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      Cal looked like he should have been on top.

      That was the stupid thought Nate had, and he had it with the backs of Cal’s thighs against his hips and Cal’s big smooth body taking him as if it were the most natural thing in the room. Not a farmboy (Cal did something with numbers and other people’s money, a grown-up job that required a brain and a calendar), but he was built like the idea of one. Thick through the chest and thighs, heavy in the arms, a stomach with actual shape to it. Smooth skin, barely any hair, the kind of body that looked shaved but wasn’t.

      Nate had a handful of his ass and his cock buried in him, and Cal was making a low sound on every pass, as if he’d been waiting all his life to be used this way.

      “Fuck,” Nate said, helpless. “You’re⁠—”

      “Don’t stop.” Cal’s voice had gone rough. 

      He was on his back, one calf hooked over the small of Nate’s back, pulling him in. For a man that bulky he opened up as if he were made for it. There was no performance in it, no reluctance, just hunger and ease, eyes dark, mouth wet. “Come on. Deeper.”

      Nate gave it to him. The bed groaned. Cal’s thick pale cock lay fat against his own smooth stomach, surging onto himself every time Nate drove in, and Nate wrapped a hand around it because leaving it alone felt like a crime. Cal’s whole body tightened, that big smooth chest lifting, the pale skin mottling.

      “Right there—fuck⁠—”

      Nate fucked him in earnest then, watching the shocked look land on a face clean-cut enough for a vintage baseball card. A man with a linebacker's size, looking like that, begging for it. 

      They had done it the other way, with Nate begging, but this time he fucked Cal, and the sweat shone in the hollow of Cal’s throat while those farmboy hands clamped Nate’s hips and yanked him closer, as if Nate needed convincing.

      He hooked Cal’s other thigh higher, over his shoulder, and folded his body back a little. One calf stayed locked around the small of his back. The other was heavy over his shoulder. He disappeared into the tight heat of him.

      Cal swore once, almost laughing, and was suddenly close to the end.

      “You feel—” Cal tried, and failed. “Don’t stop.”

      Nate didn’t. Even blinking the sweat away, he fucked Cal through the tremble in his thighs and the sudden kick of Cal’s cock in his fist. Cal came, stiff, striping his own smooth stomach, clenching around Nate so tight Nate saw white.

      Nate followed with a groan, dropping onto him, biting the one shoulder that wasn’t pinned under Cal’s thigh, hips stuttering as he emptied into him while Cal held him there as if he wanted to keep it.

      Nate stayed in him, and Cal let him. The big hands roamed Nate’s back, lazy and satisfied. When Nate finally pulled out, Cal made a small punched sound and then laughed at himself.

      “Jesus,” Cal said.

      Nate reached for the towel he’d set out and wiped Cal’s stomach, the cleft of his ass, the mess he’d left. Cal watched him do it with an expression that was almost shy, which on that face was lethal. Three weeks of this—dinners that turned into clothes on the floor, mornings that turned into Cal making coffee as if he lived here—and the shy thing still showed up. Nate was starting to want it more than was smart.

      They ended up the way they always ended up: Cal on his back, Nate half sprawled over all that warm bulk, an ear to Cal’s chest. Cal’s heart was still coming down. He smelled like sex and Ivory soap.

      Nate closed his eyes and thought, very clearly, How is this real?

      He had a history. There had been the beautiful guy who treated answering a text like a concession. The one who only wanted Nate on his back and went quietly offended the first time Nate said he wanted it the other way. There was the one who looked like a good idea in a bar and then said it’s complicated when Nate asked if he was single, as if it were a riddle.

      Nate wasn’t tragic about it. He was only a little weary, in the way of a man who had learned to enjoy the night and not hope for more.

      Then there was Cal.

      Men who looked like Cal were supposed to be flaky, or a little mean, or closeted. They were not supposed to pull you in deeper and then stay. They weren’t supposed to let you fuck them like that and then draw stupid slow shapes on your skin as if they had nowhere else to be.

      “You’re thinking,” Cal said.

      “I’m thinking you don’t make sense.”

      Cal raised an eyebrow. “Which part.”

      Nate gestured at him: the chest, the mouth, the general crime of him. “You look like you do. You text. You seem sane. Who even are you?”

      Cal smiled at the ceiling.

      “Okay, this is going to sound crazy.”

      Nate lifted his head. He’d heard crazy before. He just hadn’t heard it announced beforehand.

      “We have this timeshare,” Cal said. “My family. In a house at the coast. We’ve been going since I was a kid. It’s really special. I’d like it if you’d come.” He glanced downward, chin to chest. “This weekend, if you can swing it. No pressure. I’d just like you to be there.”

      The afterglow was still there. “This weekend.”

      “Yeah.”

      Nate heard himself reach for the practical question so he wouldn’t say yes, what time do we leave?

      “Will your family be okay with that?”

      Cal’s face went fond and uncomplicated.

      “Oh yeah. It’s just my mom. Super progressive. She loves that I’m gay.” He pulled Nate closer and smiled as if this were the easiest part of the whole day. “She’ll love you.”

      Nate should have heard how neatly those two sentences stacked. He didn’t. He had a smooth, impossible man under him and an invitation to the coast, and his brain was still stupid from the way Cal had asked for it deeper.

      “Okay,” Nate said. “Yeah. I’ll come.”

      Cal kissed him as if that had been the thing he wanted more than the orgasm.

      Later, Nate caught himself looking at the mark he’d left on Cal’s shoulder. There was a mother who already loved that he was gay. A house on the coast. This man, still in his bed, going nowhere. 

      All the wrong men had taught him to wait for the catch. For one long second he let himself believe this was the one that didn’t come with one.
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      The house sat on a bluff overlooking the ocean, Cal said. The ocean-facing side was mostly glass, a big bedroom downstairs and another upstairs, both built for the view, with smaller rooms in the back for whoever bought into the timeshare the rest of the year. Adirondack chairs sat on the deck, pointed at the same slice of gray-green water, and below the rail a little path to a wooden ladder that dropped down to the driftwood and wet sand and whatever the tide had decided to leave.

      They had driven out after leaving work early, four solid hours of highway and then the last stretch mostly silent. Cal took Nate’s bag out of the trunk before Nate could, which was either manners or nerves. Nate decided on manners.

      Diane was already on the steps, barefoot, in capri pants and a white linen shirt, holding wine in both hands as if she had timed the pour to the tires on the gravel. She had come out a few hours ahead. Cal had said it in the car the way he said most things about her, easy and ordinary. She likes to get there first. Make it feel like home.

      She had Cal’s coloring. That was the first thing Nate noticed. The same fair skin that mottled when he was close, the same brown hair except hers had highlights through it, expensive, meant to look like the weather had done it. The same nose on a smaller, sharper face. Incredibly well kept. Fit. If you squinted, she was the finished female version of him, or he was the large male copy of her. Nate thought that and then let it go.

      “There he is,” she said, and went for Cal.

      The hug lasted a beat past hello. Cal let her. Of course he did. She was his mom.

