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2024 Top Ten Gay Romance

Edited by J.M. Snyder


Introduction by J.M. Snyder

Here are our best-selling gay romance stories
of the past year. You’ll find a number of new names alongside those
with whom you may already be familiar. I hope you enjoy them as
much as we do!

* * * *

Empty Shelves, Full Hearts by Alexandra
Caluen


Chapter 1

December 1, 2022

Evan

The countdown had begun. I scrolled through
the catalog for the last time, trying to balance two conflicting
needs: first, a well-stocked store for Christmas shoppers; second,
minimal spending on stock. The budget was even tighter than my
timeline. Plus, whatever didn’t leave the shelves by eight P.M. on
December 31st would be returned to the publishers, or
given away, or pulped. I hated wasting books.

And I loved this bookshop.

It was nothing much to look at, a small
storefront that wasn’t even on the main drag of Melrose Avenue, but
at least it was only just around a corner. We had two metered
parking spaces for customers and two off the alley in back for
staff. The store had been here so long, everybody who might’ve
shopped there knew about it, so our advertising didn’t amount to
more than putting up flyers on the bulletin boards of neighborhood
businesses, plus posting on social media whenever we could. Our own
bulletin board was, of course, a fluttering crazy quilt of other
people’s flyers.

I’d been coming for years—well, to be honest,
decades—before walking in and asking for a job. The person on duty
that day was the new manager, and she was desperate enough to hire
me even though my direct customer-service experience was far in the
past. I’d been working in law firms since college, meaning
thirty-plus years. This job represented my midlife crisis.

It also had an intentional end date. The
store was closing at the end of the year, which made quite a few
nostalgics tear their hair and rend their garments. Some folks
wanted to blame That Big Online Seller; but listen, everything
changes. It’s unusual for any small independent business to
last more than twenty years, and this little joint had been open,
in this location, as a bookstore, for over fifty.

The previous manager was the owner, and he
simply (though not easily) decided it was, as ineffably stated by
Billy Porter, Time Ta Go. He was eighty years old; the pandemic was
too much; he was tired. Sanaa, formerly the assistant manager, was
scrambling: she couldn’t work more than forty hours a week and
there was only one other part-time employee. You can’t expect to
keep a retail establishment open at all if it’s not open on
weekends, and you’re asking for trouble if you open on weekends
with only one person. Thus I, a presentable and literate
middle-aged person with an inexplicable willingness to work for
less than twenty dollars an hour, seemed like a gift from
heaven.

And I loved this bookshop. I mentioned that,
right? When I finally (with the help of my therapist) admitted I’d
hit a wall and needed to take a leave of absence from the law firm,
I knew I couldn’t do nothing for six months. In the interest
of not doing nothing, I spent a wine-soaked evening talking options
with my three best friends, one of whom knew the bookstore was
closing. I’m not a person who believes in signs, but it felt like
one.

Still staring at the online catalog, toying
with the idea of ordering to please myself, I didn’t even look up
when the street door opened. Heard the bell jingle, said
absent-mindedly, “Hi, let me know if I can help you find anything,”
and clicked on a queer classic from the 1950s. If nobody else took
it home, I would.

“How long have you worked here?”

Okay, I looked up then. Sounded almost
challenging. Was this a former regular who didn’t know Mr. Cohen
retired? Did I care? The guy was freaking gorgeous.

This isn’t unusual in Los Angeles. Gorgeous
people are everywhere, from the carwash to the dentist’s office to
scruffy little bookstores off Melrose. And I was not a man who
failed to respond to gorgeousness. So I sat up straight, set my
reading glasses on the scarred wooden top of the cash wrap, and
smiled. “Who wants to know?”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Simon

Holy shit. I mean, when I walked in, I saw an
attractive head of salt-and-pepper hair, which is notable enough.
For one thing, you can tell it’s real, because one cannot dye one’s
hair that combination of colors. Anyway, my rude question came
blurting out in a moment of surprise, because the last time I
walked into the bookstore was more than six months ago and at that
time, the head behind the cash wrap was Morty Cohen’s bald one.
After a breathless moment to survey the rest of this new, unknown
head—the smiling blue eyes, black eyelashes, laugh lines, and
excellent jawline considering he had to be at least my age—I said,
“Simon Livingston.”

“Holy shit! For real?” He stood up and
started around the cash wrap.

What? He knew who I was? Nobody knew
who I was. I mean, this was Los Angeles; people would recognize a
name like Tina Fey or Quentin Tarantino, but most of us writers
were pretty much anonymous. “I, uh, yeah?”

Then he was offering a hand. I put mine out,
as a reflex, and he shook it. Then clasped it in both of his and
held on. “Evan Randall. I’ve been working here since June.”

“Why?” Oh fuck me, another rude question. I
shouldn’t be allowed out of the house.

But he laughed. “Leave of absence from a
stressful job, didn’t want to sit at home doing nothing, definitely
didn’t want to learn to play golf.”

And now I laughed. He was still holding my
hand, which he seemed to notice at that moment, because he let go.
I felt bereft. “So is the other job still paying you?”

“No, that was another reason to do something
else.”

“Even though this job pays roughly enough to
buy groceries.”

“Yeah, roughly. It wasn’t a big concern.
Listen, I’m thrilled to meet you, but there must be a reason you
came in today.”

“I, uh, there was. Yes. What was it? Oh yes.”
He was laughing again, under his breath and trying not to let on,
but definitely laughing. Did I mind? No. I grinned at him. “You
must have guessed you’re not what I expected to see here
today.”

“Yeah, I got that idea.”

“I heard the store was closing. Didn’t hear
that Mr. Cohen was gone. Is he gone?”

“He’s holding the strings from home. We’re
shutting down at the end of the year and he didn’t want to be on
the scene for the endgame.”

“Right. I get it. What was I saying? Oh.
Jesus Christ, I’m usually not this scatterbrained. I just got back
in town from a tour for my latest book and I’m doing the rounds of
the bookstores, the ones that are left, to see if I could sign any
stock for you. Or do a reading or something, you know. If you’re
doing that kind of thing since you’re winding things up.”

“We’re definitely doing that kind of thing,
and I’d love it if you could sign some stock. We’ve got your whole
backlist on the shelf. Even the annotated screenplay.”

I blushed. “That ridiculous thing?”

“It’s a classic, Simon.”

“It’s not exactly When Harry Met
Sally.”

“And you’re not Nora Ephron, sure, I get it.
You are, however, one of the few living writers who’ve produced a
gay rom com that people still love twenty years later.” Evan
thought for a minute. “Maybe the only such writer.”

“No,” I said earnestly, “don’t forget Paul
Rudnick.”

“Oh, right. Hey.”

“What?”

“Why the hell don’t you have an author photo
on the back of your books?”

I blinked at him. “Should I?”

“Simon, you look like a mature version of
that Regé-Jean Page dude on Bridgerton.”

“You watch Bridgerton?”

“Love me some romance.” The doorbell jingled
again; Evan glanced over. “Hi, let me know if I can help you find
something.”

