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2018

Jools is snoring again.

With a sigh, I prop myself on my elbow and
look down on his dear face. His jaw is slack, his mouth hangs open,
his right cheek is crisscrossed with pillow creases, and his
longer-than-usual beard is messy. A deep inhale produces a loud
noise and I can’t help smiling, remembering all the playful
arguments on the topic.

“I do not snore, Ellery Luker,” he
always says—indignant and stubbornly refusing to believe me, even
though I’ve recorded him on my phone and played it for him—as
though he’d know that better than me who’s slept next to him for
almost twenty-five years.

In this moment, I don’t care, though. It’s
not like I was sleeping anyway. I haven’t slept for days, just a
fitful hour here or there.

His eyes move rapidly behind closed lids, and
as usual, my gaze is drawn to his eyelashes fanning out on his
cheek. Even in the relative darkness where the only light in the
room comes from the string of colored LEDs around the window, I can
make them out. If everyone had eyelashes like him—stupidly long and
sooty—all mascara companies would go bankrupt immediately.

I want to lean down and kiss him. Press my
lips against his and feel his beard scraping against mine. Breathe
in sync with him and swallow down the happy hums he always lets out
when we kiss, but I hold myself back. I don’t want to wake him, and
he hasn’t been able to sleep through a kiss for as long as I’ve
known him.

No matter how hard I try, I can’t keep my
hands off him, though. So with careful fingers, I brush away an
errant strand of hair from his forehead, my gaze tracing his
receding hairline and the widow’s peak growing more prominent every
year. Despite his thinning hair, there isn’t a single spot of gray
in the raven mop on his head, or his beard, or anywhere else on his
furry body.

I run my fingers past his ears, down his jaw.
My gaze lingers on the laugh lines around his eyes and the deep
brackets around his mouth telling anyone who looks at him how much
he loves to laugh. His laughter is loud and booming and has drawn
annoyed looks in public more than once, but I adore it. The way he
throws back his head. The way his Adam’s apple bobs and his
shoulders shake and how he wipes tears of mirth from his eyes with
an impatient brush of the back of his hand.

Maybe his laughter is the thing I love most
about him.

Or maybe it’s the way his shockingly light
gray eyes—shocking because of his otherwise dark coloring—turns
into pools of liquid silver whenever he looks at me. Or the
drawn-out, singsong way he says my name when I’m deep in
concentration and he wants my attention.

I don’t know. If I were to make a list of all
the things I love about Jools Luker, it would be a long one.

Carefully, I wiggle closer to him, trying not
to disturb him. I run my index finger down his arm, and when I
reach his wrist, he closes his mouth, hums, and grabs my hand with
his, laying them both on his warm belly.

His grip is tight even in his sleep, like
always. It’s as though he’s making sure I’m still there, sleeping
next to him. He will throw his leg over mine or encircle my waist
and pull me close without waking up, and if I’m not there, if I’ve
gone to the bathroom, he’ll wake up. “Where were you?” he’ll ask in
an adorably sleepy voice, barely staying awake to hear my
answer.

With a smile, I slide down my free hand to
hold our joined ones. I hide my face against his shoulder and
inhale. He smells of the bergamot shower gel he likes so much, of
sleep, and of home. Of love and safety.

My face twists into a grimace as my eyes
sting, my chest burns, and my stomach churns and aches. I draw a
deep breath, but his scent invades my senses and intensifies every
little emotion until my skin feels like it’s made out of
high-sensitive nerve endings that hurt at every touch. I swallow a
whimper and fill my lungs with air, trying my hardest to stop my
mind from spinning out of control.

I need sleep. I know I do. But I can’t.

Jools moves. His breathing stutters and he
lets out a little sigh. Just when I think it was only a change in
sleeping positions, his large hand cups my neck. “Ellery?”

I answer by squeezing the hand I’m
holding.

“Can’t sleep?” His voice is hoarse and raspy,
like he’s been drinking whisky for two months straight. Any other
day, it would make my dick hard and fill me with an urge to rut
against him, but today it only helps to enhance the anxiety.

What if…?

“You worrywart, you,” he rumbles as he pulls
his hand free. “Lift.”

I obey, holding up my head as he extends his
arm underneath me. He pulls me into his chest, and I take my usual
spot in the crook of his neck. He curls his arm around me and
buries his nose in my hair.

“I’ll be fine,” he mumbles, sounding certain
and assured.