      Then she turned to Nate, warm, with citrus perfume. A cheek kiss and hands pressed very lightly on his shoulders.

      “Nate. Finally.”

      Finally. Cal had said he’d told her he was bringing someone. He had not said finally. Nate smiled anyway. Finally was flattering.

      Inside were photos of Cal at every age. Little League baseball. High school football. Shirtless on a dock at seventeen, already that bulky, farmboy body in draft form. Nate thought, unhelpfully, that if he’d known him then he would have made a fool of himself, and he let that go too.

      Cal caught him looking, halfway to the kitchen.

      “She puts them up,” he whispered. “Every time. The Mother’s Day week, and this one. She got here this afternoon and had them on the wall before we hit Olympia.” A small smile. “Takes them down next Friday so the next people don’t have to look at my gap teeth. Don’t make it weird. It’s just a thing.”

      Nate didn’t make it weird. Diane was a single mom with a grown son. Of course she wanted it to feel like home for him.

      Dinner was good. Diane prepared pasta she hadn’t needed a recipe for, and Nate opened a bottle he’d spent more on than he would normally.

      Cal ate like a man who had never been asked to perform indifference. He put away the pasta, then the bread, then whatever she nudged toward him, without looking up from his plate for long. Diane watched him the way some people watched a fire.

      “Cal’s father isn’t in the picture,” she said, when Nate asked about the weeks in the house. She said it brightly, as if she were letting him in. “Hasn’t been for a long time. It’s been me and Cal. That’s the whole club.”

      Nate could see their closeness. It made sense.

      She refilled Nate’s glass, and Cal’s too, without asking.

      “I tell everyone I got lucky,” she said, with a chuckle. “No daughter-in-law wars. No girl trying to change him.” The smile went to Nate, easy, as if they were allies already. “You I can work with.”

      Cal laughed, and Nate joined him. Work with sat on the table for a second.

      “He still eats like he’s growing,” Diane said, leaning in on the table as Cal reached for more bread. “I used to worry he’d starve at college. Then I worried some girl would starve him. You know how it is.” She tipped her head at Nate. “That’s all I ever wanted. Someone decent. Someone who wouldn’t try to make him smaller.”

      Cal said, “Mom. He’s sitting right here.”

      “I’m complimenting him.” She touched the back of Cal’s hand. “Boymom. It’s a condition. You’ll survive.”

      Cal rolled his eyes and kept eating. Nate smiled because that was the face you made when a mother said boymom over pasta and it was supposed to be nothing.

      Diane asked about Nate’s job, knowing a level of detail Cal swore he’d only just mentioned to her.

      “Yes—brand design,” Nate confirmed. “We have a studio in Ballard.”

      The interest was flattering anyway.

      She asked more about how they met and Nate let Cal tell it—the family friendly version.

      She said Mother’s Day week was sacred, but September was the one she could share. Cal was silent, his mouth conveniently full.

      None of it sounded like a fence if you were the ones in the club.

      At some point she tipped her chin at the dark beyond the deck.

      “We do the beach at seven. Down the ladder, if the tide’s out. You don’t have to come, Nate. It’s our little thing.”

      Cal said, “We don’t have to,” a little too late and too light.

      Nate heard the courtesy and the instruction under it. You don’t have to meaning you shouldn’t. The walk wasn’t an offer. It was a sign on the fence, hung with good manners.

      He said, “I’ll live.”

      He meant he would stay in the house. He would not go down the ladder. He was a guest.

      They did the dishes. Nate dried. Cal washed, still in the same unbothered way he did everything. When the last pan was up, Diane stretched.

      “I’m turning in,” she said. “Downstairs. I always take it.” A glance at Nate, then a little laugh, as if she’d caught his face before he’d known he had one. “I put good towels from home upstairs before you got here, and extra blankets. When he was small he ended up in my bed half the nights anyway, when he got cold or scared. Of course he doesn’t share my bed anymore.” She smiled. “You two take the upstairs. That’s the other view. And the big bed.”

      Cal said, “Mom.”

      “What. It’s true. I’m not a prude.” She kissed Cal’s hair on her way down the hall. “So glad you’re here.”

      Nate didn’t know which of them she meant.
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      The room upstairs was large, with a wall that was mostly glass, a deck off it, and two chairs inside facing the water. The ocean was louder there than in the rest of the house, working the driftwood below as if that were its job.

      Cal dropped their bags and slid the door open. Cold air shoved in. They stepped out because the view demanded it—the black water and the thin line of pale where the tide had gone. Nate’s arms went to goosebumps. Cal stood there in his shirt as if the cold didn’t bother him any more than anything else did.

      “That’s it,” Cal said, to the water.

      Then he pulled Nate back inside and shut the door. For a second he just looked at Nate, that shy thing again, as if the drive had used up the easy version of him.

      “You okay?” Nate said.

      “Yeah. She’s—” Cal exhaled. “She’s great, right?”

      “She’s great,” Nate said.

      Cal kissed him, wine and pasta still on his mouth. He wasn’t shy in those farmboy hands, already at Nate’s belt.

      Nate laughed, awkward. “We just⁠—”

      “I know.” Cal’s mouth was on his throat. “I’ve been thinking about it since the highway. Sit down.”

      “Cal—”

      “Sit.”

      Nate dropped into one of the chairs facing the glass. The night sky laid out in front of him like a screen. He felt ridiculous for a second, still in his clothes, Diane downstairs in the bigger room. Cal was on his knees between his thighs.

      Then Cal jerked the denim and underwear down with both hands. Nate raised his hips to help, and the ridiculousness went thin.

      The jeans caught on one ankle and stayed there. Cal took Nate’s cock in hand and looked at it as if that were the view.

      “You don’t have to—” Nate started.

      Cal took him into his mouth, hot and wet.

      It wasn’t polite. It wasn’t a thank-you blowjob after a long drive. Cal made a sound around him and went down as if he’d been waiting through the pasta and the photographs and you don’t have to come to get to this.

      One hand stayed on Nate’s bare hip, pulling him closer. The other opened Cal’s own jeans, shoved them and his underwear down his thighs, and wrapped around that thick pale cock in the open while he sucked.

      Nate’s head hit the back of the chair when the head of his cock hit the back of Cal’s throat. Cal didn’t stop. Didn’t look up to trade off.

      “Fuck. Cal⁠—”

      He kept at it, wet and messy, while the ocean hit the driftwood and his mouth kept taking Nate, deep on the pass, a tight pull on the way back, spit pooling where Cal didn’t bother to be careful. 

      Nate’s hands hovered and then found Cal’s hair. Cal murmured around him and took him deeper.

      Nate felt himself get close too fast and tried to say so, but Cal’s head only bobbed faster, the hand on himself speeding up, his chokes and swallows coming louder. Nate glanced at the glass and saw his own face, and Cal’s shoulders between his knees, jeans shoved low, the crack of his pale ass. Downstairs a mother was reading in bed. Up here her son was jerking off with Nate’s cock in his throat.

