mal had lived the past few years. And at water level, there were
lights dotting the circumference of the lake where people were still up. Mal
caught the smell of wood smoke.


Finally they headed
back. Mal’s calves and arms were a little heavy since he hadn’t done such long-distance
swimming in a while. He knew he’d have to take a break before heading back to
Nan’s cottage.


Leif seemed to pick
up on this, and when they exited the water next to his dock, he said, “I think
you better relax and warm up a little. I can drive you home.”


Mal said, “I was a
little surprised you weren’t out rowing. I thought we’d just pass each other
tonight or something.”


Leif flushed under
the moonlight, as if pleased at the idea that Mal had sought him out. “No, I
didn’t want to leave my Papa. He’s a little unpredictable and can get really
agitated if I’m not close to the house at night.”


“Shit, I’m sorry,”
Mal said, feeling bad. Had it been okay to lure Leif away? And yet the other
man had seemed as if he wanted to go swimming with Mal. “Don’t worry about
driving me home.”


“You’re shivering,”
Leif scolded, gray eyes narrowed on Mal’s huddled figure.


“I’m just not used
to that much distance.” Mal shrugged. He tried to stop but his body shuddered
spasmodically every now and then.


Leif leaned over the
pier and into his dinghy and hefted out a big plaid blanket. “Put that on
around your shoulders.”


“You’re shivering a
little too,” Mal pointed out.


“The breeze has
picked up.” Leif pointed to the beach. “I’ll make a little beach fire.”


Mal was content to
follow after the larger man, watching as he put some driftwood and kindling
into a ring of stones as Mal settled on the beach. His suit felt clammy, so he
pulled it off under the blanket, shaking it out and hanging it over a leaning
willow branch. He saw Leif’s quick glance and knew he’d noticed.


In a few moments, Leif
had a small crackling fire started. Mal stared at it, not knowing what to say.
It was late. They both needed to get some sleep, and yet it seemed that, like
him, Leif was loath to let the evening end.


“Come under the
blanket. There’s plenty of room for us to sit side by side,” Mal encouraged. He
could see Leif was still a little chilled.


Leif obediently
edged closer and put a tentative bit of wool over his legs. He swept Mal a
sideways glance.


Mal gave an
impatient sound and tossed more blanket his way so they were both snugly under
it.


They sat without
speaking, staring at the blue and gold lick of the flames, sparks rising every
now and then as the fire spat out some bit of wood. Then Mal felt abruptly sleepy,
his body heavy from all the exercise and fresh air, so he leaned back on his
elbows and then pillowed his head on a bit of driftwood.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Five


 


Just
before dawn, Mal woke up, his back stiff and his prick also stiff and
interested. He was curled safe in Leif’s arms. “Mmmm,” he commented, thinking
he didn’t care that sand had dried in his hair or they’d barely gotten any
sleep. In fact, they hadn’t even got it on yet, but this was… nice.


Leif blinked at him
and Mal said, “Did you sleep at all?”


“A little. I kept
watching for Papa.”


Mal had heard in
town about Leif’s dad and the problems he gave his son. He sighed, thinking of
his Nan. “‘We weep for ourselves’,” he quoted softly.


Leif stared at him,
and in that humming moment, as birds made busy in the trees, waking up, there
was a moment of total understanding. Mal couldn’t help but cup Leif’s cheek and
press his lips gently against him. A first kiss…. He hadn’t even kissed him
when he’d shucked his clothes and offered himself that first night. Now….


Licking, tasting,
gentle, like the water lapping lazy onto the beach.


Leif trembled, his
big hands making restless movements against Mal’s back, as if he didn’t know
what to do.


And Mal pulled back.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered. Innocent. This man was innocent like
no one Mal had ever been with.


“I don’t want that
either,” Leif croaked. Then he cleared his throat and smiled. “I have to get
up.”


Mal cocked a brow.


“I mean ‘up-up’, not….”
Leif blushed since Mal’s nude body was pressed against his own answering
hunger.


Mal sighed in
surrender. “All right.” He rolled away and then reached for his swimming
trunks, hissing since they were still a little damp against his aroused body as
he tugged them on.


“What are you
doing?” Leif asked, standing up and stretching his large body. Oh, he had
muscles on muscles, as Mal had noted previously. Mmm-mmm. Mal wanted to trace
them with his tongue.


Instead he splashed
into the shallows, hoping to cool off. “Heading home.”


“I can drive you,”
Leif offered faintly.


“Go see to your
Papa,” Mal said. He understood Leif’s need to do that. If Nan were alive, he’d
want to take care of her too. “I’ll see you at work, boss man.” He put some
sugar in the last two words, just to make Leif blush again.


He was delighted
when it worked.


 


 


His
first day on the job wasn’t exactly easy for Mal, it turned out.


First, he got home
and barely had time to eat half of one of Nan’s frozen diet cakes he found in
the freezer—which tasted a bit like highway gravel after a hard frost—since he
was out of anything for breakfast. He’d forgotten again to go grocery shopping.


Then he realized he
had no idea where today’s job was. He’d eaten icy brownie and stared out at his
front yard and tried to think how to handle that. He didn’t exactly want to
call Leif and come off like a moron his first day.


So he called Marty
Swenson, who knew everything happening in the small town, and soon found out
the work was on the old Small property. Okay, he just had to get there in time.


He dressed in an old
T-shirt and jeans and put on his new work boots, which right away started
rubbing a blister on the back of his left heel. Then he got in his truck and
headed over, thinking maybe… had he forgotten something?


But once he arrived,
the guys working there greeted him in an easygoing manner, and he waited until
Leif had a moment from talking to his electrician before finding out what he’d
be assigned to do that day.


He didn’t imagine
the big thump his pulse gave when he saw his Viking again, even though
he’d just seen him an hour before.


“Wheelbarrow’s out
back,” Leif said. “The guys pulled down a lot of old walls so all that debris
needs to go to the dumpster in the driveway. You brought heavy gloves, right?
You need them to protect your hands from old nails and stuff.”


Mal nodded. Okay, so
he was on clean-up duty. Well, he could handle that.


Leif studied him
sharply for a moment and in a lower tone asked, “You okay?” Meaning he knew how
late Mal had been up since he’d been there.


“Fine,” Mal said,
though he did feel a little wasted. But he was used to sucking it up after
partying, and it wasn’t that hot. Yet.


 


 


The
July day climbed steadily in temperature into something that made Mal wish he
could sit in the shade and sip something cool or spend it submerged in the
shallow water next to the beach.


Instead he collected
debris from the half-torn down old cabin, piling it into a wheelbarrow and
making trip after trip. Pretty soon sweat dripped from his face, and his upper
arms and back were burning, not to mention the fucking blister, which had grown
and cloned itself on his other heel.


