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My name is Jace Holden, and today is the day I die. Words have always come easy for me, which makes it strange that I struggle with them now. Knowing that my time is coming to an end, there’s so much I want to say. Mom, Dad, I want you to know that this isn’t your fault. You’ve always given me everything I needed, and I always felt loved, but you don’t know who I am. I hid the truth from you. I’m sorry for that and for what I’m about to do... have done, by the time you read this. But you need to understand that it’s better for me to die now when, as odd as it might seem, I am still happy. I think about the future all the time, when you’ve both passed away and my sister has a family of her own. And you better, Michelle! You fall in love, have a slew of kids, and never look back. That’s what I want, but I also know this means I’ll end up on my own. I’ll get old, and sick, and die alone, because that’s what happens to people like me. All I want is someone to love, someone who will love me back. I don’t understand why that person has to be another man. I can’t explain that to you, but I’m sure you’ll agree this is an impossible dream. So I’m leaving now, while I still have a wonderful family that loves me and will forgive me for anything, even for being selfish. Or for being gay. I’m just sorry I couldn’t tell you in person.

Jace wiped his nose on his jacket sleeve, folded up the note, and placed it inside the plastic baggie. He probably should have double-bagged it, since the letter would have to survive being submerged in water, but at least the baggie had a trusty Ziploc seal. Yellow and blue make green! After some deliberation, Jace decided the note was safest in the front pocket of his jeans, shoved it in there, and turned his attention to the Blackwater River.

As a kid, Jace had imagined he could hop into the river, be swept out of this podunk Missouri town and up to Canada where his grandparents lived. Later, when a drunken hobo had fallen off this very bridge, Jace had learned that the river could take a person to a completely different destination. Whether that was Heaven or Hell he wasn’t certain, but he was determined to find out. Placing his hand on the wrought-iron rail, which felt cold in the late October air, Jace considered the waters below. How would this kill him, exactly? Didn’t Olympic divers jump from these same heights? Maybe he should have chugged his father’s whisky, got himself nice and drunk like the bum who had died here years ago.

Jace’s eyes scanned the river, the waters swollen by a week’s worth of storms, and wondered if the hobo’s body was still there, lurking beneath the surface. The bobbing light of a night fisher in the distance caught his eye. Jace pictured the fishing hook snagging waterlogged flesh. He was sure about doing this, wasn’t he? Jace reached for the letter again before stopping himself. He’d read it enough times to have it memorized. And to know that what he’d written was right. There was no future for a person like him. He knew everyone in this town, more or less, and not once had he heard of an old gay couple enjoying retirement together or elderly lesbians celebrating their fiftieth anniversary. Such things simply didn’t happen. Not on TV. Not in real life. So Jace had spent quite a long time trying to figure out what did happen to gay people, turning to history for answers.

Oscar Wilde’s biography had given him hope. For all its imperfections, the relationship Oscar had with Bosie did resemble love, but Jace concluded those feelings were one-sided at best. Oscar Wilde had died a broken man, far from home, and with no family or a lover at his bedside. Walt Whitman passed away under the care of his housekeeper, not a loving husband. Emperor Hadrian’s lover Antinous had drowned in the Nile, either by accident or on purpose. Jace had thought long and hard about that one, wondering if even being loved was enough to avoid this fate. By the end of his days, Hadrian had tried to take his own life many times. Was he chasing after Antinous?

Each gay biography Jace had read told him he wasn’t alone—the homosexuality often only alluded to, hidden between the lines. Jace had initially reveled in each discovery. Eventually, all he did was despair. History proved he wasn’t the only gay person, but it also assured him that he would die alone.

As he was about to do now. If only someone were with him, some shy and handsome guy from his school, gripping his hand tightly. Their forbidden love would drive them to take this plunge together to the one place where society couldn’t tear them apart. But as Jace glanced beyond the lonely bridge, all he saw was a dusty gravel road and his car parked to one side of it, windshield partially obscured by fallen leaves. If he stood out here deliberating any longer, he would freeze to death.

Jace laughed, remembering this was his goal. It was time to go. Seventeen years of a happy life was much better than decades and decades spent searching for the impossible, yearning for what he couldn’t have, growing older, sadder, and more bitter with every passing year. Like Antinous, Jace would let the waters take him while he was still young. He believed Antinous did so because love was too painful. What Antinous didn’t know was that living without love could hurt even more. Clenching his jaw, Jace placed two flat palms on the rail and swung his legs over.

Gravity did the rest.

Air whipped around his clothing as Jace plunged toward the water much too quickly for his life to flash before his eyes. There wouldn’t have been much worthy of seeing anyway: hanging out in the backyard with his sister on long summer nights, laughing and acting up so much that it irritated their parents. Or his father trying to get him interested in cars, Jace covertly yawning when his father ducked beneath the hood to examine the engine. Or his mother and her endless cats that would appear from out of nowhere when she clicked her tongue, eager for food, games, or affection. No, Jace’s life hadn’t been all that interesting, but in its own boring way, it had been wonderful.

Fuck.

Regret hit Jace the same time the water did. His body had tumbled sideways in the air, giving him newfound respect for those Olympic divers. The river felt solid when Jace smacked into it, forcing the air from his lungs in one painful wheeze. When he tried to breathe again, water poured in, not air. Jace panicked, kicking and waving his arms, hoping to move toward the surface but no longer knowing which way was up. The ache in his lungs intensified into agony. He had thought drowning would be painless and peaceful, the chilled river water luring him into a gentle sleep. Instead his insides felt searing hot.

Jace’s head broke the surface. Desperate to gulp air into his lungs, he opened his mouth, heaving out water in a never-ending supply. Finally he coughed. Before he could take a proper breath, his head bobbed under again. Feeling weakened from the cold and lack of air, he fought to keep his head above water. When he did manage to take in air, it was only in tiny gasps. Ears buzzing and limbs stiffening from cold, he turned his face upward to an overcast sky. It would have been nice to see the stars again, one last time.

The buzzing in Jace’s ears grew painfully loud, snarling before ceasing entirely. Then something clamped onto his shoulder. A hand? Maybe. He couldn’t feel much of anything now, that numbness he had dreamt of finally taking over. Only when he was spun around did he understand. The side of a boat filled his vision; over the edge of it a heavily wrinkled face twisted up with effort.

“Raise your arms. Come on now! I can’t do this alone!”

“Help!” Jace squeaked, his lungs tighter than ever. “Help me!”

“Give me your goddamned hand!”

Jace’s brain kicked in. Even though it made him bob dangerously, he stopped paddling with one of his arms just long enough to thrust it in the air. The old man grabbed his wrist, then his forearm as he pulled. Grunting with effort, he managed to get Jace’s arm over the boat so he was hanging on at the elbow.

“Now the other one.”

The process was repeated, and soon Jace was draped over the boat’s edge. A new surge of adrenaline shot through him as he scrambled in an attempt to climb aboard, making the little fishing vessel rock.

“Easy!” the old man shouted. “You’ll tip the whole damn boat! Stop your squirming and just breathe.”

Jace tried to calm down despite feeling like he was freezing to death. He locked wide eyes with the old man, trying to communicate his despair. But he couldn’t speak. The old man was right. He needed to breathe.

“Okay. Good. Okay.” The old man rubbed the white scruff on his chin, looking between Jace and the deck. “I’m too old to haul you out. When you’re ready, I want you to work your way to the back of the boat. Slowly.”

Jace started right away. He feared that if he didn’t, his arms would give out and he’d slip back into the river. Bit by bit, he inched his way to the rear of the boat. The entire time, the old man moved with him, walking on his knees and keeping a hand on Jace’s jacket collar.

“That’s it. You’ll have an easier time getting in from back here. Think you can step onto the motor?”

The idea sounded dangerous, but silence meant the engine wasn’t running. Jace kicked his leg up a few times until he felt it hit the motor. Then, pulling himself up with his last ounce of strength, he managed to get his foot on top. The water pulled at his clothes as he strained, like the river didn’t want to give up the sacrifice it had been offered. Finally, just when he thought he’d never be free, Jace toppled over the edge of the boat and—embarrassingly—fell onto the old man.

There was some grumbled swearing until Jace rolled to the side, but he was too exhausted to apologize. Instead he curled up on his side—gasping, coughing, and shaking. Then the motor kicked into life, buzzing them down the river. The breeze made Jace wince. Just when he thought he couldn’t get any colder!

Their trip was mercifully short. He felt the boat’s prow slide onto earth and forced himself to sit up, eager to get back on land. The old man was sitting just behind him, hand resting on the motor’s tiller. “Think you can climb out on your own?”

Jace nodded.

“Go ahead then. That’s my place just over there. We’ll get you inside and warmed up.”

Jace glanced at the shore, seeing a recreational vehicle parked not far away. Once he stumbled onto land, he made straight for the RV, not looking back until he was at the door. He felt desperate to get inside.