He keeps saying that—each time with more
faith than the last—and I don’t know if he’s trying to convince
himself or if he’s trying to make me feel better. I suspect it’s
the latter; he knows I’m a worrier. He didn’t exaggerate when he
called me a worrywart just now.

But my mom gave me the same promise
thirty-five years ago, and she didn’t keep it. “Don’t worry,
Ellery, I’ll be fine,” she said as she kissed my forehead before
they wheeled her into the operation room from which she didn’t come
back alive.

Neither radiation nor chemo therapy had any
effect on Mom’s pancreatic cancer, so they tried surgery as a last
resort. She died of complications and left me and Dad alone. I was
eleven, and no eleven-year-old should ever lose a parent. Dad
didn’t fare any better; he never recovered from losing his wife and
became quiet and withdrawn and wasted away before my eyes. He made
it until I went away for college, then he just gave up and let go,
and he was dead before my twenty-first birthday.

The cancer robbed me of both my parents. What
if it takes my husband, too?

“Look at me, Ellery.”

I brush my lips against Jools’ neck before I
tilt back my head. My gaze meets warm silver and a fond smile, and
an expression so tender I almost burst into tears.

He runs his fingers through my hair. Brushes
his thumb over an eyebrow, down my nose, resting it on my lips. “We
don’t even know what it is, love,” he whispers. “It might not even
be cancer.”

“I know.” My lips move against his lingering
thumb. He hooks his foot around my ankle and entangles our legs.
His warmth subdues my worry, pushes it back a little until it’s
easier for me to breathe.

“And even if it is—” he slides down his hand
until it rests on my neck “—a lot has happened in the last
thirty-five years. The treatments are more advanced. The doctors
and scientists know more.”

“I know,” I repeat, because I do. I
know all that and more; I’ve done my research. I’ve read anything I
could get my hands on, until Jools threatened to disconnect me from
the Internet and put up a “Wanted Dead or Alive” poster at the
library to keep me from borrowing books.

Intellectually, I understand. But my emotions
don’t listen.

Jools has had stomach problems for a while,
and I had trouble talking him into seeing a doctor. “It’s nothing,
Ellery, it’ll pass,” he said, but when it didn’t, I finally got him
to agree to make an appointment. The appointment led to a
colonoscopy where they found a growth that they needed to biopsy,
to “rule out cancer.”

Cancer. The word that’s always scared me more
than a nuclear bomb, hit me like a heavy truck driving a hundred
miles per hour on the highway. It doesn’t matter that Jools
answered “no” to the most burning questions the doctor had—he
hasn’t lost weight and he doesn’t have blood in his stool—I can’t
relax until I know for sure. I’ve been nauseous and sleepless and a
bundle of nerves since the day of his procedure five days ago.

“I’m sorry,” I choke out and hide my face
against his shoulder. “I know I’m overreacting, but I can’t help
it.”

“It’s all right, love,” he whispers. “I
understand why you’re worried.”

Silence falls, and Jools moves us around
until he’s spooning me. He throws his thigh over my hip, splays his
hand on my belly, and buries his nose in the nape of my neck.

I love that I’m shorter than him so he can
curl himself around me. His body is still phenomenal at age
forty-nine. He works out at the gym, keeping his muscles toned and
firm. He bikes everywhere instead of taking the car, which has made
his thighs into tree trunks I can spend hours worshipping. His
belly has grown a little rounded with age, but I adore the extra
padding.

“More of you to love,” I’ll say as I indulge
in the greatest pleasure in my life: rubbing my face all over his
belly. Kissing, nibbling, cuddling, licking.

“You’re obsessed with my belly,” he’ll
say.

“I’m obsessed with you,” I’ll reply,
and my answer always kickstarts his engine and ends up with us
sticky after coming all over each other, panting and sweating.

My attraction to this man keeps growing, and
every day that passes sees me fall a little deeper for him.

I can’t live without you, my brain
screams in panic, but I bite down the words, lock them away in the
back of my mind. I need to be strong for him—I can’t crumble at his
feet when it’s he who has the health issues—but at the moment, I
don’t know how.

Not saying the words out loud doesn’t help;
he can read me even in darkness. Even when I don’t say a word and
with my back turned to him.

“And if it is what we fear, Ellery, I
fight. I fight like hell, because I’m not leaving you, you
hear?”

I nod, uncertain that I’ll be able to keep
the panic out of my voice.

He presses a kiss to my nape. “I need
you. You’re my rock. My strength. I can’t do this alone.” The
raspiness—the worry?—in his voice prompts me to speak.

