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Foreword

 


Welcome to the final book
in the Something Like… series! I know, I know. I made that claim before when
publishing Something Like
Forever. It really was my intent for that
to be the end. The book you are reading now was never planned. It
happened by accident. Deciding to end this series was more
difficult for me than expected. Moving on was never the issue. I’ve
written other unrelated books since then and had a great time while
doing so, but I love Ben and his extended family. Letting go of
them wasn’t easy. The ongoing Something
Like Summer comic became my emotional
crutch, allowing me to revisit everyone I missed. Mostly. I grew
impatient waiting to reunite with Jace, Victor, and others who
hadn’t made it into the comic yet. So I turned to the artist, Cassy
Fallon, and asked if we could do a special series of illustrations.
She agreed!

Over on Patreon we began
polling supporters, asking them which pair they would most like to
see. William and Jason, Kelly and Nathaniel, Marcello and Eric, and
so on. At one point I decided it would be fun to write a little
scene to accompany each illustration. Not a proper story with
conflict and resolution. Just a tender or lighthearted moment
featuring those characters. You’ll recognize those in this
collection when reading a story that seems unusually short. The
more of them I wrote, the longer the “scenes” grew until they
became full-fledged stories. At one point I stopped kidding myself,
made a bucket list of everything I never got around to including in
the main series, and started writing intentional short stories again.
Enough to fill a nice fat collection, although I still wasn’t
planning to release another book. Only when I took a step back and
shuffled the stories around did I see what a satisfying compilation
they would make.

With the stories arranged
in chronological order, this book takes us on a sightseeing trip
through the entire series and beyond. We get to witness teenagers
in love again, watch them grow up, suffer heartbreak, and bounce
back heroically. Best of all, we get closure on many characters’
lives. No matter who you want to see more of, there’s a good chance
you’ll find them here. I like to think of this book as one giant
epilogue to the series, reminding us of how long the journey has
been while providing a glimpse into the future. I hope you laugh,
cry, and mourn these characters all over again, because I truly do
expect this to be the final book in the series. The story will
always live on though, not only as a comic, a movie, or who knows
what else, but in the heart of a silly old fool like me, and with
any luck, the hearts of many of you as well. Thank you so much for
allowing me this one last dance, even though the DJ has gone home
and the janitor is mopping up around our feet.

 


-Jay Bell

Chicago, 2020
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Something Like Home

 


by Jay Bell
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Warrensburg,
Missouri

1991
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Jace only pretended to
watch the fire. The stars above twinkled in a midnight sky, the
trees still bare from their long winter slumber. The weather had
warmed up in recent weeks, enough for his wild boy to return to the
comforting embrace of Mother Nature. As always, Jace followed along
behind him, his heart ever loyal. Now they were back in the
clearing where so much had transpired. Jace glanced to his left to
where Victor sat, focusing on the fire while wearing a serene
smile. Jace thought of the cats his mother kept, how snow and ice
would force them to remain inside and how increasingly agitated
they became as cold weather persisted. Once spring finally arrived,
the cats would scarcely come indoors, too happy to finally be
outside again. He supposed he’d be spending a lot of time in the
woods himself, if he wanted to see his boyfriend.

Jace angled his head
forward, but his eyes remained on Victor, who generally had plenty
to say, but sometimes liked to silently think instead. Moments like
these drove Jace crazy. He was desperate to know each and every
thought hidden behind those mismatched eyes. He tried to be patient
and let Victor speak when he was ready, but his curiosity won out.
He would pry. With subtlety, he hoped, but he would pry
nonetheless.

“What do you see in the
flames?” he asked. “The future?”

Victor took a few seconds
to answer, as if needing to return from a far-away place. “That’s
right. I’m looking into the future.”

“And what do you see?”
Jace asked.

“A campfire, slow nights,
and good company.”

In other words, more
evenings like this one. Jace frowned, which was odd, because he
enjoyed their surroundings too. But… “For how long
exactly?”

Victor glanced over at him,
the confused expression short-lived. He always seemed to understand
what Jace was getting at, even before he knew himself. “Until
nights like these no longer happen, I suppose. What you’d really
like to know is what comes after.”

He nodded. “Where do you
see yourself in five years?”

Victor gave it serious
thought, even if his answer didn’t seem grounded in reality. “Next
to a river.”

Jace groaned. “I mean
it!”

“So do I.” Victor tilted
his head to one side. “I’m not talking about the creek we follow to
get here, or even the lake. I’m picturing big rapids filled with
salmon that leap into the air!”

“You can’t stand fishing.
We tried, remember?”

“Then let’s hope a grizzly
bear takes pity and shares his dinner with me.” Victor reached over
to run his fingers through Jace’s hair. “Just like my lion does
now.”

As endearing as he found
this, it was hardly an honest answer. “You must have some sort of
plan.”

Victor sighed. “I really
don’t. People who focus too much on their goals get tunnel vision
and miss everything else that life has to offer. I don’t intend to
restrict myself that way.”

“No limits?” Jace
asked.

Victor nodded.
“Exactly.”

Jace returned his attention
to the crackling timber, wanting to prove that he was just as
carefree and aimless, but he couldn’t let the subject drop. “You
must have had plans at one time. What about when you were little?
What did you want to be then?”

“An astronaut,” Victor
said instantly.

“Really?”

“Yup.”

Jace thought about it and
laughed. “I should have known.”

Victor considered him, and
for once, seemed unable to read his mind. “What’s so funny about
that?”

