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Wanting the Wolfman

 

By Louise Collins

 

Can love be more than a memory?

Three years ago, an attack cost Joel his leg… and his memories. Though he was told a dog he’d befriended savaged him, he has one hazy recollection: the stunning silver eyes of a wolf… or maybe a man. Desperate for the truth, he struggles back into the woods where his life changed in search of his animal friend.

When he finds the wolf who has stalked his thoughts, he demands it reveal its true form, and he meets Guy, the man within the wolf. Guy is guarded, but the wolf knows Joel belongs with them, and gradually, Guy can only agree. Things fall into place, but then Joel inadvertently exposes the man and the wolf he’s coming to love.

Guy and the wolf are forced to flee, but can Joel follow?




Chapter 1

 

 

PEOPLE WERE commonly taught there are two reactions to acute stress disorder: fight or flight. Joel knew there was a third, paralysis.

He stood awkwardly at the edge of hell, doing his best to appear calm. He shook the hair from his eyes, but it persisted in irritating his lashes. Sweat was making it droop farther down his forehead than usual, and he scanned the area before him through the haze of brown strands. He caught every minute movement in the trees and sway of grass near his feet.

The tapestry of greens bouncing in the wind would’ve been beautiful to most people, but not him. The trunks were four times the width of him, and they traveled up to the sky, so high the sun singeing his eyeballs stopped him viewing the top.

Compared to others, the Forest of Dean wasn’t the biggest, nor the most remote. With no dangerous animals or poisonous bugs, one of the safest places to trek into nature and on paper, it had been the starting point for Joel. The practice before he sought out bigger, denser, and scarier forests. He hadn’t expected to be haunted by such pain from the unassuming forest. It had been three years since he’d gone deeper, the paralyzing fear stopped him.

Joel’s heart thundered so much, he could see the slight jerk of his pectoral muscles in his peripheral vision. His lips were firmly pressed together to stop any shaking, and his hands were slippery even though he repeatedly wiped them on his parka. The closest tree got his attention. Ivy claimed it. The branches had spindled, the leaves were dead, and the weed constricted the trunk, wrapped its coils around life and infected it, weighed it, clouded it. For years the tree had grown high in peace and harmony, but ivy, gaining momentum, had destroyed it.

The ivy was a lot like fear. Joel had enjoyed the forest for years. He’d loved the peace, the freshness, and the raw beauty of earth. His friends had joked he was a seventy-year-old concealed in the youthful flesh of an eighteen-year-old. They’d spent their weekends watching football, going to the movies, and playing the latest computer games.

They hadn’t understood why he chose to walk deep into the trees each Saturday, armed with a camera and a picnic for one. He hadn’t known himself why he enjoyed it, so he’d had no hope in explaining it to them.

The worst was his ex-boyfriend, Keen. Keen enjoyed the city, dressed flashy, and loved the party life. He’d teased Joel mercilessly about his love of nature; he saw it as a rival to ridicule. On the rare occasions he’d joined Joel on his treks, he moaned loud enough to frighten the animals, kicked at the trees, and stamped on the shoots. The only way to stop his childishness was to promise him sex in the woods. Keen enjoyed the excitement of shoving Joel’s chest against a trunk and pushing deep inside—

“Thought I’d find you here.”

Joel sagged forward at the amused tone before turning on the spot to face the man behind him. The twigs that littered the floor snapped noisily as Keen made his way closer. His eyebrow was raised, brown gaze boring into Joel’s, and his mouth twisted at one corner. He oozed confidence. Joel was half-convinced it ran in his veins instead of blood.

Dressed in a pristine suit, he narrowed his eyes at Joel’s clothing. The camouflage pants he’d picked were baggy, easy to get on, and the parka around him was bright red. The brown and green ones had been too high for him to reach at the shop, and he hated asking for help. He looked tatty and homeless compared to the ordered Keen.

He attempted to barge past, but Keen threw an arm over his shoulder and tugged him close.

“Easy, there. We know which one of us will win in a race.”

He chuckled, patting Joel’s chest with his free hand like it was a joke they both enjoyed. The hand lingered, and Keen stroked the rustling parka.

