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What the Heart Sees

 

By Ileana Lallain

 

Friends since childhood Zach and Ethan come from different worlds… and it’s never been more apparent.

For the past semester, Ethan has been struggling with a botched operation that cost him what remained of his vision. He lives in a squalid apartment with his loving aunt and his alcoholic mother, barely scraping by. How can he tell rich-boy Zach, who has the perfect life, that he has gone blind?

When Zach returns from a semester abroad, the only thing on his mind is confessing his love for Ethan. Discovering Ethan has lost his sight doesn’t change his feelings. Desperate to prove his love, he comes out to his conservative parents, sure of their support—and finds himself disowned.

Cut off by his family, Zach has only Ethan to lean on. But how can he, when Ethan suffers one devastating personal loss after another? Instead Zach resolves to stand on his own. Somehow he’ll do what it takes to support them both.

Through grief, denial, depression, trauma, and therapy, Zach and Ethan struggle to be there for each other. Will their love be enough for them to build a future together that is nothing like either of them ever imagined?
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Chapter 1:

 

 

ZACHARY LEWIS skidded around the corner of the hallway in the humanities building. He checked his watch, only to grimace at the minute hand moving farther and farther away from his class’s starting time. On the first day of the semester no less.

“Damn alarm clock,” he cursed under his breath.

His shoes squeaked on the linoleum—the left one untied and the right one missing a sock. The gold chain of his crucifix dug into his neck as the little cross dangled against his back, where he’d forgotten to retrieve it after falling asleep with the necklace still on. Running a hand through his hair reminded him he had forgotten to gel it before sprinting out of his apartment with a half-open backpack in his hand and car keys between his teeth.

He dodged two girls chatting about makeup and a guy yelling on his cell phone, then threw himself through the open doors of his assigned lecture hall. The professor, a tall man with graying hair circling his head, was already lecturing about King Lear. His monotone voice had put several students to sleep at the front of the class.

Zach scanned the room, looking for a familiar face in the crowd. He saw a few classmates from previous semesters—all of them as desperate as he was to graduate—struggling to keep their eyes open and take notes, but there was only one face he wanted to see.

He found it three rows down on the right side of the room. Zach apologized his way over several people’s feet and belongings to meet the one person he’d missed throughout his semester abroad.

“Ethan!” he whispered, greeting his longtime friend. Despite his soft voice, he got shushed by the people around them, but he didn’t care, sliding into an empty chair with a smile on his face.

Zach’s chest tightened when Ethan turned to him. Looks like the operation was a success, Zach thought with a sense of relief, noting the lack of Ethan’s usual thick-framed glasses. The absence of the overwhelmingly scratched lenses gave Zach a clear view of Ethan’s soft brown eyes, framed by his dark hair. He’s let his hair grow out too.

“Mornin’, Zach. Forgot your alarm again?” Ethan Morrow said. Though his words were teasing, his voice lacked any enthusiasm. The slight roughness of a cold wrapped around his throat like a scarf.

Zach smiled sheepishly and said, “And you got sick again this year. New Year’s?”

“Always.”

“What did I miss?”

As Ethan handed him the class syllabus, Zach noted every detail of his friend’s face. He’d gained a few freckles, but his complexion hadn’t changed visibly over the last seven months. His clothes—the plaid shirt and frayed blue jeans he often wore—hung a little looser off him. His collarbone protruded from the open collar of his shirt, and his elbows also seemed to jut out more than they had last summer.

“How are things at home with your mom and aunt?” Zach asked. He looked down at Ethan’s legs. “Have you been eating properly?”

Ethan cleared his throat before saying, “We’re fine.”

“Did you get fired? I thought you were helping with your part-time job?” Zach hadn’t heard a word the professor had said since he’d arrived, but he guessed from the rumbling snores around him that he wasn’t the only one.

“I am.” Ethan looked down but didn’t focus on anything. His pencil hovered over a blank notebook.

Zach turned to his backpack, withdrew a crumpled sheet of paper crammed into the biggest pocket, inspected it for previous writings, then shoved it back in before saying, “I don’t have work until six. Lemme treat you to lunch today, anywhere you want.”

“You know I hate charity.”

“Then don’t consider it charity—I have something important to tell you anyways. And there’s a massive bag of souvenirs for you and your aunt waiting in the trunk of my car.” He paused long enough to let a grin spread across his face, then added, “Plus I want to hear all about how great it feels to see clearly now, huh? Come on, we could finally visit that VR arcade you messaged me about while I was pestering the royal guards in London.” He half expected Ethan to call him out on his bullshit, his having been nowhere near the palace in any of his social-media posts.

Ethan did not meet his gaze. Instead, he turned toward his notebook, tapping his pencil on the desk beside it. “Can it wait till another day? I can’t today.”

Zach hid his disappointment behind a friendly smile and said, “Sure.” Sensing Ethan wanted to be left alone, he yanked out a composition book stained by various foods and pretended he meant to take notes.

He spent the rest of the class trying to ignore his burning cheeks, racing heart, and the hand that yearned to reach for Ethan’s.