Lunch was called,
and then Mal realized what he’d forgotten. He didn’t have so much as a soda, but
that was okay. He was so tired he flaked out under a birch tree, letting his
head fall back as he just breathed for a while.


“Cheddar and apple
sandwich?” Leif’s voice broke his exhausted stupor.


“Um?” Mal blinked,
looking up at his new boss. Leif had spent most of the day talking to his guys
or on the phone while he hauled load after load, in the glimpses Mal had caught.


“You need to eat.
And drink up. Don’t you have a water bottle?” Leif scolded. “Shit, Mal….”


Mal flushed, since
as an athlete he normally always carried things like snacks and water. He knew
that he could bleed energy and crash if he didn’t eat up and keep hydrated when
necessary, but today he’d completely forgotten about lunch.


“Here. Bottled
water, cheddar sandwich, and a Danish.”


“That’s your
lunch, Leif,” Mal protested, though his stomach growled. He felt a little shaky
with hunger.


Leif towered over
Mal, his hands on his hips. He definitely wasn’t looking unsure of himself now.
He was the boss. “I’m going home to check on Papa. I’ll grab something there.
Eat up.” He turned to walk back to his SUV and then paused. “And good job
today.”


Mal managed a tired
smile as he reached for the food, deciding to be practical. Besides, even
though he knew Leif was just doing his job, he felt kind of looked-after. He
guessed it was corny, but he liked the feeling. “Thanks.”


 


 


Mal
felt almost too tired to stagger to his truck and drive home when three o’clock
finally arrived and it was time to stop for the day. Every part of his body
hurt, despite the good shape he’d thought he was in. He felt drained, and his
head thumped dully from his early bout of near-dehydration.


Leif walked over to
the driver’s side of his truck, and Mal rolled down his window, feeling the
effort in his sore wrists and forearms. Geez, he was in a pretty pathetic
state.


“I was going to drop
by with my roofing guy at your place in an hour,” Leif said. His forehead
creased. “But, Mal, you look….”


Mal shook his head,
not wanting to seem like some kind of loser in Leif’s eyes. He knew his
reputation as a party boy, and he wanted to show him there was more to him. Or
maybe remind himself. He was so beat he wasn’t sure. “I’ll be okay. I’d like to
move forward.”


Leif chewed his lip.
“Okay, then. See you in an hour.”


 


 


Mal
took some soap and headed down to the lake. He had to do something with the
laundry that was accumulating, had to go into town to do his grocery shopping
and use the Laundromat. Man, he really wanted to get some machines hooked up in
the cabin too. And he couldn’t exactly bathe in the lake in the middle of
December.


December…. Was he
really thinking of staying here that long? He’d moved around quite a bit over
the past few years, calling nowhere home. Except, in his heart, this place
had always been home. Now after coming back, he’d recognized that was because
Nan had been here. Could he make a life in Sylvan without her?


The water cooled him
off, and he felt a little better, though his body had an all-over ache, like he
was coming down with the flu. On stiff legs, he headed back to his cabin,
rubbing his hair dry with a towel. Just in time, since Leif had pulled up
seconds before a stranger with sandy hair and smiling blue eyes who got out of
his own truck and shook Leif’s hand. Leif introduced him to Mal as John Moreton,
the roofing guy.


Leif added, “We’ll
need the ladder again for the outside of the cottage.”


Mal nodded, and
despite how warm he was feeling, he tried to push it aside, leading the way
down the slope to the storage space under the cabin. He watched the other two
men pull out the ladder, so tired that he was content to just let it play out. He
had enough money to cover fixing the roof and maybe some of the changes he
wanted to make. And hopefully he’d figure out what he was going to do with his
life now that being on the swim team was over. For now, the job with Leif’s
company should keep him in groceries.


“John will go up on
the roof and poke around. Why don’t you go inside and take it easy?” Leif
looked concerned, and Mal was so bushed that all he did was nod. Yeah, he
really needed to put his feet up.


 


 


As Mal was halfway up the
slope to go back inside Nan’s cottage, a car screeched to a halt in his sand
pit of a driveway. Brown-haired and lanky Joey Delany and slightly tubby and
red-haired Martin Jacobs climbed out of an old Toyota Camry. Both men were
former friends of Mal’s, guys he used to spend time with at Sylvan.


Mal flashed back to
what it had been like when he’d been younger, impatient to see the world and living
with a secret—that he preferred men. He’d experimented with both Joey and
Martin.


“Hey, Mal, we heard
you were here!” Joey greeted him with a hug and an appreciative wink, as if it
hadn’t been years since he’d seen him.


With mixed emotions,
Mal sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. What now? He wasn’t in the mood to
see these guys. Maybe it was just that he felt like he was coming down with
something. But he wasn’t sure if they were people he’d want to hang with now.
Did he have anything in common with them anymore?


Still, he had to
laugh at himself. Since when had he cared about that? Usually he just went
where the action was.


Belatedly, he
noticed the atmosphere had grown charged, and his two former friends were
looking beyond his shoulder. He also looked back and spotted Leif glaring at
the newcomers. Terrific. Now what?


“Yeah, I needed a
place to take it easy for a while,” he said, hoping the guys would take the
hint. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to see them again or not, so he was going to
put it off for now. “Matter of fact, I just put in a long day’s work, so I was
going to crash.”


“You, crash?” Martin
scoffed. “Come on, why don’t you come back to my place? We can put on some
steaks, some music….”


Yeah, and Mal knew
where this would go. His cheeks heated as Leif moved up beside him quietly and
gave him a comprehensive look. He’d obviously guessed correctly that these were
some of the guys Mal had been with—at the same time.


After an awkward
pause while Mal tiredly groped for words, Leif put in softly, “He said he was
tired.”


Mal’s eyes widened
in surprise. He hadn’t expected Leif to stand beside him like this. It had a
subtle feeling of staking territory.


“Who is this?” Joey
asked, raising his eyebrows at Leif.


Mal opened his mouth
but Leif beat him to it again. “I’m a friend of Mal’s.”


“Uh-huh. But not a
boyfriend, so….” Joey smirked at Mal. “You can bring your friend if you want.
There’s plenty to go around.”


“I don’t share,”
Leif said in an undertone that only Mal could hear.


Mal glanced at him,
saw the tension in his stance. He was glowering at both men now, but then he
gave Mal a look, and Mal saw vulnerability in his gray eyes. He was probably
expecting Mal to head off to the party.


Mal took a deep
breath. He was so tired and his head was thumping. He felt really shitty, worse
than he should after a day’s work. “I don’t feel like it,” he said honestly.
“But thanks, guys.”


Martin shrugged.
“Invitation is open for the rest of the week.” Joey followed him back to the
car while Leif crossed his arms.