“What do you want?” Joel hissed.

Keen clicked his tongue loudly, studying Joel’s face. The more he silently stared, the redder Joel grew. There was always want and amusement on Keen’s face. He had a permanently crude expression.

“It’s your twenty-first…. You need to celebrate. Come out with us. Have some fun.”

Keen’s idea of fun was sex, and that was something Joel had no interest in anymore. It was the depression that killed his sexual appetite, the sadness and confusion over what’d happened to him.

He shook his head, and the arm wrapped around his shoulder vanished.

“Come on, Joel. This pity routine is getting old.”

“I don’t want pity!”

Joel shoved him, but all it did was knock himself off balance on the uneven ground, and he stumbled.

Keen steadied Joel’s elbow to stop his fall. If Joel had been more balanced, he would’ve shoved Keen again.

“It will be three years since the attack.”

Joel glared at Keen, blue eyes meeting frustrated brown ones. He had once loved Keen’s confidence and authoritarian nature, but as he grew older, he saw the arrogance in his boyfriend, saw how he sneered at others different to him. Joel blamed the celebrity lifestyle Keen came from, and as the years went by, his attitude soured until only a few bursts of the old Keen remained.

“Three years since you lost the leg,” Keen mumbled, even though clarification really wasn’t needed.

Joel recoiled. Lost a leg. Keen said it like he’d forgotten where he placed it, left it on a bus, or threw it away by mistake. He didn’t lose his leg; his leg was cut off.

“My leg got amputated,” he hissed. “I didn’t lose it.”

Keen squeezed his brow with a weary sigh. “You know what I meant. It’s been three years, Joel. You keep coming back here, staring into the woods. Why? Do you want to be finished off?”

Joel’s face ached from his frown, brow scrunching and cheeks straining with aggression. It was a routine argument, one where Keen never quite understood Joel’s need to know all the facts of what happened that day.

“No, I want to remember!”

Keen huffed and took a few steps away. “You remember enough. We’ve filled in the blanks, the hospital has, Sally has, yet you refuse to move on.”

Joel wrinkled his nose at Sally’s name. It still unsettled him that Keen and his therapist were on a first-name basis.

“I-it doesn’t feel right.”

The weakness in his voice made him turn away. He didn’t want Keen to see how much it took to admit those words. The memory he had slotted together didn’t fit, felt wrong with jagged lines and uneven surfaces.

“Shock,” Keen mumbled. “You won’t recover the full memory because of the shock, the blood loss.”

“I-I just feel like I’m missing something.”

Keen closed the distance between them and grimaced down at his black shoes. Joel remembered Keen used to spend hours waxing them to a mirror shine, and they had been ruined in mere minutes on the edge of the forest. Keen grabbed both Joel’s arms and shook him.

“Let me help you, yeah? That day three years ago. You went walking in the woods, and something terrible happened.”

Joel tried to shuffle from Keen’s grip but gave up when Keen tightened his fingers.

“You kept telling me you’d seen a wolf. I didn’t believe you. You never got a picture, but you were so determined you went deeper that day than you’d ever been before.”

Joel stared solemnly at the ground. The wolf had been his secret. It was bigger than those he’d seen at the zoo, black as the night sky, and every time he’d brought his camera up to snap a photograph, it had vanished. He’d finally shared his experience with Keen, and he had barked with laughter. There were no wolves in this climate, no wolves in the forest or in the whole country apart from in captivity. Joel had felt stupid for telling him, started to doubt his own mind. Keen could never keep a secret, and soon enough, his group of friends had found out and laughed at his expense, claiming he’d got high on mushrooms in the woods and imagined it.

“You entered its territory, and it attacked you. It bit through your leg—”

Joel shuddered at the memory of stinging flesh, the smell of blood so intense he could taste it.

“It wasn’t a wolf, but some stray mutt that bit you hard enough to snap bone—”

It had split under jagged teeth like a toothpick, like a fickle twig with little pressure. Joel looked down at his hand, remembering it covered in blood, mud embedded in his nails as he tried to claw the ground to escape the teeth.

“Stop it!”