“Nothing. Just that you
managed to choose the one occupation that’s even more isolated than
what you do now. Outer space is way
more secluded than living in the woods, and about
as far away from the system as you can get. No territory lines, no
laws. Nothing but the remotest, most untamed corners of the natural
world.”

Victor looked intrigued.
“Think it’s too late to sign up?”

“I’m not rocketing into
space with Tang and freeze-dried ice cream every time I want a
kiss. Knowing you, it won’t even be a planet. Those are too
analyzed by astronomers, too labeled. No, you’ll insist on living
on some tiny asteroid hidden behind an undiscovered
sun.”

“Traveling has never
sounded so good before.”

Jace laughed and shook his
head. “What are you so eager to get away from?”

“Nothing,” Victor said,
leaning his weight against him briefly. “I’m happy right where I
am. In this moment.”

Jace allowed himself to
enjoy it too. While he was able. He possessed a curious mind, and
before long it prompted him to ask another question. “What about
me? What’s my future?”

“Shouldn’t you be the one
to answer that?”

Jace shook his head. “I
want to hear your version.”

“Okay.” Victor exhaled.
“Let’s see. You always talk about wanting to leave Warrensburg, so
you won’t be here. I picture you living in Kansas City.”

“How come? Why not Seattle
or Boston?”

“Too far,” Victor said.
“You’ll want to stay close in case you miss your family. Or other
people.”

Jace grinned. “Good point.
So what’s my life in Kansas City all about?”

“You’re the owner of a
pizza place.”

He scoffed. “Why
pizza?”

“You speak Italian, don’t
you? I realize that’s not very useful when running a fast-food
restaurant, but you love any excuse to show off. You’re always
referring to the ingredients by their Italian names. The same with
greetings and goodbyes. All in Italian. Your customers find it
annoying, but luckily you’ve got a secret recipe that no one can
resist.”

“Hm. What’s the name of my
restaurant? I’m thinking Jace’s Aces. The capital “A” in the sign
will be a stylized pizza slice, obviously.”

“Not bad,” Victor said
musingly. “You might have a future in graphic design. I’ve got a
better name though. How about Jace’s Crusty Pie?”

He shook his head and made
sure he sounded disappointed. “And to think I named my most popular
pizza after you.”

“You did?”

“Yup. It’s called
Victoroni Pepperoni. The toppings are wild mushrooms, canned beans,
and cigarette butts.”

“All my favorites!” Victor
grinned. “Sounds delicious. Although it doesn’t deliver on the
promise of pepperoni. Tell your marketing team that. And can I make
a request? Have the mushrooms be of the psychedelic
variety.”

“No way,” Jace said,
shaking his head. “I’m never doing that again.”

“Wild mushrooms are fine
then,” Victor said. “I’ll gather them during the day and be your
supplier. That way you’ll have an excuse to come visit me and my
grizzly bear roommate at our river-side hut.”

The mental image was cute,
although Jace felt an unexpected pang of sorrow. “Be serious. I
know you don’t plan your future like most people do, but you must
imagine it sometimes.”

Victor nodded.
“Occasionally.”

“You don’t have to tell me
every detail. Just one.” He swallowed, disliking how the smoke—or
was it emotion?—made his eyes sting. “Do you think—”

“You’re a part of that
future,” Victor said, not needing to hear the full
question.

“How though? Will we live
together? If so, will it be here in Missouri? In a house? I keep
thinking if I buy some land—”

“Build the best life for
yourself that you can,” Victor interrupted. “Whatever shape that
takes, I’ll still be there.”

“In what way?”

“Does it
matter?”

“Yes! What’s the point of
any of this if we don’t last?”

Victor was quiet before
answering. “There are times, when I’m sitting out here all alone,
that I hear the echo of your laughter. I imagine how you might
reply to one of my thoughts, or I remember how good your hand feels
in mine. You’re with me each and every day, in the same way that
I’ll always be with you, no matter where we end up. Nothing can
change that. I promise.”

Jace stared at him in
wonder. Then he nuzzled his nose against Victor’s ear, gently
kissed him on the temple, and turned his attention to the fire,
content to stare into the flames and dream of a future that was
anything but lonely.

__________
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Ben pressed his back to
the bedroom door and bit his bottom lip to stop himself from
smiling. He would have to give in eventually, considering who was
sprawled out in his bed. Tim’s legs were hanging over the edge of
the mattress, his body reclined and twisted to one side so he could
read the back of a CD case. Alice in Chains, if Ben wasn’t
mistaken. Okay, so he knew exactly which CD it was and had left it
lying around intentionally after Tim had teased him about listening
to girl music. Whatever that meant. Was it Ben’s fault that women
had the best voices? Karen Carpenter for instance. No man possessed
the voice of an angel like she did. Whitney Houston, Stevie Nicks,
Nina Simone. The list went on and on. Ben felt no shame in
worshiping these women, nor did he feel the need to defend his
masculinity, but he did want to prove that his musical tastes were
varied, and Facelift was one beautifully produced album. That’s why Ben had chosen
it. Now he regretted doing so because Tim was still absorbed in the
album art.

Ben casually reached behind
himself to push a button on the doorknob. This caused a metallic
clink, which was enough for Tim to raise his head. He knew what
that sound implied! Or maybe not.

“Why are you locking the
door?” Tim asked.

“Why do you think?” Ben
replied, sauntering forward. The weather was heating up, and for
whatever reason, that always made him hornier than
usual.

“Your parents are home,”
Tim said, eyes widening with trademark paranoia.

Ben shrugged.
“So?”