“Move over,” the old man said so he could unlock the door, cursing a bit under his breath.

Jace took a good look at him for the first time. He wasn’t a tall man, probably five foot eight at best. Of course a lot of people looked short to Jace ever since he had shot up to six foot two. The old man had a prominent beer belly and a head of thinning white hair. Despite having just saved his life, he didn’t look particularly friendly. Right now he was jerking his thumb, signaling Jace to get inside.

The interior had the old-man smell that filled his grandpa’s workshop, spiced with a touch of fish from the small kitchen corner. In the light of a single lamp, Jace couldn’t see much that wasn’t practical. A table for dining was covered in newspapers, a half-finished crossword puzzle on top. A small couch curved around this table. Farther back was a bed, the two doors near it probably opening into closets or a toilet.

“What’s your name?” the old man asked, shutting the door behind him.

Jace turned toward him but didn’t answer. Now that he no longer feared for his life, he was starting to wonder how much trouble he was in.

“Mine’s Bernard,” the old man said, thrusting out a hand. “Most people call me Bernie, which I hate.”

Jace took his hand and shook it, but still didn’t say a word. After a few quick pumps, Bernard pulled away. “Jesus, boy! You’re freezing! Strip off your clothes. You won’t get any warmer wearing those. You can heat up in the shower.”

A hot shower? Jace didn’t need encouraging. He took off his jacket and held it awkwardly, water dripping on the floor. Now that he noticed, he was getting water all over the place.

“Sorry,” he said, teeth chattering.

“It’s fine.” Bernard took Jace’s jacket and laid it across the table, the newspapers turning dark as they drank in the water. “Just throw it all here. The shower’s right behind you. Towels are in there too.”

With that, Bernard turned around and took a great interest in the ceiling. Jace kept shooting glances in his direction as he struggled to get off his shoes, then his jeans, but Bernard might as well have been a statue. When Jace was down to his underwear, he opened the door behind him and stepped inside.

The little room was barely bigger than a porta-potty, complete with toilet. At first he thought he chose the wrong door, but then he noticed the showerhead on the wall and the drain in the floor. There was also a sink and mirror to one side. Jace caught sight of himself. His blondish-brown hair clung to his forehead, his face more gaunt than usual. His high cheekbones looked more skeletal than attractive, like death had already gotten a grip on him and wasn’t letting go.

Jace found the shower water handle and turned it. Even the cold water that first came out felt warm to him. When it started to steam, his skin stung, but he forced himself to stand beneath the flow until feeling and color returned to his skin. When he shut off the water, he heard a voice shout from the other room.

“Towels are in the drawer!”

Jace pulled at a handle in the wall, a drawer sliding open with bone-dry towels inside. He would have found the entire arrangement clever if the situation wasn’t so embarrassing. Or horrible. Jace rubbed at the fog on the mirror and stared at himself. He looked human again, but his blue eyes were haunted, and he knew why. One of his schoolmates had tried killing herself during their freshman year and had been sent to a psychiatric hospital afterwards. Jace struggled to remember if he’d ever seen her again.

No, he might not have ended his life, but he sure had screwed it up. And for what? Despite the revelation that he wasn’t ready to check out just yet, he still faced the same dreary future. Now it was likely to get a whole lot uglier. Sighing, Jace wrapped the towel around his waist and left the bathroom.

Bernard was sitting at the small table where Jace’s wet clothes had been, except now they were bundled up in a trash bag. On top of this sat his wallet. And the baggied suicide note. The trusty Ziplock seal was no longer green. Had Bernard read his letter? Even worse, Jace’s driver’s license sat to one side.

“Feel better, Jason?” Bernard said, standing and grabbing a flannel blanket off the couch.

“Most people call me Jace,” he replied, “and I actually like that.”

The old man grunted, thrusting the blanket at him. “Here. Wrap yourself in this or you’ll catch a chill. This RV is colder than a well digger’s ass.”

Jace took the blanket gratefully, glancing around the interior. “Do you live here?”

“Only on the weekends.” Bernard sat back down with a grimace. The expression didn’t leave even when he was settled. “What the hell were you playing at, son?”

Jace nodded toward his belongings, in particular the suicide note. “You already know why.”

“Like hell I do! It’s the letter I don’t understand. What sort of stupid reason is that for wanting to kill yourself?”

Jace’s chin jutted out. “I’m gay. That’s not reason enough?”

“No,” Bernard spat, “it isn’t. And I wasn’t referring to that. You’re happy now but worry you won’t be one day? Jesus, man! At least wait until you’re miserable before you go leaping off a bridge. And next time choose one that’s taller!”

Jace laughed. He couldn’t help it. The entire evening had been insane. Part of him wondered if he had succeeded in killing himself and ended up in this strange purgatory.

“You’ve lost your mind,” Bernard said, waving a hand dismissively.

“I think maybe I have,” Jace admitted.

“Well, at least I know you won’t be trying that again soon. The look on your face as you were crying for help convinced me of that.” Bernard glared at him. “Of course you damn near killed me instead. I almost had a heart attack!”

“Sorry,” Jace said. “And thank you.”

Bernard sniffed and then nodded. “Have a seat. I’d offer you a drink if you were older.”

Jace sat, readjusting the blanket around his shoulders. Unable to make eye contact, he stared at his belongings instead. “Are you going to tell my parents?”

Bernard was quiet a moment. “I don’t know. Seems to me you have a lot of problems you need to talk over with them.”

“I will.” Jace raised his head. “But I’ll do that on my own.”

Bernard sized him up. “You better. Maybe they can talk some sense into you. There’s a lot worse that can happen to a man than him ending up alone.”

“I know,” Jace said sheepishly.

“You don’t,” Bernard said, “and that’s not your fault either. But you’ll learn. Eventually.”

“I’m not completely clueless,” Jace said. “I’ve read plenty of history books. Biographies too. I know what can happen to a person.”

“Reading about something and living through it are two different things.” Bernard peered at him. “No, I can guess the worst problem you face.”

“Oh really?”

“Yup. Free time. You know that saying about how idle hands are the devil’s tools?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I don’t believe in any devil, but there’s plenty of truth to that saying. No man is happy for long when he doesn’t have work to occupy his time and mind. Without a purpose, a man doesn’t have any sense of worth. You seem to think your life is worthless or you wouldn’t have tried throwing it away.”

“I go to school,” Jace said. “That keeps me busy.”

Bernard crossed his arms over his chest. “If that were enough, I wouldn’t have had to drag your ass out of the river tonight. You able to work nights?”

“If I wanted to.”

“You want a job?”

“Doing what?” Jace asked. “Fishing?”

Bernard scoffed. “This is my hobby, not my livelihood.”

The pieces came together. “Wait, you’re the Bernie! As in Bernie’s Stop and Shop.” Jace made him sound like some kind of celebrity, but in a small town like this one, owning the local gas station was halfway there.

“I could use another man on the night shift. Not the whole thing. Not at your age, but you’d come in after dinner and be done before bedtime.”

Jace blinked and wondered if the night could get any weirder. “Why?”

“I told you why. If you expect me not to tell your parents, then I should at least keep my eye on you. Besides—” Bernard stopped and shook his head, then scowled hard at the soaked crossword puzzle.

“Okay,” Jace said, if only to bring him out of the sudden mood change. “If you really think it’ll help, I’ll give it a shot. Uh, I’ll get paid, right?”

Bernard looked up at him incredulously and cracked a grin. “Well, I did save your life. Surely that’s worth a week’s pay. You’ll have to wear that blanket home too, since I don’t have a dryer here. That’s not free either.”

“You can have the blanket back later,” Jace said, “and as you know, I already consider my life worthless. The way I see it, that makes us even.”

Bernard barked laughter. “Very well. Work hard, and I’ll see you get paid. Deal?”

Jace nodded. What did he have to lose?

“Deal.”

— — —
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Jace pulled into his neighborhood, thankful for once that it was sleepy, dark, and quiet. That could describe all of Warrensburg, Missouri. A visiting cousin had once expressed excitement that Warrensburg was a college town, throwing out terms like “liberal paradise” and “cultural oasis.” That enthusiasm soon diminished when she actually visited. Jace figured that college life here wasn’t so different than grade school had been or high school was. Ancient brick buildings, worn-out wooden desks, and teachers old enough to remember when the schools and equipment had been new. Everything in Warrensburg felt old and tired to Jace. Only the nights had potential, when it was too dark to see the truth and still possible to imagine anything.

Right now, Jace was fervently imagining himself getting caught sneaking back inside. His clothes were still soaked and tied up in the trash bag, looking like a sad black pumpkin on his passenger seat. All he had on was the blanket Bernard had given him, burnt orange in color. Another downside to being tall was that the fabric didn’t cover nearly as much of him as he’d like. Draped in the blanket, Jace had felt like a Hare Krishna when walking back to his car, carefully driving the speed limit the whole way home so he wouldn’t have to explain himself to a bored police officer.