      “I’m—Cal, I’m gonna⁠—”

      Cal stayed. Nate stiffened and came in his mouth harder than was decent, hips kicking. A sound he swallowed because the house had ears. Cal swallowed fast, working to take it, and kept Nate in his mouth through the last pulse, throat working. When he pulled off, his lips were wet and red, his eyes running, and he was still stroking himself as if the job weren’t finished.

      Nate sat there wrecked, jeans on one ankle, trying to find a sentence.

      Cal stood. He had to hitch the jeans to get his feet under him. He was flushed down that pale smooth chest, shirt shoved up, cock wet at the head in his fist. He stepped in close, between Nate’s knees, and looked at Nate’s chest, at the light hair there, the skin still jumping, as if he’d already decided.

      “Can I?” His voice was rough and thick.

      Nate nodded, still stunned. “Yeah.” He couldn’t have made a joke if he’d wanted to.

      Cal jerked himself, fast and tight over the head. The shy thing was gone. He came with a punched breath and striped Nate’s chest with one white pulse and then another against the light hair, dripping down toward Nate’s stomach. When his eyes opened he watched it cling. His mouth opened as if he might say sorry, and then he didn’t. He just looked.

      Nate looked down at himself. Cal’s cum in the hair on his chest. The ocean behind the glass. His own hands useless on the arms of the chair.

      “Wow,” Nate said, stupidly.

      Cal laughed, low and stupid, and dropped back to his knees to wipe at it with his thumb, which only made it worse. He put his mouth there instead, tasting himself on Nate’s skin, then rested his forehead on Nate’s sternum.

      “Sorry,” Cal said. Not sorry. “I needed that.”

      Nate’s hand found the back of his neck.

      “Yeah,” Nate said. “I got that.”

      When they kissed, Nate could taste himself in Cal’s spit.

      They made it to the bed eventually, jeans kicked the rest of the way off. Cal pulled him onto his bulky chest, Ivory soap under the sex, his heartbeat evening out. Nate could feel the wet on his own skin where they pressed together.

      “You like her, right?” Cal asked, catching him off guard.

      “She’s great,” Nate said, because the alternative was the photos, and of course he doesn’t share my bed anymore still hanging in the stairwell.

      “Yeah,” Cal said.

      Nate kissed the place over his heart and let that count as an answer. Down the bluff the tide was going somewhere. Anything more could wait until the ladder in the morning, the one he already understood he was not invited down.

      He’d been wrong about men before. He was also tired of being right.
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      Chapter Four: Saturday Morning

      Nate woke to an empty bed and the sound of the Pacific working the shore. The upstairs room was gray. Cal’s pillow still had the dent from his head, and Nate’s chest still had the ghost of Cal from last night if he felt for the patches. The hallway beyond was quiet. The smaller rooms in the back were nobody’s.

      Nate walked out to the deck in yesterday’s shirt.

      They were already down there.

      There was a long wet shelf of low-tide sand and scattered driftwood, and two figures at the waterline. Cal’s brown head. Diane’s longer, whipping, the highlights catching what light there was. She was in a tan sweater and capris. Cal was in a hoodie, bulky even from above, the farmboy outline of him moving the way it had moved on his knees last night, easy, unconcerned, home.

      She said something. He laughed. She touched his arm.

      Nate stood there longer than he meant to. You don’t have to come meaning don’t. He had heard it. He went down anyway.

      The rungs were damp and the wood slick. Halfway there the beach smell hit, salt, rot, and clean cold. At the bottom he had to climb over the driftwood piled against the bluff. He put his weight on a pale limb that gave through, hollow, and the stack went down with a sound louder than it should have been.

      Cal turned first.

      “Hey.” A grin. “You came.”

      “Said I might.”

      Diane’s smile was already on. Her nose, the same as Cal’s when it wrinkled. Even the wind couldn’t really ruin her hair. 

      “Nate. We would have waited.”

      He could see it in the wet sand: two sets of prints, already a line, his landing a third.

      They walked together, and Diane narrated. That stump was the one Cal had jumped off at nine and split his chin. That point was where they’d seen the whale the year his father abandoned them. She didn’t say abandoned. She said left, which was the same sentence with better lighting. Cal let her talk. Sometimes he added a date. Sometimes he looked at Nate like sorry, this is the tour.

      Nate put his hands in his pockets and was a good guest. The water was too cold to step into. Driftwood and sand dollars littered the sand like bones.

      “These weekends used to be whole weeks,” Diane said, not to Nate so much as through him. “Then he got important at work. Now it’s Mother’s Day and this.” She bumped Cal with her hip. “The Mother’s Day week I keep. That’s not negotiable. Even when he’s very busy.” A small smile, for Nate. “A boy can get a job. He doesn’t get to cancel the second Sunday in May.”

      Cal said, “Mom.”

      She laughed softly. Not a stop.

      “I’m teasing.” She said to Nate, brighter, “You get September. Don’t take it personally.”

      Nate smiled. September. The leftover season. He filed it next to finally and work with and boymom, it’s a condition.

      Cal’s hand found the back of Nate’s neck for a second, warm, and then it was gone, because the sand narrowed and Diane had already taken the inside track.

      They climbed back up in the same order they’d existed on the beach: her, then Cal, then Nate.

      Diane was already at the stove when Cal came back from his shower.

      Boxers. That was it. Pale, plush, smooth chested, hair still wet, the Ivory soap scent fresh as he walked into the kitchen as if this were the only way he’d ever eaten breakfast in this house. He sat down and picked up a fork. He didn’t notice he’d forgotten a shirt. He didn’t look at Nate as if it were a show. He just ate.

      Diane didn’t seem to notice. Of course she didn’t. She’d been looking at that body since it was a child’s.

      Nate looked.

      There was french toast Cal didn’t have to ask for. Diane set the plate in front of him as if the house had been waiting to do it. There was fruit already cut, and coffee the way he took it. Nate noticed she didn’t ask. She asked Nate, which was good manners.

      “Sit,” she said. “You two must be starving. That upstairs room feels like another house. I always forget.”

      Cal was already eating, happy, twelve in a thirty-year-old body, except twelve hadn’t looked like that in thin gray cotton.

      Nate sat.

      Cal swallowed, glanced at Nate, then at the weather over the water.

      “We could get out this afternoon,” he said. “The Hoh Rainforest if you want trees. Or we could drive into Forks for coffee and pretend we’re tourists.”

      Nate almost said yes too fast.

      Diane’s smile stayed on. “Do the rainforest. It’s dripping this time of year. Very pretty.” She poured herself more coffee. “But be back by five. I’m making salmon and I don’t want it sitting. You know how you get if dinner slips.”

      Cal said, “We know.”

      To Nate, still bright, she said, “Go. Enjoy the day. I have a book and the beach. I’m not one of those mothers.”

      She was exactly one of those mothers.

      Cal laughed and threw a berry into his mouth. Nate laughed because that was what you did. Five o’clock sat there. A permission slip. A curfew.