“We’re a team,” I say, proud that my voice
isn’t cracking. “We’ll always be a team.”

“Go Team Luker!” His exclamation coaxes a
smile from me, like he knew it would. He peppers more kisses at my
nape. Featherlight and soft, until a shiver racks my body. He hums,
his chest vibrating against my back, and he rubs his leg against
mine.

Being surrounded by him makes me feel safe
and cherished, and it loosens my tongue. “I can’t lose you, Jools.
I can’t.” It’s a trembling whisper but I’m sure he can hear me in
the otherwise silent room. “Not now that I finally get to call you
my husband. Not ever. We’re supposed to grow old and gray together.
We’re supposed to live happily ever after. I can’t…I can’t…” I bite
my tongue to stop the frantic blabbering. He doesn’t need this from
me.

Be strong, Ellery. At least try.

“Hey.” He rolls me onto my back, climbs on
top of me, and straddles my thighs. Leaning forward, he cups my
face with warm, caring palms, and he rests his forehead against
mine. “I’m not leaving you. I’m not.”

I throw my arms around his neck and my legs
around his waist and cling to him like a monkey. “I’m sorry, I’m
sorry, I’m sorry—”

He cuts me off with a kiss; his full lips
against mine, his hands on my face, and his groin pushing into mine
curl my toes and take the edge off the piercing worry. When his
tongue begs to be let into my mouth, I gasp, and he slips inside.
He’s licking the roof of my mouth, curling his tongue around mine.
Devouring me, loving me. Distracting me from my panicked
thoughts.

I slacken under him as he rubs his chest and
stomach against me, using his entire body to tell me how much I
mean to him. Trying to reassure me.

Do you think I want to leave you? his
movements say. You’re mine as much as I’m yours, his lips
say as he brushes them against my skin. I’ll fight to my last
breath to stay with you, his caressing fingers say.

Jools is eloquent and well-spoken, but we
communicate best skin to skin. Body to body.

Breath to breath.

He’s panting when he pulls away, and a steady
flame of arousal has replaced the worry that has plagued my gut for
days. He looks at me, sparkling silver whispering I love you
as he slides his arms underneath my shoulders. When I’m firmly
pressed against him, he rolls onto his back, taking me with him
until I’m lying on top of him.

“You need sleep, love,” he says. “You can’t
stay up all night, you’ll worry yourself sick. Everything always
seems worse when you’re not sleeping, you know that.”

I nod against his shoulder. I don’t sleep a
lot—five hours per night is enough to keep me going—but I need
those hours to function. But sleep is the first thing to go when
I’ve got something weighing heavily on my mind, and the lack of
proper rest makes my thoughts spiral out of control, and I start
imagining the worst.

Something with which my husband, my partner
of twenty-five years, is intimately familiar. “You’re going to
sleep right here, on top of me. And tomorrow, we’ll make a real
breakfast, eggs and bacon and bagels and everything before you need
to go to work. After that, our future won’t seem so bleak and
hopeless.”

Food is the second thing to go when I’m
worried. Today I ate a couple granola bars and a banana. I pushed
around on my plate the dinner Jools cooked, pretending to eat so I
wouldn’t worry him.

As though he wouldn’t notice.

“You’re right.” I close my eyes and rub my
cheek against his warm skin. “I just wish I could come with you
tomorrow. I feel so guilty. Like I’m abandoning you when you need
me the most.”

“Silly man. You’re not abandoning me. I
know that nothing except an emergency could keep you from my
side.”

His words make me scowl. The company I work
for scheduled a meeting with our most important client, who’s very
dissatisfied at the moment and needs coddling by the
higher-ups—namely me—at the same time as Jools’ doctor’s
appointment, and I seriously considered quitting my job so I can be
with my husband when he needs me. Except, I can’t, since I have the
good health insurance, and we need my job more than ever. But it
adds to my crazy. Having no choice is something I don’t handle very
well. I’m a take-charge kind of guy, and I hate it when matters are
beyond my control.

“I will bring my phone into the
meeting, though, so you better call me the second you’re done.”

“Of course.” He presses a kiss to my temple.
“Try to sleep.”

I try to relax, but even though I’m lying in
my favorite spot in the whole wide world, I can’t turn off my
brain. Jools’ hands roam lazily on my back and every now and then
he kisses my temple. I rise and fall with his every breath and I’m
scared to death to close my eyes.

What if this is the last time we lie like
this?

“Tell me what I can do to help you sleep,”
Jools murmurs. “I’ll do anything.”