“Evenin’ officer! Just driving around naked, except for this oversized washcloth. I do this every Saturday night. Don’t you?”

Now he turned off the headlights before pulling into the driveway of his family’s home. After killing the engine, he checked the windows one by one. The house was mostly dark, except for a dim light in the kitchen his mother always left on. Jace considered entering through the front door and dashing to his room, but if his mom or dad came downstairs for a midnight snack...

No, Michelle’s room was his best bet. Jace eyed the trash bag of soaked clothes but decided to leave it behind. He needed both his hands on the blanket unless he wanted to add ‘unintentional flasher’ to the night’s list of transgressions. Closing the car door as quietly as possible, he hurried across the lawn to the side of the house.

Jace’s bedroom was on the top floor, down the hall from his parents. His sister Michelle had a lot more privacy. Down one set of stairs to the kitchen and living room, and down another flight to the family room, Michelle’s bedroom was tucked away in a corner of the house. Most of it was underground, except for two high-set windows. Jace knew for a fact these windows acted as an entrance and an exit—sometimes for Michelle, sometimes for her boyfriends.

Jace squatted, adjusted the blanket to make sure his junk wasn’t showing, and tapped on the window. The light inside the bedroom turned off before the window slid open.

“Brett!” Michelle said, grinning while peering into the dark. “You’re so bad!”

“It’s me, stupid!” Jace hissed.

Michelle’s smile faltered. “Ew!”

“Ew, indeed. Now let me in.”

“What are you doing out there?” Michelle squinted. “And what are you wearing?”

“I’ll explain later. Just get out of my way. And turn around.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I’m half-naked.”

“Ugh!” Michelle retreated into the dark.

When Jace hopped into the room, she had her back to the window, hands over her eyes. He shook his head ruefully, turning on the bedside lamp. “I said half-naked. Not naked.”

Michelle spun around, peering between her fingers before she dropped her hands and laughed. She kept laughing while Jace glared at her. Michelle was a year younger than he was, and with her tall build and blondish-brown hair, many people mistook them for fraternal twins. They often told people they were. Michelle had even talked Jace into growing out his hair. It wasn’t as long as hers, not yet reaching his shoulders. Michelle’s tumbled halfway down her back, but him having longer hair did help solidify the illusion. 

Not only did they look alike, but they were kindred spirits as well. They might not share every hobby and interest, but they got along like best friends. Other siblings they knew were in constant competition with each other or always squabbling. Not them. He and Michelle were as close as could be.

“What’s her name?” Michelle asked, “and what did you do to end up like this? Did her boyfriend chase you off? Oh god, it’s not a married woman, is it?”

Jace swallowed. Okay, so maybe their closeness didn’t extend to every area of their lives. “Why would Brett be at your window?” he asked, changing subjects. “I thought you two broke up.”

“We did.” Michelle studied him. “God, you’re so naïve. And here I thought you finally had a girlfriend.” She grinned again. “Do you?”

“No. I was out for a hike and was crossing a river. There was this log, like a fallen tree, and I slipped and fell into the water.”

Michelle’s eyebrows rose. “And then you hit your head and became a shitty liar. What really happened? Where’d you get that blanket?”

Jace sighed. “Can you just get me some clothes from upstairs? Please?”

“And then you’ll tell me the truth?” Michelle looked disappointed.

He didn’t blame her. Normally they were honest with each other. He supposed that was all he could be now. “I don’t want to tell you.” Jace swallowed. “It’s embarrassing. And stupid.”

Now Michelle looked concerned. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” Jace pulled the blanket tighter around himself. “I’ll tell you,” he said. “Just not now. I need time.”

“For what?”

“To figure out how to say it.”

Michelle studied him, looking for any hint of the truth. “I’ll be right back,” she said finally, hurrying from the room.

Jace sat on the edge of the bed and sighed. She loved him. His parents did too. He didn’t doubt it in the slightest. That was the problem. The worst thing about being loved is how vulnerable it makes you. If coming out made that love falter... Jace couldn’t bear the thought. For a fleeting moment, he wished he had succeeded, had shrugged off Bernard’s grip and allowed himself to sink into the Blackwater River.

“Fashion time,” Michelle said, causing him to jump. She had an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt draped over one arm. “I was tempted to bring that horrible suit Mom bought you for their anniversary.”

Jace grimaced. “My skin itches just thinking about it.”

“Which you would deserve,” Michelle said with menace. “Lying to your own sister!”

“I know,” Jace said, taking the clothes. “I suck. Sorry.”

Michelle gave a half-hearted shrug. “I didn’t bring any underwear. Digging through that drawer would have been gross.”

“It’s all right,” Jace said, keeping his eyes on the clothes. “I just want to put these on and go up to bed.” He glanced over at her to make sure she understood. There wouldn’t be any big discussions tonight.

Michelle’s room had its own bathroom, which he ducked into to get changed. Jace couldn’t even look at himself in the mirror as he dressed, the bitter taste of guilt in his mouth. Once he was done, he said a quick goodnight to his sister and headed upstairs. He was almost to his room when his mother surprised him in the hall.

“Jace! I didn’t hear you come in!”

Dressed in a nightgown, clutching the front closed with one hand, she looked happy to see him. Was it a mother’s instinct that kept her up? Had she felt her son nearly take his own life?

“Just got in,” he mumbled.

With her free hand, his mother toyed with the braid of gray hair that hung over one shoulder, a dead giveaway that she was worried. “Did you have fun?”

“Yeah!” Jace said, trying to sound chipper. “Just went for a drive. You know how I love that. Probably would have bored anyone else to tears.”

“Okay.” His mother looked somewhat relieved. “As long as you’re fine.”

He nodded. “I am. I love you.”

“I love you too. Sweet dreams.”

Jace kept the smile plastered on his face until his bedroom door was shut behind him. Then he exhaled. Leaving the light off, he threw himself across his bed. What now? Deciding to kill himself meant not having to make decisions about the future. Now what was there to look forward to? A part-time job with a grumpy old man? Seeing the hurt on his sister’s face when she learned the truth? A lifetime spent alone while he watched everyone his age fall in love and build a family?

Jace growled in frustration and shoved himself up and out of bed. He walked to the window, looked out at the sleepy suburb. He knew every neighbor, every married couple residing on this street. Some of the older people had lost their spouses, but even they had children and grandchildren to help fill the void. Jace looked at the sky, wishing he could see the horizon, see a town or city beyond this one. Somewhere out there, no matter how far away, had to be someone else like him. Someone just for him, his own Bosie or Antinous.

Clenching his jaw, Jace swore an oath to find him. No matter what he had to do, how far he had to search, he would find that person. Together, maybe they could prove the history books wrong.
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Chapter Two
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Jace stumbled to the breakfast table wearing a pair of pajama bottoms and the same T-shirt his sister had picked out for him the night before. Michelle was already there, stabbing at a bowl of cereal. Next to her, their father thumbed through a copy of Reader’s Digest, ignoring his eggs and toast. The number of people who mistook Michelle for his twin was trivial compared to the number who thought Jace’s parents were his grandparents. His father was bald down the middle of his head, white hair combed over from the sides to compensate. Thick glasses perched on the end of his nose, but he looked over them instead of through them to read.

“Fried egg?” his mother asked from the stove.

“No thanks,” Jace said, heading for the cabinet with the cereal bowls.

His mother turned back to the pan. Only a year younger than her husband, Serena had tried for years to have children until moving to Missouri. Here the family doctor—fresh out of a university—convinced her to give in vitro fertilization a try. Obviously it had worked. Michelle hated being a test-tube baby, but Jace loved it and told anyone who would listen. The other kids at school would look at him like he was a clone or a mad scientist’s experiment, which always cracked him up.

“What did you do last night?” his father asked as Jace sat.

“Nothing.”

His father licked his finger and turned a page. “That’s not what I heard.”

Jace glanced over at Michelle, who gave a barely perceptible shake of her head. She hadn’t betrayed him. “I just went for a drive, that’s all.”

“Oh, that’s all.”

“Bob,” Jace’s mother said warningly.

“Serena,” he shot back. “We talked about this last night. He’s putting miles on the car for no good reason.”

Jace rolled his eyes and shoved cereal into his mouth.

“A car,” Bob continued, setting down the magazine, “that you have to share with your sister. That’s not fair to her, is it?”

“I don’t care if he goes driving,” Michelle said.

Their father frowned.

“What?” she replied. “You gave us that car and said it was our responsibility. Is it or isn’t it?”

“It is, but I expected you to actually be responsible with it.” Bob picked up his Reader’s Digest again. After a moment of silence, he said, “The ice caps are melting. Pretty soon we’ll all be living in swimming pools.”