Once they pulled
away, Mal sagged down on the stairs, not sure he had the energy to head inside.
Leif again gave him a frowning glance, but John called to him from the roof,
and he disappeared around the side of the cottage.


Mal rubbed his
forehead, which was sweating. His hands were swollen and kind of pink-colored.
He realized he had to have come down with something, maybe from the chill while
he slept in Leif’s arms that morning.


He dozed while he
waited for the two men to return. Eventually they did, and John said he’d write
up his findings and get back to Leif and Mal. Leif saw him off and then walked
back to where Mal was still flaked out on the wooden steps.


“You’re not well!”
Leif sounded pissed. “Shit, Mal, don’t try to deny it.”


“Nope,” Mal
admitted. “I’m sorry, I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it to work tomorrow—”


“Never mind.” Leif
put an arm around his shoulders and helped him inside. “Where are you
sleeping?”


“On the floor,
mostly,” Mal admitted, feeling oddly buoyant, as if Leif had again lifted him
from the water. He probably wouldn’t have admitted his odd sleeping arrangement
if he hadn’t been so wasted.


Leif guided him
gently into Nan’s room, to her nicely made bed with clean sheets and a lightweight
summer comforter with green ivy and pansies on it. The bedding felt like heaven
against Mal’s hot skin. “I can’t sleep here,” he mumbled.


“Yes, you can,” Leif
contradicted him, glowering now at Mal. “I’m sure Nan would insist on it. Stay
there and I’ll bring you some dinner.”


“You don’t have to.”
Mal wanted to bury his head in the pillow and drift. He wasn’t even hungry,
like it would be too much effort to eat.


“I want to take care
of you, Mal,” Leif admitted. He reached out and stroked the damp hair off Mal’s
forehead. His palm felt good, cool against Mal’s sweaty skin. Leif cleared his
throat. “I guess you would have gone off with your friends if you weren’t so
sick.”


“I don’t know,” Mal
croaked.


Leif’s mouth
tightened, but his eyes remained concerned on Mal’s face. “I’ll go into town
and get you some soup and juice.” He climbed to his feet and opened the door to
Nan’s bedroom.


“Leif,” Mal called
him, sitting up in bed. Heat washed through him at the movement so he sagged
back a second later. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


Leif shook his head.
“Don’t be an asshole. Rest and I’ll be back soon.”


For some reason,
Leif’s response left Mal smiling.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Six


 


Mal
woke when Leif told him softly to sit up. He blinked hot gritty eyes at his new
friend, wanting to be left alone to sleep, but that didn’t seem to be an option
from the determined look on Leif’s face.


He moved up the bed,
Leif adjusting the pillows so he could eat the soup he’d brought in a takeout
dish.


“It’s minestrone
from the diner,” Leif said. “And I bought you some apple juice. Not sure if you
like that, but it’s all they had on hand today.”


“Thanks,” Mal rasped.
He wasn’t sure how he felt right now. Only Nan had ever taken care of him when
he was sick. This was…. He liked it. “You seem to be a real caregiver.”


“Lots of practice
with Papa.” Leif sighed, sitting back to watch Mal spoon in a little soup.


“I’m not used to….”
Mal shrugged.


“You’ve never had a
boyfriend?” Leif prodded, looking interested.


Mal felt that
stretchy discomfort again, like he’d felt when the guys had shown up. He wasn’t
the man he had been since he’d really let himself down. So who was he now?
Someone who could be a boyfriend? He had no idea. He wanted new things in his
life, but he didn’t know how to get there.


“No,” he said. “In
some ways it would have been easier to go out tonight. Fall into pattern, you
know?”


Leif’s eyes were
bleak for a moment. “It’s what I expected you to do.” He shrugged. “Even though
you are sick, you dope.”


“Staying here isn’t
so bad,” Mal said, smiling a little. “I get you to take care of me.”


Leif chewed his lip,
pushing his silver blond hair out of his solemn gray eyes. “I can’t stay.”


“No, of course not.”


“I want to, but….”


“Your father. I do
understand,” Mal said. He reached out and brushed his hot, sausage-feeling
fingers against Leif’s cool ones. “I’m used to going it alone anyway.”


Leif got up from the
chair next to the bed and paced restlessly through Nan’s bedroom. His
expression was tight and unhappy.


Mal said, extra
gently, “It must be hard.”


Leif gave a rueful
laugh. “I never know what to expect, except lately if he’s under any kind of
pressure, like to make a decision, he overcompensates. Big time.”


“I heard about the volunteer
firefighters on your front lawn.”


“Yeah.” Leif
flushed. “That was the same night I met you.”


“Well, now you won’t
forget it.” Mal pushed away the last of his soup in a sleepy gesture. Leif
poured him some apple juice and left the jug on the table next to the bed.


“I wouldn’t forget,”
Leif said. He put his hands in his pockets. “I’ll come by in the morning to see
how you are.”


 


 


Mal
had hot fever dreams, so hot that he twisted on the bed, dreaming of paddling a
canoe through a rocky stream—it seemed no matter how hard he put his back into
it, he could get nowhere.


He finally woke in
the morning feeling dispirited. The dream seemed so much like his life now.
What was he doing? He had never wanted to work construction. But it was a job,
he guessed, while he figured out what to do. He had to pay the bills if he
wanted to keep the cottage, and that was the only thing he was certain
of.


And then there was
Leif. Mal wasn’t sure what was happening between them. He worried about hurting
the other man since he wasn’t sure who he was anymore. And Mal had never really
dated anyone. What he had going with Leif felt kind of… old fashioned, like the
town of Sylvan itself, sleepy and warm and unhurried.


He closed his eyes,
too drained to worry about it, and next thing he knew, he heard the door creak
open and Leif call out, boots stomping as he walked through the kitchen and
dining room to Nan’s bedroom.


“Hey,” Leif said. He
reached out and touched Mal’s forehead. “Wow, still pretty warm.”


“Yeah,” Mal croaked.
He liked Leif’s hand on him, cool and caring. He wondered what it would be like
if Leif had slept with him all night.


“I’ll get some ice
to put in the apple juice.” Leif said, heading back into the kitchen. Mal
watched him break some cubes out of the ice tray and put them in a plastic
juice glass. When he returned, Mal took a sip, enjoying the chilly treat.


“I guess you haven’t
had breakfast?” Leif sat on the corner of Nan’s double bed and opened a
familiar paper bag, pulling out hot sandwiches. “I had to leave early so I’d
have time to drop by. I haven’t eaten either.”


“I don’t want to
screw up your day,” Mal said. He bit into the steaming breakfast. Heaven. His
appetite was back. Best of all was watching Leif watch him, silver blond hair
in his gray eyes, big and muscled, and seemingly crushed on Mal.