Keen matched his angry strides away with ease. “Look, I’m giving it to you straight ’cause I care about you. It wasn’t just your life affected that day, but mine too.”

“I lost a leg! What did you lose?” Joel’s eyes were watering, and he hated the reaction, blinked away the tears furiously. He had seen himself cry, knew his blue eyes looked more tragic and pathetic than most.

“My boyfriend. I lost my boyfriend,” Keen muttered.

The words were like a physical blow, and Joel hunched forward. “You can’t blame that on me, our relationship didn’t end because of me.”

Keen pinched the bridge of his nose and huffed. “I’m not blaming you, I’m blaming the situation. If you had never been attacked, things wouldn’t have got messy between us. You wouldn’t have shut me out, and I wouldn’t have done what I did.”

Joel opened his mouth to argue, to release some catty remark, but all that left his lips was a sigh. He knew there was truth to Keen’s words, knew he had shut him out after the attack. In Keen’s own way, he had been trying to help. Promising to take Joel away, pay for the best physiotherapy, and the most realistic-looking prosthetic. Joel had ignored him and focused on the blank space in his mind where he knew the memory of the attack should have been.

“I know I was cold with you, but that doesn’t excuse what you did.”

Keen held his hands up in surrender. “I know, okay? I know I messed up, but I felt rejected. You were different. You weren’t interested in me. It kind of just happened.”

Joel scrunched up his nose. “Kind of just happened?”

“Yeah, no emotions involved, purely physical. It didn’t mean I didn’t love you.”

Joel shuddered and walked away, only for Keen to grip his hand and slow him.

“I’m sorry. You weren’t the same guy you were before the attack.”

“Well, I’m sorry I was fucked-up. I’d just had my leg cut off—”

“I didn’t mean it like that… but, Joel, physically and mentally, you changed. You were always odd but sweet and sexy. Now you’re just—”

“Depressed and ugly?”

Keen shook his head. “No. I still want you, and I still care about you. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. You need to move on, have fun again. When was the last time you had fun, hey?”

Joel scrunched his lips tight before spitting out his words. “Fun isn’t just sex.”

Keen grinned coyly but dropped the expression once he saw Joel’s angry scowl. “You’re right. Going out, having a drink with friends, dancing…. That’s fun too, but you don’t do that either.”

He had never been one for the party scene. He kept to himself outside of college. Lazy barbecues, small gatherings with a laptop providing the music, that he enjoyed with his friends, but they all grew up and started going to gigs and music concerts.

“Come out with us. The others can’t wait to see you.”

“The others,” Joel said bitterly. “You mean your friends?”

Keen sighed, pinching the top of his nose. “They’re our friends and have been since school.”

“I haven’t spoken to them in years.”

Keen wagged his finger. “Whose fault’s that, hey? They tried to be there for you, but you kept pushing everyone away. You make them feel uncomfortable.”

“Is it that hard to look at me?”

Keen raised his hands in surrender. “You’re defensive, have been since the attack happened. Everyone feels like they’re on eggshells around you.”

Joel dropped his gaze to the floor. “I-I just want to be on my own.”

“Being on your own is doing you no good. Come out with us, only for a few hours, and if it’s unbearable, I’ll call us a taxi.”

“I’ll—I’ll just bring everyone down.”

Keen shook his head with a sure smile. “You won’t. It’s your birthday, after all. If you start having fun again, you might feel your mojo coming back too.”

Keen’s eyebrows danced, and Joel hissed a stream of curse words his way.

“Might work. You’ve tried therapy, pills…. Maybe it’s fun that will get you to full attention again.”

“I knew this was about sex.”

Keen tipped his head back and laughed. “It’s me, and I’ll always have a soft spot for you, Joel. The minute your libido returns, I’m gunna be the first to enjoy you.”

Joel stared, face neutral and voice masked. “Can’t wait….”




Chapter 2

 

 

JOEL AWOKE on his birthday with a gut feeling it would go bad. He had agreed, albeit begrudgingly, to a night out, but before that ordeal, he had to have lunch with his parents.

The doorbell rang at exactly eleven, and Joel hobbled up from the sofa using the strength in his arms alone. He used the walls as crutches to hop on one leg to get to the door. The other trouser leg had been rolled up and secured with pins. His parents were the only people who saw him without the prosthetic. His mum didn’t register it, and his dad saw nothing but.