I ignored the polite mumble from the new
customer. “Short answer, when I first got an agent I was advised
not to show my face because my writing voice is not what they call
urban. People would be confused that I wasn’t white.”

Evan muttered something that sounded an awful
lot like the F word. Then he said, “That sounds like a conversation
to be had over drinks. Or dinner.”

“Tonight?” Oh my God, I am
ridiculous.

But he smiled. “Want to?”

Did I want to, huh. “What time?”

* * * *


Chapter 3

December 7, 2022

Evan

An evening event at the bookstore was always
a clusterfuck, though the customers didn’t seem to mind. There
wasn’t enough parking in the neighborhood at the best of times;
after five, during the run-up to Christmas, was not the best. All
the Melrose restaurants that had survived lockdown were packed, as
was every retail establishment where a shopper might find a gift
for that person on their list who’d appreciate something less
ordinary.

Such as, for example, a signed, rare, or
out-of-print book. In the past, Mr. Cohen moved a lot of used
stock, but at a certain point he winnowed out the chaff and brought
in only the things he could sell for a multiple of their cover
price. Thus, for certain highly desirable authors we had fresh new
paperbacks and pristine hardcovers, plus a fair selection of first
editions and signed copies. One of those highly desirable (to me,
at least) authors was shaking hands with the last of the fans who’d
shown up that night.

Simon turned to me and smiled as the person
went out. “Whew! I didn’t expect so many people!”

Neither had I, but I wouldn’t say so. “My one
regret is I can’t restock your shelf. The final order went in last
week.”

He shrugged. “It is what it is. I appreciate
the opportunity. And I appreciate you handling this yourself.”

“Like I would’ve left you with our
part-timer. Besides, he’s down the street slinging tapas.” Fact: a
good server could make bank in LA, whereas a bookstore clerk was
doomed to poverty. But that didn’t matter now. “We’re still on for
dinner?”

“Absolutely.” Simon leaned against the cash
wrap, still smiling, staying out of the way while I did the minimal
tidying-up required. “One thing about selling out, there’s less to
clean up every night, right?”

“I’ve had that exact thought a few times.” I
counted out the register, ran the day’s automated report, took the
printout and the cash to the safe in back. Quickly cleaned the
restroom, set up the coffeemaker for the next day, triple-locked
the back doors. (A wrought-iron security door outside a steel door
with a peephole; it’s not best practice to make breaking in too
easy). When I returned, Simon had his jacket on. “Ready?”

“I’ve been ready.” He gave me a hot
look. I walked up and kissed him.

This was not our first kiss. I’d seen him
five times now. Dinner the night we met, a coffee here, a drink
there, he dropped in once during the day to shop, and now today. I
kissed him every time, or he kissed me. And tonight’s dinner would
be at my house, three blocks away. He’d parked there and walked
over to the bookstore, as I had, so we’d have two spare parking
spaces in back if we needed them, which we did.

Aware that I was somewhat distracted, I gave
the store another long, attentive look before adjusting the window
display and returning a stray pen to the mug on the counter. Walked
out with Simon, switching off the interior lights on the way and
locking the glass door. Pulled down the metal grill that protected
the facade. Snapped the padlock shut and straightened. “I’ve been
looking forward to this all week.”

“You and me both,” he said, reaching for my
hand. We strolled down the street together, away from the noise on
Melrose. “So, uh, how hungry are you?”

We both cracked up. Let’s face it, we were
both past the half-century mark. We’d survived so much to get here,
and we knew what we wanted, and also we were both physically fit,
single, gay men. It was a foregone conclusion that we were going to
fuck, and only our schedules had prevented that from happening
already. Anyway, I said, “There’s something I’d really love to have
in my mouth.”

“Jesus, yes, can we pick up the pace?”

* * * *


Chapter 4

Simon

Seven days. In only seven days, I had worked
myself up to an almost unprecedented state of lust. Couldn’t
remember being this horny since I was about fifteen. Evan had an
excellent mouth to go with those sultry blue eyes and the hair. He
was an inch or two taller than me, maybe five foot eleven to my
five nine. Probably around the same weight, despite the added
height, because his bones weren’t as massive as mine. At least,
judging by his wrists and hands, notably graceful beside mine,
which look like a bricklayer’s hands.

Anyway, we’d done enough kissing to be sure
of three things. First, we wanted to take it further. Second, while
both of us were down to fuck, neither of us was a Now or Never kind
of guy. Third, we both really fucking liked it. I mean the kissing.
I couldn’t remember doing this much kissing since I was about
fifteen, either. Once you start having sex, you kind of always go
directly to sex, right? A person only has so much time, and getting
off in an efficient manner was a high priority for a lot of
years.

Come to think of it, my current state of
horniness was undoubtedly related to the kissing. I hoped we
wouldn’t stop kissing after we fucked.

Funny thing. Before I sold the screenplay, I
wrote slice of life literary fiction about young men finding
themselves. Young gay men, usually, but outside the context of
romance, so I skirted the edge of outing my characters. And without
tragedy, despite the urgings of my agent, who knew that readers of
literary fiction love them some tragedy. I didn’t like writing
tragedy, and I particularly didn’t want to write about young gay
men and tragedy. I was born in 1970 and you know what that means: I
was a horrified teenager during the AIDS crisis, watching my
community go down in flames while the world looked on with
indifference at best, open hostility and vicious satisfaction at
worst.

Evan, a couple of years older than me, had
similar observations. Over dinner that first night, we talked about
our histories in a roundabout kind of way. He asked me then if I
started letting my characters have love affairs because the movie
was a success. I said, well, of course.

And yet here I was at fifty-two, more
successful than most novelists, with a long string of well-received
if not universally beloved books which I was not ashamed to call
romances (even though they’re still being marketed as literary
fiction! Cracks me up all the time!), having never had the kind of
love affair I write about.

I’ve never had that instant recognition,
instant infatuation, instant connection thing before. Not until the
day Evan looked up from the computer screen and smiled at me.

Thus I was seriously invested in what
happened tonight. If the sex was even a fraction as good as the
kissing, I was going to throw myself at this guy in every possible
sense of the word.

So, was it good? Yes. Yes, it was good. It
was so good that we never really got out of bed. We fucked, we
heated up dinner and ate it in bed, we fooled around some more, we
slept. In the morning after coffee and a snack and some
freshening-up, we had more sex.

“Fair warning,” Evan said around noon, when
we were both stirring (though with reluctance) because he had to
get down to the bookstore to take over from Sanaa at two, “if we
still feel this way after the store closes, I’m likely to suggest
you pack up your cat and come to live with me.”

It was all I could do to suppress the “Why
wait?!” and say, instead, “Perfect, I need to declutter my
apartment anyway.”

* * * *


Chapter 5

December 13, 2022

Evan

I must have been one of the most cheerful
retail clerks in West Los Angeles these days. Not only did I have a
low-stress job that let me wallow in books all day; not only did I
feel indisputably better—physically, emotionally, and mentally—than
I had before taking leave from the law firm: I had a boyfriend.