 

 

THE LECTURE ended early, with half the class woken up by the professor dropping his anthology from the podium. Some looked sheepish and apologetic; others yawned loudly and stretched, refreshed from their naps.

Ethan didn’t move from his seat. He inched his hand toward the cover of his notebook, still as blank as it had been at the beginning of class, closed it, and slowly pushed his pencil into the spiral binding. He awkwardly traced the outline of the topmost ring.

Ignoring Ethan’s odd behavior, Zach stuffed his scribbled notes back into the perpetually open pocket of his backpack and jammed his pencil into a side pouch intended for water bottles.

“Ready to go?” he asked, flinging the backpack over his shoulder and twirling his car keys around his finger. “I’ll drive you home. We can even take the scenic route,” he added in a singsong voice, trying to tempt Ethan to talk about his new sight. The guilt of being absent at the time of Ethan’s operation prevented Zach from asking directly.

“That sounds nice, but I can’t today,” Ethan said, sounding strained. “I have something to do.”

Zach raised an eyebrow at Ethan’s unusual evasiveness. He refused to look at Zach, staring down at his notebook instead.

“Then give me the address and I’ll drive you there,” Zach said.

“I have to stay after class to speak with the professor.”

“It’s the first day.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Zach.”

“I don’t have anywhere to be right now. I’ll wait.” His cheeks hurt from the smile he forced.

“I said I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Zach stood beside him for a moment longer, but Ethan didn’t budge—didn’t even look up. With a heavy heart, he said goodbye and slinked out of the classroom, blending into the hallway full of students migrating from one class to another.

Ethan resented him, of that much Zach was certain. He needed to figure out how to make up for not being there five months ago.

The more he’d missed Ethan during his semester abroad, the less Zach had messaged him. He couldn’t—and didn’t want to—put his developing feelings into something as impersonal as an email, so he became incapable of saying anything at all. He’d hesitated too long to ask about Ethan’s operation, and even now, he couldn’t get Ethan to say anything about it, let alone give Zach a chance to lift the weight off his own chest.

After sixteen years of friendship, Zach knew it took a lot to pull Ethan out of his shell once he retreated. With one last glance toward the classroom’s closed doors, Zach vowed to do whatever it would take to fix his mistake.

 

 

THE NEXT class day, Zach arrived early and walked in, feeling confident that he had gotten there first. Then he focused on Ethan, sitting in the same spot with the same notebook, the same pencil, and the same poorly fitting clothes. It was like he had never moved.

Zach plastered a cheerful expression on his face and sauntered over. “Mornin’, Eth,” he said.

Ethan sat up straighter but kept his eyes focused on something ahead of him. His hand tightened around the pencil. “Hey, Zach.”

Did his voice shake? “You went home the other day, right? After talking to the professor.” Zach settled into his chair, leaning his elbow on the table and resting his chin in his hand, facing Ethan. As he awaited the right moment to reveal the video game behind his back, he watched for signs of his best friend lying.

Ethan didn’t acknowledge his proximity. “Of course, where else would I go?”

“So you don’t work Mondays anymore?”

“N-no.” He clenched the fabric of his pants with his other hand. Ethan glanced down, then turned his head away.

“Do you still work the rest of the week? How about Wednesdays? Need a ride there today? We can put your bike in my trunk if you rode it here today.” Zach’s car keys were burning a hole through the pocket of his jeans with their desperate need to be used.

“My coworker’s picking me up.”

“Come on, it’s on my way home anyways. Tell him you’ve got a ride already.” Zach smiled, confident.

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

His smile melted. “Stop avoiding me.” The present he hid grew heavier in his hand.

“I’m not.”

“The fact that you haven’t looked at me once since I sat here begs to differ.”

“You’re pissing me off.”

“Not the first time.”

“No, but it’ll be the last. Leave me the hell alone, Zach.”

Zach’s blood ran cold. Everything he yearned to say rushed to the forefront of his mind, but he held it back, swallowing the words with a paper tongue.

His hand shook as he reached for Ethan’s shoulder and said, “Come on, Eth. I know I’m a pain in the ass, but you’ve put up with me for years.” He touched the rough fabric of Ethan’s jacket.

Ethan jumped. “Don’t touch me!” he said, loud enough for the incoming students to hear. Two of them looked over with concern, but the other pair continued on, oblivious.

“Sorry,” Zach said, wide-eyed. He pulled his hand back as if it had been burned.

Ethan settled back into his seat. “Get away from me.”

“L-look, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for your surgery. And I’m sorry I didn’t message you more. Whatever you want, I’ll do anything for you to forgive me, I swear.” I don’t want to lose you. I love you. “Look, I brought you a present.” His hand trembled as he placed the game on Ethan’s desk. Ethan glanced down at it but didn’t speak. “I know this doesn’t make up for anything, but I got my father to pull some strings and get this a week before its release.” He pushed it closer with a shaky smile. “Come on, it’s your favorite series. You’ve been dying to play this since last year.” He searched for any hint of a smile on Ethan’s face.