He opened the door for his mum to spring forward and wrap her arms around him. Joel returned the hug with one arm. Her perfume was soft, warm, and he breathed the fragrance into his lungs. She pulled back, grabbed his face, and analyzed him intently.

“You’ve been having nightmares again?”

He bit his tongue to withhold his snarky reply of “They never stopped” and smiled tightly. “Just one.”

She hummed, gaze tracking up his forehead and fixing to the ceiling, “You want me to call Sally?”

“No, Mum, I don’t wanna talk to my shrink.”

“She’s a therapist, a good one.”

Joel rolled his eyes. “That’s what everyone says.”

“Well, she is, certificates galore, she comes highly recommended. When Keen’s mum and dad were having difficulties, she sorted them out. Just think, you’re using the same therapist as the Kellys. That’s amazing in itself.”

“Having difficulties? He was being unfaithful, and there were rumors about what he and Sally were up to in their sessions. He wasn’t just paying her to talk.”

She wagged her finger disapprovingly. “What a terrible thing to say, gossiping about Keen’s family like that, and Sally. She has morals. She’s a professional.”

“Keen was the one that told me the gossip, and no offense but any mention of Keen or his dad and her whole face lights up.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter what goes on in Sally’s personal life, as long as she’s a good therapist to you. You’re very lucky that Keen still cares about you and pays the bill. Me and your dad were struggling.”

Joel dropped his head and huffed. He couldn’t argue. Sally wasn’t cheap, and she was a near celebrity after working with the Kellys on their marital woes. Instead of keeping it quiet that Joel had sessions with Sally, his mum broadcasted the news to the village. Proud her son was seeing such an expensive, well-sought-after therapist.

Joel, done with the conversation, wagged his finger in the air and pretended he had forgotten something vital in the kitchen.

“Come in, come in. Pizza’s burning.”

He invited her into the bungalow with coaxing nods and a forced grin. Her red lips stretched into a vibrant smile, rounding both her cheeks and creasing the skin by her eyes. She and Joel shared the same dazzling blue, but hers were clearer, brighter somehow, probably because she smiled so much more.

His dad followed. Three years, and he still saw the missing leg before his son.

“I’m up here,” Joel hissed, and his dad snapped his eyes up, brimming with unease. He nodded curtly and glanced away.

Joel hopped past them, balancing on the countertops to peer into the oven. The pizza wasn’t burning; the middle was still frozen, but the distraction had the desired effect. His mum was no longer talking about Sally.

“How was the drive?”

His mum sat at the kitchen table, unwrapping her butterfly-patterned scarf and folding it neatly in front of her. “So much traffic. Four hours this time. I really think you should move closer.”

He waved the comment away; yet another conversation starter he despised.

“As I recall, it was you and Dad who moved away.”

“Hoping you’d follow. We have a spare room, after all.”

Joel shuddered at the thought of living under his parents’ roof again.

“No, thanks.”

His disability allowance paid his rent, and what was left over, he used for the essentials. It wasn’t glamorous—some winter days were ice-cold when the oil ran out—but it beat staying with them.

“If you don’t wanna live with us, the housing’s cheaper… and you’ll be away from that awful forest.”

He shivered down to his toes and shuffled his hands on the counter to hide the reaction. “I am away from it. Haven’t gone back in there, have I?”

“Good.” It wasn’t his mum who replied, but his dad, who still hovered in the doorway. His face was lined with seriousness, his eyes unblinking, pinning Joel to the spot. He had the ability of making Joel feel ten years old, a ten-year-old who had just done something particularly disappointing.

His mum broke the tension by forcing a cough. “So, you doing anything nice later?”

Joel dragged his attention from his dad. “Yeah, actually. A night out with Keen and some old school friends.”

His mum’s eyes widened, and she smacked her hand over the smile stretching her lips. “Really?”

“Yes, really—”

“And not in the woods?” His dad took a step forward, his bristling tone making Joel squirm.

“No, Dad, not in the woods. Pub, club, a lads’ night out.”