I slide my hand between our bodies and lay my
palm over his heart. The rhythm is steady and comforting. His
breath puffing against my temple is a reminder that no matter what
happens in the future, he’s here with me now. Loving me. Supporting
me, even though he’s the one needing support.

Maybe that’s what I love the most
about him? His generosity?

“Tell me about the day that we met,” I
finally say. Even though I was there, even though I was a part of
it, I love hearing his side of the story. And he loves telling it;
he always says that there was never a love story as grand as
ours.

The thought makes me chuckle; I’m not sure
grand love stories start with someone almost being run over by a
library cart full of books.

As I lie on top of my beloved husband,
completely boneless under his caressing hands, I’m lulled to sleep
by his voice rumbling in his chest when he tells me about that day
in the campus library when we met the first time, when I knew I’d
met the man of my dreams.

* * * *

1993

Jools had seen the cute guy several times in
the campus library the last few weeks. He was always quiet and
smiled politely at everyone and sat in the same spot close to the
BUSINESS section. Judging from the books spread out on the table in
front of him, he was a junior or senior, so around three or four
years younger than Jools.

Jools’ gaze was drawn in the guy’s direction
every time he set foot in the library—as though Jools was a compass
needle and the guy was North. No matter how hard he tried to look
away, he couldn’t.

The cutie was maybe five inches shorter than
Jools’ own six-two, but he was willowy and sleek where Jools was
muscles and bulk. He had hair like dark chocolate he kept cropped
short to the scalp, a perpetual five o’clock shadow on his pointy
chin, and almond-shaped eyes that looked midnight black from a
distance.

The guy seemed ambitious; he sat for hours
and hours in the library, scribbling furiously in his notebook with
an antique-looking fountain pen that he refilled from an
honest-to-goodness inkwell containing green ink. He always left the
study area more immaculate than he found it and returned the books
to the shelves—the correct shelves!—instead of putting them
on the book cart for the librarian to take care of them.

It wasn’t like Jools was spying on the
guy or anything—please!—he was just paying attention. At least that
was his excuse in the beginning. These days, he didn’t bother lying
to himself any longer and took every opportunity to linger in the
BUSINESS section.

He was so drawn to the man that every night
after he got home from a shift, Jools tried to capture his beauty
in his beloved sketchbook. He wanted to create a series of sketches
as an assignment for one of the art classes he took, but no matter
how good he usually was at drawing portraits from memory, something
was always off. The eyes lacked the ever-present intelligent glint,
the stubble wasn’t alluring enough, or the long slim legs never
quite got the same shape as the real-life version.

But Jools was determined to get it right; he
didn’t want to use another model for his project, so he kept
studying the man. Closely and as often as he could, while keeping
his distance so he wouldn’t freak him out.

Luckily, Jools didn’t quite succeed in
keeping his distance.

One night, as Jools was wheeling the cart
with returned books through the library, walking after the cutie
who was on his way to his usual spot. Jools was paying close
attention to the man’s ass and legs encapsulated in a pair of black
jeans so tight, they looked like they would have to be cut apart
with scissors to get them off him. The muscles played under the
fabric, the hips swayed side to side, hypnotizing Jools.

He knew he was walking a little too close to
the man, but how else was he supposed to get a good look at how he
moved? Jools really wanted to capture his image properly later that
evening.

So when the man came to a sudden halt, Jools
crashed into him with the cart.

The guy yelped and whirled around to see what
had collided with him and Jools’ face heated to a temperature
rivaling the sun.

“Oh, no. Shit. I’m sorry, so sorry,” Jools
blurted, shoved away the cart, and stepped closer to make sure the
man wasn’t hurt. “I wasn’t paying attention and I’m so, so sorry
I’m such an idiot. Are you hurt?”

The man looked at Jools with his mouth
hanging open and eyebrows knitted together as though he was trying
to make sense of Jools’ rambling.

When the cute guy rubbed his lower back with
a slight grimace, Jools grew even more mortified. “I’m really
sorry. I was lost in thought and I know that’s not an excuse, but
I’m such an idiot, and do you wish to make a formal complaint to my
supervisor?”

Jools braced himself for an angry reply, but
what he got instead was a crooked smile that made the cutie even
more irresistible and revealed a dimple on his left cheek. Dimples
were Jools’ kryptonite and there was no way he could defend himself
against it.

“No, I’m all right. No need to upset the
boss,” said the man who had a deeper voice than expected. Deep and
a little raspy and Jools was willing to bet he could talk a man
into all kinds of trouble, at least if that man was named Jools
Grier.