“So they could hear
us.”

“Oh no,” Ben deadpanned.
“Like they haven’t heard us a million times already. We might be a
secret to your parents, but mine know all about us. Besides,
they’re cooking dinner together. We’ve got half an hour of
guaranteed privacy, maybe more.”

“It’s a mood killer,” Tim
persisted.

“Or an appetite enhancer,”
Ben said. “I was hoping for some Mexican sausage myself.” He
stopped his approach and made a face. “Does something like that
exist?”

“Chorizo,” Tim said with a
laugh. “And if mine looked anything like that, I’d have you drive
me to the emergency room again.”

Ben exhaled, feeling
rejected. “Fine, have it your way. Wanna see what’s on
TV?”

Tim didn’t answer the
question. Instead he looked Ben over, like he often did when in the
mood. “It is kind
of hot in here.”

“Totally!” Ben replied
eagerly. Hormones don’t hold a grudge. “Way too hot for all those
clothes. Here, let me help you out of them.”

Tim grinned, tossed the CD
aside, and sat up, making it easier for Ben to strip off his shirt.
Once it was off, Tim leaned back and casually tensed the muscles of
his torso. Yum! Ben was about to fall to his knees and reach for a
zipper when Tim spoke.

“Now show me
yours.”

“My what?” Ben said
demurely.

“Your muscles.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “You
know I don’t have any.”

“You’ve got little tiny
ones,” Tim said. “Take off your shirt.”

“Stop making fun of me and
maybe I will,” Ben retorted.

Tim looked confused. “I
wasn’t making fun of you. I love your body.”

Ben froze. Was that the
L-word? The one that Tim had never ever spoken, or at least never
applied to him before. The nearest exception was two months ago on
Valentine’s Day, when Tim had seemed to teeter on the verge of
saying the magical word. But he hadn’t.

“I mean it,” Tim insisted.
“You turn me on. That’s gotta be obvious by now, right?”

“Of course,” Ben said,
trying to play it cool. He stooped and shrugged out of his shirt,
letting it drop to the floor. Then he attempted to flex, but
instead of a gasp, he heard laughter. Ben glared in response.
“You’re such a dick!”

“That’s right,” Tim said,
still chuckling. “I am a dick. A big fat hard one.”

God that sounded
delicious! Ben pounced, Tim lying flat to accommodate him. As horny
as Ben was, he didn’t go straight for the jeans. Instead he pressed
his lips to Tim’s, his mind drifting to the weighty implications of
that word again. Love. Ben knew from experience that he couldn’t force Tim to say
it. He shouldn’t be so greedy anyway. This time last year he’d been
alone and worried that he would never find a boyfriend. Now he had
one who just happened to be the hottest guy in school. At least Ben
thought so. His boyfriend was one of the popular kids too! Never
had he dreamt of such a thing. And yet, he still wanted
more.

Ben pulled back, breaking
contact. “Do you feel like you knew me, even before we
met?”

“Sure,” Tim said, craning
his neck for another kiss.

“Seriously!”

“Knew you before we met,”
Tim murmured to himself. Then the back of his head hit the
mattress. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have
to.”

Tim furrowed his brow and
shrugged. “In that case, yes. Now keep kissing me.”

That was a request Ben
couldn’t deny, but after a few halfhearted smooches, he pulled back
again. “Do you sometimes hear my heartbeat, even when we’re not
together?”

Tim looked incredulous.
“No! That would scare the hell out of me!”

Ben tried again. “Or maybe
you say my name just before you fall asleep. Or right when you wake
up?”

Tim shook his head. “Have
you gone crazy?”

Ben rolled over to one
side. “Never mind.”

“What? I don’t get
it.”

“It doesn’t
matter.”

“It must, because things
were getting hot, but now you’ve gone cold.”

Ben exhaled. “It’s just
that… Ronnie says the nicest things to Allison.”

“Like how he can hear her
heart from miles away?” Tim snorted. “That’s one useless
superpower.”

“It’s romantic!” Ben
grumped. “You could learn a thing or two from him.”

“I just told you that I
love your body!”

“Yeah, but that’s sexual.”
Ben looked away. “You never say what else you love.”

Tim groaned. “Not this
again.”

“Yes, this again! I don’t
get why it’s such a big deal.”

Tim sat upright and reached
for his shirt. “They’re just words, Benjamin. They don’t mean
anything.”

“Then it shouldn’t matter.
Just say it!”

“Fine.” Tim dropped the
shirt and turned to face him. “You know who I love? Do you have any
idea who I want to spend the rest of my life with? The guy I’m
talking about is my soulmate. He means everything to me. I love him
more than anyone.”

Ben’s heart was thudding.
“Who?”

“Bryce Hunter.”

Ben stared. Then he started
to climb out of bed until Tim grabbed an ankle to stop him. “Let
go!”

“Nope.” Tim did release
him, but only to loop an arm around his waist. Then he yanked,
pulling Ben back into bed.

“We’re so over,” Ben said,
struggling to get free, but it was no use, because Tim climbed on
top to pin him down. “Go back to Krista, I don’t care. I’m dating
Ronnie Adams now.”

“You’re dating me,” Tim
said.

“Nope. I don’t date
jerks.”

“I was trying to show you
how empty words are,” Tim said. “Anyone can say whatever springs to
mind—whatever they know the other person wants to hear—but that
doesn’t make it true.”

“So what is the truth?”
Ben asked, feeling vulnerable.

Tim lowered himself. “Can I
show you?”