It’s been a long time.

A presentable man with disposable income is
always going to find someone to date, or at least hook up with. A
person swimming in my particular pool, meaning college-educated
professionals of the suit-wearing type, has a good chance of
finding someone on their own level who’s more serious. Someone open
to being a boyfriend, partner, or even husband. I’ve had several
boyfriends and two guys I called partners (we lived together); one
of those I considered proposing to. But he disliked Los Angeles to
the point of finding a job in Portland, and I didn’t want to move.
It was a pretty grueling breakup. After that I settled for hookups
and dating for quite a while. Not having someone important to worry
about for the fifteen months it took both of my parents to die was
a blessing. Nobody can comfort you when shit like that is going
down. I had to travel a lot, all my mental and emotional resources
were allocated, and processing another input was simply beyond me.
If I’d had a houseplant, it would’ve died too. A romantic partner
would have felt like another obligation, another energy drain. And
it took months to get back to something like normal.

While I wasn’t looking for a new boyfriend
when Simon walked into the store, I was definitely open to the
idea. Neither of us had any reason not to act on our more or less
instant, obvious, and mutual interest. Even if we called it quits
sometime soon, I’d still consider him the best possible Christmas
present I could have gotten this year. He made me feel cute, sexy,
and more fun than I’d felt for ages.

A week after our first night together, we had
another one on the schedule. Simon was coming to my house for
dinner again. This time we both promised to eat at the table, with
our clothes on. To ensure that would happen, I invited my best
friends over.

Since I was now the manager (Sanaa had
gratefully demoted herself back to assistant once I was trained)
with full power over the schedule, I made the executive decision to
close the store at six instead of eight on the thirteenth. That
gave me an hour to get home, tidy up, assemble dinner, welcome
Simon when he arrived, and convince the resulting erection to
settle down before the others got there.

We were both in the kitchen when the doorbell
rang. “Give me that spoon.” Simon took it out of my hand and gave
me a nudge.

I jogged across the house and pulled the
front door open. “Hi! Come on in. Oh, you’re all together?”

Casimir led the way. “We’ve seen your tiny
driveway. Gala came to our place and rode with us.”

“Hi Gala.” I kissed her cheek, shook hands
with Casimir and his husband Misha, and said, “Simon’s hiding in
the kitchen.”

“I’m not hiding!” he yelled from in there.
“I’m stirring! And the wine is in here!”

Gala laughed. “We’re on our way!”

Two minutes later four people were standing
around with glasses in hand, supervising while I pulled things out
of the oven, turned off the cooktop, deployed serving utensils,
plates, and bowls, then stood back and said, “Dig in.”

Yes, there was a time when a dinner party was
a much more formal affair. I ditched formal after that guy who
moved to Portland.

* * * *


Chapter 6

Simon

Full disclosure: I had never hosted a dinner
at my own home for more than one person at a time. And in those
situations, hosting a dinner most often meant ordering takeout for
a meal to precede or follow fucking. On occasion, the same
methodology was employed for a working dinner, when I had a writing
job that required input from another person.

I’ve always written fiction, but for quite a
while I earned some money writing for entertainment media.
Everything from reviews to columns to profiles. Interviews were the
best for making connections; I don’t know if my screenplay would’ve
sold had I not been acquainted with so many people in the movie
industry.

Anyway, what I meant to say was that Evan’s
casual host mode seemed like complete hospitality mastery to me.
He’d prepared four different things for people to eat, all
Christmassy and delicious. A turkey casserole with mushrooms, peas,
and onions; a fancy potato thing; roasted carrots with goat cheese
and cranberries; and the creamy broccoli soup I had managed to keep
from scorching. He was also cool with letting his friends fix their
own plates. Not a control freak, like I would’ve tried to be,
giving everyone equal portions of whatever and fussing about how
the plate looked. The ballet dancers (Gala and Misha) surprised me
by heaping their plates with everything. Casimir, an English
teacher, noticed me noticing a small serving. “Potatoes au gratin
are among my favorite things in the world, and these look gorgeous,
but I’m trying to watch my weight. I swear that’s the only reason
my whole plate isn’t potatoes.”

“I will watch my weight tomorrow,” I told
him. “Tonight, I’m eating potatoes. How did the four of you
meet?”

“I met Evan at the bookstore,” Casimir said.
“And we hit it off, so I invited him for coffee at home with me and
Misha, and they hit it off.”

“Then we invited him to a showcase at the
dance studio,” Misha put in, “and he met Gala, and they liked each
other too.”

“I think everybody likes Evan,” I said. “He’s
great with people at the store.”

Evan swallowed some wine. “Well, I do work in
HR in real life.”

I made an enlightened face. “Oh wow, that’s
right!” All the others laughed. “So, ballet dancers. I’m not devoid
of rhythm, but I have no idea how that works in real life.
I’d love to write about a dancer. Can I pick your brains?”

They both nodded, smiling. Then Gala
cautioned, “I’m not a professional dancer. I work in HR too, that’s
one of the things Evan and I clicked with. Ballet is my workout, my
sport, my art.”

Misha said, “Gala has been dancing since she
was a child, but she first learned pointe a few years ago.”

“No way!” I leaned forward, excited. “That’s
something you can do as an adult?”

“Not many people try it,” she said. “Adults
understand it’s going to ruin your feet and most aren’t willing to
do that. But I always just really wanted to dance on pointe like a
real ballerina, and it wasn’t like I needed my feet for something
else.”

Evan stifled a laugh. Casimir was laughing
too, but he said, “The first time I saw Misha dance, I saw Gala
too. She was the soloist in a group doing the Waltz of the
Flowers from the Nutcracker.”

I would have bet that Gala was around
forty-five years old. “I am so impressed,” I said sincerely. “Is
there video?”

“Oh, of course,” she said, blushing a little.
“My BFF came with me to the showcase and recorded it for me, and
then he made me put it on Facebook.”

“Can I friend you?” I gave her my very best
hopeful puppy face. “Honestly, there are things I’m proud of, but
only one of them is something people can watch, and I’m not in it,
and I’m so, like, envious and thrilled right now.”

“You’re very sweet,” she told me, then looked
at Evan. “Is he for real?”

“He is,” Evan said. “I’m gonna try to keep
him.”

* * * *


Chapter 7

December 19, 2022

Evan

If there’s one thing I learned from recent
events, it’s to seize the day. My siblings and I weren’t terribly
close before our parents got sick. That whole long process could
have driven us further apart. Instead, I put my HR experience to
work and managed the conversations (negotiations, confrontations)
such that we’re now in touch on a regular basis and able to say “I
love you” to each other when we end a call. When we were approached
about our parents’ soon-to-be vacant house, we didn’t waste time
arguing about should we renovate, should we update the curb appeal,
should we wait for a better offer. None of us wanted the house;
this other person did; they made a cash offer; we accepted it. Each
of us got a little boost to our nest eggs, and none of us ever have
to deal with it again.