“…name?”

Jools almost groaned out load when he
realized he’d spaced out and missed the question. “I’m sorry, can
you repeat that?” His face grew even hotter and he wished someone
would show up and put him out of his misery. The sooner, the
better, please.

The man’s smile grew wider. “I said I’m
Ellery Luker. What’s your name?”

“Um, Jools. Jools Grier.”

The man—Ellery, and holy fuck his name fit
him perfectly—held out his hand. “Nice to meet you Jools Jools
Grier,” he said with a twinkle to his eye and a grin bright enough
to outshine a display case of diamonds.

Jools wrapped his fingers around Ellery’s
slender hand, and they shook. Ellery’s handshake was firm, his
palms soft, and his fingers long like a piano player’s. Neither of
them let go, and Jools was mesmerized by the warm grip and the
teasing smile.

“Tell me, Jools, what was so interesting you
weren’t paying attention to where you were going with that thing?”
Ellery nodded in the direction of the cart.

Jools’ mouth got dry, and when he remembered
they were still holding hands, he loosened his grip so Ellery could
withdraw if he wanted.

He didn’t, apparently.

“Uh, I’d rather not say,” Jools mumbled,
wincing at his bumbling fool impression. He usually wasn’t this
tongue-tied, but the accident, the warm palm pressed against his,
and the knee-weakening voice made Jools’ head spin.

“Fair enough.” Ellery grinned again, gave
Jools’ hand a quick squeeze, then let go.

It was a shock to Jools’ system to lose all
that warmth at once. His hand felt as though he’d dipped it in a
bowl of icy water, and he wanted to step closer and hold Ellery’s
hand again and never let go. Instead, he stood frozen to the floor,
his mind blank, and he couldn’t think of a single word to say.

“I’ll let you get back to work.” Ellery
smiled yet again, then turned and started toward his usual
spot.

When Jools remembered how to move his feet
again, he pushed the cart out of the way, spun on his heel, and
fled. He didn’t stop until he was safely locked behind the door to
the staff bathroom.

His face pulsed with heat, so he turned on
the tap, cupped his hands and filled them with cold water, and
dunked his face into the coolness. Again and again he did it, until
he could look himself in the mirror without seeing a stoplight-red
face staring back at him. He turned off the water, braced himself
against the sink, and hung his head.

What the heck was wrong with him? He wasn’t
usually a bumbling, wordless fool. Granted, he wasn’t the world’s
best conversationalist, but he could enunciate a sentence properly
without making an idiot of himself. And he was twenty-four years
old, for crying out loud, officially a grown-up, whose
responsibilities included not crashing into ridiculously hot guys
named Ellery and being able to carry a conversation.

But today, he couldn’t. Not when he really,
really needed those skills.

Jools heaved out a deep, earth-shattering
sigh and shook his head. How could he go back out there and do his
job like a normal person after that stellar performance? Ellery
hadn’t seemed angry, but maybe he’d had time to think about it
properly and changed his mind?

But Jools had to admit that it seemed
unlikely. The parting smile, the lingering gazes, and the way he
hadn’t let go of Jools’ hand could mean that Ellery found him
attractive, too. Right?

Right?

“If only I hadn’t fucked everything up,” he
told his mirror image.

Jools allowed himself five more seconds of
wallowing in self-pity before straightening his back, squaring his
shoulders, and walking out of the bathroom with head held high.

A little later, when Jools pushed his cart by
Ellery’s spot—totally by accident, of course—Ellery looked up from
his book and fired off a smile. His eyes twitched as he eyed the
book cart, as though he couldn’t decide whether to tease Jools
about the incident or not, but in the end, he didn’t say anything,
just returned to his studies.

After all the books were returned to their
rightful places, Jools became busy with other things and didn’t see
Ellery again. And at closing time, as he took a turn around the
library to make sure no one was still around, Ellery’s spot lay
empty.

Jools deflated like a leaking balloon; he had
wanted to say something to Ellery before the man left and couldn’t
believe he’d missed him. He hadn’t planned on anything grand or
special, just a self-depreciating joke about dangerous book carts
and a sincere “Will I see you again soon?” but he’d spent all
evening after the incident psyching himself up for it, and now he
was disappointed that he’d missed his chance.

He just hoped he hadn’t scared him away
forever.

With a sigh and a defeated slump to his
shoulders, Jools locked up and stepped into the brisk fall
evening.