“You could never
screw up my day,” Leif said. He cleared his throat. “So, I have an estimate for
you on the roof.”


“Great. When can
your guy get started?” Mal asked.


Leif put his
sandwich down. “It’s a big commitment financially. You really are planning to
live here?”


“Year ‘round, if I
can figure out what to do with myself,” Mal said.


“There’s the
university not so far from here,” Leif pointed out. “It’s a bit of a drive, but
you might want to explore some options there.”


Mal’s eyes widened.
He hadn’t thought of that at all, going back to school. “Maybe… fine arts,” he
admitted shyly.


“Sounds good.”


“Sounds like I’d
still need a job, you mean.” Mal smiled. “But it’s okay. I decided to take it
slow, figuring out what I’m supposed to do next.”


“I wish I could have
stayed over last night,” Leif said.


Mal nodded. “I was
wondering what it would be like to wake up with you.”


“I have never stayed
over at someone’s house.” Leif put away their paper trash in the bag. “And it’s
unlikely I will have the time for a… romantic commitment any time soon.”


“You look a little
down,” Mal noted.


Leif rubbed his
chin. “I don’t know how to have any kind of life with Papa, and I’m not sure he’d
accept anyone helping us. And I want him to be the man he was, so I can tell
him who I am, and that at this stage of my life… I ache to be with someone.
Sometimes I even think that one night when I’m not alone will be enough.”


Mal reached out and
cupped Leif’s cheek. “No, that’s not who you are.”


“If you offered
yourself to me again, Mal, I would not be able to resist you,” Leif admitted. “But
then you’d go off with your friends, and I’d feel….”


Mal took a deep
breath. “Let’s just put a roof over the cottage. Nothing has happened. I haven’t
hurt you.” Yet. Mal didn’t trust himself not to do that, and it made him
afraid. He’d screwed up two good things in his life: losing a lot of time with
Nan he wished he could make up now and his shot at Olympic gold. “We have the
summer.”


Leif also took a
deep breath. “Summer is a good time here,” he agreed. “So will you keep the
same footprint of the cottage as it stands now?”


“I think so. I’d
just like to work a few things into the existing space. I was also fantasizing
about a washer and dryer in the storage room downstairs.”


“That’s a lot to do
before winter comes in and freezes the ground,” Leif said. “You’d have to have
that space properly insulated so that the pipes didn’t freeze.”


“Yep, I know. Probably
I won’t get it all done this year, so I’ll have to do more next spring.”


“Next spring.” Leif
looked a little heartened.


“I figure there will
be plenty more nights for me to swim over to your place and fall asleep on some
driftwood.” Mal stroked the back of Leif’s hand with his fingers. Leif’s hand
trembled beneath his.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Seven


 


Mal
healed slowly over the next week. The virus was surprisingly strong, so he felt
wrung out, but the first morning he woke up with the roofing team taking down his
old roof, shingle by shingle, he got into his swimming trunks and bathrobe to
go outside and see the work. And, if he was honest with himself, he was hoping
to see Leif, whom he hadn’t seen in days.


“Hey, Mal,” John
Moreton called down from the roof. “Sorry if we woke you. Leif said you were
under the weather.”


“No, I’m totally
happy you’re here,” Mal said. “I’ve been really worried about the water coming
in.”


“That could cause
some problems,” John agreed. “But we’ll take care of it. We’re taking down that
part of the roof now.”


“I, uh, thought Leif
might be by,” Mal asked, feeling shy for some reason. Geez, Sylvan must be
rubbing off on him.


John shook his head.
“I think he’s probably spending all his free time at home. You know his dad.”


“Yeah,” Mal said. “I
know.” He shrugged. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work.”


As he walked down
the slope and then back up to the raised highway on his way to the lake to swim
and get washed off, Mal was thinking about Leif. He’d really like to see him
again. At this rate, he’d have to be on the job again before he’d get a glimpse
of his missing Viking, but he wasn’t quite ready for that, still shaky as he
was from the flu.


The water felt cool
and wonderful as he swam out, seeing sparrows dipping down to take a drink, feeling
the serenity he always experienced here at the lake. He wondered what it would
be like in wintertime to go ice skating on this same surface or to maybe rent a
snowmobile. One thing was for sure, even if they got to the pipes this summer
to winterize them, probably the walls and windows would be letting in a lot of
the cold. It would take some time before he’d get the place snug.


Once he’d finished
his swim, he decided to go into town and do something about the mound of
laundry he had and finally pick up some food. He’d been living on Nan’s canned
soups, and he wanted something fresh.


Leif still wasn’t at
his cottage when he returned, and it made Mal feel a bit down. He wanted to see
the other man, and to see himself through his eyes. He didn’t feel so bad about
himself then. He felt like he might have some kind of future. So Mal added one
more thing to his list. Maybe he’d swim over to Leif’s dock as soon as he was
up to it again.


 


 


Leif
threw pebbles into the lake water from his dock, watching as they radiated out.
He sighed, drawing up his knee while the other one dangled. It had been a hell
of a week. He’d managed to ask John Moreton a couple of times in as casual a
manner as possible how Mal was doing, but he hadn’t had the time to get out
there. He was doing an emergency fix on an old farmhouse a new client had
purchased that was on the verge of falling down. And his Papa…. He’d been more
demanding than ever, as if he sensed that Leif’s attention was elsewhere.


Finally he’d decided
it was better to leave it. By now Mal had probably moved on, was visiting those
party-minded friends. It wasn’t as if they’d really done anything, though Leif
thought about it all the time, imagining kissing Mal, imagining covering him.


When a familiar
wet-seal head popped up next to the pier, Leif didn’t jump this time. Instead,
his heart started pounding. Mal smiled at him and reached up, and Leif knelt,
bracing himself and pulling the slighter man easily from the water. He stood
over Leif, dripping, his body more tanned that it had been the last time he’d
seen him, his nipples pointed, his swimming trunks tight around his body so
that Leif wanted to drag his lips against the outline of Mal’s sex.


“You look like you
want to eat me.” Mal’s voice was caressing as he reached out and tangled a
damp, cool hand in Leif’s hair.


Leif bent close and
pressed his face against Mal’s thigh. He couldn’t be offhand about this. He
felt alive again for the first time in days. He parted his lips and tasted lake
water and Mal. Mal laughed at the warm tongue touching him.


“Leif,” Mal said. He
knelt beside Leif and Leif noticed belatedly that Mal had a plastic bag tied
around one shoulder. “It’s something I wanted to treat you to,” Mal continued.
“Since I know you can’t come out with me to dinner.”


“Not lately,” Leif
rasped, unhappiness weighing him down like rocks pulled up from the lakebed.
But then Mal stroked his cheek, and he felt a hundred times better, like he’d
been catapulted out of his depression.