“No,” Ben said, pushing
against his chest.

Tim ducked his head beneath
Ben’s arms. “Please. Let me show you how I feel.”

Ben hesitated. “So
you do feel
something?”

Tim’s face came closer to
his own. “Can’t you tell?”

Ben stared into silver
eyes, trying to discover the truth there. He thought he saw it too
but couldn’t be sure. Maybe he was only seeing what he wanted to.
Perhaps no one ever knew what the other person truly felt. Tim
wasn’t attempting to kiss him anymore. He wasn’t grinding against
him and trying to take things further. He simply held himself above
Ben, his gaze never wavering, like a promise that what they had
together would never falter. As if it would last
forever.

“Okay,” Ben said, wrapping
his legs around Tim’s waist. “Show me everything.”
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“What are ya
watchin’?”

Jace scrambled for the
remote to turn off the television, but the damn couch had a habit
of eating anything smaller than a hardback book. The lush cushions
were to blame for that. He was shoving his hand between them in a
frantic search when he looked up and saw an equally panicked
expression on Greg’s face.

“Oh shit,” his friend
said. “You were about to whack it, weren’t you?” Greg walked closer
on bare feet and craned his neck to see the television. On the
screen, two guys were peeling wet T-shirts off each other, the rain
pummeling their exposed skin as they kissed. “Definitely gay porn,”
Greg said, starting to inch away. “I’ll go for a walk. How long do
you usually take?”

“It’s not gay porn!” Jace
huffed. His fingers finally sifted through enough spare change and
paper cookie fortunes to locate the VCR remote. He pulled it free,
pointed it at the screen, and the two lovers froze.

“Sure looks like porn to
me,” Greg said, flopping down on the couch next to him.

Despite his embarrassment,
Jace couldn’t help smiling. Ever since moving to Texas, he and Greg
didn’t see each other often. Only when Jace went home to
Warrensburg, or times like now, when Greg flew to Houston for a
visit. The studio apartment Jace lived in didn’t provide much
privacy, but he’d insisted that a hotel wasn’t necessary. Neither
one of them had wanted that, but now he was starting to regret
their decision. Just a little. “It’s not porn,” Jace said again.
“It’s romantic.”

“Romantic?” Greg said in disbelief
before sticking out his tongue. “Blech! Since when do you watch
that stuff?”

“There’s more to life than
action movies,” Jace retorted.

“All right then.” Greg
nodded at the television. “Let’s see.”

“No way,” Jace said.
“You’ll hate it.”

“I won’t,” Greg said, his
expression solemn. “Really. I’m an open-minded guy.”

“Fine.” Jace pressed the
play button, wanting to fast forward past the sex. The scene wasn’t
graphic. It wasn’t even clear how far the characters went, but he
still felt awkward watching it with a straight guy.

“I’ll never let them take
you from me,” one of the characters breathed. “Not
ever!”

“How can they when you’re
already so deep inside of me?” the other responded.

Greg snorted. “Just how
deep? Seven inches? Eight?”

Jace held up the remote and
hit the stop button. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

“Huh? We
always make fun of
movies together! Why take this one seriously?”

“Because this is all I
get!” Jace pinched the bridge of his nose, breathed out, and let
his hand drop. “You don’t realize how often you see yourself
reflected in the world. Every movie and TV show is filled with
straight people falling in love, but how often do you see someone
like me?”

“Not often enough,” Greg
said, never hesitant in his support. Jace knew he still felt bad
for things he had said as a teenager, but Greg had more than made
up for them over the years. “So uh, you’ve always watched stuff
like this in secret?”

“Not really,” Jace
answered. “It’s more of a recent thing because… Never
mind.”

Greg’s brown eyes widened.
“Tell me! We don’t keep things from each other, remember? We never
have.”

That wasn’t entirely true.
Jace had some regrets himself, such as not trusting his best friend
enough to talk about his sexuality when they were younger. He too
had tried making up for the past by being more open in the present.
Like now. “Sometimes I wonder if I missed my chance.”

“Huh?”

“Victor. Maybe he was the
one. My soulmate.”

“Oh.” Greg sighed and
slumped into the couch. “You miss him.”

“Yeah. More than that.”
Jace gestured to the blank television screen. “I miss having
someone who makes me feel like I can’t breathe when they’re not
around. And sometimes I wish Victor had acted that way with me
instead of being so cool all the time. It would be nice if
any guy lusted after me.
I’m starting to get insecure.”

“What?” Greg nudged him.
“You’re a helluva catch! Are you kidding me?”

Jace rolled his eyes.
“You’re not the best judge in this situation.”

“You’re hot,” Greg said.
“I might be straight, but I can tell. It doesn’t hurt that you look
so much like your sister. Would I have married her if I didn’t
think she was sexy? In fact, I’ve been missing her lately. Maybe
you can help with that.” Greg’s voice had grown husky, his eyes
half-lidded as he leaned closer. “Damn, Jace! It doesn’t matter
that I’m straight. Not with a guy like you.”

“What?” Jace squeaked. He
cleared his throat and tried again. “Have you lost your
mind?”

“That’s right.” Greg
reached over to place a hand behind Jace’s head. “You’re
driving me crazy.” His lips puckered up as they neared, but a little too
much, like a cartoon character about to plant a big wet smacker on
someone.

“Would you get off!” Jace
said, but it was no use. Greg was stronger and still determined to
reach him with those lips. Only when Jace used his arm like a
crowbar to lever him away did Greg start laughing.