      “So,” Diane said, easy. “How long has this been going on?”

      This. Not you two. Not Nate.

      Cal glanced at Nate. “A few weeks.”

      “A few weeks,” she repeated, as if tasting it. “And already the coast. He doesn’t bring people here.” She smiled at Nate, warm, a little amazed. “You should feel special.”

      He did. That was the problem.

      Cal said, “I wanted him to see it.”

      “Of course you did.” She touched Cal’s wet hair on the way past, the same spot she’d kissed last night. “It’s our place.”

      Nate drank his coffee and thought about the ladder, and the two sets of prints, and Cal on his knees in the chair, and Mother’s Day, which was already a closed week. He thought about moss and the road to Forks and five o’clock.

      He said, “Rainforest.”

      Cal’s mouth twitched, pleased.

      Diane set a fourth piece of french toast on Cal’s plate without asking.

      “Eat,” she said. “I get the mornings. That’s the deal now. You can have the trees.”

      Cal ate.

      Nate watched his mouth, the same mouth from the chair, and the bare shape of him above the boxers, and thought, She’s great. 

      He thought it like a man testing a piece of driftwood for rot.

      It still held. Barely.
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      The Hoh was a different planet from the bluff, one where the green was so tall and thick it ate the sky. The moss on the branches was like a second forest growing on the first, and the air was like rain even when it wasn’t raining. Within ten minutes Nate’s shirt had stuck to him and Cal’s hoodie had come off.

      Cal tied it around his waist without looking at it. The t-shirt underneath had gone dark in a V down his chest. Sometimes, Nate let him get a little ahead to see the the outline of him walk through the trees as if they were just weather.

      Nate caught up, “Fuck, you’re hot.” He said it before he could dress it up

      Cal glanced over, pleased and a little pink in the green cathedral. “I’m wet.”

      Nate had to look down, his own shy thing. “It’s a rainforest.”

      A pair of hikers came the other way, poles in hand, ponchos over their clothes, and then a kid talking too loud about banana slugs. Cal stepped aside and pulled at the hem of his damp shirt to air it out. It was a wasted effort.

      They walked on.

      Water ticked off maple leaves. Somewhere off the slick boardwalk a creek ran audibly without showing itself. Nate watched Cal’s back and tried to pick a sentence that wasn’t your mother didn’t want me on the beach.

      “Your mom,” he said, and heard how careful he sounded. “She’s… a lot. In a good way.”

      Cal smiled at the moss. “Yeah. She’s always been like that. It’s just us. You get used to it.”

      “The pictures.”

      Cal sighed. “I told you. Don’t make it weird.”

      “I’m not.” Nate watched his own feet. “So you have this week and Mother’s Day?”

      Cal shrugged, easy. “She likes a holiday. Dad’s been gone since I was five. She picked the weeks that mattered to her. It’s just two weeks a year. And I like it here. It’s not a hostage situation.”

      It had the shape of a joke. Nate let it be one.

      “Does she like me?”

      “She said you were special.” Cal bumped his shoulder, the cotton damp. “She’s glad I’m gay. I told you.”

      Nate filed special away with last night’s dinner and did not say more. More would sound like your mother is a problem. Cal would hear it that way. And Nate wanted the man in the wet shirt more than he wanted to be right in the middle of a rainforest.

      “Okay,” Nate said.

      Cal looked at him a second longer. “You were quiet at dinner.”

      “It was a long drive. A long day.”

      “Okay.”

      The trail narrowed and climbed a little. Cal went ahead, hoodie swinging at his hips, t-shirt glued to the thick line of his back. There was sweat at his hairline now, darkening his brown hair. Nate wanted to put his mouth there and decided that was a bedroom thought, not a rainforest one.

      They stopped on a short bridge over a log with ferns growing out of it, a Sitka spruce so big it made the boardwalk look like a toy. Cal leaned on the rail and caught his breath, smiling at nothing.

      “I used to want to bring someone here,” he said. “Not her. I mean—instead of her. Just. Someone.” He glanced at Nate. “I’m glad it’s you.”

      Nate’s hand found the damp shirt, a second of the stomach underneath, smooth and plush. “Me too. Thank you for inviting me.”

      Cal’s eyes dropped to Nate’s mouth. “If we were alone.”

      “I know.”

      “Fuck.” He laughed at himself, low. “You’re hot too. So hot. For the record. I just…”

      Nate could have kissed him. He almost did. Then voices came up the path—a couple with a dog, two women with a map folded wrong, somebody photographing a fern as if it were one of a kind. Nate’s hand fell away. They stood there like any two men looking at a tree.

      The dog sniffed Cal’s knee. Cal laughed and bent to cup his hand to give it a sniff. Nate stood with his pulse in his throat and thought about the upstairs chairs and Cal’s mouth and the fact that this trail was never going to be empty enough.

      They moved on because stopping had become its own problem.

      In the end there was another half mile, more moss, more people. Not crowds, really, but enough to stop Nate from doing what he wanted to do.

      Every time the boardwalk emptied, Cal’s elbow found his. Every time it filled, they became a little more distant again. Cal’s shirt was soaked through and Nate could see the shape of him too clearly. It was stupid. It was also the point of leaving the house, and the house was still waiting at the other end of the drive with salmon at five.

      “We should go back,” Nate said.

      Cal looked around. “You think?”

      He didn’t look shy then.

      Nate shook his head. “There’s a kid with a banana slug behind you.”

      Cal glanced, and then back again. “Fuck. Okay.”

      They stood one more minute anyway, because the trees were doing that cathedral thing over them, and because Cal was looking at him the way he had in the bedroom the night before.

      “Tonight,” Cal said.

      He said it like it wasn’t a question.

      Nate thought about five o’clock and you don’t have to come. Then he thought about Cal’s wet t-shirt and the hoodie knotted at his waist and the mouth that had swallowed him in the chair.

      “Okay,” Nate said. “Tonight.”

      They walked out the way they’d come. When they emerged, the parking lot felt too bare and exposed. Cal untied the hoodie and threw it over the shoulder of his damp shirt and became, for anyone passing, just a big guy done with a hike.

      Nate got in the passenger seat and Cal put his hand between Nate’s thigh and the seat and left it there.

      The bluff was sixty minutes of cedar and two-lane road away. Diane would be in the downstairs glass with a book she might even have been reading.

      Cal drove, still the man who thought two weeks a year wasn’t a hostage situation.

      Nate watched the trees thin toward the coast and did not overstep.

      They had tonight. That would have to be the thing he was allowed to want in daylight.
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      They were twenty minutes late. They had started late and the two-lane had a truck, and Cal had pulled over once so Nate could piss off the side of the road. When the gravel popped under the tires, Diane was already at the back door, lights on, watching the drive.

      “Oh, honey,” she said to Cal. “You’re filthy.” She touched his wet sleeve, then his cheek, as if she were checking for a fever. “Look at you.”