The smile on his father’s face was harder to look at than his mum’s. As he darted looks back and forth, he realized it was relief making them grin manically.

“You said Keen?” his mum blurted.

Joel nodded. “Yep—”

“Keen Kelly?”

There was only one Keen, and she knew it. Joel smiled tightly and spoke through his forced grin. “Yes, the very same one.”

She arched her eyebrow, and a spark ignited in her eyes. “I always did like him. He’s done well for himself, hasn’t he? Always been good to you…. Never understood why you two finished.”

Joel parted his lips to speak, but his dad beat him to it. “Keen probably didn’t want to end up as a carer at eighteen. It was a lot of work getting him independent again.”

Joel pressed his teeth together hard enough to make his jaw ache. “Careful, Dad, you sound resentful for taking care of your injured son.”

“I’m just saying, it wasn’t easy looking after you afterwards. You were a difficult patient, and that guy’s got high goals.”

His mum seemed oblivious to the tension and clicked her fingers eagerly to gain back Joel’s attention.

“A reunion?”

“We’re not getting back together.”

She pulled an unhappy face. “He’s a nice guy, though—successful, popular, the kinda man you need to hold on to, not push away.”

The oven saved him from further questioning. The truth was, Keen could be a nice guy when he wasn’t being an arrogant shit-stirrer, but that was his default setting. His success was down to his family. They came from wealth, and he slotted into a job that was crafted for him the minute he was born. The whole town loved him for the flourishing economy, both men and women were after him, and he flaunted his conquests with no comeuppance or shame.

Halfway through lunch, his mum said again with a cheery smile, “I like Keen.”

“I know you do, Mum.”

The rest of the pizza they ate in silence before they moved into the small sitting room.

His mum chatted nonstop about mundane life, about his sister and granddad. Joel stuck a permanent smile to his face, bobbing his head at all the news. His dad darted disapproving looks around the room, grumbled his thoughts on the weed-ridden garden and, at any opportunity, sneered toward the pinned trouser leg.

In his father’s eyes, he was a failure. Not because he was gay, nor the amputation below the knee, but his attitude to life after the incident in the forest. Much like Keen, his dad didn’t understand why he hadn’t moved on and restarted his life. Joel was stuck in time, and the therapist recommended by the Kellys had cost his parents a fortune until Keen so generously offered to pay. His dad wanted to see the rewards of Sally’s input, but so far, there was little to show on the “restarting life front.” Sally gave him the confidence to go out to the shop and back and speak to people on the phone, but that was about all he could manage.

“We’d best be off.” No sooner had his mum said those words, his dad was sliding back into his coat.

“Nice seeing you, Joel,” he muttered to the buttons he was fixing with his fingers. He walked from the room without looking over.

“You too, Dad.”

His dad marched with his back straight, arms rigid as he swung them. It was habit, but it still looked ridiculous, like a great big rod was stuck up his ars—

“Happy birthday, darling. Remember we’re visiting Sasha. Won’t be here for a month.”

He nodded politely. There was little chance he could forget his parents were flying to Australia to see his sister, the golden child who did no wrong in their father’s eyes.

“Hear she’s got a nice place, plenty of rooms to stay.” Joel patted the wall of his bungalow with a tight smile. He wasn’t bitter over her success; he’d just hoped he would’ve gotten the chance to explore the world and find a place, rather than settle in an outdated town with a missing leg.

His mum gave him another python-strength hug and kissed his cheeks.

“You ever wanna talk, call me or Sally.”

“I know, Mum.”

At twenty-one he still sounded as whiny as fifteen.

“I put your presents beside the sofa.”

He pecked her cheek. “Thanks.”

“I really like that Keen….”

As Joel pulled back and rolled his eyes, she laughed and brushed her hand up and down his forearms. “Look after yourself, yeah—”

“Gemma, are we leaving or what?”

Joel glared toward his dad, who stood at attention by the front door. He was a difficult man to get along with. Joel knew he cared but found it difficult to express himself. He just came off cold, but Joel knew in his own unique way, he did care.

“Coming, coming.” Joel’s mum scurried after, waving to Joel from the door before closing it from the outside.