“You’re hot, man,” Greg
said, ruffling his hair before leaning back again. “If I was into
guys, I’d beg to be with you. Literally. Like this.” He slid off
the couch and onto his knees. Then he clasped his hands together as
if praying. “Jace, please be my sweet little sugar plum fairy! I’d
do anything for you. I’ll never look at another girl again. Guy!
Sorry. I’ll never look at another guy again. You’re smart, funny,
and we’ve had enough sleepovers that I’ve seen what you’re
packing.”

“Dude!”

Greg guffawed. “You’re the
complete package! Including
your package.”

“Please stop,” Jace said.
His face was burning now, but it had worked. He no longer felt as
sorry for himself.

Greg got to his feet and
flopped on the couch again. “You really are amazing,” he said.
“You’ll find the right guy. Victor wasn’t the only one for you.
There’s someone else out there.”

“You can’t know
that.”

Greg shrugged, unshaking in
his confidence. “I’m right. Just you wait and see. Until then,
you’ve always got me. I can’t be everything to you. Just your best
friend.” He held up a fist for him to bump.

Jace took one look at it,
and the incredible man the hand was attached to, and decided to
believe that the best was yet to come. For now, he wouldn’t be
alone or feel unloved. Not by far, so he bumped fists. With his
best friend.
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“Nrrrrrrrrrgh,” Ben said,
smacking dry lips and burying his head deeper in the pillow. Just
as he was drifting off again, hands returned to shake his body, so
he raised his head slightly. While keeping his eyes closed, he
added, “Nuh-uhhhhh!”

“You don’t have to get
up,” he heard Jace say. “I just want you to know that I’m leaving
you. That little old lady who’s always hanging out in the hotel
lobby? She just pinched my butt. In the elevator. I’m moving on to
grayer pastures.”

Ben compromised by opening
one eye. “Did she really? Because I will take her down!”

“That’s more like it,”
Jace said, patting him through the sheets before standing. “If you
want to fight for me, you better get up. Come on now.”

This ruse didn’t work. Ben
let his head land on the pillow again. “I’m too tired.”

“Too tired for vacation?
You’re being ridiculous. Get up.”

“Tired from walking,” Ben
said. “Nobody told me there would be so much!”

“Actually, I
did.”

“We’ve already seen Rome.”
Since they had arrived, Jace had dragged him through the city day
after day, and while it was spectacular, spring break was supposed
to be about partying, not exercising. “Besides, this room is
probably expensive. Shouldn’t we get our money’s worth by actually
spending time here?”

When he didn’t get a
response, he opened both eyes. Jace was standing over the bed with
his arms crossed, looking uncharacteristically grumpy, which was
kind of hot. Ben smiled and reached out. “Come get
your money’s
worth.”

Jace snorted. “First of
all, that makes you sound like a rent boy. Secondly, I got this
room using points, so I’m not losing any money. And finally, you
stink.”

Ben wasn’t dissuaded.
“Wanna get in the shower with me?”

Even though Jace was fully
dressed and had clearly already bathed, he let his arms drop and
nodded. “Fine. If that’s what it takes.”

“Yay!” Ben threw off the
sheets and hopped naked out of bed. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t
that tired, but his leg
muscles really were sore and his feet remained tender. His knees
could still handle some abuse, which was good, because he already
planned to be down on them. Jace led him to the bathroom, adjusted
the shower water to the right temperature while Ben peed, and then
guided him to the tub, holding open the curtain.

“In you go,” Jace said,
still fully dressed.

“But—” Ben tugged at his
shirt in protest.

Jace sighed and started
unbuttoning it. That was enough to encourage Ben to climb inside.
He got beneath the stream of hot water, wanting to freshen up a
little before things became really steamy. Except when he turned
around again, the shower curtain was closed and he was
alone.

“Hey!”

“I’ll be right back,” he
heard Jace call from the other room. “With a surprise.”

“It better not be that old
lady!” Ben hollered, but he didn’t hear a response. Resigned to his
fate, he showered and got dressed. He was sitting on the edge of
the bed and beginning to get bored when the door to the room opened
again.

Jace entered, empty-handed
except for a plastic cup filled with orange juice from the buffet
downstairs.

“That’s it?” Ben asked
when this was handed to him. “I was hoping for donuts. With
sprinkles.”

“You’re in Italy and you
want donuts for breakfast?” Jace shook his head. “I have a much
better idea. Put on your shoes.”

Ben didn’t move right away.
Instead he weighed just how much he could get away with. A tantrum?
He and Jace hadn’t been together long. Three months, that was all,
and he had already pushed his luck before this trip. Time to prove
he was mature enough to date an older man. Ben chugged the juice,
grabbed a pair of socks and his shoes, and was out the door in
under five minutes. Jace rewarded him with a kiss in the elevator.
Wanting to prove he could compete with a certain senior citizen,
Ben reciprocated by pinching his butt.

“The juice wasn’t the
surprise,” Jace said as they walked through the lobby, “although
it is the same
color. See if you can spot what I’m talking about.”

“I spy with my little
eye…” Ben murmured as they walked outside. He didn’t have to search
far. Parked next to the lobby door was an orange and white moped.
Ben nearly cried out in relief.

“No more
walking?”

“Not as much walking,” Jace corrected.
“You aren’t the only one with sore feet. I could use a break too.
And maybe a foot rub later.”

“Deal,” Ben said, walking
around the vehicle and laughing. “Mopeds are so cute! Do you know
how to drive one?”

“Technically it’s a
scooter. Mopeds have pedals. And no, I can’t drive one. I was
hoping you knew how.”