“I need a beach
fire,” Mal directed. “Then you get your treat.”


“You’re my
treat,” Leif countered. This time he wouldn’t hold back or be so damned shy.
This time he would kiss and touch Mal and make love to him the way he’d dreamed
of doing.


 


 


Mal
seated a metal pot on the coals of their discreet beach fire. He could feel
Leif’s eyes on him, and it made him feel sexy, made a pulse beat in his throat
and his inner thighs and his sex. Anticipation simmered between them even as
the water heated.


To draw out the
moment, since it looked like Leif had moped around as much as Mal had the past
few days, Mal busied himself with more of the supplies he’d bought over in
plastic containers: Japanese green tea powder, a bamboo teaspoon, a scoop, and
two tea bowls. He placed green tea into each cup and then opened a biscuit box,
offering Leif a sweet.


Leif raised his
eyebrows. “This is different.” He took the cookie and bit into it.


“I hope so,” Mal
said, looking pleased at Leif’s curiosity. “It’s matcha tea. I wanted to bring
you something I’d experienced while traveling in Japan.”


Leif watched as Mal
used the scoop to pour out water into a black, lumpy-looking tea bowl. He then used
a whisk and, when the tea was foamy, passed it to Leif with a slight bow.
“Taste. It might seem a little bitter.”


Leif’s silver brows
met as he sipped. “Tastes a bit like coffee.”


“Yeah, it has a kind
of… authority. It’s not a mild tea,” Mal agreed. He mixed his own and took a
biscuit for himself and then shifted so he was rubbing shoulders with Leif.


Leif’s heart started
pounding again at the contact. He’d told Mal he was easy. Should he say
something? Should he just kiss Mal?


Both men sipped, the
firelight reflected in the water that hushed onto the beach in the wee hours.
Leif’s gaze fell to Mal’s lips. As if he also felt the tension between them,
Mal put aside his tea cup as Leif’s hit the sand with a dull thud. Leif took Mal’s
mouth, making a sound of need, climbing on top of him.


 


 


“Leif.” Mal pushed up so his cock rubbed wantonly
against Leif. Leif was like a silver warrior gilded in the moonlight, and Mal
had the fantasy he was a captive of a Viking, claimed by him. His muscles, his
bigger body—he felt wonderful crushed into the sand. Mal pictured Leif pounding
into him as Mal’s heels dug into his ass….


Leif’s hands moved
over Mal’s hips, holding on tight as his tongue thrust inside Mal’s mouth,
hungry, fevered. He was shaking. “Oh, God, Mal.”


Mal raised one leg
and netted his man closer, like the merman Leif sometimes called him.


“Mal….” They rolled,
and Leif peppered kisses against Mal’s neck, his hands smoothing over damp
swimming trunks, and then he tugged them down, impatient to experience the real
thing at last, and his hands were full of Mal’s ass, high, round, gut-wrenching
to squeeze.


Mal was partially
under Leif’s larger body, his eyes half closed, a sexy gleam in his eyes. His
body was sleek as wet marble from the water, and he looked so perfect to Leif. Ever
since Leif had pulled Mal from the lake, since Mal had stripped and sat on his
lap, Leif had jerked off thinking of him.


Leif felt something
rising up inside him, a pent-up feeling like bitter lava gripping him by the
throat. He’d gone years without touching someone. “I’m going to—” Oh God. No,
he couldn’t embarrass himself this way!


Mal’s wide blue eyes
seemed to read Leif’s distress. “Shhh, it’s okay,” he murmured. “Leif, take it
easy. Don’t be scared.”


But it wasn’t okay! Leif
thrust against Mal, his muscles knotting painfully, his trembling hand reaching
down, tugging aside his own swimming trunks. He shot on Mal’s stomach while Mal’s
hands clenched in his shoulders. Oh, shit. What was that? It wasn’t even sex!
He hadn’t made love to Mal the way he did in his fantasies. He’d just—


“It’s all right,”
Mal said again, his voice stern, as if he was trying to reach Leif.


Leif sat up, turning
away so Mal couldn’t see his face. “No,” he whispered. “No, it’s not.”


 


 


Mal
put his arms around Leif from behind. He ached for him, even as he was shaken
himself. He hadn’t been innocent sexually for a long time. He tried to remember
how it felt so he’d know what to say.


“Will you please
just fucking go?” Leif demanded, sounding like he was fighting tears. “I’m sure
you’d get a much better performance from your friends.”


“Leif? Leif, where
are you?” a voice called from the property above them.


Leif’s head went up.
“Shit,” he swore. “It only needed this!”


Mal’s hands dropped
as Leif pulled violently away from him.


“Leif?” A frail
figure staggered into view on the grass. The elderly man’s eyes were fixed on
Leif as if he were a compass to offer direction. “Leif, I was afraid you
drowned… I woke up and you weren’t in the house!”


Leif snatched a
towel to cover himself and tugged up his swimming trunks. “No, I was just
spending some time on the beach… talking. It’s okay, Papa.”


“Talking to who?”
Leif’s father sounded angry, suspicious, as he peered down toward Mal.


Leif didn’t even
glance at Mal as he hissed, “Get dressed! And put out the fire, will you?”


Words jammed up in
his throat in the wake of the unfinished encounter, and Mal watched Leif jump
up to the grass where his father was. Leif took the older man’s elbow gently.
“Come on. Let’s head back into the house.”


“But who were you
talking to?” The older man still sounded peevish.


“No one,” Leif said
flatly. “No one.”


On the beach, Mal reached
for the towel Leif had abandoned. He stared at it numbly as he heard the door
of Leif’s cottage slam behind him and his father. After a second, he remembered
why he’d wanted it and used it to scrub off his stomach.


He sat with his
heels in the sand, his lips bruised from Leif’s kisses. He could still taste
him, could still feel the way he’d been shaking when he—


“You’re experienced,
Harrison,” he scolded himself aloud. “This is no big deal.”


He upended the pot
of water, which still simmered like a magic potion, over the tiny circle of
flame Leif had made. The dying fire hissed and steam rose. Mal found one tea
bowl half-buried in seaweed and shifting back and forth with the waves as they
hit the beach. The other was cracked, so Mal carefully gathered the shards,
worried someone might step on them.


He arranged them very
precisely in the plastic bag with the tin of tea as the lights in the cottage
above went out. He took the whisk, the spoon, and all the other shit he’d
brought with him to impress and delight Leif.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Eight


 


A few days later, Mal
stiffened as a tall figure walked toward his campsite, gravel from the
riverside crunching under cowboy boots, silver-gilt hair catching the dim light.
He stood up from the fire, sparks rising between him and his surprising
visitor.


“Leif,” he said,
swallowing dryly. “What are you doing out here?” 