He hobbled his way back to the sofa and collapsed next to the packages and cards.

The first package contained chocolate, a box that was his sister’s favorite, not his. The second package was a bath set, and the third package contained several socks to fit his prosthetic. The material was wool, thick and soft under his fingertips. The animal prints were ghastly, but no one would be seeing the sock that closely anyway.

Joel unpinned the rolled trousers. It still shocked him to see a raggedy scar pinching his skin together. On rare occasions he could feel the ghost of his leg. Usually when he was tired, his nerves played tricks on him, made him believe he had cramp in his toes, and he hissed and flexed to relieve the ache.

He rolled the tiger-print sock on gently over his toughened skin. It was comfortable, but the real test was slotting the stump into the prosthetic, feeling how it distributed the pressure, dealt with the friction, and absorbed the surface tremors when he walked. He eyed the leg in the corner of the room, thought about getting it, but slumped back on the couch instead.

“Sod it.”

He munched the chocolates that weren’t chosen for him and huffed to the ceiling. He had got through one ordeal. The next one was in six hours’ time.

Keen had told him eight, which Joel knew from experience meant nine.

 

 

HE FINISHED his bath and sat on the closed toilet lid as he dried himself. His skin smelled of flowers courtesy of the present his mum got him. Whoever said bath bombs weren’t for men too?

The water swirled pink and purple, and he was relieved he hadn’t been stained like the ceramics. He didn’t want to draw any more attention to himself; he already had the absent leg, the erectile dysfunction, and the therapist. He didn’t want to be known as the candy-floss man too.

The steam from his bath clouded the mirrors, and he wiped a clear patch, snorting a breath at his reflection. Keen always took hours prettying himself up for a night out. Joel took minutes.

The hair growth on his face prickled his raking fingers. He sighed tiredly and grasped the portable mirror.

He sat cross-legged on the floor, tucking the stump in, and tilted the mirror up from the tiles so he could shave without performing a balancing act.

Once the bitty hair had been removed, he ran his fingers over his jaw, and they tingled with softness. He looked better with the patchy beard gone. Less like a hobo, Keen would say.

The skinny jeans in his wardrobe mocked him, and he was forced to struggle into black trousers that looked like they’d come straight from the sixties. His shirt was gray, shimmery in the light, and he decided against the matching tie. It screamed desperate.

He slotted the leg in last, rolling the sleeve up to stick to his thigh. Suction kept the prosthesis in place.

He wiggled his knee left to right, feeling the sock adjust and tighten. It fit exactly, high quality, by the brand. The only negative was the blaring tiger print.

The doorbell jingled its tune, and Joel glanced down at his watch. Just after nine.

It opened on Keen’s pouting face. His shirt was crease free, purple, with double stitching that screamed expense. The aftershave that wafted was thick and clogging. Keen’s hair was spiked at the front, and stylish stubble dotted his jaw. He looked good, but the embers of lust didn’t stir in Joel’s body. Keen threw a box at Joel’s chest, and Joel only just caught it.

“Present,” Keen said, smacking his lips.

Joel studied the small box in his hand before lifting it. “I’ll open it later.”

“Suit yourself.”

Joel hurried into the kitchen and placed the gift on the counter. He dreaded knowing what was inside the neat black box.

He walked back into the hallway and gestured to himself. “Will I do?”

“From the waist up, you’re hot….” Keen chuckled.

Joel glanced down at his flared trousers and his bright-white trainers.

“I’m more comfortable in them.”

Keen clicked his tongue with another chuckle. “Not about comfort. It’s about looking good. I can cope with those tents for trousers, but the shoes are a definite no-no.”

Joel stared at his trainers with growing despair. They were laced. He could throttle his prosthetic to keep it in place—

“How about those Edward Green ones I got you for your seventeenth?”

Joel scratched the back of his head with a grimace, knowing what was coming next. Whenever Keen recalled an item he had gifted Joel, he remembered the price to the penny.

“I don’t remember—”

“Cap-toed, black leather, classic oxford design. They cost me nine hundred pounds. You must remember them?”