Just like that, the topic was over. Jace rolled his eyes at his sister. Then they both smirked. Neither of their parents were big on discipline. Their father doled out the occasional guilt trip, and their mother kept them in line with her love. Or by making them feel like they were still toddlers. Case in point: A plate of fried eggs was placed next to Jace’s cereal bowl.

“You’re a growing boy,” his mother explained.

“Don’t forget to burp him when he’s done eating,” Michelle murmured.

Jace moodily worked his way through the cereal, letting the eggs get cold in protest, but eventually he ate those too. He hated being treated like he was a child and took some delight in having very grown-up news to share.

“I got a job,” he announced.

“What?” His father turned his thick lenses on him again. “Why would you do that when I’ve been asking you to work at the store for years?”

“The store” referred to either of the dry cleaning locations that his father owned. One catered to the university, the other to the general public. From what his mother said, they could easily sell the stores and retire, but for now his father still enjoyed running the business.

“You always say I should be independent,” Jace countered.

His father lifted a wiry eyebrow. “I certainly have not!”

“No,” Serena chimed in, “that’s definitely not something your father would say. Where is this new job?”

“At Bernie’s. I’ll be working part-time after school.”

“You’ll be working for Bernie Hudson?” his father asked. 

Jace shrugged. “I guess so.”

Now his father appeared smug. “Well, Bernie is a client of mine, so I always make sure to fuel up at his place. I even buy my whisky there. I guess we’ll be seeing plenty more of each other!”

His father cackled as Jace cleared the table and pretended his family didn’t exist. And to think he had felt so soppy toward them last night! Jace rinsed the dishes and left them in the sink, retreating upstairs for some quiet time and then a shower. He hated small towns. Of course Bernard knew his father! The worst part was that Bernard might say something to his parents. Unless he kept his part of the bargain. Jace would keep his, being a good little worker as long as his suicide attempt stayed secret.

Once clean and dressed, Jace headed out on foot. Today was his sister’s turn to have the car, and he knew his father would be hounding him about the new job. Or his dream of Jace taking over the family business one day. Fat chance! The last thing Jace wanted was to be trapped in Warrensburg the rest of his life. As soon as he graduated from high school, he’d choose a college somewhere far away and never look back.

For now, Greg’s place would be his only sanctuary. Jace didn’t have far to walk. Behind his family’s house, the land sloped downward into a small valley. No fence separated their yard from the property directly behind theirs, a house situated atop the ascending slope. This was the home of the Trouts, close family friends. Greg had been there for every one of Jace’s birthdays and vice versa, as far back as he could remember. Not that they had much in common. During childhood, living nearby is enough to seal a friendship, but Jace would have liked Greg regardless. They’d had their fallings out over the years, but nothing serious.

Jace pounded on the back patio door that led to the living room, where he knew Greg would be watching one of the many action films constantly on repeat. Luckily, Jace wouldn’t have to suffer through another viewing of Rambo III today. Greg had gotten an archery set for his birthday—their main diversion as of late.

Once Greg put on his shoes, they headed down the valley toward the small lake that nestled there. They walked around its edge and entered the woods, where they had nailed a target to a tree.

“You wanna go first?” Greg asked.

“Sure.”

“Too bad!” Greg snickered and unsheathed an arrow from the homemade quiver he wore on his back. That he wasn’t shirtless and wearing a red bandana like Rambo was a small miracle. As Jace watched Greg’s arm muscles tense and flex with the effort of pulling the bow string back, the image was annoyingly erotic. Jesus, he needed to get laid!

Greg unleashed a set of arrows, cussing when each one hit the target, no matter the result. “Shit!” meant his aim was off. “Fuck yeah!” indicated that he had struck near the center. All around them leaves fell as squirrels scampered away, just in case they became a more interesting target.

“What did you get up to last night?” Greg asked.

“Nothing,” Jace said, knowing his best friend wasn’t prying but looking for an excuse to brag.

“I had Angie over,” Greg said, walking to the target to pull his arrows free. “Watched some movies up in my room. Mom was drinking wine and didn’t care for once, thank god.”

“Which movie did you guys watch?”

Greg spared him a glance that said he wasn’t making sense. Jace was used to those. “Some stupid chick flick. The point is, she let me feel her up. And down.”

“Wow!” Jace said, feeling a little uncomfortable, but he managed to match Greg’s leering grin as the bow was shoved into his hands. “Lucky you.”

“Yeah.” Greg watched him shoot the first arrow. “She has a sister. A couple of years younger than us, but she has a birthday coming up. Not ideal, but you know.”

Jace did know. He was perpetually single, which was starting to draw attention. A single freshman or sophomore was one thing, but junior and senior year brought added pressures. Like prom. No doubt Greg would have a date, even if it wasn’t Angie by then. Greg always had a girlfriend these days. And like their birthdays or first days of school, the Trouts and Holdens would come together, their parents nudging each other, smiling, and taking photos of their sons in rented tuxedos. If Greg had a prom date and Jace didn’t, eyebrows would be raised and might not ever come down again.

“Is her sister pretty?” Jace asked. He didn’t need to listen to Greg’s response because he didn’t care. This sort of pressure made him sick to his stomach. Enough that he often considered telling everyone the truth. Not having to pretend anymore, to fake interest in the big-boobed costars of Greg’s action movies, or flirt ineptly with his sister’s friends—all of that would go away if he just told the truth. Jace only wished he had some way of knowing what everyone’s reaction would be ahead of time. He supposed he could find out, as long as he was clever about it.

Jace made small talk while they took turns shooting arrows, putting distance between the discussion of relationships. “So I’ve been reading this book about Leonardo da Vinci,” he said eventually.

“Oh yeah? Any good?”

Jace knew that Greg couldn’t care less, but it was the job of any good friend to feign interest. Jace faked enthusiasm every time Hulk Hogan won another wrestling belt, and Greg listened with practiced attention when Jace felt like talking about historical figures.

“Yeah. Pretty good. A little weird though.” Jace made a face. “The author thinks that da Vinci was gay. I guess he was accused of sodomy once and—”

“Sodomy?” Greg smirked. “You mean butt sex?”

“Yeah.” Jace chuckled and cocked an arrow. “He also had a male pupil, Salaì, and there seemed to be something going on there too.”

“Huh.” Greg watched the arrow strike the target. “Well, that explains why the Mona Lisa is so ugly.”

“What?”

“I mean, if da Vinci dug chicks, he would have found someone prettier to paint.” Greg thought for a moment. “That’s a weird thing to read in a history book.”

“Yeah.” Jace laughed, mostly because he was nervous. “Then again, gay people have always been around. That sort of makes it normal.”

Greg took the bow from Jace and went to retrieve the arrows. “I wouldn’t say normal. Personally, I think they should all be shipped off to an island somewhere.”

Jace’s stomach sank. Suddenly he was very glad that Greg was facing away. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Greg returned to Jace’s side and fired off a few arrows. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I have an aunt who’s a lesbian.”

“You do? Have I ever met her?”

Greg shook his head. “Don’t think so. We don’t see her much. She lives out in California with her girlfriend.”

“Oh.” God how Jace would love to have a gay uncle! That would show him exactly how the family would react, and if not positively, would give him a place to go. “So do you wish she’d been shipped off to an island?”

Greg fumbled his shot, the arrow burying itself in the ground. “No! Jesus, dude! She’s my aunt!”

“But you said—”

“I mean the gay guys. I’m okay with lesbians. It’s kind of hot. Not my aunt, of course, but you know.”

This was yet another mystery to Jace, as were Greg’s double standards. “So what do you have against gay guys?”

Greg’s bow arm went slack. “Nothing. I just don’t want them looking at me like I’m a piece of meat.”

The funny thing was, Jace never did look at Greg like that. Not usually, which was ironic since Greg was a good-looking guy. The consummate Eagle Scout, Greg had returned from each Boy Scout camping trip tanner and more toned than before. His brown hair was honey-colored from so much sun, his arms and legs thick from scaling up trees or whatever the hell Boy Scouts got up to. Greg laughed a lot too, which made it hard to stay in a bad mood around him. They hadn’t been swimming together this year, but Jace could imagine how impressive Greg’s body had become, the muscles more defined, maybe even a little hair sprouting on his chest.

“Yeah,” Greg said. “Exactly like that. Stop it, dude! You’re creeping me out!”

Greg laughed and punched him playfully on the arm. Jace made sure to laugh back, to chuckle long and hard in support of it being a clever joke and nothing more. But he found, as they continued their target practice, that he couldn’t let the subject drop. That his best friend was such a homophobe made him sad. And a little angry.

“So basically, because you’re worried a bunch of gay guys will have the hots for you, you think they should all be sent to an island to die.” 

Greg winced. “That’s a little harsh. I didn’t say anything about killing them.”

“What then? They just take a lifelong vacation to some tropical island?”

