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Chance has lost two things in the past year:
his only remaining family and his passion for photography. He
didn’t expect to get any of them back or to gain anything new,
until he finds out his childhood crush, Terrance, is gay. But
either Terrance isn’t interested in him or he has a real hang-up
about dating younger men. Can Chance make him change his mind?
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 Picture Us

CHANCE

Touching the cold black granite marking his
uncle’s grave, Chance felt helpless. Next to it, his aunt’s
gravestone called to him, riddling him with guilt and anger alike.
They’d died stupidly, because of someone else. One day they were
alive and well, the next…bam! Just like that. They’re
gone forever, he thought, barely suppressing a sob. There was
so much he hadn’t told them, and now they’d never know.

A gentle touch on his arm tugged him out of
his regret. With a sigh, Chance leaned into Terrance’s reassuring
warmth, welcoming the steadying pressure of Terrance’s arm around
his shoulders, and let himself be led away from the graves.

“Let’s go home,” Terrance whispered in his
ear and Chance blindly nodded. He wished they actually had a home
together, Terr and him, but it was just a manner of speech.
Terrance was the childhood crush, and that home—his aunt and
uncle’s house, once filled with happy childhood memories—was
nothing but a vacant dwelling now that they were gone.

He didn’t care where they went. Nothing
really mattered these days, except Terrance. Ten years Chance’s
senior, Terrance was the family friend and neighbor who stopped by
all the time to check everyone was doing okay, and he’d continued
doing so while Chance had been away, traveling the world as a
nature photographer. One look had reawakened all the memories, all
the desire he’d bottled inside, the suppressed attraction that had
come flooding back like an avalanche.

He’d hoped things had changed, that Terrance
would have turned old and ugly, no longer the man that teenage
Chance had found so desirable, although he knew in his heart he’d
have still felt the same. Appearance had nothing to do with who
Terrance was inside—a gentle, kind, humorous and protective man, or
that’s how Chance had always thought of him. He was perhaps a
little bulkier than before, and his hair, which had always made
Chance think of rich, smooth milk chocolate, had a few gray strands
running through it. Crinkles had formed around his to-die-for
forest-green eyes, but there was no denying it. Terrance was still
damn gorgeous—like an older, kinder version of the tall, hunky
firefighters in the calendar that had once adorned Chance’s bedroom
wall. No wonder Terrance had been the object of all Chance’s
teenage fantasies. Who else?

“Come on, Chance,” Terrance gently urged
him.

Chance was suddenly enfolded in a hug. He
hoped Terrance wouldn’t feel his body shaking, and that he’d be
able to hold back the tears from spilling again. Yet the way
Terrance felt against him made Chance want to surrender to his
grief, and he pushed him away before he embarrassed himself.

“I know, Chance. I know it hurts like hell. I
miss them too,” Terrance whispered, wiping a stray tear from
Chance’s cheek. “Hell, they were my second parents.”

Chance nodded but wasn’t capable of saying
anything in reply. Luckily, Terrance wasn’t waiting for one, and
they made their way out of the cemetery in silence. Chance climbed
into his rental car and followed Terrance’s Jeep to Aunt Patty and
Uncle John’s house; he’d gone straight from the airport to the
cemetery, so it would be his first time seeing the house since
they’d passed. Just thinking about it felt painful and lonely.

The drive took only fifteen minutes, nowhere
near long enough to prepare. Chance stepped out of the car, soon
joined by Terrance, and they stood watching the house for a long
time. Eventually, Chance dragged his suitcases out of the
trunk.

“I…I should…” He motioned to his luggage,
then the house, but Terrance beat him to it.

“Here, let me help.”

He effortlessly lifted the two heavy
suitcases, leaving Chance with only his shoulder bag. Chance
regarded Terrance with unmasked disbelief. After all these years,
Terrance was still acting like Chance was a little kid in need of
help. Admittedly, when he was sixteen, there had been times he’d
desperately craved that, but Chance resented it now. He wasn’t a
kid anymore. He didn’t need Terrance’s attention in that
way. Now, more than ever, he needed to be treated like a man, a
grown-up—alone and grieving, but more than capable of faring for
himself.

Terrance must have seen it on his face
because he stopped and looked at Chance, confused. “What’s
wrong?”