The leaves on the maple trees by the entrance
had turned red, orange, and yellow, and the colors were so intense,
the tree looked like it was on fire. The air was fresh and clear,
and the daylight quickly disappearing, but he had his bike and
would probably make it home before darkness fell.

But when he walked around the corner of the
building to get his bike, someone stood waiting for him. Someone
with long, perfectly shaped legs, a wide smile, and glittering
black eyes. Someone who approached a little shyly but tried to
appear confident.

Someone who couldn’t take his gaze off
Jools.

Ellery.

* * * *

2018

“Good day, gentlemen,” I say as I hurry into
the conference room, eager to get this business over and done with.
I drop my laptop on the table and shake everybody’s hands as we
introduce ourselves and engage in meaningless small talk.

I try my hardest to stay in the present, even
though all my focus is on the phone I’ve clutched in a death grip.
But I paste a professional smile on my face, spout platitudes, and
do my best to be courteous and representative.

I sneak a glance at my phone as everyone
takes their seats around the huge table and sets up their laptops.
Not that I’m expecting to hear anything yet—Jools already texted me
earlier to tell me his doctor would be late—but I want to make
sure.

After Kevin, my assistant, has put out all
the refreshments and snacks, it’s time to start the meeting.

“Thank you all for being here today. Let’s do
our best to solve this problem, shall we?” Everyone nods their
agreement, so I continue. “First, I’d like to apologize for
bringing this to the meeting.” I hold up my phone to show them
before I reluctantly place it on the table, screen up, next to my
computer. “I would normally leave it in my office, but I’m
expecting an urgent call, and I apologize in advance if I have to
step out of the room for a while to take it.”

No one objects, so we get started.

Thanks to the triple espresso, courtesy of
Kevin—I would never be able to do my job without him—I’m able to
focus on the meeting and the client’s problem. Every now and then I
glance at the phone, but it’s sadly quiet.

An hour or so later, we’ve resolved the most
urgent matter, mostly caused by a lack of communication, and come
up with the beginnings of a plan on how to handle it. As my
counterpart with the client summarizes the first part of our plan,
my phone vibrates once.

A text then, and it can only be from Jools
because his number is the only one not blocked when my phone is in
do-not-disturb mode.

Everything stops for a moment. The voices
turn into meaningless droning in the background. I can’t see
anything but the phone and the name of the person who sent the
text. My heart thunders in my chest and I break out in a cold sweat
as I clear my throat.

“Excuse me,” I say, not caring that I sound
more like a frog than a person. I stand on wobbly legs, hurry out
of the conference room with as much dignity I can muster, and duck
into the nearby printer room that’s thankfully empty.

The screen of my phone has gone black, and my
thumb hovers over the fingerprint scanner. My mouth is dry, and I
have to steady myself with a hand on the huge printer so I won’t
fall to the floor.

I draw in a deep, stuttering breath. And
another and another. “Go Team Luker,” I mumble as I stare at the
phone.

We’ve been Team Luker a long time, since
before we even shared the same last name, since that day Jools told
his mother about us, told her that he was gay and that we were
serious about our relationship. He knew she wouldn’t take it well,
he knew that the risk was great she would disown him, and before we
left our apartment to go visit her, I grabbed both his hands in
mine, stood on my toes and pressed a tender kiss on his mouth.
“Whatever happens,” I said to him, “we’re a team. Team Luker.”

“But I’m not a Luker,” he replied.

“Not yet,” I said.

His fears proved to be well-founded. Mrs.
Grier started trying to pray the gay away immediately and when he
asked her, pleaded with her, to stop hurting him, she threw him
out. He was heartbroken, of course, but when I asked him if he’d
changed his mind, if he wanted out, he silenced me with a fierce
look. “Team Luker forever,” he said.

And since that day, we’d been a
team.

We will be a team no matter what
happens.

Forever.

My hand shakes as I unlock the phone, tap the
message, and read what it says.

It’s only one word. The most beautiful word
in the world.

Benign.

 


THE END

* * * *

Late Night Poetry

Monday, October 22,
1990

“Hi, Sully. It’s me. Lou. But yeah, you
can hear that of course. I…uh…know I shouldn’t call you, but…I had
to hear your voice, even if it’s just only your answering machine
message. I’m…”—drawn-out, despondent sigh—“I’m so fucking
sorry, you have no idea. I wish I was brave like you but I’m not.
I’m sorry for letting you down. For letting you go. So, so
sorry.”—half-swallowed sob followed by heavy
breathing—“I…guess I should hang up. I just…I love you, you
know? I guess I’m like that poet fellow you told me about. Donne?
Two kinds of fool? But instead of being in love and talking about
it in a poem, I’m letting the one I love go. That’s gotta be worse,
huh? Take care, Sully. I…uh…“

* * * *

My legs give up underneath me as I listen to
the message, and I sink onto the chair and lean my forehead on the
kitchen table with a loud groan. When the machine beeps, I rewind
the tape and listen to the message again. And again.