Ben looked at him sharply.
“Me? No way! You saw me on ice skates. Balance has never been one
of my strengths.”

“Then I’ll try my best,”
Jace said. “Ready?”

Ben wasn’t. “Are you sure
about this?”

Jace didn’t seem to hear.
Instead he sat on the scooter, passed him a helmet, and worked on
buckling his own. He could be infuriatingly patient at times. Ben
eyed the moped with uncertainty, cautious as he got on. The long,
shared seat was comfortable, but he couldn’t relax. As soon as the
engine started and the scooter moved forward, Ben clung to Jace for
dear life. Then he stopped clenching his eyes shut because, so far,
the ride was smooth. He looked around when they reached the first
stop sign, feeling more at ease. Then again, their hotel was
outside the city, and the streets wouldn’t stay this calm for
long.

“Won’t it be dangerous in
Rome?” he shouted over the wind.

“That’s not where we’re
going,” Jace shouted back. “Another surprise.”

That sounded great! No more
cramming into a shuttle bus with other tourists or riding a packed
subway. Having their own mode of transportation would be
liberating, and so much easier on his legs. Ben took in the scenery
until they reached the main road. Then he rested his cheek against
Jace’s back, hugging him until he felt the vehicle slow again. The
road was ascending, providing them with a view of charming farms
and distant green hills—a welcome sight after so many days spent in
a hectic city.

They turned on a curve,
passing through a small town. As the scooter breezed past boutique
stores, Ben decided he could handle more walking if it meant an
opportunity to shop, but this didn’t seem to be their destination.
Soon they entered what resembled a narrow alley, but as it
continued and branched off into other directions, he realized it
was the standard system for roads here. Old stone homes walled them
in from each side, a cobbled path providing just enough room for
pedestrians. He was glad they weren’t in a full-sized car. The
street was barely wide enough for any sort of vehicle, resulting in
one-way traffic only, but he liked how it didn’t remind him of
anywhere back home.

They entered a market
square—a large courtyard surrounded by massive buildings. Flowers
blossomed from hanging baskets and planters, a sun-baked man sold
produce from a cart, and three scraggly musicians played their
instruments on a corner, steadily earning coins. In the center of
it all were tables, each with its own umbrella to shield café
customers from the hot sun. Jace stopped near this, parking the
scooter with expert skill. No way was this his first time driving
one!

“Where are we?” Ben asked
as they disembarked.

“Tivoli,” Jace said.
“You’re going to love it here. We’ll see the Renaissance gardens of
the Villa d'Este,
stroll across the Ponte Gregoriano
to check out the waterfall, and then I’ll take
you to Villa Adriana. That belonged to Emperor Hadrian, who was gay. If you don’t
know his story, then I’ll tell it to you over a picnic. It’s very
romantic. And tragic. He lost the love of his life much sooner than
he should have.”

Ben chuckled and shook his
head. “This is your angle, huh? You whisk boys away to Italy to
show off with your fancy foreign words, history lessons, and
scooter driving skills, just so they’ll fall in love with
you.”

Jace smiled. “Is it
working?”

Yes. Most definitely, but
Ben didn’t rush into relationships as fast as he once had. He still
sped along, but when it came to his heart, he was more cautious
about who he gave it to. Although if this kept up, he wouldn’t have
a choice. Instead of answering the question with words, he kissed
Jace. Then he looked around once more. “So… What’s
next?”

“Gelato,” Jace said, pronouncing the word with a perfect Italian
accent, but for once, Ben didn’t need a translation.

“Ice cream,” he
said.

Jace nodded. “Yup. Beats
donuts.”

“For
breakfast?”

Jace grinned.
“Yeah!”

“Ice cream for breakfast,”
Ben repeated, shaking his head. “Is that even a thing?”

Jace wrapped an arm around
his shoulders and guided him forward. After placing a kiss on his
cheek, he whispered in Ben’s ear, “A few months ago, we weren’t a
thing either. But now we are. Right?”

Ben tried to pull away, the
breath in his ear tickling, but there was no getting away from that
grip. Oh yes, they were most definitely a thing! Ben’s legs
protested, but he ignored them. The way he was feeling now, he
would gladly walk around the entire globe, as long as he could do
so with Jace at his side.
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-rumble rumble-

Caesar pulled his head from
beneath the pillow, swiped his hair back so he could see better,
and groped around for his phone. Then he brought it close and
squinted until the screen came into focus. Without his glasses, he
practically needed to press his nose to the phone, but that was
okay. If he couldn’t wake up next to Nathaniel, this was the next
best thing to a good-morning kiss. Although something was a little
off today. The text message in particular.

good night my darling
prince

Caesar grinned despite
already having read this before falling asleep. Where was the text
message that had awakened him? Then he heard another rumble, this
one strong enough to shake the house. A storm. That’s what had roused him from
sleep. Caesar flopped back into bed, deciding to snooze a little
longer. Then another idea occurred to him. Sitting up in bed, he
reached for his glasses. The old red-framed ones that he wouldn’t
be caught dead in. Literally. Maybe he should let his parents know
these wishes, just in case he checked out sooner than
expected. If the funeral is open-casket,
make sure the undertaker puts in my contacts first.
He didn’t care if that made practical sense. The
idea amused him too much. Once the glasses were on his nose, he
stared at the screen, his attention darting between the time at the
top and the empty white space where a text message should be. Like
clockwork, it came.

I’m up and already
thinking about you

Which parts of you are
up, Caesar replied, and what sort of thoughts are you having?