Chance shook his head. “I’m perfectly capable
of carrying my own things. You know that, right?”

Terrance’s frown softened into a smile, and
he reached out to pat Chance’s cheek. “And I’m perfectly aware of
that. I just wanna take care of you, Chance. You’ve had a long
journey. You’re tired. Let me do this for you.”

Chance sighed. Terrance raised his eyebrows
questioningly, his eyes begging for approval. How could Chance say
no to that? “Fine,” he relented. “Do whatever you want.”

Terrance grinned. “Should I take them to your
old room?” he asked as he unlocked the door.

Chance nodded, then, realizing Terrance
already had his back to him, mumbled a yes.

Terrance started climbing the stairs. Chance
watched him, riveted. Try as he might not to look at the stunning
round ass as the man climbed the stairs ahead of him, Chance found
the feat impossible to accomplish. It was a momentary welcome
distraction, but the old hurt of unrequited desire was rapidly
making its way back to the surface of his thoughts, exacerbated by
the grief of losing the last of his family members. They’d already
been gone a year, yet the pain was as fresh as if it had happened
yesterday. The emotions mingled together, stirring an uncomfortable
burn in his chest and the back of his eyes.

He decided to shift his attention to
something else before he started weeping like a little boy.
Normally, he wasn’t such a wimp, but with his family passing in a
car accident that could have been avoided, he found himself unable
to stop the helpless rage from welling up inside.

As they climbed, he glanced at each of the
pictures lining the wall of the stairwell: pictures of the parents
he’d never known, of his aunt and uncle, and of him. So many of
him. It was these pictures that had sparked his love of
photography. From the first time he saw his uncle’s smile captured
on a piece of photography paper, he’d been enraptured by the magic
of the camera. Just remembering all those times when he’d surprised
his aunt with a snapshot as she was getting dinner ready, or his
uncle sculpting a piece of wood and turning it into something
amazing, brought the pain back anew.

“Come on, Chance.” Terrance had an arm
around his shoulder and was gazing at him with a gentle, pained
expression. “Come on, man,” he repeated, ruffling his hair.

Chance managed to climb two stairs before the
tears finally erupted, this time in an unstoppable torrent. He
buried his face in Terrance’s shirt and let the tears flow. He’d
come here to hide away from the world, but he’d never expected his
memories to be so overwhelming. He’d stayed away until he’d
believed he was ready to accept they were gone, but being here,
seeing the house so empty, had hit way harder than Chance could
ever have imagined.

He didn’t know how much time passed, but
eventually, he became aware of how wet Terrance’s shoulder was
against his face, and he felt unbearably ashamed.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I ruined your
shirt.”

Terrance was making soothing circles on his
back and soft shushing noises, but he let out a chuckle at Chance’s
words. “Dude, I’ve been wearing these clothes all day. Do they
smell like spring to you?”

Chance blushed. Now that he’d mentioned it…
Chance sniffed Terrance’s shirt and scrunched his nose at the smell
of sweat, pungent and exciting in spite of his cry-snot-filled
nostrils. “You’re right. It smells kinda gross.”

Terrance laughed out loud, a beautiful heady
sound. “Damn right.”

Chance smiled, feeling a little better for
his cathartic breakdown, and finally made it to the top of stairs,
pausing to take in his surroundings. Everything looked as clean and
orderly as ever, like two years hadn’t passed since his last visit.
Chance hated himself for having been away for so long. He should
have visited more often, should have at least called regularly.
What had he been so afraid of?

He didn’t know. Seeing Terrance—who was
pretty much around all the time, since his house was basically two
feet away and Aunt Patty invited him over on a daily basis—had been
a huge reason not to come. The other reason was his constant fear
that his aunt and uncle would reject him if they found out he was
gay. Patty and John had not a mean bone in their bodies. But he’d
been scared—terrified, even. Looking back, his fears seemed stupid,
childish, and they had kept him away from the people he loved.

He shook his head, determined not to start
crying again, and gestured for Terrance to lead the way, to
Chance’s old bedroom. Terrance put the suitcases on the floor
beside the bed while Chance toured the familiar space. He ran a
finger over his TV; barely a thin layer of dust on the screen and
the stand it stood on, proof that someone cleaned in here
regularly. The room was spotless.
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