I just love you, you know.

I repeatedly bang my head against the table
as I listen to it a fourth time, my heart aching more and more with
every repeat. With every time I hear that half-swallowed sob.

“Ouch,” I yelp after a too-hard thump, and
rub my sore forehead with fingertips still stiff after the outdoor
chill. “And you had to quote John Donne to me, you
dickhead,” I mutter and shove my hands under my thighs so I won’t
replay the message a fifth time.

I didn’t know Lou paid that much attention to
me when I read poetry around him. He’s the kind of person who
prefers beer over books and paintball over poetry and is constantly
in movement even when he’s supposed to be still; legs jiggling or
fingers drumming a tattoo on his leg, or he’s tossing and catching
his ever-present baseball.

So to hear that Lou actually listened to me
when I read aloud my beloved poetry around him prickles my heart. I
always thought he tuned me out and focused on something else, or at
least not focusing on the actual words and taking in what I was
reading. He never mentioned it after he caught me doing it the
first time.

“You’re reading out loud,” he said when he
found me with my coffee, a lit candle, and whatever poetry book I’d
checked out of the library the first time he spent the night in my
tiny apartment.

He startled me, but I nodded. “Yes. I like to
hear the words, not just in my head. I want to know what they feel
like in my mouth. Does it bother you?”

“Nah,” Lou said and kissed me on the mouth,
morning breath and all since the sleepover was unplanned and he
hadn’t brought a toothbrush.

After that, I continued reading the poems out
loud around him, thinking he wasn’t listening anyway.

Seems I was wrong.

But it wasn’t the only thing I was wrong
about. I also thought that when someone said “I love you,” it meant
that they wanted to be with the other person, but that’s
obviously wrong, too. At least if the person saying the words is
named Lou Hillman.

Abruptly, I stand and slam my hand on the
DELETE button, strip out of my running clothes, and jump into the
shower.

* * * *

Saturday, October 27, 1990. 3:30 A.M.

“‘How do I love thee? Let me count the
ways.’”—drawn-out silence disturbed only by the muted sounds of
a barking dog—“But I don’t love thee freely, do I?”—harsh,
barking laughter—“Fuck homophobic fathers all the way to
hell.”—three wet hiccups in rapid succession followed by
slurred words—“Shit. Sorry. I’m drunk. Druuu-uuu-uuunk. Bill
dragged me to the King’s Arms tonight and I saw someone that
reminded me of you, so I drank too much. But he was too tall,
taller’n me and his hair was a stripey, dishwater blond and not
golden. And not curly enough. But he moved like you. Like…he
flailed his arms and kicked his legs instead of actual dancing.
Only you would call that dancing.

“But when I saw him properly, his eyes
were some weird-ass brown-ish color and they looked all wrong.
If I had talent for writing poetry, I would write one of
them…whatchamacallit…odes?…to your gray eyes. You’d think gray eyes
would be cold and harsh like steel, but yours are always warm and
soft. Fuck, Sully. I don’t even know what color my own eyes are,
but I know yours. What color are my eyes?”—shuffling booted
footsteps on what sounds like a wooden floor, followed by the
opening of a squeaking door—“Blue. Huh. I knew that. I really
did drink waaaaaaay too much.”—pained groan—“I miss you,
Sully. Oh. And it’s Lou, by the way.”

* * * *

Saturday, October 27, 1990. 12:47 P.M.

“Um hi. It’s me again. Lou. I…uh…just
wanted to apologize for calling you drunk in the middle of the
night. I shouldn’t have. I don’t blame you if you hate me. What am
I saying? Of course, you hate me. I broke up with you after telling
you I love you. What kind of asshole does that? Anyway. Sorry. I
won’t call again. Sorry.”

* * * *

I listen to both messages when I come home
that afternoon. After yesterday’s late shift was over, it was too
cold to bike home in the middle of the night, so Shirley, my
co-waitress at the bar where I work weekends, offered to let me
sleep on her couch, which in hindsight was good, or I would have
answered the phone in the middle of the night and ended up with a
drunk-as-a-skunk Lou on the other end of the line.