He let one of his hands
snake beneath the sheets in anticipation of the answer, already
imagining it was Nathaniel’s touch he felt instead.

“Honey? Are you awake?”
These words were followed by a light rapping on his bedroom
door.

Caesar stifled a groan. His
hands were already above the covers again, the mood instantly
killed.

“Breakfast is ready. It’s
your favorite!”

“Thanks, Mom,” Caesar
called in return. “I’ll be right down.”

He rose and pulled on
flannel pajama bottoms and an old T-shirt. He made use of the
private bathroom attached to his room, already knowing he would
soon miss such luxuries. Then he put in his contacts and grabbed
his phone on the way out. He paused while walking down the hallway
to read Nathaniel’s response.

wanna know how bad I miss
you? I think I could hammer a nail into the wall with this
thing.

Caesar bit his bottom lip.
Could he get away with sexting while at the breakfast table? He
hated to leave Nathaniel hanging, but the idea of trying to hide
his own arousal while his brothers and sisters slowly chewed on
sausage links and scrambled eggs… Nope. He couldn’t do
it.

You’re on your own. Sorry.
Mom is already getting clingy.

Nathaniel would understand
why. Caesar considered providing him with a few helpful suggestions
on what he could do to himself, but before he could, another door
in the hall opened. Jason’s hair was a mess from sleep, his eyes
wide when he spotted Caesar. Then his expression became steely as
he marched across the hall to the bathroom, slamming the door
behind him.

“Good morning to you too,”
Caesar said with a sigh.

He wasn’t surprised by this
behavior. Caesar only had himself to blame. Ever since Jason had
shown up at the campus library to catch him and Nathaniel kissing,
things had been uneasy between them. To put it mildly. The news
that would break today would either make the situation better or
worse. He wasn’t sure, but he intended to defuse that bomb now. Or
at least let it detonate in a controlled environment.

Caesar knocked on the
bathroom door. “Jason? Hey. You got a second?”

He listened, only hearing
intentional silence. It had to be. Nobody was that quiet in the
bathroom.

“If you’re on the pot,”
Caesar said, trying humor, “pinch it off and finish later. We need
to talk.”

He heard the shower curtain
being ripped to one side and the water coming on. Caesar sighed
again. He’d tried. That’s all he could do, short of picking the
lock and— He stopped, knowing where such thoughts would lead. He
wasn’t over Jason. Caesar still found him adorable, still wanted to
hold him close, brush the bangs from his forehead, and make those
sad eyes a little happier with each kiss. He still felt an
overwhelming urge to watch over him. Jason was like a lost puppy
wandering the streets. Only a monster wouldn’t try to help. And
yet, the kind of help Caesar had provided only seemed to do more
harm than good.

With this in mind, he
continued down the hall and descended the stairs. His worries were
easier to forget when he smelled french toast. His mother,
Constance, stopped him on the way to the table to kiss his cheek
and murmur how proud she was of him. That was nice. The envious
glare from Peter wasn’t, but Caesar shrugged it off and
sat.

“What’s keeping Jason so
long?” his mother complained, looking toward the stairs. “Todd,
would you go up there and—”

“His stomach is upset,”
Caesar said before his father could rise. “Jason said we should
start without him.”

Constance pursed her lips.
Then she nodded and moved to begin serving. Caesar hopped to his
feet and grabbed the tray of toast before she could, putting slices
on his parents’ plates first and dishing out more to his siblings.
Including his younger brother.

“Suck up,” Peter mumbled
under his breath.

“Learn from the master,”
Caesar murmured, a grin plastered on his face. He didn’t have to
fake it. He was excited. In truth, today would be a day like any
other. The only difference would be an acknowledgement of how
things were going to change, and they would all be happier because
of it. Even Peter.

“Thanks, Mom!” Caesar said
when he was seated again. “This looks great!” He swiped the bottle
of syrup out of Amy’s hands, and when her angelic little face
started to crumple, he poured some on her toast in the shape of a
heart. Then he doused his plate and began stuffing himself,
covertly checking his phone to see what Nathaniel had to
say.

the hammer experiment was
a success. nails are in the wall, photos are hung. so am I. you’re
really missing out.

And another.

now I want to see if I can
shoot a hole through a phone book.

Caesar snorted and coughed,
claiming that he had swallowed wrong when his mother became
concerned. That’s when Jason showed up, hair damp from the
shower.

“Is your stomach feeling
better?” Constance asked.

Before Jason could look too
puzzled, Caesar interjected with, “Those must have been some bad
stomach cramps. Your face was all twisted up.”

“I’m fine,” Jason mumbled.
Then he turned to Amy. “My face always looks like that.” He
scrunched it up and stuck out his tongue, to her
delight.

Constance seemed to relax
too. She encouraged Jason to load up his plate while there was
still toast left, and once he had, she cleared her throat. “It’s
Saturday morning, and you all know what that means.”

“Chore rewards,” Peter
said dutifully. “I’ll vacuum.”

More like he would run the
vacuum behind closed doors while playing a handheld video game.
Caesar didn’t begrudge him that indulgence, since he himself was
rarely expected to do more than get good grades and keep his room
tidy.

“We have an extra special
reward today,” Constance continued. “We’ll be going to the Downtown
Aquarium for a family outing.” Her eyes were shining when she
focused on Caesar. “All of us.”