      Cal glanced down at himself, grinned, and pulled the soaked t-shirt off over his head right there in the doorway. His pale chest was mottled, his hair flattened from the sweat. He wadded the shirt in one hand as if this were how he always came into this house.

      Nate didn’t take his shirt off. He stood there in the damp cotton and was the guest.

      Diane laughed, already affectionate again. “Go. Before you ruin the floor. I said five, you know.”

      Cal kissed the side of her head. “There was a truck on the road. Sorry. It smells good.”

      “I put cheese out at five.” She smiled. “I started the fish when I heard the car. It’ll be fine.”

      Not it was fine, but it would be.

      “Go rinse,” she told Cal. “You smell like a log.” Said into his neck. “Use the good soap. The upstairs one.”

      Cal rolled his eyes and went up, shirt in his fist, socks leaving damp marks on the carpeted steps.

      The club loosened by one body and the house changed temperature.

      She turned into the kitchen and Nate followed. He watched her decide to be gracious. She did it well.

      Diane looked at Nate, still in his wet shirt.

      “Was it pretty out there?”

      “Yeah. It was crowded.”

      “I never go. Too many people. Everybody in from Seattle with their maps.” She turned back to the stove, then, as an afterthought, pulled the cheese board closer to Nate on the counter. The brie had gone a little too soft. She’d been grazing it alone. “You’re allowed. You’re only out here the once. You should look. That’s what it’s for.” A small smile. “I’m here every year. I already know what moss looks like.”

      Nate said, “Thank you for the weekend. I’m sorry we were late.”

      “Of course. And don’t be. He forgets time when he’s happy. That’s new.” She laughed, brief, and let it go. “Nate, sit. You look like you ran here. Do you want to change?”

      “I’ll sit,” Nate said. “I’m all right.”

      He sat. She put a knife on the board and he ate a piece of cheese that had waited too long, because that was the polite thing, and because Cal was taking a long time. longer than a rinse. Water ran upstairs. Stopped. Ran again. Nate glanced at the ceiling.

      Cal came down in a clean shirt, hair wet, boxers under jeans, Nate could tell. He looked pink in a way that wasn’t only the shower. Nate looked at him, a question he didn’t say. Cal shook his head once, small, not now, and then Diane’s face did the other version the second his foot hit the last stair.

      “There he is. Sit. Both of you. I didn’t keep a pan warm so you could be polite about it.”

      Dinner was good. Of course it was. Diane portioned Cal’s plate without asking. Nate she asked, and waited for the answer. Cal ate as if the hike had been a warm up and the real work was the salmon, and Diane watched him chew until some of the tightness went out of her shoulders. The cheese board sat at the end of the table, a little sad, a little used.

      “So,” she said. “How were the trees?”

      Cal swallowed. “Nate liked it.”

      “I liked it,” Nate said, then shifted. “How do you do the fish?”

      That pleased her. She told him—butter, lemon, salt, a pan she’d brought from home because the timeshare ones were junk and she’d learned that the hard way years ago. And for a minute she was only a woman who cooked for her son. She liked being asked. She liked being the one who knew the house.

      Then she refilled Nate’s wine, and Cal’s too, without asking.

      “It’s good you got out. This house can feel like a lot if you’re not used to the weeks. So isolated. There’s the Lodge but even that’s a drive.” She turned to Nate, easy, allied again. “A girl would have wanted dinner at the Lodge. Reservations. The whole nine yards. Not my tired old salmon. But you came home.”

      Home.

      Nate smiled. Cal laughed and reached for more bread. Came home sat on the table next to I said five and did not get reconciled more than that.

      She asked Nate a question about his job—the studio, the clients, whether he liked the work—and let him answer it. He thought about the slide-deck sitting unfinished on his laptop upstairs and let that sit too.

      She said on Mother’s Day she never let Cal drag her inland. Those days were for the beach only, the house, the water, the ladder, the two of them. Cal nodded with his mouth full. None of it was a scene. It was just her evening, billed to the room, stretched out because she had waited for them and she was going to have her time.

      “I kept the wine open,” she said. “I thought you’d be here to help me with it. Then I thought, they’re young, they’re in the trees, I’m being that woman.” Her smile at Nate was an apology that wasn’t. “I’m not that woman. I just had a table set. Cheese. Glasses. It’s nothing.”

      Cal said, “We should’ve called.”

      “You’re grown. You don’t need to call your mother from a rainforest.” She covered his hand with hers. “I’m just glad you’re here at all. I get you at the table. That’s the deal when you disappear for the afternoon.”

      Nate drank. He could have said they’d talked about her on the trail. He could have said Cal had used the words not a hostage situation and smiled. He ate the salmon, and it was good, and she watched him as if that counted.

      She was not that woman, but she was. 

      She was put out, and aired it in a key Cal could hear as love. Nate heard the other key under it: the house had been hers for four hours of their weekend, and they had not come back to sit in it.

      She brought out berries. Cal thanked her with his mouth full. She looked, for a second, like a woman who had won something small back.

      They did the dishes together, more or less. Cal washed. She dried. Nate put plates in the wrong cupboard once and she corrected him without making a fuss. When the last pan was up she hung the towel and stretched.

      “Don’t stay up too late,” she said. “Tide’s out early if you want the beach. You don’t have to come, Nate. You know that.”

      The sign on the fence again. Courtesy on it.

      She kissed Cal’s hair, then Nate’s cheek, a hand very light on his shoulder.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, already turning toward the downstairs bedroom.

      Cal said, “Night, Mom.”

      Her door shut.

      Nate stood in the downstairs window with the black beyond it and the rainforest a memory. Cal looked at him the way he had on the bridge over the log. Then the grin, not shy this time. Sure.

      “We can go upstairs,” he said.

      Nate thought about five o’clock, and cheese left out, and a girl who would have wanted the Lodge, and Cal in the doorway with his shirt in his fist, and the extra minutes of water upstairs.

      “Yeah,” Nate said.
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      Cal shut the bedroom door with his foot and turned on one lamp. On the other side of the wall of glass, the black water out there, a thin pale line where the tide had gone out, the main deck a dark rectangle beneath them. The chairs and the ladder. Downstairs her door was already shut. Nate imagined he could still smell the salmon in the stairwell.

      Cal kissed him once. His thumb found that spot behind Nate’s ear.

      “I got ready. Upstairs. Before we ate. I figured if I asked for this I should at least—” He huffed a laugh.

      Nate pulled him closer by the hips, his hands running lower to grasp at Cal’s ass.

      “Out there,” Cal said.

      Nate pulled back enough to look at him. “I think you’re a little drunk.”

      Cal laughed under it. “I’ve thought about this for years. Not in a… poetic way. Just looking at that. Getting fucked.” He tipped his head to the sliding door, then back, the shy thing trying to show up and not quite making it. “I never told anybody when I was a teenager. Then I was grown and I was still coming here with my mother. You don’t say I want someone to fuck me against the upstairs rail while she’s pouring coffee.”

      Nate kissed the place under his jaw. He could feel Cal swallow.

      “You’re saying it now.”