I don’t know which would have been worse: the
late-night drunken call or the remorseful, hung-over one.

I delete the messages without listening to
them a second time, but instead of fixing lunch as I’d originally
planned, I crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head,
focusing on breathing, pulling the air deep into my lungs and
holding it there until I absolutely have to let it out.

When my heart has stopped fluttering after
hearing Lou’s voice on my answering machine, I pull out his ratty
old Mötley Crüe T-shirt from under the pillow and bury my nose in
it. His scent is long gone—it smells of me and laundry detergent
now—and it breaks me more than hearing his voice again.

I always loved snuggling my nose in the crook
of his neck after he’d had a shower—the pine-y shower gel mingling
with his natural scent, making him smell more appealing than
anything I can think of, even warm bread fresh from the oven. His
scent always reminded me of the forest behind my grandmother’s
house where I spent lots of time when I was a kid. Earthy and
comforting. Homey. And it suited his wild-man-from-the-forest look,
with the long wavy rocker hair, mischievous grin, and the
unbuttoned plaid shirts. I’ve never slept as well as I did when
surrounded by his smell.

I burrow my face in the pillow, still
clutching the T-shirt to my chest. How am I supposed to forget him
and move on if he keeps calling? If he keeps sounding like his
heart is as broken as mine? If he keeps telling me he loves me?

Maybe I need to start screening my calls, let
the machine take all of them instead of answering. Or delete any
messages he leaves as soon as I hear his first words instead of
tormenting myself by listening to his voice.

Or maybe I’ll just throw out the damned
machine, disconnect my phone, and move to South-East Asia. He would
never look for me there since he knows I don’t like the heat.

Still hidden underneath the covers, I wiggle
into his shirt. It’s been washed so many times it’s softer than a
kitten’s fur, and the band logo is so faint it’s barely visible
anymore. It’s big enough to fit on top of my sweatshirt—Lou has
several inches on me both in height and width, something that
always made me feel safe and cared for when he cradled me in his
arms.

I miss his warmth and his strength. The way
he used to wrap his arms around me in a tight squeeze and lift me
off my feet when he saw me. The way he would cuddle close in bed,
his knees nestled into mine, his nose poking my neck, and the
rumble in his chest when half-asleep he muttered “Good night,
Sully.” I miss the weight of his arm across my waist. The heat of
his big hand splayed out on my belly, and the cute huffing noises
he made in his sleep.

I miss Lou. Period.

Wrapped in the memory of his scent and his
ragged-sounding voice on my answering machine, I drift to
sleep.

* * * *

Thursday, November 5, 1990. 6:14 P.M.

“I thought about you today. When it
snowed. About how much you love the snow. I wondered if you tried
making snowballs, even though the snow was too loose. And if you
made a cup of hot cocoa afterward. Then I saw the weather report
and they said it will be warmer tomorrow and the snow will melt,
and I know you’ll be so disappointed. I’ve never met anyone who
loves snow as much as you do.”—throat clearing to cover the
crack in his voice—“I got a library card yesterday. I checked
out a couple poetry books. Can you imagine what my dad would say if
he knew? ‘Don’t read that shit, Lou. It’s for sissies and
fags.’”—disgusted snort—“Anyway. I wanted to read something
to you. Are you ready? ‘When we two parted, In silence and tears,
Half broken-hearted, To sever for years, Pale grew thy cheek and
cold, Colder thy kiss; Truly that hour foretold, Sorrow to this.’ I
probably didn’t read that very well.”—long silence broken by
the roar of a passing truck in the distance—“Take care.”

* * * *

I don’t listen to his message again but I
don’t delete it either. Instead, I walk over to the window and look
out at the snow still glistening on the trees and shrubbery on the
street outside my apartment building. I shove my hands into my
pockets and lean my forehead against the cold glass, letting my
long curls fall across my face, hiding me from the outside world,
wishing the chill penetrating from outside was enough to freeze all
the memories of him out of my head.

Our first
date-that-wasn’t-officially-labeled-a-date was on a snowy December
day almost two years ago, when he laughed at what he called was my
child-like enjoyment of the snow slowly sailing from the sky. We
strolled side by side—at a respectable distance so anyone watching
us would think we were just two friends hanging out—through the
Christmas market, me carrying a steaming cup of hot chocolate and
him sipping from a mug of coffee that smelled so bitter even at a
distance I almost grew hair on my chest.
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