“Out here” was
Charlie LaFountaine’s ranch, several miles from Sylvan. Leif was certainly the
last person he thought he’d see.


“You didn’t come to
work for the rest of the week. I was worried,” Leif said, dropping his gaze. He
put his hands in his pockets. “I, uh, thought you might be visiting those
friends of yours.”


Mal shoved his black
hair out of his eyes. “I couldn’t go back to work.” But he didn’t sink his idea
of playing around with old friends. Maybe he should keep his options open after
what had happened between him and Leif.


Leif gave a drawn
out sigh. “No, of course not. Not after the way I acted.”


Mal shrugged, not
looking for any more hurt. He was still raw from their last encounter, from the
cold way Leif had dismissed him. He’d tried to tell himself that he was the
experienced one and it was no big deal, but the rock in his gut said
differently.


“That cocoa on the
fire?” Leif asked, giving Mal a mild look.


“Yeah, want some?”
Mal found himself automatically reaching for the metal pot even as he asked
himself why he was being so accommodating. But after a few days alone, maybe he
was ready to listen to another perspective. He poured a mug for Leif, who
looked tired. His eyes were bloodshot.


“Thanks. Mind if I
sit with you?”


Again Mal shrugged,
uneasy but willing to listen.


Gripping his mug of
cocoa, Leif sat on a log near the fire. Mal sat down opposite him on another
log, watching as Leif sipped his drink. After a moment, Leif cleared his
throat. “I’m sorry for how I treated you,” he said.


“It’s okay,” Mal
said, not wanting to talk about it. He’d come here to forget it.


“It’s not
okay.” Leif’s gray eyes were fixed on Mal’s face. “I was angry.”


“I got that sense,”
Mal agreed, somewhat wryly.


Leif gave a
humorless laugh, putting aside his hot drink. “Not just at you… at everything.
At my life!”


Now Mal thought he
had a thread of understanding. “I can certainly understand that.”


“I’m angry because I
want someone in my life, and my Papa makes that almost impossible. And I’m
angry he’s not the man he was. And I’m angry at you, because you are
everything….” Leif’s voice cracked and he swallowed, taking a deep breath.
“Everything I want, Mal,” he finished simply. “And I’m not sure you want to
make any kind of… commitment, but now I’m not sure I care. I just… want you.”


Mal took a deep
breath before reaching out and pouring himself a mug of cocoa to give himself a
moment.


“Uh, why are you out
here, anyway?” Leif asked, as if wanting to find an easier bridge to cross.


“Charlie LaFountaine’s
a distant relative of mine. He let me come here to do some camping and hunt for
fossils by the river bank. It’s something I used to do as a kid.” As he
explained, Mal felt a wave of what he’d experienced on the dusty road when he’d
first met Leif. He was conscious of Leif’s pale eyes fixed on his face and the answering
constriction in his own chest, as if they were somehow connected.


Leif’s brow
crinkled. “He’s a Blackfoot, isn’t he? I’ve seen him around in town. So does
this explain that gorgeous black hair I love to touch?”


Mal flushed. Leif
was certainly making his feelings crystal clear. “Yeah, probably. I guess I
just needed to do something to return to an easier time, you know?”


Leif nodded, gray
eyes burning understanding. “You lost your way of life and then your
grandmother.”


Mal decided to be
frank. “Not just that. You hurt me, Leif. I never expected that.”


Leif put aside his
cocoa. “I never expected I’d have the power to do that.” He took a deep breath.
“Mal, does that mean you could really care about me?”


Mal hesitated, still
not sure who he was becoming, what his place was. But as he looked at Leif, he
realized that he knew one thing: he wanted to be with him somehow. “I already
do,” he rasped.


Leif got to his feet
and walked to Mal’s side, kneeling beside him and reaching up to stroke the
black hair he’d teased him about. “After my lousy performance, I’d understand
if—”


“Shhhhh.” Mal
outlined Leif’s lips with a finger. Leif took the finger in his mouth and
sucked it, definitely warming Mal up despite the unseasonably chilly night air.
“I told you that didn’t matter to me. But Leif, what about your dad?”


Leif leaned his
forehead against Mal’s. “I asked Mrs. Watson to stay overnight. I realized that
I do need some help. That I… deserve some time with my boyfriend.”


Mal found himself
smiling. 


 


 


The
wind had picked up, making the plastic of Mal’s tent shudder inward in
unpredictable intervals, but Mal lit the lamp inside calmly and pulled off his
down jacket and then his T-shirt.


Leif was crouched
opposite him, and as Mal watched, he removed his lumberjack coat and then
unbuttoned his blue work shirt. They were both silent, locking eyes again.


Leif reached out and
playfully tugged off Mal’s cowboy boots one at a time, and then Mal did the
same for him. In socks and jeans, they met in the middle of Mal’s sleeping bag.


Mal whispered, “We’ll
take it slow.”


Leif gulped. “I hope
that’s possible for me.”


And Mal smiled
again. “We have all night. Just try to relax.” He knew that Leif was
inexperienced and shamed over what had happened between them previously, but
now they were totally alone without the nagging fear of being interrupted. They
had a sleeping bag to themselves.


 


 


Leif
got up the courage to ask for what he wanted. “Can you… that is, do you mind
taking off the rest of your clothes and sitting on my lap again?” He licked his
lips, color rising in his cheeks.


Mal laughed. “So you’ve
thought of that night, huh?”


“Oh, yeah. Just
every five minutes or so since I’ve met you. I have cameo-Mal on the brain. You
on the roadside the day you rescued Papa. You when I pulled you from the lake—after
you finished bringing up lake water. Your… um, rear end in my hands when you
sat on my lap.” Leif listed the memories as he watched Mal removing his socks
and then his jeans. His heart was pounding.


Mal walked over to
him on his knees and then climbed on his lap. His eyes were serious for a
moment. “I didn’t bring anything out here, so it might limit our options.”


“I did,” Leif
breathed. “Oh, yeah.” His hands again were full of Mal’s round ass. He
squeezed, feeling Mal’s erection rubbing against him as the other man put his
arms around Leif and nuzzled his lips against Leif’s.


Mal reached down and
cupped Leif’s cock through his jeans. “Wow, I’d almost forgotten. What big feet
you have!”


Leif snickered. “Don’t
you take anything seriously?”


“Turns out maybe I
do,” Mal said.


Afraid to hope that
Mal might mean him, Leif skated for more solid ground. “This is nice.” He was
breathless as he let Mal open his jeans and play with what he found inside. “Mal!”
He fell back but Mal remained on top of him, legs open on either side of Leif’s
hips. Just what was he going to do?


“Where are your
supplies?” Mal asked, equally breathless. His eyes were brilliant blue in the
light from the lamp, an his hair tumbled from Leif’s hands onto his forehead in
messy lover’s peaks.