Ethan pushed the game away with an odd expression. “Go,” he said, a little softer than before. “Find another seat, as far away from me as possible.” Ethan turned toward the wall, fiddling with his pencil. The tag on the back of his jacket stuck out, but he didn’t seem to care.

“Eth—”

“Go.”

“I-I’ll see you after class, then,” Zach said, picking up his backpack with a numb hand. He stumbled away from the chair, not bothering to push it in. The rejected game disappeared into his bag, dumped haphazardly.

As he moved away, he thought he heard a sorrowfully whispered, “Goodbye, Zach.”

 

 

FOR THE first two weeks, no matter what Zach did, Ethan refused to speak to him. He would sit beside Ethan every time in the same corner of their English class but never got anything out of him besides the strong desire to be left alone.

By the third week, the effects of Ethan’s disdain toward Zach had manifested visibly. Zach walked in with the weight of sleepless nights pulling at his eyes. His backpack tugged at his shoulder from its awkward positioning, and his scalp itched from the three-day-old gel he hadn’t washed out, but he couldn’t care less about any of it.

He didn’t sit next to Ethan but still watched him from across the room. Even seeing him from so far away, Zach’s heart fluttered.

I have to tell him. He wouldn’t be pushed away today, no matter what. He would confess to Ethan, if only to get it off his chest. Even unrequited love was better than this.

The lecture on Othello went right over his head. As soon as class ended, he was out of his seat and at the other end of his row, backpack forgotten by his chair.

“I need to talk to you,” he said, slamming his hands on Ethan’s desk.

Ethan jumped and looked wide-eyed around him but didn’t respond.

“Ethan, listen—”

“Zach, I told you to leave me alone.”

“Say that all you want, but I still have something to tell you. Ethan, I—”

“Is he harassing you?” A male voice spoke behind Zach and a hand clamped down on his shoulder.

Zach turned around to see the professor, who had never before taken an interest in what his class did—or if half of it even showed up—giving him a stern warning gaze.

“No, I’m—”

“Yes, he is, Professor Marx.” Ethan looked between Zach and the professor as he spoke. His words were cold but his hands shook.

“Come on, then.” The professor pulled Zach backward. For a thin man with graying hair, he used surprising force.

“But I…!”

“I won’t have you harassing Morrow in my classroom,” he said harshly. “One more word and I’ll drop you with a note to any future professors.” As he walked Zach out of the row, he added, “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“But I was just talking to him!” Zach’s hands clenched into fists. He bit his lip to keep silent but couldn’t help looking to Ethan.

What he saw shocked him.

Ethan’s face had contorted into a grimace, and his shaking hands clenched on top of the desk. He looked like he was about to cry.

Even so, he’s gone too far. He’s acting too weird, even for him.

With a mixture of anger and pain boiling in his veins, Zach snatched his backpack from beside his seat and stormed out of the room. He walked through one hallway after another, planning all the names he would call Ethan as soon as he had a moment alone with him.

In previous semesters, Ethan always rode his bike home from the same school exit. Zach headed for it, fuming inwardly. The people he passed gave him looks of concern mixed with curiosity, but he ignored them all, trying his hardest not to glare at innocent passersby.

The early February chill should have cooled him down, but its efforts were futile. His hands became sweaty with the heat of his rage. He was ready to use every single curse word and insult he knew.

Zach leaned against the entryway to the building, gazing at the nearest bike rack. He didn’t see Ethan’s bike, but there were a dozen racks, and Ethan had never been consistent when it came to choosing one. He could only assume Ethan would still be exiting this way.

The longer Zach waited, the more he fumed. He recalled his excitement on that first day, after having been separated from Ethan for seven months following his semester abroad in London and the ski trip with his family over winter break, the warmth in his chest from sitting beside Ethan in class, and how all of that had been stripped away in an instant. The loss of those feelings almost overshadowed his anger toward how he’d been treated.

Ten minutes passed with no sign of Ethan. Zach was about to leave, all the more angered by his lack of appearance, when he looked through the glass double doors of the humanities building and saw his closest friend sliding a cane back and forth across the ground while wearing sunglasses and the most miserable expression he had ever seen.

His anger dissolved instantly. A chill ran up his arms, leaving goose bumps in its wake. The sun hitting the side of his face suddenly seemed too bright.

The doors opened, and Zach’s breath hitched in his throat, stolen by the sudden desire to remain unknown. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He stared blankly as Ethan passed him, touching Zach’s foot with the tip of his cane and muttering an apology.

Zach watched until Ethan had turned the corner to walk toward his apartment complex. He finally forced himself to relax, though his heart raced like he’d seen something forbidden.

So that’s what he was hiding….


Chapter 2:

 

 

WALKING INTO the apartment he shared with his aunt and his mother on the outskirts of Long Beach, Ethan called out, “I’m home!” He yanked his keys out of the lock and slammed the door behind him, then wiped his feet on the mat before removing his shoes in case he had stepped in something again.

He removed his sunglasses and felt his way along the wall to the first door on the right. The kitchen always smelled of warmth and something sweet.