“Sure.” Greg shrugged. “Let them all hang out there and be gay together. We’ll build a nice resort for them, maybe a golf course. Do gay people play golf?”

“No idea,” Jace said. “So how will they survive on this island of yours?”

“They’ll live off the island’s bounty,” Greg said with surprising flourish. “I’m sure there will be plenty of banana trees.” Greg nudged him while grinning. “Know what I mean? A bunch of gay guys all snacking on bananas?”

Jace fought down a grin. “Yeah, I get it. Maybe you can send shipments of fat juicy sausages there as well.”

Greg guffawed, Jace soon joining him. Laughing about his sexuality felt better than constantly stressing over it, and he supposed Greg’s reaction could have been worse. Far from ideal, but not terrible. Regardless, Jace wouldn’t be coming out any time soon.

— — —
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“You piece of shit!”

Michelle stood in the doorway to Jace’s room, cheeks red and covered in tears. In one hand she held a trash bag full of wet clothes. In the other she held a letter. And it was open.

Jace’s stomach sank. The day had been so nice! After his tense conversation with Greg, they had gone for a hike and later went back to Greg’s place for a movie. For the first time in weeks, Jace had felt almost normal. And now—

“Shut the door,” Jace whispered. “Please.”

His sister looked like she was about to explode, but she clenched her jaw, dropped the trash bag on the floor, and quietly shut the door. When she turned around, her face was crimson and her voice came out as a growl.

“How could you do this to us?” she hissed, holding up the letter.

Jace sighed, almost feeling a mad sort of relief. Now she knew. And she would tell his parents and they would tell everyone. She knew he was gay, and she was furious at him because of it, but at least he wouldn’t be hiding or lying anymore.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Michelle said, stomping over and throwing the letter at him. When it fluttered harmlessly to the ground, she slapped at his chest. Her eyes looked crazy, her teeth grinding together. Jace hadn’t expected this much hate!

“It’s who I am,” Jace said. “I’m gay. I can’t help it.”

His sister’s eyes widened in shock. “Jace, I couldn’t care less who you sleep with! You tried—” Michelle’s face crumpled and she began sobbing.

Jace moved toward her, tentatively placing a hand on her shoulder, worried she’d explode again. When she didn’t, he took her into his arms and let her cry. What he really wanted to do was question her. Had she meant what she said? Did it really not matter to her? Then he felt a surge of guilt, because he finally understood what she was upset about.

“It was a dumb mistake,” Jace murmured. “I regretted it the second I tried.”

“Suicide!” Michelle pushed away from him. “You would have killed us! Do you understand that? Mom and Dad are old. They wouldn’t survive the shock, and as for me—” Michelle shook her head, huffing a few times to get herself under control. “I can’t even talk about it. I can’t! It’s just too fucked up. If you ever think of doing that again, just remember that you’re killing us too.”

“Okay!” Jace said. “I’m sorry!”

Michelle wiped her eyes and went to sit on the edge of the bed. She picked up the letter on the way, shaking her head at it. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“About the gay thing?” Jace swallowed. “I can’t stand the idea of losing you guys either.”

Michelle looked at him like he was being silly. “We love you, stupid. Do you think something like this matters to us?”

“I don’t know.” Jace went to sit next to her. “I really don’t.” 

His sister exhaled and leaned toward him, their shoulders touching. “Gay or straight, I love you. You’re my brother and that will never change. Why would you ever think otherwise?”

Jace shrugged. “Remember when I told you about Elton John?”

“You mean when he came out?”

“Yeah. You said ‘ew,’ like it was disgusting.”

“That’s because Elton John looks like the Pillsbury Doughboy wearing a toupee. The idea of him sleeping with anyone grosses me out.”

“Fair enough.”

“But I still love his music,” Michelle continued. “I wouldn’t if I had a problem with gay people.”

“Okay.”

“Mom and Dad won’t mind either. I promise.” Michelle nudged him. “You have no idea how often Mom has asked me about you.”

“About me being gay?”

His sister nodded.

“Am I that obvious?”

“You don’t lisp or anything but come on! You’re seventeen years old, never had a girlfriend, and just look at you!”

Jace blinked. “What?”

“Ugh. You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” Michelle batted her eyes. “Fine. My big brother has grown up so pretty!”

Jace chuckled. “You think so?”

“Oh, go look in a mirror. Anyway, Mom isn’t going to be shocked. At least I don’t think so. Dad maybe, but he’ll be all right. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“Will you tell them for me?”

Michelle shrugged. “If you want. Or we can do it together.”

“I’m a big wimp, aren’t I?”

“Kind of.” Michelle grew somber. “You have to promise me something. If you ever feel suicidal, come talk to me.”

“I won’t ever try killing myself again. Seriously.”

“But just in case you feel tempted, promise you’ll talk to me.”

“Okay.” Jace put his arm around her. “Don’t worry, I’m fine now. Great, actually. You have no idea how relieved this makes me feel.”

“Does anyone else know?” Michelle asked. “Does Greg?”

Jace shook his head. “No. I think he’s a homophobe. A well-meaning homophobe, maybe. You’re the first to know.”

“Oh. I thought you might have someone. I still don’t get why you showed up in a blanket last night.”

Jace took a deep breath and explained everything about his ill-conceived suicide attempt and the strange events that followed it. When he was finished, Michelle digested his words for a moment.

“So basically you jumped off a bridge and ended up getting a job.”

“Yup!”

Michelle shook her head. “Sounds about normal for you.” She stared at the carpet, thinking for a moment. “So if you never had a boyfriend, how do you know you’re gay?”

“Same way that you know you’re straight, I guess. Did you have to kiss a guy before you knew you wanted to?”

“God no! Remember my crush on Michael Jackson?”

Jace laughed. “Exactly. And the one time I did kiss a girl, it didn’t do anything for me.”

Michelle crinkled her nose. “That’s right. I made you play spin-the-bottle with my friends, and you ended up kissing Sheila.”

“All I remember is that she smelled like cabbage.”

“She always did.” Michelle turned to him with an expression of exaggerated concern. “Do you think her cabbage kiss turned you gay?”

Jace nodded. “Probably. It’s all your fault.”

Michelle sighed. “Well, there’s no turning back now. I have a gay brother, and he’s still hopelessly single.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Hey, you think this old guy has the hots for you?”

“Bernard?” Jace grimaced. “Why would you say that?”

“Well, he did pull you from the river and then offered you a job. That’s not exactly normal.”

He considered this and sighed. “Great, my first boyfriend and he’s eighty years old.” 

— — —
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Jace sat in the back room of Bernie’s Stop and Shop, trying to fight down a case of the jitters. He wasn’t used to sitting still. At least not for two hours in a row. So far all Bernard had wanted to do was talk, or be talked to. As soon as Jace had shown up for work, Bernard walked him through a storage area lined by cardboard boxes, familiar junk food logos printed on each side. In a back corner, fenced off by walls made of these boxes, was a desk.

For the first hour, Jace sat on one side of the desk and was grilled with questions. Bernard wanted to know how Jace did at school and what his home life was like. He mentioned knowing Jace’s parents, but made no threat to tell them about the other night. Bernard seemed more interested in assessing how he was doing. Jace did his best to make all his answers sound cheerful and optimistic.

Then Bernard really started talking, apparently determined to tell Jace his life story. Considering how old he was, the entire night could pass in this fashion. Jace tried to pay close attention and nod or laugh at all the right places, but in the back of his mind, he wondered if this was a date. Not that he could honestly picture being with someone so ancient, but there were always stories of old rich guys marrying twenty-year-olds. Maybe this was the small town equivalent.

“Best days of my life, the Navy,” Bernard was saying. “Hard work, but you also make lifelong friends. I’m still in touch with most of my shipmates, those who are still alive. There’s a reunion every year, and seeing them is like being twenty-one and on shore leave again.” He chuckled to himself before looking wistful. “My son was in the Marines. You think he’d be eager to follow in his daddy’s footsteps, but Brian can out-stubborn a mule.”

Son? Okay, so that was one strike against Bernard being gay, although it didn’t count him out. Maybe he’d had a wife and kids before coming to terms with himself. 

Bernard nodded at Jace. “You ever consider joining the service?”

“Yeah,” he said, “but only as a way of escaping this town.”

“Don’t care for Warrensburg?”

Jace shrugged. “I want to see more.”

Bernard grunted. “Good for you. A young person should see the world. No need to put down roots just yet. The Navy can give you an excellent start. You’ll see more continents and countries than most men ever do.”

“Actually, I was thinking of going to college.”

“I thought you said you wanted to leave?”

“I do. I won’t be going to CMSU.”

Bernard raised an eyebrow. “You have a college in your hometown and you won’t be going to it? I’d love to see the faces of your folks when you explain that to them. You know how much out-of-state tuition costs? And housing. It won’t be cheap!”

Jace smiled. “Then it’s a good thing I have a job.”