What does that have to do with an imminently
closing bookstore and a new boyfriend, a week before Christmas?
Well, mostly that when Simon said, “My mother is dying to meet you,
would you like to join us for Christmas dinner?” I said I’d love to
almost before he finished talking. The me of three years ago might
have hedged his bets. Me of this December wanted to grab every
possible minute of joy.

The week leading up to that momentous
occasion (it was decades since I’d met a boyfriend’s parent) was
spent pushing a little more on social media. Sanaa made a video
with Mr. Cohen about his years running the bookstore and posted it
everywhere, which got a great response. I contacted all the other
independents in Los Angeles County that handled collectible books,
reminding them we were closing. Sent them a copy of our current
stock list (it was reducing fast) with a twenty percent discount
offer, first come first served. Quite a few of them took us up on
it. An uncommon book isn’t going to get less uncommon; they knew if
they didn’t grab a title now, it might be gone by the time the
Everything Must Go sign went up on the 26th.

Along with hand selling and internet
marketing, I futzed with our displays every day. We had some
Christmas decorations up, because shoppers like that, and it made
the place more fun for us, too.

Simon dropped in every other day. This new
routine always included coffee. He’d text me in advance to see if
Sanaa or our part-timer Karl were there, then show up with an
appropriate number of cups. He knew perfectly well that we had a
drip coffeemaker in the back, but none of us would say no to a nice
latte or cappuccino or peppermint mocha. He’d stay and chat till my
coffee was gone, then give me a kiss and take off again.

I asked him if he was writing something new
and he said, “I’m doing research. Got inspired by Casimir and
Misha’s meet-cute.”

“Oh, that would make a great book.”

“Well, as a matter of fact.” Simon looked shy
for a second, then rolled his eyes and went on. “It might be
another screenplay. I mean, if one of your main characters is a
dancer, that could make for some very watchable shit.”

“Definitely!” We grinned at each other. Then
I glanced around the store, which had more than the usual number of
Monday daytime shoppers (because Christmas) and made a rueful
face.

Simon nodded, leaned over to kiss me, and
said, “Talk to you later.”

He went out with a wave. I wondered if my
impulse to say the L word was ridiculously premature.

Well, of course it was. But on the other
hand, I’d been through enough relationships to know when I really
liked someone, versus simply being turned on. And I knew there were
many species of love, some of which needed little more than
attention and permission to grow. I told myself to keep a lid on it
till the store closed. I’d said enough for him to know that this
was more than a holiday fling for me, and he’d said (and done)
enough for me to know he felt the same.

Though I’ll confess, I was very curious about
his apartment. All I knew for sure was that it was a midcentury
single in Mid City, he’d lived there for sixteen years, acquired a
cat three years ago after a breakup, and relied on a neighbor for
cat sitting when he had to travel.

The funny thing? The neighbor was Gala’s BFF.
I think I mentioned I’m not a person who believes in signs, but the
coincidences were piling up in a very persuasive way.

* * * *


Chapter 8

Simon

My mother was crazy excited about meeting
Evan. She had me when she was thirty-five; with ninety on her
horizon, she’d begun to think I’d never meet The One. A few other
boyfriends had met her over the years. All of them were impressed
(she started out as a computer for NASA and retired as a lecturer
at USC), which pleased me. But even the ones who weren’t white
didn’t quite get her experience of growing up in the
segregated South. None of them took my experience of that
seriously, either. We didn’t move to Los Angeles until I got
accepted to UCLA, though, so I had eighteen solid years of
post-Confederacy bullshit under my belt. No surprise that all my
pre-screenplay books were about young Southern men getting the hell
out.

It occurred to me, with some frequency, that
I’d done too good a job muting not only my characters’ queerness
but also their ethnicity. I didn’t write dialogue in dialect. I
wrote the way Mom and her highly educated friends talked. And I
didn’t mention skin colors or dump other Big Clues. Now I felt like
a dick (or at best a coward) about that, because the conversation
around fiction, maybe especially for the romance genre, is that
representation matters.

I could have written my early books
explicitly about queer men of color. I could also have never been
published. I wasn’t going to revise all those early books to queer
or color them up; instead, I’d taken a calculated risk and centered
the most recent book on a version of myself. A queer man of color
from a high-achieving home (my dad died when I was sixteen, from
lung cancer, but he was an attorney with an engineering degree; my
brother is a Navy officer), college-educated, articulate, and
ambitious.

After writing that screenplay, and having
since written books that became, by stages, more openly queer, with
more obvious diversity in the characters, I’d begun to get a little
more attention from the mainstream media. By which I mean media
produced by and for people who watch TV and movies more than they
read books. I had become discussable, because now I was
writing books that were potentially controversial, because the
average reader assumes that all characters are straight and white
unless the author makes it very clear that they are not. When
you’re clear about your characters not being straight and white,
all of a sudden some people think you’re being political. I did a
lot of interviews with people who asked about my agenda.

My agenda, for the record, is simply this: to
write about people like me and my friends and my boyfriends. There
are a lot of us, and we each have a unique story, and our stories
can and should be woven into the greater sociocultural tapestry.
There are still plenty of books about straight white people.

Wow, soapbox much? I meant to say something
about Evan. How much I was looking forward to taking him to meet
Mom. How much I was loving having someone to text and drink coffee
with and chat to before bed. How much I was loving the excuse, or
incentive, to excavate the sixteen years of treasures that had
accumulated in my apartment and decide what I needed to take with
me if my future lay in Evan’s house, the way I hoped it did.

What, after all, is the real treasure:
multiple shelves of books I’ve already read that I could re-acquire
as e-books if I truly needed to read them again, or space to
have a life with a wonderful HR manager?

Evan’s house wasn’t full of books, despite
his current job and the fact that he reads literally all the time.
I mean, there’s an e-reader on his kitchen peninsula and another
one on his nightstand and yet another in the living room. He reads
when the TV is on, while he eats, before bed, behind the counter at
the bookstore when there’s nobody else there. He’s the first guy
I’ve ever been with who reads as much as I do.

So I knew he wouldn’t mind if I brought a few
cartons of books with me, should the day come that I actually moved
in with him. His house was uncluttered, though, so he’d definitely
flinch at twenty cartons.

“You will be sufficient clutter,” I told my
cat Daisy. She blinked at me, unoffended by this allegation.

* * * *


Chapter 9

December 25, 2022

Evan

My first priority on Christmas morning was to
walk over to the store. We weren’t opening, but before the
Everything Must Go posts went up I wanted to put a little holiday
brightness out there. I let myself in, turned on all the lights,
and took some pictures for social media. Among those was a good
shot of our bulletin board, which was now covered with greeting
cards and notes from customers. Many were actual Christmas cards,
some were Thank You cards, a few were pretty cards or notepaper
with handwritten messages. I texted that picture to Mr. Cohen, who
I knew would post something on Facebook (if nowhere else) within a
few hours. He was good like that; if we sent him a picture, he knew
he needed to say something about it.