“Welcome back, Eth,” said a cheerful female voice. It croaked slightly from years of cigarette smoking but still managed to sound lively. “I baked a pie for dinner tonight. Key lime, your favorite.”

Ethan smiled. “Thanks, Aunt Stacy.”

“How was your day?”

Ethan tried not to tense as he said, “Good.” He wondered if his voice would give the lie away.

If she noticed, Stacy didn’t mention it. “That’s good to hear. Your professor lets you record his lectures, right?”

“Yeah, I just have to get there early so nobody sees me setting up.”

“How are you getting used to your cane? Did the lessons help?”

“I’m getting better with it,” he said, grimacing. “Hit someone’s foot on the way out, though.”

He heard the rustle of fabric and assumed his aunt had waved away his concerns. “They’ll understand, don’t worry.”

He nodded but didn’t truly believe what she said.

“Haven’t seen Zach around here in weeks. He’s still attending school with you, right? I thought you two had synced your schedules.” The tone of her voice insinuated she knew more than she let on.

Ethan cringed inwardly. He hated lying, especially when he was likely to get caught. Forcing a blank face, he said, “Yeah, but he has to work right after class, so he doesn’t have time to hang out.” He clenched his fists to hide how his hands shook, hoping it wasn’t obvious in his voice.

“Why don’t you invite him over for dinner sometime? He lives alone, right? A home-cooked meal would certainly be better than instant ramen.”

“He loves instant ramen.” Ethan bordered on defensive, parroting words Zach had said previously.

“Ethan.” His aunt’s tone left no room for argument.

“Right, I’ll invite him someday.” Ethan tried to keep from making a face. Their last interaction swam to the forefront of his mind, and he stiffened.

Stacy paused. No other noises came from her direction, almost as though she had vanished into thin air, but the smell of a pie crust baking remained strong.

Then her heels clicked across the tiles toward him, and the fabric of her loose clothes rustled to a halt against his knees. She touched his shoulder, and he looked up, though the darkness never changed. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

Ethan knew she was reading his face, but still he feigned ignorance. “Know about what?” Her silence told him not to play dumb in the same way a raised eyebrow would’ve. Ethan sighed and said, “No, he doesn’t.”

“What excuses have you been coming up with to keep Zach, of all people, out of the loop?”

Normally he would have smiled at his aunt knowing how nosy Zach had always been, but this time it made his heart drop. He recalled the desperation in Zach’s voice when he tried to explain his side to the professor and could almost see the hurt look on his face, something he had sworn years ago to never cause again.

“Various excuses” was all Ethan could say, hoping his aunt wouldn’t push any further.

A second later, he wished she had, instead of saying, “Don’t shut him out. You’ll regret losing him.”

All Ethan could do was force a halfhearted smile and nod, knowing his voice would crack if he spoke. He hoped she couldn’t read his face as he pulled away from her grip and silently excused himself to his bedroom, stumbling over the edge of the hallway carpet on the way. As he caught himself on the knob of his mother’s bedroom door, Ethan heard her snoring off another round of drinks.

He stubbed his toe on the doorstop when he shut his bedroom door, then slid down to the floor, exhausted in every sense of the word. His backpack flopped beside him. He rifled through for the voice recorder but couldn’t bring himself to review the lecture for fear that he had captured his confrontation with Zach. The guilt alone made his stomach turn.

He tightened his grip on the recorder. “I’m sorry, Zach.”


Chapter 3:

 

 

ZACH DROVE around Ethan’s block until the sun touched the horizon before finally parking his car. He was certain the old woman sweeping her driveway on the opposite side would call the cops if he drove past her a fifth time.

Good luck explaining you’re going to see a “friend” who got you kicked out of class for harassing him. Even as he thought it, he couldn’t feel any true bitterness toward Ethan, given the circumstances.

He sat in his car for a long moment, wondering what he would do if Ethan answered the door. What would he do if Ethan kicked him out, if he refused to listen?

Could he bear to let their relationship end before it truly began?

Taking a deep breath, he twirled his car keys around his right index finger twice, then yanked the car door open, jumped out, slammed it behind him, and locked it with the click of a button.

There was no going back. He had made his decision.

Sweeping a hand through his hair, he walked into the apartment complex.

 

 

THE HALLWAY smelled of smoke and beer, evidenced in the yellow wallpaper with the stained flower patterning. Half of the doors were scuffed, and the other half had paint peeling off the corners.

Two of the name plates had been ripped off from beside the doors, including Ethan’s, but Zach recognized the apartment from the dalmatian welcome mat.

He stood in front of the door so long he began to worry the hallway stench would become ingrained in his clothes. His hand raised and lowered several times as if of its own volition. The fear tightening around his stomach inhibited his movements. A knock could mean being turned away. It could mean the end of everything.

But it could also mean a beginning. He nodded to himself and knocked loudly. He had to take the chance, had to know.

Stacy answered the door. “Zach!” she said warmly, reaching out both arms to pull him into a tight embrace. Cinnamon perfumed her skin. “It’s good to see you again, honey.” She pulled back and looked him up and down. “Did you get taller, or am I shrinking?”