“Fair enough!” Bernard pushed himself up and out of his chair with a groan or two. “All right. Time to show you the store.”

The main area of Bernie’s looked like any other gas station. There was the front counter, manned by a middle-aged guy named Dan who didn’t seem very friendly. Then there were the miniature grocery store aisles, stocked with anything salty, sweet, and unhealthy. “You won’t have to worry much about these,” Bernard explained. “I take care of restocking when I do inventory, but if you get a bunch of stoners who buy up all the Doritos, just duck in back and grab a few more bags. Mostly I want you out here and aware.”

The back wall of the store was made of refrigerators with glass doors. Aside from ice cream and some frozen food, the fridges mostly held drinks. “You won’t be selling any beer. Let Dan do that, or whoever you’re working with that night. I won’t schedule you alone for that reason. Cigarettes too. If someone comes in here wanting booze and smokes and your coworker is out on break, they’ll just have to wait or go without. You don’t smoke, do you?”

Jace shook his head, withering under Bernard’s stare until they moved on. Of course he had smoked before. Michelle liked it more than he did, depending on who she was dating. If the guy was a smoker, so was she. At least when she could get away with it. Jace didn’t see the appeal, but he’d tried a few times just to be sure.

Next Bernard led him to the fountain drinks. “Welcome to your own personal Hell. I call this area the mess—not out of nostalgia for my Navy days, but because it’s always a goddamn mess. You’ll have to wipe up over here every ten minutes. People always try to fill their cups to the brim and end up spilling. Then there’s the nacho cheese over here, and the microwave, which is always splattered with meat shrapnel. You’ll be waging a never-ending war against people who don’t give a shit.”

As bad as Bernard made it sound, Jace felt he could handle it. He was shown how to change out the drink syrup when it was running low. Then Jace spent the rest of the night standing behind Dan, learning how to work the cash register. His first impression was right. Dan was mean and impatient, making Jace wish Bernard was doing the training, but he had retreated back to his office.

Jace was on break, standing out front and getting some fresh air, when Bernard came outside.

“Heading home now,” he said. “You’ll be okay?”

“Yeah,” Jace answered, feeling that Bernard meant more than just the job. The old man had a hard shell, but he obviously cared. Maybe Michelle was right. Time to go fishing for some info. “Anyone you’re heading home to?”

“Nope, just my dog Maxie.”

Ah ha!

“Oh, and my wife,” Bernard added with a wink. “Almost forgot about her. I keep trying, but she always finds ways of reminding me she’s still around.”

From the way Bernard smiled, this was lighthearted humor. There wasn’t any animosity in his voice. In fact, his happy expression remained as he got in his car and drove away. Not gay, then. Jace’s shoulders drooped. He wasn’t interested in Bernard, of course, but it would have been nice to have someone to talk to. Someone to make the world feel a little less lonely.

— — —
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“That seemed to go well,” Jace said.

He was lying next to Michelle on her bed, staring up at posters on the ceiling that hadn’t changed since she was fourteen: The Cure, Sixteen Candles, Depeche Mode, and one of Corey Haim looking sad and vulnerable. That had been Jace’s favorite. Sometimes he had snuck into her room just to take a peek at it, but now Corey looked too young. Maybe he should buy her a newer poster of him. Hell, now that his parents knew the truth, he could put it on his own ceiling.

“Dad didn’t say a word,” Michelle pointed out. “That was nice. You should have come out sooner.”

“Do you think he’s upset?”

“A little. I don’t think he knew what to say. Like he was worried about saying the wrong thing.”

“I hope so.” Jace sighed. “Mom looked surprised. I thought you said she knew.”

“Yeah, that was weird. She asked me if you were gay plenty of times before.” Michelle thought about it a moment. “I guess she wasn’t sure, but she’s going to be okay. How many times did she say she loves you?”

“About a million.” Jace laughed. “Like she developed a nervous tick or something.”

“She just wants to make sure you know.” Michelle elbowed him. “Probably so you don’t do something stupid like try to kill yourself.”

Jace had kept that from his parents. They had enough to think about. He didn’t want them or anyone else to ever know. He had even burned the suicide note so there wasn’t any chance of it being found again.

“Now that you’re out, you can start dating.”

“I wish it was that easy,” Jace replied.

“What kind of guy would you want? If you could design the perfect guy, who would it be?”

The idea seemed so impossible, so unlikely, that Jace struggled to answer. “I don’t know.”

“I want a guy who’s obsessed with me. Like a stalker.” Michelle giggled. “I want him to be so enamored with me that he feels he can’t breathe unless he kisses me every hour. I wouldn’t be into him though. Not at first. But one night he would climb through my window and I’d give into his passion—”

“Spare me the details,” Jace pleaded.

“Your loss. Anyway, after our night together, I would finally feel his love—in more than one way.”

Jace groaned.

“Then I’d let him have my heart.” Michelle pointed to a 21 Jump Street poster. “And he’d look just like Johnny Depp.”

“Of course he would.” Jace considered her fantasy. It didn’t appeal to him at all, which made it easier to come up with his own answer. “I’d want my guy to be my friend. Someone I know really well and am comfortable with. I wouldn’t even know I was interested until one day when I just sort of noticed him. Like seeing him for the first time.”

Michelle rolled over on her side to face him. “That happens,” she said. “People are friends growing up until suddenly it changes one day.”

“Yeah.” Jace nodded. “I’d want him to be my best friend.”

Michelle was quiet before she asked, “Do you have a crush on Greg?”

“What?” Jace looked over at her. “No! At least, I don’t think so.”

“Hm, maybe you just need to ‘see him for the first time,’” she said dramatically.

Jace laughed before grabbing a pillow and thwacking her with it. “At least I’m not deluded enough to think Johnny Depp is obsessed with me.”

“It’s not actually Johnny Depp. My lover just looks like him, that’s all.”

“Oh, right. Well, he’ll have to wait in line behind all your other boyfriends.”

Michelle smirked. “Jealous?”

“Totally. One hundred percent.”

“Don’t be,” Michelle said softly. “You’ll find someone. Just give it time.”

Jace looked longingly at all the beautiful faces staring down at him and hoped with all his being that she was right.
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Chapter Three
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“I don’t know why Bernie hired you,” Dan sneered.

That’s all Dan ever did. He sneered at customers, he sneered at Bernard behind his back, and when it came to Jace, he was on a sneering marathon. A shame, because Jace was starting to agree with Bernard: Keeping busy did make him happier. The last couple of weeks had been too full for him to get angsty about anything. If Jace wasn’t at school or working, he was hanging out with Michelle or Greg. That left no time to feel mopey about his lack of a love life.

Getting his first paycheck was nice too. The amount wasn’t much, but it was all his. He could blow it on anything he wanted without having to answer to his parents. So far he had taken Michelle out to eat and Greg out to a movie, spending most of the rest on a pair of overpriced sunglasses he felt made him look older.

Maybe this was his future. No kids, no loving partner, but tons and tons of cash. Jace could compensate for his loneliness by climbing corporate ladders and making money hand over fist. Hard to feel sorry for yourself when you’re driving around in a Jaguar. Of course that was all still far away. Humble beginnings and all that. Jace tuned back into Dan’s rant.

“I never needed help before, and if anything, Bernie comes around more now that you’re here. That’s stupid, because now there are two of you hanging around doing nothing.”

Except it was Dan who stood around picking his nose, literally, until a customer came in. Jace was the only one to clean up spills, put abandoned candy back where it belonged, or wipe out the microwave. He was happy to since it meant being farther away from his coworker. Speaking of which, Jace headed over to the drink station to restock the cups.

While he was doing so, a chime rang, signaling a customer had walked through the door. From the nasal voice that rang out, he didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. Dan had a girlfriend. Jace didn’t know her name, had never said a single word to her. All he knew was that she and Dan were a match made in Heaven. While Dan sneered at him, she pulled back her lips at Jace, as if he were a feces-covered weasel or something. In contrast, when Dan and this woman looked at each other, they became repulsively affectionate.

Jace tended to stay out of the way when they were together, like he did now, keeping busy until Dan came over to him with an almost friendly expression. Jace sighed inwardly. He knew what was coming.

“Hey, champ,” Dan said. “Cover for me, okay?”

“Fine,” Jace said, glancing over at the clock. “Don’t be long. My shift ends in half an hour.”

Dan nodded, already having turned away before Jace had finished speaking. At least his work day would end on a positive note. Jace moved behind the counter, happy to be on his own. He helped the few customers who came in, but soon he began staring at the clock. The end of his shift came and went. He didn’t panic. Dan usually came back after an hour, which only meant staying half an hour extra. Bernard would probably praise him for putting in overtime.

Except the hour hand kept moving upward, until two hours later when it passed the twelve and began its descent again. Not cool. Already there had been one pissed-off customer who wanted beer that Jace couldn’t sell. That sucked enough, but he also had school in the morning, and had no idea if Dan was coming back at all. He darted into the back room to check the schedule. The next person didn’t begin her shift until two in the morning.