Duty done, I shut everything down and locked
it all up again, then walked back home to get ready for my date
with Simon and his mother Augusta. “Call her Gussie,” he’d
instructed, and I was practicing saying that even though my
inclination was to open with “Dr. Livingston.” It’s not every day
you meet a person who was involved with launching America into
space.

I did at least have a gift for her, and I ran
that by Simon too, because I didn’t want to make assumptions. When
we talked about his mother, he told me she was a Star Trek fan.
There was a copy of Star Trek: The Art of Juan Ortiz, signed
by the artist, in our depleted science fiction section. He thought
she’d love it, so I bought it and Sanaa did a fancy wrapping job on
it. (She and Karl, by the way, were very invested in my romance
with Simon. The difference in me from June to now was obvious to
anyone, but the difference from November to now was more
subtle.)

Because, he said, meeting relatives was
always stressful, and I might want my car to be a fortress of
solitude on the way home, I didn’t pick Simon up on the way to
Hancock Park. Drove right past his building, half a block north of
Wilshire in Mid City. Said, “Merry Christmas, Daisy,” knowing the
longhaired calico would be napping for ninety percent of the time
Simon was gone. Someday soon I’d meet her, too.

Simon popped out the front door about two
seconds after I pulled into the driveway of Gussie’s bungalow. He
scampered over to me as I got out of the driver’s seat, leaned up
for a kiss, and said, “How was the traffic?”

“What traffic?”

“Right?! I saw the picture you put on Insta
from the shop. I have to say, it makes my heart hurt a little
knowing the store is closing, but Mr. Cohen had a good run with
it.”

“Ever tempted to write about it?”

“Oh, God, yes. But there are scads of rescue
a bookstore romances, and they pretty much all rely on a deus ex
machina, which is not my favorite device.”

“No, you make your folks work for their happy
endings.”

“Nothing good comes easy,” he said, “except
you.”

I laughed, reached into the back seat for
Gussie’s gift, closed and locked the car. “Lead on, honey.”

“Ooh, really? Honey?”

“You bet. Come here, honey,” I
growled, tugging him back to me for another kiss. “Mmm.”

“Mmm,” he agreed. “You know she’s watching us
from the window.”

“Good, let her see how much I like you.” We
stared at each other for a few seconds, half smiling. I was pretty
sure he could tell there was more I was ready to say.

But all he said was, “I like you too. Come on
in, we’re both starving. Are you starving?”

“Definitely.” I had my free arm around him as
we walked up the steps and across the front porch. Then we were
through the door.

Gussie was standing in the archway between
the hall and the living room, tiny and cute, wearing a set of plush
reindeer antlers on a headband and a big smile on her face. “Merry
Christmas, Evan Randall.”

“Merry Christmas, Gussie. I brought you
something.” I offered her the wrapped book; she took it with a
smile, reaching out with the other hand to catch my wrist and pull
me closer, turning her head in a clear offer to kiss her cheek. I
obliged, receiving a satisfied sound and another smile.

“My boy’s been so happy since he met you,”
she said.

I glanced at Simon, who was blushing. “I’ve
been happy too.”

* * * *


Chapter 10

Simon

The mere fact that we stayed at the table for
three hours should tell you how much my mother liked Evan. He was
probably a great dinner guest no matter what: well informed, well
educated, witty, good natured, and with no apparent axes to grind.
On this occasion, of course, he was trying to make a good
impression, which was extremely satisfying to me. The only reason
you try to impress a boyfriend’s parent is because you want to
remain their boyfriend and possibly take the relationship
further.

I was positive we were taking this
further.

Mom got him talking about his family, in a
segue from telling him about my dad and my brother. I knew he had
siblings and the outline of their relationships, but whether it was
her excellent coffee, the very fancy wine I’d provided, the meal in
general, or the stupefyingly good pavlova (how does a math wizard
from Virginia come up with a pavlova for Christmas dinner?), Evan
opened up a lot. At the end of a story about selling his parents’
house, he said, “It’s kind of the best-case scenario that my sibs
and I would be on better terms at the end of this process. We all
cared about each other in this abstract way, you know. But we
really had to pull together to get through everything with our
mental health intact, and now I feel like I could plan a vacation
near any of them and include some real family time. It’s new, so it
feels weird, but I like it.”

“That’s a good thing,” Mom said. “My sisters
and I used to write and call all the time. Once it was just me
left, Simon stepped in with a daily email or whatever. I have
friends in the neighborhood, but you get a different kind of
support from family. Even if you’re not always on the best
terms.”

“Did you and Simon ever disagree?”

“Oh Lord, did we!”

I cackled. Evan grinned at me, then
transferred the smile to Mom. “Anything you want to share?”

“Well, let’s see.” She made a show of
counting off her fingers. “There was that boy in high school, the
one from marching band, with his Sammy Hagar hair.” Evan and I both
laughed. “And his cigarettes! The boys all wanted to smoke then,
they thought it was cool. Simon knew better, but peer pressure is a
thing!”

“It is a thing,” Evan agreed. Then he asked
me, “Were you in the band too?”

“No, I was a groupie. I was on the school
paper and I used to go to all the games, pretend I cared about the
sports, and use half my column inches to talk up the band. That boy
was a legit star,” I said to Mom, half-serious. “He made a dozen
records.”

“His band played at county fairs and road
houses,” she said tartly. “You had bigger fish to fry.”

“I did,” I told Evan confidingly, “but those
are stories my mother shouldn’t hear.” She flapped her napkin at
me, rolling her eyes.

“So not the band. No music? I was in my high
school’s jazz band.”

“Ooh, real jazz?”

Evan snorted out a laugh. “Not much.
Instrumental versions of standards, mostly, with Dave Brubeck’s
“Take Five” for our senior concert.”

“Gotcha. Well, I was in the swing choir,
which is a very misleading name, because we did not swing and we
were not a choir. We were a dozen misfits who could just about
carry a tune and occasionally meet up somewhere close to harmony,
doing cheese-tastic renditions of pop songs at pep rallies and
nursing homes.” I was completely serious. Mom was losing it, she
was laughing so hard, and Evan was laughing along with her.

This was, no lie, one of the best dates of my
life. Who gets to say that about Christmas dinner with your
mother?

We started this madness before noon, and Evan
didn’t leave until almost eight o’clock. I said, “You’d better get
out of here, honey, you’ve got a big day at the store tomorrow.” He
agreed, with what seemed to be sincere reluctance. Hugged Mom,
thanked her for a wonderful dinner, waved off her thanks for
helping me wash dishes, and said he hoped to see her again
soon.

We made out in the driveway until Mom started
flashing the porch light on and off. I swear it felt like being
fifteen again.

* * * *


Epilogue

Evan

The week after Christmas was tiring and a
little stressful, mostly because Sanaa kept getting emotional when
customers made sad noises about the store closing, but also because
I was back online with the law firm, starting the Going Back to
Work process. I did not, thank God, have to address any of the
approximately 12,000 emails that had come in during my six-month
leave. The firm had redundancy in its HR chain, so people from
other offices had shared the load. But I had to read up on all the
policy and procedure updates, review the resumes and onboarding
reports from people who’d joined since I stepped away, and
generally get my head back in the game.