“Front pocket. I
bought, uh, a travel pack.”


“Very appropriate.”
Mal touched on other territory as he dug out lube and condoms, leaving Leif feeling
both helpless and hard.


“Mal, I can’t—“


“It’s okay. I’ll
take care of you.” Mal stretched forward and then reached behind his body. Leif
recognized he was preparing himself. God, that was hot!


“Uhhhhh.” Leif wasn’t
capable of words when Mal put the condom on him. He huffed, sitting on his
elbows, eyes wide as he watched Mal take his penis and then slowly impale
himself on it, face flushed, lips parted. “Holy shit, look at you take it!”


Mal laughed and Leif
felt it everywhere. “I never thought…. Oh, man, it was worth waiting for
you,” Leif continued.


Mal swallowed. “No
one’s ever said that.”


Leif’s hands worked
on Mal’s hips, his thighs. “What do I do, Mal?”


“Just lie there, gorgeous.”
Mal ran his hands over Leif’s muscular arms, as if enjoying the shape and
texture. He rose and fell as slowly and inevitably as the waves that hit the
beach at Sylvan.


The tent shuddered
inward again, and a cold puff of air touched Leif’s skin, but he was enraptured
by the play of feelings on Mal’s face. Mal had taken him inside. He was
enjoying it, enjoying riding Leif. Leif had never seen anything as sexy in his
life. Leif’s balls were drawn up tight against his body, and he worried that he’d
come too fast, but then he didn’t worry because how could he lose this feeling?


“How’s your first
time?” Mal asked him softly.


“If I’d known it was
this good, I could never have said ‘no’ to you for so long,” Leif admitted.
Suddenly he had to grip Mal’s hips, crushing him closer so he was grinding down
against Leif’s bigger body.


“Oh, so full….” Mal
gasped.


Watching Mal’s
pleasure, Leif had another idea. He tentatively took hold of Mal’s cock,
milking it in time with Mal’s movements on him until their sweaty dance strained.
Mal groaned as Leif gripped his hips. He was barely able to let him move
because he had to stay inside, had to stay deep inside him.


They pressed
together, eyes locked, hands meshed tight. “I wanted this the moment I set eyes
on you,” Mal whispered. “I wanted you in me, on me.”


“Shit, Mal!” Leif’s
hands were almost bruising Mal’s skin. He loved the feeling of his prick buried
inside the other man, but he was so close now! “I can’t—”


“Feel so fucking
good.” Mal smiled a feline smile.


Leif felt as if the
top of his head blew off. His toes curled, his hips thrust up, and his body
went rigid.


Awareness returned
as breath panted moist against his skin, Mal collapsed on Leif’s bigger body. Despite
his pleasant apathy, Leif had to ask, “You…?”


“Oh, yeah.” Mal
sounded content. “Can’t you feel it on your stomach? Sticky.”


“Whatever.” Leif was
also content now. Mal had come. He’d pleasured Mal. “I wish I could come in you
for real.”


“One day,” Mal surprised
him by promising in a drowsy voice.


 


 


The
tent was constantly rippling now from the rising wind. Leif frowned at it,
thinking that the summer storm was picking up speed.


Mal had gone outside
and heated some water, and they’d used a towel to get cleaned up. Now he was
lying in Leif’s arms in the sleeping bag, his bare shoulders and the back of
his neck exposed as he felt the tattoo of Leif’s exploring fingers.


“What kind of
fossils did you find?” he finally asked.


“Um, ammolite. It’s
a kind of prehistoric snail.” Mal sat up and reached into his knapsack, handing
a chunk of rock to Leif. “The Blackfoot believe it has healing powers.”


Leif examined it,
seeing the iridescent red and green and blue spirals embedded in muddy rock.
“That’s fantastic.” He made to hand it back to Mal, but Mal covered his hand.
“Keep it,” he said.


“Did it help you
heal a little?” Leif asked, and he saw Mal’s face soften at the question.


“Yeah, maybe. Or it
could have been being out here on my own, grieving for Nan and just… giving
myself some time, you know?”


Leif nodded. “I’m
glad,” he said solemnly.






 


 


 


 


Chapter
Nine


 


A crack of thunder right overhead
woke both Mal and Leif. The tent was caving inward from the force of the wind.


“Shit!” Mal exclaimed,
scrabbling to light the lantern. He found it overturned and grabbed his
flashlight instead. It was icy cold inside the tent. Leif was shoving on his
jeans. “Always sounds like the end of the world, storms out here.”


“I know. Papa’s
really terrified of them now,” Leif said, and Mal understood why he was
frantically searching for his clothing.


“Your shirt’s here!”
He cannoned it toward the other man while reaching for his own chilly clothing.
“Fuck, it feels like winter and not the middle of July!”


Another gust took
out one of the tent pegs so the back of the tent deflated and flapped like a
frantic rag in the wind. Mal recognized then that this was one of the really
bad summer storms that struck from time to time.


Dressed in record
time, they barreled out of the tent. “Where’s your SUV?” he yelled above the
wind.


“In Charlie’s
driveway, about a quarter of a mile from here.” Leif gestured the direction,
down the slope and by the river that was now triple its size, shooting past its
gravel banks. “You better bring anything you don’t want to lose!” he warned.


Mal ducked into the
tent and grabbed his knapsack and chucked the fossil in it he’d offered Leif.
“I can leave the rest,” he called. “Let’s get you home and make sure your Dad
is okay.”


As they skidded
their way down the rise under furious charcoal clouds, Mal’s tent suddenly flew
by, lifted free by the force of the wind.


Mal buckled up as
soon as he climbed into the passenger side of Leif’s SUV. The other man checked
his BlackBerry but then shook his head. No messages, which could be good or bad.
Mal knew they really needed to get to Leif’s cottage to be sure.


Mud and rock spat
out from tires, and the vehicle jolted forward, and rain hit the windscreen with
such force it was hard to make out the unpaved road.


Lightning forked a
mile ahead.


“Shit, I hope he’s
all right!” Leif said.


The SUV skidded to a
stop on a mound of sand in Mal’s driveway.


“…What?” Mal looked
at Leif. “This isn’t your place!”


“It was on my way.”
Leif gestured toward Nan’s cottage. “Mal, the windows are broken. You need to—”


“What I need,” Mal
managed evenly as he glared at his lover, “is to make sure your dad is okay.
This is just four walls and a roof without Nan in it.”


The SUV reversed
back onto the road, and Leif muttered, “I love you.”


 


 


Mrs. Watson sprinted to the driver
door, not waiting until Leif could get out to hear her, a rain hat plastered to
her gray hair as she gestured frantically.


Leif and Mal leaped
from the SUV, sliding on the mud, lightning capturing the moment like a
flashbulb going off.