He considered calling Bernard, but that would probably mean waking him up. Besides, Jace didn’t want to be the kind of person who ratted out a coworker. Instead he returned to the cash register, resigned to being stuck there for now. Ironically, the night shift wouldn’t be so bad if he didn’t have school. There were hardly any customers. In fact, the store was silent until almost one in the morning.

That’s when the werewolf showed up.

A mane of brown hair, tall pointed elf ears, and a long snout with an open mouth of red glistening teeth. Just a mask, of course, but disguises and gas stations didn’t have the best history together. Jace glanced outside. No cars were at the pumps. The person in the werewolf mask didn’t browse or glance around. Instead he headed straight for the counter where Jace was. At first he thought Dan might be playing a trick on him, but the body in the green army surplus jacket lacked the necessary potbelly.

The hair on the back of Jace’s neck bristled with fear. His first night in the store alone, and he was getting robbed.

Or was he overreacting? The werewolf had stopped in front of the counter and was just staring at him. Jace stared back. The eyes were human, ruining the monstrous illusion, but they were still upsettingly mismatched. One eye was brown, the other green. Jace had never met anyone with two different-colored eyes before, which meant this wasn’t a joke. Greg wasn’t beneath the mask, nor was one of his sister’s boyfriends, or anyone he knew from school.

“Halloween isn’t for another couple of days,” Jace said, throat dry.

“Never too early to start trick-or-treating,” the werewolf replied in a muffled voice.

Jace licked his lips. “You want candy?”

“Cigarettes. Give me a carton.”

This time the voice sounded firmer. No doubt about it, Bernie’s was being robbed. “I’m not old enough to sell cigarettes,” Jace said, playing for time. He moved his hands below the counter, felt around for what Bernard had only mentioned in passing, but what Dan had delighted in taking off the shelf and waving around. Jace’s fingers brushed against cold metal and a wooden stock. He didn’t know how to fire a gun, aside from what he’d seen in movies, and he sure as hell didn’t know how to handle a shotgun, but maybe it would be enough to scare away this guy.

The mismatched eyes searched his before moving down his body. With both hands hidden beneath the counter, Jace felt sure it was obvious what he was doing. The werewolf raised an arm, and even though he saw no weapon, Jace grabbed the shotgun, trembling hand slick with sweat on the metal barrel. Jace kept the gun hidden from view, but beneath the counter was a thud as the wooden stock bumped into something. The werewolf hesitated, but then moved his arm higher and pulled off the mask.

A stranger. Definitely a stranger because Jace would have remembered seeing him. He noticed the hair first, a brown so dark it could be mistaken for black, but the fluorescent lights revealed all. His head was shaved on each side, the remaining strip of hair too wide to be a mohawk. Instead Jace thought of a skunk, maybe because of the bristled hair or because the word rhymed with punk. That’s what this guy was. A punk. No one looked healthy in the store’s stark lighting, but this guy’s olive skin tone fared better than most, his face flushed and sweaty from wearing the mask.

Heart still thudding, Jace gripped the gun tighter. The mismatched eyes bored into his, as if reading his every thought and intention.

“My name is Victor.” He tossed the werewolf mask on the counter. “It doesn’t matter that you’re too young to sell cigarettes because I’m too broke to buy them.”

“So?” Jace said, the word coming out as a challenge. Was he being robbed or not?

Victor considered him a moment longer and then smiled. “So I’m shit out of luck.”

Jace didn’t reply, watching for any sudden moves.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Victor said.

Jace frowned. “I thought you didn’t have any money?”

“So I’ll owe you.”

Okay. Why not? “What you are doing here?”

Victor exhaled and glanced around the store. “Bored. Lonely. Desperate.” Mismatched eyes met his again. “You know the feeling?”

Jace lifted his hands off the gun. “Yeah.”

“Yeah.” Victor pressed his lips together, eyeing the display of cigarettes behind the counter. “So... You smoke?”

“Of course.” Jace winced inwardly. Why had he said that? Maybe because there was something undeniably cool about Victor. If Jace could start over in a new school and reinvent himself, he’d probably copy a lot of what Victor had going on, although he might wimp out on the three silver loops piercing one ear’s cartilage.

“Well—” Victor read his nametag, “—Jason, do you mind if I bum a cigarette?”

“Jace,” he said. “Uh, I’m sort of out.”

Victor glanced meaningfully back at the display.

“Oh. Right!” Jace turned around to face rows of cardboard boxes that favored red, green, and gold. Every day was Christmas to a smoker. “What kind do you like? They’re all the same to me.”

Why the hell was he doing this? As Victor verbally guided him to the right brand, Jace started to get angry at himself. Hell, werewolf-boy could be reaching over the counter right now, grabbing for the shotgun while Jace’s back was turned. He spun around, pack of cigarettes in hand. Victor was right where he’d left him. The mismatched eyes lit up at the sight of the smokes, and for some reason Jace felt like smiling. Oh crap! He was smiling!

“Let’s go out front,” Victor said. “Unless there’s a swanky lounge in back or something.”

Jace shook his head, grabbing one of the cheap lighters from the counter. Already he was adding up a list in his head. He should have enough cash on him to pay for these things. Bernard would never know that a customer hadn’t come in and bought them as long as the money was in the register.

Outside, Jace was reminded of just how small their town was. No cars were in sight, no boom of a nightclub or whatever other noises a real city might have. The ethereal sound of a train in the distance was the sole indication that he and Victor weren’t the only people left on earth.

“May I?” Victor gently took the pack of cigarettes from Jace, slapping the top of the container against his palm to “pack the tobacco,” as one of his sister’s boyfriends had once explained. Jace had thought it was bullshit then, but now it seemed kind of cool.

Once the package was open, Victor held out the box to him. Jace took one, trying to remember the last time he smoked. He usually did okay. Sometimes he coughed. He prayed this wouldn’t be one of those times. He raised the lighter, but Victor had pulled out a silver Zippo. When he flicked open the lid, a flame sprang to life. Victor leaned forward to offer him the gift of fire, a white cancer stick bouncing up and down between his lips that he then lit second.

Jace choked, but managed to hold it in, eyes watering. Victor sucked deep on his cigarette, smirking a little before he exhaled through his nose. “Sweet, sweet tobacco!” he said with a sigh.

More like sour! Maybe Jace could just hold his cigarette until it burned down. Together they leaned against the brick wall next to the gas station’s entrance. Jace stole little glances at Victor as he puffed away. A hint of dark stubble shaded his chin, but he didn’t seem too much older than Jace. “What school do you go to?”

Victor stared at a distant streetlight. “I don’t.”

“Already graduated?”

“No.”

“Oh.” Jace covertly checked him out. The army jacket was hanging open, some sort of concert T-shirt beneath, but it was too loose to tell what sort of body Victor had.

“I take it you’re still in high school?” Victor asked.

“Yeah. Senior. I’ll graduate in the summer.”

Victor smirked. “That’s usually how it works.”

Ugh. Coolness meter dropping to critical! Jace took another drag, wishing they made these things in bubble gum flavor. At least this time he managed not to gasp or wheeze, but now he was hurriedly trying to think of something that didn’t sound lame. “What sort of career path are you planning on?” What the hell? Now he was channeling his father!

Instead of answering, Victor looked over at him and nodded at the cigarette. “You don’t have to pretend. It’s already cool that you got me these.” He held up the pack. “I’m assuming you don’t want them?”

Jace shook his head, dropping the cigarette on the ground and grinding it out with his foot. He felt like giving up and going back inside, but he still felt oddly drawn to this person. Victor had gotten what he wanted and would soon disappear back into the night, but before he did, Jace wanted to know who he was. Instead of trying to play it cool anymore, he simply let loose. “Who are you? I don’t get what you’re doing here or why you were wearing that mask. And if you’re not in school, then how old are you, because you make it sound like you dropped out. If you did, what are you going to do?”

Victor exhaled, watching the smoke on the air before he grinned. “I’ll give you three questions. One at a time. I promise to answer them truthfully, although it will probably be the last time I’m ever honest with you.”

Jace shook his head. “This is so weird. You’re weird.”

“Three questions. Take it or leave it.”

Okay. Jace didn’t need long to come up with the first one. “What’s your name? Like your whole name.” This way he could ask people about him, could maybe find him again.

“Victor Nathaniel Hemingway. And no, I can’t write, so the name is very ironic.”

Can’t write anything, or can’t write prose? Jace shook his head. Only two questions left. He wanted to know how old Victor was, and if he had dropped out of school, but if he played it right, he could figure out both. “If you were still in school, what grade would you be in, if you would be in a grade at all?”

Victor snorted. “Clever.”

“Thanks. Uh, you have to answer.”