All while selling off the remaining stock,
keeping the store as pleasant-looking as possible, scrupulously
documenting every day’s further price reductions, and flogging the
sales online. My dream conclusion was to close the doors on New
Year’s Eve with empty shelves and go home to spend the night with
Simon.

He sent encouraging texts every day, some
accompanied by photos documenting his own book-reduction program.
Stopped by with coffee only once, because we were swarmed and I
didn’t have much time to chat during the day. On another day, he
had pizza delivered to the store. I was one hundred percent in
love, ready to say irretrievable things, as soon as I only had one
job again.

* * * *

Simon

As soon as Evan only had one job again, I was
planning to make a solid pitch for cohabitation. I ran down the
pros and cons with Mom, who pointed out that there was a sole
non-trivial argument against: if it didn’t work out after all, I’d
have to come and live with her, which was not an intolerable
outcome. Especially since if it didn’t work out, I’d be
heartbroken, and I’d want my mommy.

She told me to grow a pair and go get my
man.

So on December 31st, by
arrangement, I borrowed Evan’s house key and set up a little New
Year party at his place. Knowing he’d be worn out after a full day
at the store, possibly frustrated if there was remaining stock he
had to return or toss out, I didn’t assume we’d be staying up till
midnight.

What I did assume was that we would eat
something easy and festive, drink some quantity of sparkling
whatever, and make love.

All of which came to pass.

On New Year’s Day, bright and early, Evan
rolled over in bed and stared at me. “Simon, I’m in love with you.
What can I do to convince you to move in with me?”

I fluttered my lashes at him, hoping that
concealed the gleam of wet eyes. “Evan, I’m in love with you too.
So, you know, you could just ask.”

He laughed against my mouth, and our
amazingly happy new year began.

 


THE END

* * * *

The Snaccident by Holly Day


Chapter 1

Timothy Rose stared at his half-packed
suitcase while clutching the phone. “No.”

“Come on, Tim. He’s my best friend, and it’s
only for a few hours.”

The best friend was Rush Evans, who was a
giant pain in the ass and a manwhore. “No.”

“Tim! He’s my best man; I need him here.”

“Then he shouldn’t have gotten his car blown
up.” Timothy had no idea if his car had blown up, but it sounded
like a Rush thing to do.

“You heard, huh?”

No, he hadn’t, and he hoped his sigh told
Nico he didn’t want any details. Rush was pathetic. He was
thirty-seven but lived as if he was seventeen. Getting your car
blown up wasn’t something responsible adults did.

“Tim.”

He hated when Nico spoke in the tone he did
now. It meant Timothy would give in any second, and he didn’t want
to.

“Please.”

“No.”

Nico sighed. “Come on, Tim. You’re the only
one left in town. Everyone else left days ago.”

“Rush is still here.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem! Idiot was gonna do
a job—” Timothy bit the inside of his cheek. He didn’t know what
kind of job. It was best not knowing what kind of jobs Nico and
Rush were doing. “—but it went wrong, and he had to hide, and then
they found him, and…Now he doesn’t have a car. I need you to pick
him up. Please, Tim. I’ll make it up to you.”

“Make it up to me?” There was nothing Nico
could do to make it up to him. He lived a quiet, safe life far away
from Nico and Rush’s adventures.

“Yes, anything. Please. You’re my favorite
brother, and he’s my best friend. I want you both here on my
wedding day.”

“I’m your only brother.”

“My favorite.”

Timothy huffed. “I can’t. He’ll be in my
space, and I’m already freaking out about being around so many
people at the wedding.” He reached for a green grape from a bowl
he’d placed on the bedside table when he’d started packing. Snacks
helped his control.

Being hypersensitive was exhausting.

Only psychic families lived in Foolshope. It
was how it had always been, and Timothy having moved into Ulledo
didn’t change where he came from. It was only a twenty-five-minute
drive, but it created some distance from his family and their
friends. Timothy didn’t do friends. Friends encroached on his
space.

This ratty apartment was his safe haven. No
one ever came here, and he could create an illusion of being happy
and content. Here no one cared if he was hypersensitive—since no
one was here but him. He didn’t need to be covered in fabric from
head to toe since he didn’t risk accidentally touching anyone.

Without thinking, he reached for a pair of
black satin gloves, pinched the phone in place with his shoulder,
and put them on. There. Safer.

“It’ll be fine. Only friends and family
here.”

“And Olivia’s friends and family.” Timothy
liked Olivia. She and Nico had been together for five years now,
and while he still did a lot of stupid stuff, she had a calming
effect on him. And Nico loved her. Anyone who’d ever watched him
when Olivia was around could tell. Some days Timothy dreamed about
having someone look at him the way Nico looked at Olivia.

“Yeah, but they’re cool. No one will touch
you.”

 Timothy ate
another grape. He needed more snacks. His defensive walls held
better if he was snacked up. His body worked hard to keep the
mental shield intact, and as soon as he ran low on energy, he took
in people’s emotions. If they were too close or too many nearby, he
did anyway, but snacks and fabric helped him hold on to his
self.

Most empaths could take someone’s hand, lower
their shields, and get a read. Timothy, if not constantly working
on keeping his shields up, would get a read simply by being in the
same room as someone, and if he touched them, it was as if he
didn’t exist anymore. He got swept up in their emotions, and he
hated it. He hated the lack of control, hated how hard he had to
work simply to be able to walk down the street, and he hated how
everyone looked at him as if he was a kid who had yet to master his
powers. He worked harder on control than any of them had ever done,
and it wasn’t his fault he was this way.

“Please. Pick Rush up and get your asses over
here. I need you. Both of you.”

Timothy winced. “Nico—”

“He won’t touch you, Tim. You know he won’t.
He, if anyone, understands.”

An outraged snarl escaped him before he could
stop it. Timothy was well aware Rush wouldn’t touch him. He’d had a
major crush on him growing up. All through his teenage years, he’d
dreamed of touching Rush, kissing Rush, making love to Rush. But
Rush always had someone. It never lasted more than a night or two,
but he fucked anything that breathed—young, old, guy or girl, it
didn’t matter. If they had a pulse, Rush would stick his dick into
them.

Then one day when he’d been in his early
twenties, Nico had talked him into coming to a party, and Rush had
been there. Alone. After a couple of drinks, something Timothy
seldom allowed himself since it shattered his control, he’d offered
himself to Rush. Had wanted him so badly, his entire body had been
a throbbing mess.

Rush had snorted and walked away, and fifteen
minutes later he’d been fucking a girl who’d been in Timothy’s
French class in the kitchen corner where everyone who wanted could
see them.

Timothy had left.

“As someone without powers, he understands
not fitting in.”

Timothy jumped at Nico’s voice, shame burning
hot on his cheeks as he came away from the memory. “What?”

“Rush, he understands struggling with your
skills.”