      “I’m saying do it.” Cal’s mouth was against his ear. “The bag’s by the chair.”

      Nate saw the bag where Cal said it was. Travel lube in it. They hadn’t driven four hours to the coast on spit and optimism.

      They left their clothes where they fell. Nate’s shirt. Cal’s jeans, shoved down and then off. When the door opened the cold came in all at once, and the Pacific came with it, loud, the ocean working the driftwood at the base of the bluff as if it had something to say.

      “Jesus, it’s cold,” Nate said without thinking, rubbing the goosebumps on his arms.

      Cal went to it as if he’d been practicing in his head since he was nineteen. Hands on the wood. Feet apart. That smooth back in the dark. There were no other lights. No neighbors. Nothing facing them but weather.

      Nate stood there for a second and looked at him, at the drop, at the empty main deck below. Diane could walk out onto it if she wanted. She wouldn’t. The ocean would take most of the sound. That was the dare and also the cover.

      Nate stepped in behind him, cold on his shoulders, hair standing on the backs of his arms. Then heat when he got a hand between Cal’s legs, a man who had stood in the upstairs shower thinking about this rail while his mother fussed over the fish.

      Nate slicked himself from the tube and took a little more time than he needed, two fingers, then three, until Cal’s head dropped and the rail made a small sound.

      “Come on,” Cal said. “Nate. Come on.”

      Nate looked down. His own hard cock, wet with the lube, lined up against all that pale skin. He spit and let it fall onto himself, a thick thread in the dark, just to get a little more of himself inside, and used his hand once to mix it in. Then he pushed in, slow.

      It still punched the air out of both of them. Cal took it the way he had in the city, no performance, no make me, just opening because he wanted to be used, and because he had already done the cleanout.

      Nate had to stop when he was all the way in, forehead against Cal’s shoulder.

      Cal pushed back on him.

      Nate looked over that pale shoulder, at the black water and the beach she walked him down every morning.

      “Don’t go somewhere,” he said. “I can feel you thinking.”

      Nate didn’t go somewhere. He reached around to find that thick pale cock, drew back, and pushed in again.

      He was deep and then he was messy and awkward, and then he found a rhythm that had nothing to do with being careful. The tide kept hitting the wood below them. Nate stopped pretending he didn’t want this too. Inside, Cal was almost too warm in all that cold. Every time the air got to the wet skin of his back he clenched, and Nate had to breathe through it.

      Nate stroked him, tight, slick, the lube still on his fist.

      Cal’s head dropped and then he made himself look up again. He’d asked for the view. He was going to have it.

      “Look at it,” Nate said.

      Cal looked.

      “You wanted this.”

      “Yeah. I wanted this.” His voice was already wrecked. “I wanted someone to fuck me on this deck. Looking at that. I wanted—” Nate drove in harder and the rest of it broke. “You. I wanted it to be you.”

      Nate hooked an arm around him and held on. Dinner tried to get in—five o’clock, the cheese, you came home—and then Cal tightened around him and there wasn’t room for any of that.

      “Oh Jesus⁠—”

      Nate fucked him through the tremble in Cal’s thighs. Cal pushed into Nate’s fist and swore, and his breath showed in the air.

      Cal came first, hard, over the drop, a sound that went out into the weather and didn’t come back. The way he clenched pulled Nate after him. Nate buried himself and came in long pulses, open mouth on that shoulder, holding him up against their rail while the tide kept doing what it was doing.

      They stayed like that for a while. Nate still inside him, Cal’s heart going, breath shallow. The cold arrived properly once they’d stopped. Driftwood logs knocked. The main deck below was still empty. Lamplight cut out from her room.

      Nate pulled out carefully. Cal made that small sound and his knees went. He caught himself on the rail and then laughed.

      “Jesus,” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      They got back through the slider and Nate shut the door. Cal kissed him once, messy, and then padded toward the bathroom, the bulky pale shape of him disappearing behind the strip of light under the door. Water ran. Nate sat on the edge of the bed in the dark and listened to a man take care of himself after being fucked, which was somehow more intimate than the rail had been.

      Cal came back in a towel and pulled Nate in under his chin. He was still cold around the edges and hot in the middle.

      “You good?”

      Nate looked at the sky through their glass.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m great.”

      Cal smiled into his hair, easy, still not seeing the rest of it. “I’ve wanted that since I was nineteen. I can’t believe I actually said it.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      Cal kissed his crown, slower now. “I wish this tomorrow wasn’t Sunday.”

      Nate thought about Mother’s Day, which nobody had offered him, and September, which had only ever been a weekend inside her week, and the man in front of him who had just cum looking at the water from the one deck she would have to climb the stairs to reach.

      “We’re here now,” Nate said.

      Out on the sand there were no prints yet. There would be two sets of prints at seven, and she would tell him he didn’t have to come.

      That was the catch, downstairs.

      Nate could live with that. He would live with that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            EIGHT

          

          
            SUNDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      When Nate woke, the upstairs room was gray. The slider to their deck was locked from last night. Cal’s pillow still had the dent but was cool. Down below, on the main deck, voices—hers, and then his laugh. The club had already assembled. Seven o’clock.

      This time, Nate stayed where he’d been told to stay.

      He went down when the house had been quiet long enough to mean they were on the sand. He poured his coffee and didn’t drink much of it.

      They came back flushed from the water about an hour later, Cal in the hoodie, sand on his socks, cheeks mottled pink from the wind. Diane took a light jacket off in the doorway, the linen underneath unwrinkled. She hung the jacket on a chair as if she lived here.

      Nate poured coffee the way Cal took it, poured another for Diane and left it on the counter.

      “There you are,” she said, bright. “We would have waited.”

      Cal kissed the side of Nate’s head. He smelled like the beach. “You should’ve come. Tide’s low.”

      “Next time,” Nate said.

      Diane’s smile held. “He knows he doesn’t have to. It’s our little thing.”

      Cal opened his mouth, but she was already talking before he could.

      “The wind’s been at the ladder again. I felt it on the way up. Bolts. You know the one.”

      Cal rolled his eyes. “Mom. I just came in.”

      “Then you’ll be fast. Nate can keep me company. He’s been very patient with our morning.”

      Cal looked at Nate. “Five minutes.”

      “Go,” Nate said. “Take your time.”

      The deck door shut and Cal descended down the rungs.

      “That’s been his job since he was twelve,” Diane said, watching him disappear.

      She turned. Same nose as Cal, but not his softness. She leaned her hip against the kitchen island and wrapped both hands around her cup.

      “You can relax,” she said. “I’m not going to interrogate you.”

      Then, milder: “I am going to be honest though. I don’t get many chances. He thinks I think everything is adorable.”

      Nate waited.

      “I like that you’re here. He doesn’t bring people often. For a while that used to mean girls who wanted a future with a capital F. Now it means you.” She looked at him over the cup. “I like you better.” A sigh. “I’m glad he’s gay. He hears I support you.” She shook her head once, small, almost amused. “What I mean is I was never going to survive a daughter-in-law. A woman would have made a life that didn’t include me and would have called it healthy boundaries. A man still calls his mother. A man understands this house. And if it cools off in a month, well.”