“If I hadn’t dropped out of high school, and assuming I had the money and inclination, I’d be a freshman in college now.”

A year older than he was, then. The last question was probably the most burning, although Jace wasn’t sure he really wanted to know. Maybe it was as superficial as his appearance, or maybe because he was actually interesting, but Jace wanted to give Victor the benefit of the doubt. The answer to the next question could make it very hard for them to be friends. “Were you going to rob me?”

Victor flicked away his cigarette, turning to face Jace and leaning against the wall. “I don’t know.”

“You said you’d be truthful.”

“I am.” Victor’s lips twitched. “I was thinking about it before I came in, yeah. But then I didn’t.”

The revelation made Jace feel threatened. “Are you armed?”

“You’re out of questions.” Victor looked him over and frowned. “But no. I’m not armed, and I wouldn’t have hurt you. I just would have grabbed something and ran. Would you have chased after me?”

“I don’t know,” Jace said, relaxing a little bit. “How fast can werewolves run?”

“Pretty damn fast.”

Jace laughed, and soon Victor joined him. This was all so surreal, but he liked it.

“So tell me something about you,” Victor said.

A sobering request. What was there to say? High school student with a job at a gas station. That’s all Jace’s life was. Victor already knew everything about him. Except one thing.

“I’m gay,” he blurted out.

Those mismatched eyes searched his. Victor didn’t ask if he was serious or kidding. He didn’t even look surprised. Jace was used to feeling like he’d known everyone for their whole lives, because in many cases, he had. Now, for the first time, he felt like someone knew everything about him, even though he couldn’t possibly.

A semi-truck pulled into the parking lot, brakes hissing as it came to a stop in front of the pumps. The trucker hopped out and waved.

“I have to turn on the pump,” Jace said, heading for the door.

“I’m going to take off,” Victor said.

“Oh. Okay.” What else would he do after Jace dropped a bombshell like that?

“Thanks again for the smokes.” Victor pushed off the wall and headed across the parking lot toward the street.

Jace watched him a moment, his stomach sinking, before he turned and opened the door.

“Hey!”

Jace spun around. Victor was halfway to the pumps, hands stuffed in the old army jacket. He nodded in Jace’s direction. “You want to go trick-or-treating with me?”

“For real?”

Victor shrugged. “I like freebies.”

“Okay!”

Victor grinned, spun around, and headed into the night. Jace stared after him until he noticed the trucker looking less than patient. Then he hurried inside to authorize the pump. Once he had, he noticed the werewolf mask still sitting on the counter. At least Victor wouldn’t be robbing anyone else tonight.

— — —
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The front door of the house creaked loudly, or so it seemed in the heavy silence. At half past two in the morning, Warrensburg had gone from sleepy to stone dead. Jace hadn’t seen another car on the drive home. The woman who’d come to relieve him from duty hadn’t seemed surprised that Dan was absent. Apparently it had happened before, even without someone there to run the store. Jace was much too tired to worry about any of that now. He was heading up to his room when the hall light switched on.

He blinked against the brightness. His mother stood at the top of the stairs, illuminated like an angel by forty watts worth of heavenly light.

“There you are,” she whispered. “Did you just get home?”

Jace nodded, trudging up the stairs to her. “One of my coworkers bailed on me. It was either stay late or abandon the store.”

Serena nodded her understanding, but the worry on her face didn’t disappear. 

“I’ll be fine,” Jace said. “Five hours sleep is enough to get me through the day.”

“You could stay home.”

This took him aback. His mother had a razor-sharp instinct for when he was playing sick. Jace hadn’t missed a day of school in his life without good reason. Of course, skipping tomorrow would mean not being able to ask around about Victor. He glanced down at the Halloween mask in his hand, drawing his mother’s attention to it.

“Is that what you’re wearing this year?” she asked.

“No. It’s my friend’s.”

“Greg?”

Jace didn’t answer the question directly. “I need something that compliments it. What goes with a werewolf? A dog catcher?”

His mother smiled. “Are you asking me to make you a costume? And here I thought you were growing up too quickly.”

Jace chuckled. “You don’t have to make something. You never had to. Everyone else’s parents bought things off the rack.”

“Oh, but I loved making costumes for you and Michelle! We weren’t being cheap, you know. It usually ended up costing more.”

“And they were usually better,” Jace said wistfully. It did seem like a long time ago. “Except for the year I wanted to be He-Man, and you made me go as a generic knight.”

Serena raised her eyebrows. “It wasn’t He-Man. You wanted to be the girl version.”

“She-Ra? Really?” Jace broke out into a grin. “That’s right! I guess that should have been your first hint.”

The worried expression returned to his mother’s face. Obviously she still wasn’t comfortable with the subject. “You should get some sleep,” she said.

Jace stayed where he was. “I’m still me, you know. Nothing has changed. I just like guys.”

“It’s not that.” Serena pressed her lips together.

“What then?”

She took a deep breath. “I worry. That’s a mother’s job, but now I worry even more. Being gay is a big deal to a lot of people. I’m concerned about you getting hurt. All it takes is one stupid person—” Serena shook her head, unable to continue.

“I’ll be careful,” he said. “I promise.”

“I also think about the sort of life you’ll have. I always pictured you with a wife and children. I can let go of that, but I want you to have someone.”

“You and me both,” Jace murmured.

“Do you think it’s possible?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Jace shrugged. “At least I hope so.”

“Good. Life can be hard, but every burden is easier to bear with someone at your side. That’s what I want for my baby. Someone to watch out for him.”

Before Jace could respond, his mother wrapped him in her arms. She kissed his cheeks, then his forehead, before wishing him sweet dreams. When he was alone again, he went to his room and sat on the edge of the bed. He stared down at the werewolf mask before putting it on. In the reflection of the bedroom window, he could just barely see himself, the eyes of the wolf blue now. He blinked, sighed into the latex, and pulled off the mask.

Two more days until Halloween. Two more days until Victor. Jace flopped over onto his side and with his clothes still on, allowed himself to dream.

— — —
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“Victor Hemingway,” Jace repeated.

Across from him at the lunch table, Greg was hammering a plastic-wrapped sandwich with his fist, smooshing it down. This was his daily ritual. Ever since he was a kid, he preferred his sandwiches as compressed as possible. This did nothing to change the flavor, but he claimed the texture was better. As Jace watched him devour half of it in two bites, he wondered if the procedure was really about getting more food into his mouth at once.

“Mm-mm,” Greg said as he chewed, shaking his head. After he swallowed he added, “Never heard of him. Why?”

“Just wondering. He showed up at the store last night and—” And all kinds of things, but luckily Greg seem preoccupied by his own thoughts.

“What are we going to do for Halloween?” he asked between bites.

Uh oh. Jace hadn’t thought of that. He couldn’t remember a Halloween without Greg. Now he couldn’t picture one with Greg tagging along. Jace barely knew what to expect as it was. “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

“Angie was saying we should drive to Kansas City, check out some of the big haunted houses. We haven’t done that since junior high.”

“With your dad.” Jace smiled at the memory. “That was fun, but this year I was thinking about doing my own thing.”

Greg looked incredulous. “Like what?”

“Well, I have to work,” Jace said. In truth, he planned on asking to leave work early, but he still had to be there because the gas station was the only place where Victor knew to find him. Not for the first time, Jace wondered if he was being naïve. Maybe Victor had only been joking. It’s not like they exchanged phone numbers or made solid plans about when and where to meet.

“You can’t get the night off?” Greg asked. “Angie was planning on bringing her little sister.”

Oh. Right. “Bummer,” Jace said, sounding unconvincing even to his own ears.

“You’d probably like her if you met her,” Greg said.

“Maybe some other time. I’ll be working part of the night, and it would suck if you guys had to hang around waiting for me.”

“I guess so.” Greg tackled his chips, looking sullen as he ate them one by one instead of inhaling them.

“Sorry,” Jace said.

“It’s okay. Really. I’m just trying to figure out if I can get Angie to ditch her little sister. It’s a nice long drive out there and back, and Angie will probably want to rest her head on my lap.” Greg leered suggestively.

Jace laughed. His best friend had been a horndog ever since they were twelve, dragging Jace along to check out his dad’s stash of Playboy magazines, or channel surfing soft porn movies during their sleepovers, desperate for a glimpse of boob. It sounded like Jace would have been cramping Greg’s style by tagging along, which made him feel a lot less guilty.

When they were headed off to their separate classes, Jace caught sight of his sister in the hall and made his way over to her. He’d slept late and skipped breakfast, so this was the first he’d seen of her. He made the two-word inquiry that he’d been putting to anyone who would listen.

“Victor Hemingway.”

Michelle shrugged and shook her head, but the person walking with her—a freckled-faced girl named Julie—looked thoughtful and said, “Wasn’t that the weird guy with the long dark hair?”

“Could be,” Jace said. “You know him?”
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