Timothy laughed a hollow laugh. “No, Nico, he
doesn’t understand shit. He doesn’t have any powers. He doesn’t
understand being overwhelmed by them.”

Nico growled. “Perhaps not, but he
understands being different and not fitting in. How do you think it
is being a norm in a psychic community? Do you think people have
been treating him kindly? His parents?”

Rush’s parents were idiots, but it did not
make Rush understand the struggles Timothy faced. “Being born
without powers in a psychic family isn’t the same as being
hypersensitive. He can live an ordinary life should he want to.”
Though that ship had most likely sailed considering how many
jobs he and Nico had done through the years.

Nico pulled in a deep breath. “I’m not saying
it’s the same thing. I only meant he understands not being
normal.”

“Changes nothing.” Timothy reached for
another grape.

“Just go get him, he’s waiting!”

“Fine! But if he fucks up the trip, it’s
gonna cost you.”

Silence stretched, then Nico spoke in a low
voice. “Thank you, bro. I love you, both of you, and I want you
here.”

Timothy rubbed his forehead, hating how his
eyes started to burn. “We’ll be there.”

* * * *

Timothy’s heart was thudding in his ears when
he stopped the car by the sidewalk outside Rush’s house in
Foolshope. The square, white, one-story house was way cuter than
anything Timothy had ever lived in and at odds with his image of
Rush.

Several people were moving around on the
street, so Timothy stayed in the car. He was already on edge and
didn’t want to risk having to talk to anyone. Rush knew he was
coming. Sooner or later, he’d peek out a window and see him
there.

While he waited, he reached into the glove
compartment for a bag of cashews. He’d packed as many snacks as he
could in there, different kinds, to help him live through the
trip.

When the passenger door was yanked open, he
almost screamed. He hadn’t seen Rush coming.

“You want me to drive?” Rush peeked into the
car but made no move to climb in.

“No.”

Rush grimaced. “Maybe it’s better if I drive.
If something—”

“I’m going now. Are you coming or not?” He
turned the key in the ignition, and Rush slipped into the passenger
seat while giving Timothy a narrow-eyed look.

Rush turned around in the seat and tossed a
ratty backpack into the backseat. Timothy was biting his tongue not
to talk, but…“Don’t you have a suit?”

“Of course I do.”

Timothy curled his fingers tighter around the
steering wheel, making the satin stretch over his knuckles, and
glanced at the cashews. His skin was tingling as if Rush’s emotions
were dancing on it. “In the backpack?”

Leaning back on the seat, Rush gave him his
trademark flirty grin which had Timothy’s gut tying itself in
knots. Idiot.

“No, not in the backpack, Timmy.”

Timothy ignored the shiver traveling his
spine and focused on the road. The last time someone other than
Rush had called him Timmy, he’d been eight or something. He hated
being called Timmy. It made him sound like a kid, and he wasn’t a
kid. Rush was only three years older than he was.

“You’re a fucking idiot, did you know?”

“You keep reminding me.” The gravelly drawl
didn’t help the situation in the least, and Timothy swallowed a
growl. Five hours and seventeen minutes was all he had to survive,
according to Google. He could do this. For Nico, he could do
this.

“Did you check out the castle?”

Timothy shook his head, but of course, he’d
checked out the castle. Olivia wanted a fancy wedding, and they’d
booked a castle in the countryside. It was beautiful, and Timothy
had studied the floor plan to know where he could slink off to when
he needed a break…or have a complete breakdown. Had to plan for
those.

“If I ever get married, I’m also renting a
castle. So cool.”

Timothy stared at him, slowly lifting the
foot off the gas pedal, though he wasn’t aware of doing so until
the car behind him honked. He shook himself and got them moving
again. “Married? It means monogamy.”

Rush scowled. “I know.”

“Though I guess it depends. If you write your
vows, you can perhaps add: And I promise not to cheat more than
once or twice a week. Maybe they’ll be okay with that.”

“I’m perfectly capable of being in a
monogamous relationship.”

Timothy snorted. “Yeah, right.” A laugh
bubbled out of him. “Mr. Manwhore who fucks everything with a pulse
will settle down one day. Ha!”

Rush’s gaze burned trails on his face, and
Timothy reached for a cashew. He hated getting salt and grease on
his satin gloves, but he needed to keep the snacking up or this
trip would turn into more of a disaster.

“You don’t believe me?”

“No, Rush, I don’t believe you. I think
you’re a serial cheater, a walking STD, and one day soon, when you
lose your good looks and bad boy charms, you’ll find yourself in a
cold, lonely bed.”

“So, simply because I’m not a virgin like
you, I can’t love someone?”

Timothy gave him a quick glance before
turning out on the highway, taking them away from Foolshope. It got
a little easier to breathe as the roofs of the houses disappeared,
but it would be a short respite since half the town would be at the
castle.

“I’m thirty-four. You don’t seriously believe
I’m a virgin, do you?” He’d sounded serious, but Rush was never
serious. He was always making fun of people, and right now, Timothy
was his only option. “And love? No, I don’t think you’re capable of
love. Or I think you love Nico, but it’s a friendship kind of
love.”

“Who have you been with?”

A black car was coming up fast behind them,
making Timothy frown. “What?”

“Who have you slept with?”

He chanced a quick glance at Rush, who looked
furious, but quickly focused on the rearview mirror again. “What
the fuck are they doing?”

The black car was getting closer and closer,
and Timothy tightened his hold on the steering wheel again.

“Who, Timmy?”

“The car—”

Rush turned around and looked out the window.
“Shit! Go faster.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Timothy pushed the gas pedal as hard as he
dared to. “Who are they?”

Rush cursed and looked like he was about to
reach over to try to take the wheel from him.

“Rush!”

“What?” Rush checked the rearview mirror, and
once again hovered with his hand over Timothy’s. He needed a snack.
His skin was prickling, and there was a swirl of emotions building
inside.

“Back off!”

Rush lingered, but when Timothy snarled at
him again, he moved as far away from Timothy as the car allowed.
“You need to go faster!”

The black car was right up in their ass now,
and Timothy mentally prepared to get bumped.

“Who are they?” Did it matter? Nope, but it
felt good to be able to shout something. To demand some kind of
answer.

“Job gone wrong.”

“Same one that lost you the car?” Normally,
Timothy didn’t want to know what Rush and Nico were up to. They
were, as they called it, freelancers. People called them for jobs,
and they made it happen. Nico had the ability to make people look
the other way. It was his power. Maybe Timothy would have become a
thief too if he’d had the skill. He doubted it, but who knew?

“Yeah. I’ve been hiding in town for the last
few days. I believed I’d lost them.”

“For fuck’s sake, Rush!” The satin made it
feel as if Timothy’s hands would slide off the steering wheel. He
wanted to tear them off but didn’t dare to. “Are they trying to
scare us or kill us?”

Rush made a sound Timothy had no idea how to
interpret, and he didn’t dare look away from the road to try to
decipher his expression.

Before he could say anything more, the black
car rammed into the rear bumper.

“Go! You need to go faster.” Rush was bracing
a hand against the glove compartment.