Zach laughed at her usual greeting and asked, “Have you lost weight?” while looking at her thinner waistline. She had never been big to begin with but carried some extra weight around her stomach and hips, something she had repeatedly complained to Zach about wanting to lose. Wavy brown hair pleasantly framed the roundness of her face, and high cheekbones complemented her chestnut eyes. The freckles across her nose added subtle definition to her youthful face.

“You’ve noticed?” she said, playfully raising an eyebrow and twisting at the waist to show it off. “Pleasantries aside, Ethan’s in his room.” The joyfulness melted from her face. “What happened between you two?”

Zach shook his head, half wondering how much Ethan had revealed. “It’s nothing big,” he said with his most charming smile. “Can I come in and talk to him?”

“Of course, hon,” she said, shifting in the doorway to let him pass. He entered the small apartment and took a deep breath of the warm, sweet smell. “There’s something you should know about Ethan, though I shouldn’t be the one to tell you this.” She bit her lip and furrowed her eyebrows. “But he’s very sensitive right now, so—”

Her conflicted expression made Zach jump in and say, “If it’s about him being blind, I know,” with a sheepish shrug.

She paused for a second, wide-eyed, but all that came out was a soft “Oh.” Then, “I’m sorry. He’d said you didn’t know, so I thought—”

“He was trying to keep it from me, but I saw him using a cane after class.”

Another pause, followed by a slow nod and “How do you feel about that?” Her eyes narrowed, scrutinizing him.

“Huh?”

“Does it change how you feel about him?”

The heart-pounding tightness in Zach’s chest from the mere thought of Ethan’s face gave him the answer. “Of course not!” Zach’s response remained honest despite her obliviousness of his true feelings for her nephew.

“I think he needs to hear that now more than ever,” she said. The colorful bangles on her wrist jingled as she gestured down the hallway toward Ethan’s bedroom. Catching Zach’s shoulder as he passed, she added softly, “He’s prone to mood swings lately. His doctor said it’ll take time for him to adjust and not to take the anger personally, okay?”

Zach nodded and forced a carefree smile. “I’ll be fine. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s gotten mad at me.” If only Stacy knew what had happened in class.

Still conflicted, she hesitated before letting him go. He rounded the corner beneath the steady gaze of her concerned eyes.

Zach twirled his car keys as he walked, letting the constant sound soothe his growing nerves. He could hardly hear his own footsteps over his heartbeat. The last few steps toward the door seemed to take forever. His knees shook as he stood in front of Ethan’s door, willing his heart to quiet down.

He forced himself to knock and heard something move away from the other side of the door.

“Who’s there?” Ethan called.

“Eth, let me in,” Zach said.

“If you don’t leave now, I’ll call the cops, Zach.” Although he seemed to be trying for a harsh tone, his voice shook so much the effect failed.

“Stacy would send them off, and you know it. Don’t push me away like this.”

No response.

“Ethan… I know you’re blind.”

Still no response, but Zach could almost feel the tension from inside.

“I don’t care, okay?” Zach insisted. “Whether you can see or not changes nothing about you. Please, open the door. I want to talk to you.”

He had said all he could; now he could only wait.

A minute passed in palpable silence. He swore he heard the clock in the living room ticking away the seconds. Every muscle in his body tensed. The hallway seemed to hold so little air that he was suffocating, unable to draw a single breath into his aching lungs.

The door cracking open hit him like a gust of wind. A weight lifted off his chest when he saw Ethan’s brown eyes peering out into the hallway, looking right past him.

Zach forced his way in before Ethan could change his mind and shut the door. Without letting him utter a sound of protest, Zach stepped forward and pulled Ethan into his arms, squeezing tight and resting his chin on Ethan’s shoulder.

Ethan’s small frame felt pitiful in a way it never had before. Although the ever-present smell of baked goods implied Stacy was still making the same steady onslaught of pastries she always had, it didn’t seem like Ethan was enjoying them anymore, since Zach could trace every vertebra of Ethan’s spine. The observation sank through him like a stone in quicksand.

Ethan’s mouth opened and closed, but only a soft whimper escaped. He wrapped shaking arms around Zach’s back and curled his fingers into Zach’s shirt, digging into his skin. Zach winced but didn’t complain.

Zach slowly moved a hand up and down Ethan’s back. Ethan was so cold, so very cold. Despite the heat emanating from Zach’s body, Ethan trembled.

Finally Ethan opened his mouth and said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Shh, you don’t have to be,” Zach whispered soothingly. He nuzzled a little closer to Ethan’s neck, shivering as Ethan’s hair tickled his cheek.

“I did something so horrible to you.”

“It’s okay. I understand.” He held Ethan tighter. “I’m not mad.”

“You should be.”

“You’re only saying that ’cause you’re mad at yourself.”