      Nate’s face must have done something.

      “Don’t look like that. I’m not asking you to leave. I’m asking you to understand. Mother’s Day. This week. That’s what I have that isn’t a phone call. He works. He drives out Friday after five. I get here first and hang the pictures. We walk at seven. That isn’t a crime.”

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      “You’re watchful. I’d be watchful too, if I were sleeping with someone like him.” A glance at the ocean, at the empty main deck. “You took him to the trees yesterday. You were late. He forgets time when he’s happy. I used to be the thing that made him late. I’m not mad about it. I’m just telling you.”

      Wind hit the glass.

      “I’m a boy mom,” Diane said, conversational, as if she were telling him how she took her coffee. “That’s not a joke I put on a mug. I made him. I made him with my body. I was the first room he lived in. You can love him. You can fuck him. You can be very good to him in all the ways I’m sure you are. But you cannot understand what that’s like, and I need you not to pretend you do.”

      Nate said, “I wasn’t.”

      “Everyone pretends. People hear boymom and think it's about a hashtag or a bumper sticker, or something dirty. I mean I built him. Twenty hours of labor. His father left when he was five and it was still my body that got up. Fever at four. The broken chin on that log down there. The night he told me he was gay and I said the right thing because I was so relieved I was going to keep him. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “You’re saying he’s yours.”

      “I’m saying he was mine first.” She smiled, small. “You can be second. Second is a real place. Second is more than most people get. Especially with a boy—a man—like him. What I won’t do is audition for third in my own week.”

      Cal was still out there. 

      “He won’t hear this the way you will,” Diane said. “If you repeat it, he’ll hear that I said I was happy for him and I made a joke about being a boymom and you heard it wrong. Decided I was a dragon. He’s loyal. That’s my fault and also the best thing about him. Don’t make him pick. You won’t like it.”

      Nate kept his hands around the cup.

      “I’m not trying to cancel your week.”

      “Good. Then we can be adults.” She tipped her head. Same nose. “I know what you are to him. I saw it Friday. I saw it last night in the way he looked at the stairs. I’m not stupid, and I’m not cruel. But I’m first. You can live with that or you can spend the next year testing it. Only one of those gets you invited back.”

      Footsteps on the main deck.

      By the time Cal came in, pink from the wind, Diane’s face became the other one—open, fond.

      “Bolts holding?”

      “Bolts holding.”

      “Nate and I were just saying how nice it is you two found each other.” She squeezed Nate’s shoulder. “I told him he’s special. You don’t bring people here.”

      Cal looked at Nate, a little shy, a little pleased. “She being decent?”

      Nate said, “Very.”

      Cal would believe him because he wanted to.

      Diane set a pan on the stove. “Breakfast. Then you can have him. I had the morning. That’s what I get.”

      Cal pressed his face into the back of Nate’s neck. A small kiss, from the mouth that gasped when he came the night before against an upstairs rail.

      Nate stood with the sentence I made him with my body and did not spend it.

      Second, she had said.

      He had already decided, but now with the price written down, given to him on a morning they were already leaving.
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      Breakfast was french toast again. She didn’t ask Cal. She asked Nate. 

      Cal ate in the hoodie and socks and Diane moved around him the way she had since he was five, Nate guessed—plate, refill, a napkin pushed closer with one finger, as if the kitchen were a dance she’d memorized and he was still the reason for it.

      Nate sat with coffee and watched her be ordinary. That was harder, in a way, than the island speech. The speech had edges. This was just a mother feeding her son before a drive.

      When they did the dishes, Cal washed, she dried. Nate found the right cupboard on the first try and she said there you go as if he’d passed something. Then she turned the little speaker on the windowsill.

      Hall & Oates came out of it. “You Make My Dreams.” A song from a decade that had nothing to do with Cal or Nate, but she knew the words and started in on them under her breath while Cal was still holding the dishtowel.

      “Oh, this one,” she said, and reached for him as he set the towel down.

      Cal said, “Mom.”

      “Come on. Just dumb dancing. You used to.”

      “I was nine.”

      “You were adorable.” She held out a hand. “Thirty seconds. I’m not putting it on Instagram. Just us.”

      Cal glanced at Nate, pink already. “You’re witnessing this.”

      “I am,” Nate said.

      Diane took Cal’s wet hand and pulled him off the sink. He went with his shoulders still arguing, and then he was moving, badly, the body that had been on the upstairs rail last night doing something clumsy and real in socks on a timeshare kitchen floor. She turned him. He stepped on her foot. She laughed and kept at it, still singing the easy parts.

      “Is that a smile?” she said. “Did I get a smile?”

      It was. He tried to kill it and failed. She poked the corner of his mouth with one finger as if she had a right to it, which, in this room, she did.

      Nate stood back against the island with a towel in his hands and felt something in his chest unclench that he hadn’t agreed to unclench. The woman from earlier was still in there. So was this.

      “That was a smile,” Nate said.

      Cal laughed, helpless, and hid his face in her hair for half a second the way a much younger person would have. Diane looked over his shoulder at Nate, almost grateful, and for a second she was only a woman who had gotten her boy to dance before he drove back to the city.

      The song ran out. She shut it off herself, as if she’d taken what she needed and was smart enough not to ask for a second.

      “I’ll finish. Go pack,” she said, softer. “Traffic back into the city is ugly on Sunday.”

      Cal did the downstairs like a son who knew which drawer was junk and which was hers. Nate did the upstairs room, checking the chairs facing the glass, the travel bag with the lube. Outside the slider he imagined the rail that might still have last night’s handprints on it if you knew how to look. He stripped the bed because it seemed like the guest thing to do and then didn’t know where the sheets went.

      Diane was in the hall downstairs with the washer already running. Nate heard it when he brought the bags and the bundled sheets down.

      “I was looking for Cal’s shirt.”

      “I stole it,” she said. He could hear the low grind of the washing machine in the closet near her room. Cal’s Hoh shirt, the weekend going around in the machine.

      “It won’t be dry before you go. I’ll bring it when I’m back in town.”

      Cal said, “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.” She smiled at Nate. “You’ll get it. Eventually.”

      At the car the hug lasted a beat past hello again. Her hand at the back of Cal’s neck. Cal let her. The kitchen dance was still in his face.

      Then Nate. Her citrus. A cheek kiss. Hands light on his shoulders.

      “Drive safe,” Diane said. “The house’ll feel big this week. It always does after you leave. That’s all right. I came for the week. Text me when you get in. Not on the road. When you’re home.”

      Cal laughed. “Mom, I’m thirty.”

      “I know.” To Nate, warm, allies again. “You’re welcome. You were good about this weekend. Make sure he texts.”

      Nate said, “Thanks for having me. I will.”

      “Of course.” Then the other face, for Cal. “Be good.”