The older woman snagged
Leif’s arm. “I tried to stop him, but he had one of his notions, and there was
no talking him out of it—he was sure you’d gone on the lake, so he took the
rowboat to look for you!”


“Oh God.” Leif’s
face was a tight mask as he looked toward Sylvan, which was crashing above the
stones he’d piled to separate the beach from the grass. The rain coming down
was leaving pits in the earth, cutting down visibility.


“Do you have a power
boat?” Mal yelled.


Leif nodded,
pointing to the boathouse just above the beach. “But it’s on tracks—“


“We’ll take it out.”


“Mrs. Watson, go on
back to the house and stay away from the windows!” Leif escorted her part of
the way despite his urgent need to search for his father.


“Lived here all my
life, haven’t I?” But her eyes were full of fear. “Leif, be careful!”


 


 


It was a nightmare getting
the little powerboat out. The water had risen to the level of the double doors,
so Mal had to pry them open while Leif manned the boat, using the battery
powered track to inch it down.


Water crashed against
the craft, so it wrenched free of the rail with a screech, but then Mal was
there, swimming, muscling it so it drifted free.


Wheel in one hand,
Leif looked over his shoulder to navigate. Painted wood towered high in the
water—


“Mal!”


“Uh!” Mal
grunted as a section of Leif’s dock struck his back. His head disappeared.


Leif abandoned the
wheel, trying not to fall out of the boat as the propeller lifted high in the
air and then thudded into the surf. “Mal!”


“Here!” A
hand gripped the side, water washing onto the deck as the craft wallowed, but
it didn’t matter because Leif tugged Mal aboard, and they slid to the bottom of
the boat, panting, holding onto each other.


“Oh, fuck!”


“I’m all right!” Mal
shouted, despite blood running down his forehead. He had stripped down to his
briefs, so he was also shivering.


Leif took a deep
breath and managed to make his feet. He staggered to the steering wheel and
gripped it, gunning the engine to pull them away from the shore while Mal
flipped on the powerful light on the bow.


“Let’s find your old
man!” Mal leaned forward, knuckles white as the boat took a pounding.


 


 


Canada geese dived deeper into the reeds as the powerful
search light spotlighted them, high above their usual nesting ground. Mal’s
face was focused, but Leif felt despair rising like the storm. They’d been out here
a long time.


They’d passed the
Kilpatrick cottage and the old sawmill on the farthest part of the lake. Beyond
were the rocks that surrounded the old mission….


“There!” Mal
yelled, pointing.


Heart in his throat,
Leif saw the upturned dinghy. Oh, no. God, no. Papa!


“He’s holding onto
the side. I can see his hand!” Mal rubbed his arms and then shook his hands.


“Mal, I can’t be
sure I can reach you if you go in—” Leif couldn’t see Papa’s hand gripping the dinghy.
Was he really alive?


“Toss me a rope when
I reach him!” Mal dove clean, arrowing powerfully through the turbulent water.


The engine sputtered
and died, and the powerboat drifted away from the dinghy.


 


 


One
of the things he’d thought about during his time alone was whether he’d wasted
those years he’d competed, but now Mal had a purpose again. His body was strong
and sure in the water as he cut through the waves toward the dinghy.


In a flash of
lightning, he saw a pale, frightened face and a frail hand curled around the dinghy’s
tether.


He swallowed more water
before he took hold of that hand, looking into eyes the same color of his lover’s.
“I got you!” he rasped.


Leif’s father
complained, “Not so tight, boy!”


Mal’s arms were
getting leaden, holding tight to the older man. It was too rough to break for
shore. He’d make it, but not Leif’s Papa. But if they stayed out here much
longer….


Water slapped his
face and he choked, but he lifted Mal’s father higher against the upturned dinghy.


Leif, come on!


And then he heard
Leif shouting and the roar of a laboring engine.


The powerboat was
almost on top of them, and then the rope hit Mal’s arm, and somehow, even with
his numb arms and screaming back, he held tight to Leif’s father as he grabbed for
the line.


Leif was a dark
figure, shouting again, but Mal still couldn’t hear him, and then the line
snapped taut and they were yanked through the water. Choking, Mal gripped the
old man, and Leif was—Shit, he was heading straight for shore to beach his boat!


Mal heard the snap
of the craft’s spine as it struck and the engine cut off. But in the fork of
lightning from above them, he glimpsed Leif, pulling the rope, hand over hand, pulling
Mal and his father to the beach, to safety.


 


 


“You
did go out!” Papa accused him as soon as Leif dragged him up on the beach.


Leif laughed, except
there were tears stinging his eyes as he crushed his father close. Oh, God,
Papa….


He looked up and met
Mal’s eyes, seeing perfect understanding.


“Who is that man?” Papa
demanded, pulling away to give Mal a confused look. “He was in the water with
me.”


“He’s my boyfriend,
Papa,” Leif said.


“Oh.” The older man
looked around the dark beach, wrapping his arms around himself. “We have a long
walk.”


Mal made to trail
after them as they climbed onto the grass that ran by the familiar strip of
highway, but Leif waited until he caught up. Finally Mal said, “My place is
closest.” He looked at Leif’s father, who was shivering under Leif’s arm but
was doggedly walking forward. “I have cocoa.”


 


 


Leif’s father slept in Nan’s room, wrapped in her summer
quilt, as Leif and Mal sat in the rocking chairs by the fire in the great room.


“Two broken
windows,” Leif noted. “And some of the old roof looks like it’s in the trees
now.”


Mal nodded, taking a
sip of his cocoa. “Save John the job of removing it, I guess,” he joked. “There
are more trees down in the back.”


The thunder had
softened to a rumble not unlike a herd of cows moving off. The storm was
passing.


“I’m thankful,” Leif
said, echoing Mal’s feeling perfectly.


He took a deep
breath and reached for Leif’s hand, squeezing it. Leif answered by pulling him
down to the coiled rag rug in front of the fire. Encompassed in his muscular
arms, Mal let himself rest against him.


“I don’t know how I’m
going to see you… you know, from day to day,” Leif fretted a little. “Just because
I love you, shit doesn’t disappear.”


“Why don’t we just
take it day to day?” Mal suggested, feeling serene as he remembered his last
letter from his Nan. She’d said he’d find what he was looking for here in
Sylvan, and it wasn’t all the answers to the questions he’d been asking himself
or even a career. It was more basic than that.


He reached up and
adjusted the plaster bandage on his forehead that Leif had insisted he wear, though
the gash wasn’t so bad. “Because I don’t know what I want to do or how I’ll
make a living beyond this summer. But I do know I want you,” he said, repeating
the words that Leif had given him earlier.


And he saw in Leif’s
eyes that he understood him perfectly.
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