Ethan was silent for a long moment, then nodded into Zach’s shoulder. “I’ll explain everything to Professor Marx on Wednesday,” he said, “so if you don’t mind, maybe, c-could you sit next to me again?” He left hardly enough room for a breath before sputtering out, “There are times when I don’t understand what he’s saying, and I m-miss you.”

“Glad to have you back, Eth. I missed you too.”

A long moment passed before Ethan squirmed and finally pulled away. Even in the dim light of the curtained bedroom, Zach could see how red his face and ears had become. The heat in Zach’s cheeks made him wonder if the same embarrassed expression graced his face as the one on Ethan’s, with his downcast eyes and quivering lips.

“If it’s too dark, you can turn on the lights,” Ethan said. “I can’t tell, so….”

“Right.” Zach reached behind him for the light switch with chipped edges. The single light bulb still working in the cracked ceiling fixture flickered before coming to life. It provided enough light for Zach to see how empty the room had become. Gone were the bookshelves full of paperbacks with worn spines. The clean surface of a dresser, once occupied by game consoles and stacks of DVDs, looked lonely. A few articles of clothing had been strewn around the room, but otherwise the small space was mostly bare. Several posters had been ripped from the walls, leaving only scraps of paper trapped beneath the rusted nails.

“What happened here?” Zach said, turning slowly, wide-eyed. “Were you robbed?”

Ethan sat down on the edge of his twin bed and tried to shrink into the mattress. “No, I did all this….”

Zach wished he could swallow his own tongue. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” Ethan said. He sighed, defeated. “I should explain, huh?”

A knock on the door cut him off. “Ethan? Zach? The food is gonna be ready in half an hour.” Stacy poked her head in to say, “You’re welcome to stay for dinner, Zach,” with a smile. Then she left, closing the door softly.

Zach listened to her heels click down the hallway before saying, “I can leave if you want me to.”

Ethan looked up. “No, stay, please.” He lowered his head almost immediately.

Zach smiled and crossed the room. He sat beside Ethan and said, “I’ll stay as long as you want me to.”


Chapter 4:

 

 

“I KNEW the risks when I went in, but I signed the waiver anyway,” Ethan began. “While they prepped me for the surgery, a nurse told me of another patient like me, one who had Best vitelliform macular dystrophy. He said surgeons had successfully removed the mass from the patient’s retina and it reversed the vision loss. Mine hadn’t progressed as far, the nurse told me. He said I’d be a good match, even better than the success story. Even the surgeon said everything looked promising. I’d signed that waiver thinking I’d wake up with normal vision for once.” He paused, taking a long breath.

Explaining everything caused Ethan’s stomach to flip upside down. He remembered the bright fluorescent lights shining down on the papers, the hopeful smile Stacy had as she stayed behind in the waiting room while the nurse escorted him down a series of hallways. The last thing Ethan would ever see was the kind brown eyes of the anesthetist as she placed the mask over his face.

“B-but something went wrong,” he continued. “And when I opened my eyes, I couldn’t see anything. At first I thought the lights were off. Then I heard the doctor’s voice beside me.” He took a shaky breath. “I found out that when they’d tried removing the mass, they basically butchered my retina too, beyond repair. They tried the other eye, thinking at least they could salvage one, but no luck. I’m permanently blind.” Bitterness dripped from his lips like froth from a rabid dog’s jaws. His hands curled into fists in his lap. Even Zach’s arm around Ethan’s shoulders didn’t suffice to quell the anger threatening to resurface.

“When I came home from the hospital, I couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping in a room full of things I could no longer enjoy. So I purged it. All of it.”

Zach pulled Ethan closer, his free arm joining the first around Ethan’s back as he hugged Ethan tight. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there. I should’ve stayed—or I should’ve come home.” The guilt in his voice tumbled over Ethan’s shoulder. “All those things I said in school, and the game and… I can’t believe… I should’ve known I….”

Ethan pulled away and shook his head, ending Zach’s stutters to say, “I didn’t want you to know.” His voice trembled as he continued, “I was afraid of you leaving me because I’m blind. I felt like I needed to leave you first, like that would hurt less, somehow. But I-I took it too far. I’m sorry….”

A hand caressed his face, and Ethan’s heart fluttered. He’d never cared much for skinship before, but in that moment he craved Zach’s touch.

“Shh.” Zach’s breath swept over his ear. “Don’t worry, you’ll have to try a lot harder than that to get rid of me.” The warmth of Zach’s body came closer, more comforting to Ethan than anything over the past few weeks. He longed to lose himself in it. “Until then, you’re stuck with me.”

The simple sentence sent a wave of heat over Ethan’s body. Ethan shifted on the bed, and his nose picked up the ever-increasing smell of key lime pie from the kitchen mixing with Zach’s favorite cologne, one he only wore before a date.

Ah, so he got a new girlfriend again.

“You said you had something important to talk to me about, right?” Ethan asked, even though he knew the answer. He questioned the bitter edge in his own voice and couldn’t understand why his heart sank.

“Right….” Zach hesitated. “You know, that can wait. I’ll come over tomorrow or someth—”

A knock rattled the door. “Dinner’s ready, boys!” Stacy called.