“I’m going as fast as I can.”

“You should’ve let me drive!” Rush’s snarl
had anger exploding in Timothy.

“Yeah, well, maybe you should grow up and get
a real job! If you’d lived like a normal adult, we wouldn’t be in
this situation. Why the hell were you doing a job without
Nico?”

“I can take care of myself, and he was busy
with the wedding. We can’t stop simply because he’s occupied.”

The car bumped into them again, and Timothy
swallowed a shout. Once he’d gotten the car under control and
managed to get a small gap between himself and the black car, he
glared at Rush for half a second. “Why the hell not? It’s a perfect
reason to stop.”

Rush groaned. “And do what?”

“Get a job! A real job.”

“We have a real job, but we can’t take a
break for a few weeks simply because one of us has a wedding to
plan. Freelance work doesn’t work that way. If we turn down too
many jobs, they won’t ask us again.”

“So you went on your own?” Stupid idiot. And
how the hell could Nico have let him?

“I’m fully capable, Timmy.”

He snorted. “Yeah, sure. You’re gonna get me
killed. I can’t believe I agreed to take you along with me. Biggest
fucking mistake of my life. I know better than to be in the same
town as you.”

Rush stared at him. If he’d been about to say
something or not, Timothy didn’t know, and he never got the chance,
since the car rammed into them again. This time Timothy’s car
skidded on the road, and he turned the steering wheel to avoid
sliding into the oncoming traffic. Gravel sprayed on Rush’s side as
he slipped over too far.

He needed a snack.

Straightening his arms, he managed to get the
car straight in the lane again.

A loud bang sounded and then the glass
shattered. Timothy turned to Rush. What happened?

“Duck!” Rush pushed between the front seats,
brushing against Timothy’s shoulder, which had the air swirl around
him and emotions he couldn’t name filled his mind.

Pulling back into his seat, Rush was
clutching the backpack. “Next exit—”

He didn’t get any further before there was
another loud bang, and the car skidded out of Timothy’s control.
The slope on their right was long and Timothy closed his eyes as
they went over the edge. He didn’t know for how long they were
moving. The sounds and bumping went on forever, and yet they were
over in the blink of an eye. There was an impact, and then
everything went black.

* * * *

Someone was shaking him. Since no one ever
touched him, Timothy was convinced it was a dream. The pain
pounding in his head prevented him from slipping back into
unconsciousness, though.

“Timmy. Oh, fuck. Timmy, come on man. Please.
Fucking shit.”

Timothy cracked an eye open but most of what
he saw was dark, then he realized the dark was sticky. He raised an
arm and hissed as pain swamped him.

“Timmy? I’m so sorry, but we need to get out.
Fast.”

Timothy squinted at Rush. There was some
white fabric or something in front of him. Airbag. Slowly, he
turned his head to take in his surroundings.

“Can you move?” Rush was way too close. His
breath caressed Timothy’s cheek.

“I’m gonna kill you.” Rush had gotten his car
crashed.

“And I’ll let you, but not right now. We need
to run. Can you run?”

“Snack.”

“What?” Rush fiddled with Timothy’s seat
belt.

“I need a snack.”

Shaking his head, Rush pulled Timothy toward
him.

“Don’t touch me!”

“Crawl this way then. We’re stuck on the
side. The underside of the car is facing the slope, and there’s a
tree in your backseat.”

Timothy looked around. The car wasn’t on the
ground. “Oh.”

“As fast as you can. You’re not stuck,
right?” The worried tone wasn’t anything he’d ever heard from Rush
before. Timothy flicked his feet.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Okay, I’ll unhook the seat belt.”

Ah, the seat belt, that was what was pushing
against his ribcage. “Wait! I’ll fall.”

“I’ve got you.”

“No, no. I need a snack.”

Rush huffed. “There is no time for snacks. We
need to move.”

“Glove compartment.”

“Tim, I’ll get you all the snacks in the
world once we get out of here, but right now is not the time for a
snack.”

“Can’t keep my barrier up without
energy.”

Rush stilled. “Barrier as in?”

“Can’t keep your emotions out of me.”

“Babe, my emotions are the least of our
worries right now. I’m pretty sure someone will be on their way
down the slope with a gun to take us out. We’ve already been here
for a few minutes, and you look a lot like Nico.”

He did not look like Nico. Nico insisted on
having his hair too long, so it flopped down into his eyes. He was
covered in tattoos and piercings, same as Rush. And this love of
threadbare jeans, where did it come from? Who paid money for jeans
with holes in them? He made a displeased noise at the back of his
throat and glared at Rush.

“If they’ve tracked me for a few days,
they’ll assume you’re him.”

Right, his fucking brother and his fucking
best friend were criminals, and they pissed off different groups of
people for a living.

“Don’t ever call me babe.”

Rush gave him a small smile. “Come on,
sweetheart.”

Timothy snorted but gripped the headrest and
braced his leg against the middle console. “Get out of the
way.”

“I’ll catch you.”

“No, you’ll keep your hands to yourself.” He
wiped blood from his brow. He must’ve hit the steering wheel or the
window or something. “I’ll get down feet first.” He pulled his legs
up and turned best he could while more or less hanging in the seat
belt.

Rush nodded and slid out. Timothy took a
moment to get his bearings. The car was stuck in a tree, as Rush
had said, but there wasn’t a big drop to the ground.

Rush was crouching low as he looked in at
him. “I see a car right on the lip of the road, no one moving on
the slope.”

Timothy nodded and slid over the middle
console, the seat belt almost creating a noose around his neck, but
he turned so his chin didn’t get caught. Large hands grabbed his
hips. Normally, he’d have kicked Rush for touching him, but now he
let go, slid down, and landed with his feet between Rush’s. The
warmth of his body against Timothy’s made him shiver. Rush’s hands
remained curled around his hips. “Nothing broken?”

Timothy shook his head since his voice had
abandoned him. Fear, lust, and excitement grew inside—not his.

“I need a snack.”

Rush released him and grabbed his backpack.
“We need to run. We’re within shooting range, and they’re waiting
up there.”

“And they’re…human?” If they were psychics,
there was no knowing what skills they had.

Rush rubbed his neck. “Shifters.”

In other words, much faster than them and
most likely able to track them wherever they went. “Shifters?”

“If it’s the same guys who did my car
in.”

Timothy wanted to curse him, wanted to call
him an idiot, wanted to kick him in the nuts. Dickhead. Instead, he
reached into the glove compartment, grabbed a Snickers, and tucked
it into his pocket. Then he reached for a bag of pretzels and one
of dried apricots.

He wiped more blood off his brow and squinted
at Rush. “Okay, now what?”

“We run into the woods there.” He gestured at
some trees a hundred and fifty or so feet away.

“And get hunted by wolves? Remind me again
why I shouldn’t kill you?”

Rush gave him half a grin. “Ready?”

Not at all, but as Rush took his first step,
Timothy followed. When a shot rang out, Rush grabbed his arm and
pulled, forcing him to run faster.
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