      They left her on the gravel. In the mirror she was small and trim, watching from the back of a house that still had his scent, his shirt, and five days of September with nobody to feed but herself.

      Cal drove. After a mile he shook his head, smiling at the windshield as if the drive were a problem he didn’t mind having.

      “She’s a lot,” he said. “I know she is. The dancing.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She likes you, though. I can tell. She gets a voice when she doesn’t.”

      Nate looked at the trees passing. He wondered about who she’d used the voice on.

      He said, “She’s protective.”

      Cal huffed a laugh. “Dad’s been gone a long time. It’s been the two of us. She’s allowed.”

      Nate put his hand on Cal’s thigh and left it there. 

      First Hoquiam and Aberdeen. Then Olympia, and a stop for coffee and a bite. They were eager to get back on the road.

      Then Seattle came in pieces. Trees, then suburbs. Home, which was the thing she had actually asked him to announce.
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      They sat at the curb outside Nate’s building with the engine ticking. Cal looked at the wheel, then at Nate. The shy thing. City version.

      “Come to my place,” he said. “Stay the night. I don’t—” He exhaled. “I don’t want this to turn into a drop-off and a text.”

      Nate could have gone upstairs alone and spent the night doing the math.

      He said, “Let me get some clothes for work.”

      He ran up. A bag. A shirt he could wear to a client meeting. The laptop he had not opened since Friday. When he came back down Cal was still in the car, as if there had never been another answer.

      They picked up takeout Thai and ate it standing in the kitchen, still in the day, and then they showered together, though the stall was barely big enough. Hot water, Ivory soap, Cal’s wet back under Nate’s hands, washing the road off. 

      When Cal reached to shut the water off, Nate stopped him, a hand on the knob.

      “Give me a few minutes,” he said.

      Cal looked at him, understood.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll get the bed.”

      The door clicked. Nate took the time he needed. When he came out in a towel Cal was already on the bed, still a little damp, that smooth bulk against his own sheets that smelled like him.

      “Yeah?” Cal said.

      “Yeah,” Nate said. “If you want⁠—”

      Cal made a sound that was almost a laugh and wasn’t. “Yeah. I want.”

      They did it the other way, the way that made Nate beg.

      That thick pale cock jutted against Nate’s thigh, wet at the tip, while Cal got him ready with two fingers, then three, Nate’s knees up as they kissed.

      “I’m good,” Nate said into Cal’s neck. “Come on.”

      Cal positioned himself on his knees and pushed in slow.

      The stretch was a lot. It always was, with him. That fat head opening Nate up and then the rest of it, thick, unignorable, a burn that sat right on the edge of too much. Nate’s hands found Cal’s thighs. He grunted into the space between them, short and ugly.

      “Fuck—”

      Cal stopped, buried halfway, holding still. “We don’t have to.”

      “Just a minute.”

      Nate knew that. He always knew that and it still took the minute. He lay there under all that beautiful weight and waited, the light hair on his chest catching Cal’s mouth when Cal ducked to kiss him there. The burn sat. Then it changed. It always did if he just waited, the sharp thing melting into full, into the stupid good ache of being taken by a man who looked like that.

      “Yeah,” Nate got out. “Yeah, you can⁠—”

      Cal pushed the rest of the way in and they both made a noise. Nate croaked. Cal’s gasp was low, already wrecked, as if he’d been thinking about this since the highway.

      “Nate—”

      Nate’s hand found the back of Cal’s neck and pulled him down, closer.

      Cal fucked slow at first, the whole thick length of him dragging out and then driving in again, and Nate felt every inch of it this time, the burn gone and the goodness left behind. 

      Cal’s mouth was on his, the taste of Thai food, then his throat, Ivory soap and him. Nate’s knees hooked higher and Cal took the room he was given, hips settling into a rhythm that shoved the air out of Nate in short sounds he could not make quieter.

      “Fuck. Like that⁠—”

      Cal took deep strokes, not careful, the bed groaning in a room that only had them in it. Nate’s hand slipped from Cal’s neck to that farmboy shoulder and held on. Cal bent and the angle changed and Nate’s mouth opened on nothing.

      “There. Stay there.”

      Cal stayed there and fucked him there, breath going ragged against his neck. Nate could feel how close he was already, that thick pale cock swelling in him, the shake starting in Cal’s thighs. He didn’t want it over. He also couldn’t have asked him to slow down if he’d tried.

      Cal’s weight pinning him to his mattress, Nate taking it and asking for it with his knees bent, and the sound he kept making into Cal’s shoulder. Cal’s hand found Nate’s hip and held him still so he could keep the angle, and Nate let himself be held.

      “I want,” Nate heard himself say. Embarrassing. True. “I want you to cum in me⁠—”

      Cal snapped his hips in and Nate cried out, loud in a bedroom that wasn’t hers, “Fuck!”

      Cal let go with his face in Nate’s neck, a sound he didn’t have to swallow for anybody downstairs, hips stuttering, emptying into him in hot pulses while Nate held on and panted through it.

      “Stay right there.”

      Cal did, still hard, or hard enough.

      Nate got a hand between their stomachs and jerked himself, Cal still inside him, still kissing him, waiting for him to catch up. Nate came striping the light hair on his own chest, clenching down so hard Cal swore and had to plant a hand on the headboard.

      Cal kissed him through it.

      He stayed in him a few seconds longer, then slipped out. Nate made a small surprised sound of his own. Cal laughed at both of them and dropped his weight onto Nate, stretching his legs. Sweaty. Home. No ocean. No ladder.

      Nate stared at the ceiling, the rail and the kitchen speech and the dance in his head, all of true at the same time.

      Cal’s phone lit on the nightstand.

      Cal reached for it without leaving Nate’s chest. He read and turned it to face Nate.

      Made it back up the ladder without you. Love you. Tell Nate I found his sock under the bed. It’s in with your shirt.

      Easy. A mother who loved that her son was gay.

      Cal typed something with one thumb, laughed once, and dropped the phone.

      “We’ve got your sock,” he said. “Now you can’t go anywhere.”

      Nate put his mouth on that same shoulder so he wouldn’t say anything about the upstairs room, a woman on her knees by their bed after the gravel had gone quiet.

      She had been in there. Of course she had. She hung the pictures. She checked the corners. She knew a sock that wasn’t her son’s.

      He could still feel where Cal had been in him. The good ache. The weekend sitting in his body, and now a sock in her machine.

      He wasn’t going to spend the kitchen talk. That was the deal he’d taken when he said we’re here now, when the price wasn’t written down yet.

      “You’re thinking loud,” Cal said.

      “I’m thinking about my sock.”

      Cal laughed. “She’ll bring it. She brings everything.”

      Nate kissed the place on the shoulder he’d bitten in two different houses.

      He let it go. The house on the bluff would be there again. So would she. So would the mornings he wasn’t invited down. So would this—a man who had just been inside him, asking him not to turn the night into a drop-off.

      She would bring the shirt. She would bring the sock. She brought everything, including the parts he hadn’t known he’d left.

      

      END
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