The bed practically jumped with Zach as he rose and said, “Let’s go.” His footsteps headed in the direction of the door.

Ethan followed Zach out, biting back everything he wanted to say.

 

 

THE NEXT day could not come fast enough for Ethan. He paced his room, lay around in bed messing with Siri, and did everything he could to avoid his aunt’s curiosity. Not having the answers to her endless questions only agitated his anxiety.

Siri told him it was 3:43 p.m. when Zach knocked on his bedroom door. Ethan had almost scuffed a trail into his hardwood floor from how many times he’d walked the same path.

He forced himself to sit and pretend he hadn’t been anxiously awaiting Zach’s arrival. “Come in.” Ethan suddenly found his phone riveting.

“Hey,” Zach said, breathless, as he walked into the room. The door clicked shut behind him, and his footsteps creaked toward the bed. He sat beside Ethan, so close their legs touched.

Ethan picked up on the smell of Zach’s cologne again. Another date? “So? What did you wanna say yesterday?”

Zach fidgeted beside him. Ethan felt the bed shifting and heard Zach reaching for his car keys. “Right,” Zach said slowly from beside him. Only the jingling sound filled the room.

The silence continued for so long it became unbearable. Were it not for his nervous noisemaking, Ethan would have wondered if Zach had left.

“Look, I—”

“Ethan, I—”

They both fell into silence, waiting for the other to speak.

Finally Zach released a long, heavy sigh and said, “I don’t know how people do it. I really don’t have the courage.”

“Do what?”

“Can I just blurt it out?”

“What?”

The keys jingled louder and faster. They clattered to the ground somewhere across the room. Zach’s hand wrapped around Ethan’s, a lump of ice on his knee.

“I’m in love with you.”

Silence. Ethan swore something pounded louder than his heartbeat, and he wondered if the apartment complex was crumbling around him.

“What?” was all he could whisper, low and hoarse.

“Please don’t make me repeat myself. I think my heart will burst from my throat.”

“I-if it’s a joke, it’s not funny,” Ethan said. His lips quivered. Sweat pooled in the palms of his clenched fists.

Zach’s hand tightened around his. He pulled Ethan’s hand upward, and Ethan felt the cotton of Zach’s shirt beneath his fingertips. “Do you still think I’m joking?” His heart beat faster than Ethan’s, so hard Ethan imagined Zach’s ribs straining to hold it back.

Ethan shook his head, willing words to come out of his slack mouth.

Zach’s hand dropped away, but Ethan left his where it was, still gripping Zach’s shirt. His chest was warm.

“I understand if you don’t feel the same way, but please don’t ever doubt my feelings for you,” Zach said.

Ethan bit his lip. He looked down through more of the same endless darkness.

“But I’m blind,” he said bitterly.

Zach took his other hand. “What does that change?”

“You’re in love with who I was, not who I am.”

Zach sighed, his hot breath wafting across Ethan’s hand. “Does you being blind change all the years we’ve spent together? Does it change that we love the same music, have the same hobbies, and have more inside jokes than Friends? Does it change the fact that you know me better than my own family ever will? Does it change the fact that you’ve saved my life countless times? I wouldn’t be who I am now if I hadn’t met you in first grade. It’s taken sixteen years for me to say it, but I love you.”

The hand holding Ethan’s was as clammy as his own and shook like the tail of a rattlesnake. The heart beating beneath his fingers synced with his. He had never felt closer to anyone.

“Please say something. I’m gonna explode if you don’t,” Zach said, forcing a weak chuckle at the end of his sentence. “Even if you don’t feel the same way, which is fine by the way”—his voice faltered—“I’d rather know now than be sitting here like an idiot until my hair turns gray.”

“You’ll be an idiot until your hair turns gray no matter where you sit,” Ethan tried to joke. His voice shook too much. He couldn’t even force a chuckle like Zach.

Zach didn’t respond, but his hand tightened around Ethan’s, silently pleading.

“I-I love you too, Zach,” Ethan said. He felt like a weight had been lifted from his chest, and the bitter taste in his mouth dissolved. Suddenly he had too much saliva but couldn’t swallow.

Silence dropped between them like a bowling ball. He still felt Zach’s warmth beside him but couldn’t hear a sound.

Then Zach fell away from Ethan’s hand, flopping onto the bed so hard Ethan bounced. “Thank God” came the soft response. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you’d hated me.”

Turning in Zach’s direction, Ethan smiled genuinely for the first time in weeks. The dark cloud perpetually hovering over his head cleared, if only a little. He felt lighter, like he could float away on the slightest breeze.

“It’s nice to see you smile again,” Zach said. He patted the bed behind Ethan before touching Ethan’s back and saying, “Come here.”

Ethan obeyed, slowly lowering himself until he lay on the bed. Although they’d lain together before while gaming or watching a movie, the action no longer held the same meaning. Ethan’s arms folded onto his chest as he tried to make himself smaller and smaller.

Zach moved closer, raising his hand to cup Ethan’s face. “Hey,” he said, “can I kiss you?”

Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. He felt every line of Zach’s hand on his cheek, and how warm and soft it was. He licked his lips and said, “I’ve never actually been k-kissed before.”

“I know,” Zach murmured. His breath swept over Ethan’s face, minty. “Is it okay for me to be your first?”

Ethan’s mind blanked. He could barely breathe. He nodded, pursing his lips.

“Relax for me,” Zach said, shifting closer on the bed. His warmth enveloped Ethan. “Close your eyes.”

Ethan did as he was told, even though it made no difference. It only made him feel more vulnerable, more exposed to Zach. The thought sent a shiver of excitement through his body.

A heartbeat passed and nothing happened. Ethan realized he was holding his breath.

A knock rattled the door. “Ethan?” Stacy’s voice called. “Your appointment is in thirty minutes. We’re leaving in five.”

“Shit.” Ethan felt something brush his bottom lip as Zach spoke.

He’d been that close.

Zach’s hand slipped away from Ethan’s face, and Ethan finally let go of the breath he’d been holding. “Come over after class tomorrow,” Zach said softly. “We can continue this there.” Ethan heard the coy smile in his words.

The bed beside him shifted as Zach got up. “I’d better go, then.” He took Ethan’s hand and tugged him to his feet.

Ethan’s knees shook, hardly able to hold him up. He reached out for Zach’s other hand and found it ready to support him, like Zach always had been. Ethan let himself lean forward into Zach’s strong grip.

“You all right?” Zach asked. He squeezed Ethan’s hand.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I got up a little too fast.” He let go of Zach and straightened his back to make his lie more convincing. “I’ll walk you to the door.”


Chapter 5:

 

 

TAKING THE stairs two at a time and spinning his car keys so fast he worried they might fly off, Zach was walking on clouds. His cheeks burned ever so slightly, adding to the warmth of the late afternoon.

He hardly saw the road home or his apartment building as he sprinted up the stairs and entered the brightly lit hallway with the new-carpet smell. The elderly custodian was cleaning the wall between Zach’s door and his neighbor’s.

“Evenin’, Steven,” Zach said, nodding to the seventy-year-old man.

“Good evening, Mr. Lewis. You look happy tonight.” His missing tooth made a whistling sound.

“Best day of my life,” Zach said, grinning.

“Got yourself a girl, huh?”

“Something like that.” He jammed his key into the lock, then paused and pulled out his wallet. Handing a $50 bill to Steven, he said, “Have a nice night, Steven.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lewis,” he said with a smile. It had taken Zach a long time to get the custodian to stop trying to reject Zach’s tips. “Hope she’s a keeper.”

“I reckon she is,” Zach said as he walked into his apartment and shut the door behind him.

He didn’t see the large living room with the portrait of The Last Supper, a moving gift from his parents, sitting above the black leather couch, or the virtually unused kitchen with the stainless-steel appliances.

All he saw was the door to his bedroom, left open as always. He flopped onto his messy king-size bed and sighed, sinking into the down comforter with the same grin still plastered on his face. He fell asleep then and there, all his worries having flown away.

 

 

WEDNESDAY ROLLED along slowly. Zach rushed into class and slid into the seat beside Ethan, taking hold of his hand beneath the desk. Ethan smiled and shifted closer, leaning toward him to say in a low voice, “I told the professor what happened—that we’re friends and I was just being an asshole. He understands, I think.”

“You weren’t an asshole,” Zach said. “A pain in the ass, absolutely. But ‘asshole’ is a tad too strong.”

Ethan scoffed. “That’s rich coming from King Pain In The Ass.”

“Being the king is precisely why I’m qualified to recognize the difference.” He squeezed Ethan’s hand beneath the desk. “Disrespect the king again and I may have to punish you,” he teased, delighting in the way Ethan’s ears burned red.

Before Ethan could respond, more people shuffled sleepily into the room. He and Zach separated, acting like normal friends simply sitting side by side.

 

 

THE TICKING clock aggravated Zach’s impatience. Three minutes remained before class ended, but he already gripped his keys. They burned in his hands, desperate to be used.

Ethan fidgeted beside him, tapping the pencil he always pulled out but never used. The sleepers in other rows stirred. Most listened for the professor to finish explaining their term paper.

“It’ll be due at the beginning of the last class and will account for the entirety of your grade, so make it the best work you’ve ever done. You’re all free to go. Have a nice day.” He finished by straightening his stack of papers on the podium and shutting off the projector.

Half of the class vanished in the next minute. Zach was the first one standing, already wearing his backpack with sloppy notes stuffed deep into the mess.

“Come on, let’s go before the parking lot gets crowded,” he said, tugging at Ethan’s sleeve. Excitement jittered in his fingertips. He could hardly feel his legs with how much they shook from the mere anticipation of what was to come.

“I have to wait until everyone else has left, actually,” Ethan said, shrinking into his seat. In a low voice he continued, “The professor said some students might not participate if they’re being taped, so he asked if I could be discreet about it. He suggested I use a brailler instead, in case the recordings don’t catch everything, but I don’t know braille so….”
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