Joel turned back to the shoe cupboard, and as if to mock him, the capped-toes peeked out from the pile. He had only worn them once, years before when he had two flesh feet. He couldn’t be confident they would stay on, that he wouldn’t trip and fall.

“Hey, you hear me? You gotta change your shoes. Find something.”

“I heard ya,” Joel snapped, bending to retrieve the pair.

Keen whistled loudly when Joel tugged the dust-covered loafers from the darkness.

“Really? That’s what you did with them. It’s practically a sin not to keep them in the box.”

“It’s them or nothing,” Joel hissed.

Keen held his hands up in surrender. “They’ll do, I guess.”

Joel grew red as Keen studied him getting the shoes on, and he stopped, and flashed Joel an annoyed look.

“Yeah, ’m gunna wait in the taxi.”

Joel hissed in his direction, blinking back the embarrassed tears forming in his eyes. No matter what he did, he looked helpless in front of Keen. At least he didn’t offer to help. It would’ve been even more mortifying.

Once he managed to get his shoes on and lock the door behind him, he walked hesitantly toward the waiting taxi. Not only was he nervous about pubbing and clubbing, but he was terrified he was going to fall flat on his face.

“Any slower and it’ll be shut by the time we arrive.”

Joel narrowed his eyes in reply. Keen propped his elbow in the window and tapped his fingers idly at the top of the car.

Joel climbed in the back with a huff, praying the night would go well but knowing better than to hope for too much.




Chapter 3

 

 

HE SPOTTED his old friends the minute he walked in. Everyone else in the pub was at least forty, wearing expressions of loathing. But his friends laughed, their clothes were flashy, and their hair was curled and styled.

He waved toward the table with a genuine smile. They raised their eyebrows in unison, and they darted confused looks at each other.

“We didn’t know you were coming,” Sarah said, climbing to her feet so she could give him an unconvincing hug.

Joel frowned over her shoulder. “It’s my twenty-first. Course I was coming to my own night out.”

Sarah pulled back, and her pink lips formed a huge O. “Your birthday?”

“Yeah… my, erm—” He gestured to the table. “I thought this was—I thought you guys wanted….”

Sarah ruffled his hair, but the movement was awkward, as if she didn’t know what else to do. “Course we wanna see ya, silly.”

Joel snorted. “Kinda feels like you didn’t even know….”

He turned back toward Keen, who hid a laugh behind his hand. Heat flooded Joel’s cheeks as realization dawned. The meetup wasn’t for him. None of his old friends even had a clue it was his birthday.

Sarah sat back in her seat, then whispered to Lyra beside her, who spoke behind her hand to Dan next to her. They all glanced up at the same time and lifted their glasses off the table.

“Happy birthday,” they called, sipping their drinks afterward with smirks and uncomfortable shifting.

Only his shoes stopped Joel running out of the pub. He was already blaring hot enough to rival the sun and didn’t want to clatter to the floor in front of everyone too and bear that humiliation. He hoped most people forgot about his fake leg; they would’ve if Keen had stopped reminding them.

Keen settled his hand on Joel’s shoulder, and his eyes streamed with amusement. Joel shuffled him away with a venomous glare, and Keen responded with wide eyes and another smirk.

“Oooh, lovers’ tiff,” Dan called.

Keen wagged his finger at Dan. “Not lovers yet. But maybe soon….”

“Not on your life,” Joel hissed.

The three at the table laughed, believing Joel was joking and it was playful banter.

Lyra stopped abruptly, and her chirpy voice scratched between Joel’s ears. “Still haven’t sorted your problem yet?”

The table went still, and the surrounding ones muted to pin-drop silence. Lyra always used to blurt her thoughts rather than think them, and three years on, she apparently still did.

“Problem?” Joel asked.

Keen whistled. “Oh boy.”

“What problem?” Joel asked again.

Lyra’s jaw hung open, and she darted a look toward Keen. “Nothing. Don’t worry. Forget I said anything.”

Joel breathed air deep into his lungs. If it were possible to die from embarrassment, he was getting close. He loosened the top button of his shirt with a quaking smile. Equal fury and humiliation demanded to be expressed on his face, and he knew he looked crazed by the nervous faces watching him.
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