He smiled back, making sure
her attention was elsewhere before he dared to look at Jason. They
were rarely in the same room together. Since the fallout, they had
an unspoken truce to avoid each other as much as possible. Meals
were the one exception. Those couldn’t be avoided, although Caesar
had seen Jason burn through a number of strategies. The first was
to eat as quickly as possible and then ask to be excused. This was
repeatedly denied, so Jason switched to clearing plates away the
second he was done eating, like an over-eager waiter. When this
drew complaints from his parents, Jason settled on eating slowly
and deliberately, his concentration locked on his food at all
times. Caesar tried to help by not talking as much, or by excusing
himself early whenever he could. Not today though. They would be
together, and that no doubt weighed heavily on both their
minds.

“Do they have dolphins at
the aquarium?” Amy asked.

“I don’t think so,” Caesar
replied. “We’ll make it work anyway. It’ll be a lot of fun, I
promise.”

He hoped these words
weren’t lost on Jason. Rather than make him uncomfortable with
further glances, Caesar focused on his food. As soon as Peter began
dominating the conversation—which he always got around to
eventually—he felt free to look back down at his phone.

no luck on the phone book
experiment, Nathaniel had texted,
although I think I’ve begun my career as an
artist. ever heard of Jackson Pollock?

That sounded familiar.
Caesar googled the name to be sure. Then he sent back his
response. Next time, I want to be your
canvas.

He was grinning at his own
cleverness when he heard Jason say something about his stomach. By
the time Caesar looked up, the chair where he’d been sitting was
empty.

— — —

The Downtown Aquarium
seemed to suffer from an identity crisis, unsure if it wanted to be
a theme park, a restaurant, a zoo, or as the title suggested, an
aquarium. The variety it offered made it the ideal choice. Caesar
had been allowed to choose the venue for today and had thought
little of his own needs, aware of how his adopted siblings viewed
him. He was the spoiled biological child—the heir apparent—with his
own lenient set of rules. That they didn’t despise him completely
was a miracle. The bias in his favor wasn’t his own creation, and
although he didn’t resist it, he did try to set the balance right
when he could. Like today.

Amy was easy. She was
still young enough that anything bright and colorful made her
happy. This included exotic fish, and even better, a ride on the
Shark Voyage Train, which drove straight into the middle of a
massive aquarium. Not through the glass, thankfully, but rather a
tunnel that passed through the bottom center, creating the illusion
that they were moving along the ocean floor. Peter’s mood always
improved around electronics, so he was ecstatic about the arcade,
and Carrie enjoyed the carnival rides, which must have provided the
perfect music video visuals to the tunes constantly pumping through
her headphones. That just left one person, who Caesar only wished
he could make happy. Although Jason did perk up during an outdoor
portion of the train ride, just as they were passing by a lake and
an animatronic shark broke the surface. While the robotic beast
gnashed its teeth, Jason glanced over at Caesar, perhaps hoping the
shark would swallow him whole so they would never have to be around
each other again. If so, he’d get his wish soon enough.

They ended the afternoon at
the white tiger exhibit. The environment was supposed to resemble
some sort of temple in India, but there was no lush grass here or
warm sunlight. Instead the exhibit was located in a basement with
concrete floors and a few murky pools. Peter banged on the glass
wall and laughed when this agitated one of the tigers. Amy and
Carrie were pensive. Jason looked downright miserable. He had a
soft spot for animals. Caesar moved toward him, just in case he
needed someone to complain to. Or something else to focus on that
he disliked even more. Caesar hadn’t even reached his side before
Jason noticed him coming and walked away.

“This is certainly…
interesting,” Constance said, not seeming pleased herself. “Who’s
ready for dinner?”

“I am!” Caesar said,
mostly to get the others going.

“We haven’t done the
stingray reef yet,” Peter complained. “They let you pet
them!”

He felt a shiver run down
his spine. “I am not touching one of those things.”

“You don’t have to,” Peter
shot back. “I’ll do it. I’m not a wimp!”

“No one will be petting
those poor things,” Constance said. “Come along. It’s time to
eat.”

“Will there be a birthday
cake?” Amy asked.

“It’s not anyone’s
birthday,” Caesar said, tickling her on the way out.

“They should stick to
proper aquariums and nothing more,” Constance whispered to her
husband. “First tigers and now stingrays. This is
shameful.”

Jason overheard this and
smiled.

Caesar fell back a few
paces, watching his family from a distance and recognizing that
this was how it would be from now on. Six people instead of seven.
He was okay with that, but he wanted to be sure it would work for
Jason. Seeing him smile just now was a hopeful sign.

Caesar entered the
restaurant in high spirits. The place reminded him of the gimmicky
Rainforest Café that Amy adored so much, except this one had an
underwater theme. The walls were sculpted to resemble coral reefs,
massive aquariums set into them that illuminated the dining area in
a blue glow. Lamps shaped like fish hung from the ceiling—providing
a warm ambience. The effect was impressive, their shared wonder
lasting for most of the meal. Once the main courses were cleared
away, everyone was pressured to order dessert, and when these
arrived, Caesar braced himself for embarrassment. Sure enough, his
mother stood up.

“As you know,” she began,
“Caesar applied to ten different colleges.” She held up an envelope
that had already been opened. “This isn’t the only acceptance
letter he received, but it’s the only one that matters to this
family.” She looked at her husband.

Todd stood too, taking the
envelope from her. “Probably a local community college,” he joked.
“A shame, because I was hoping you would follow in my footsteps.”
As he pulled out the letter, he did a credible job of appearing
surprised. His parents already knew. Of course they did. They had
practically watched the mailbox in shifts. “There must be some
mistake,” Todd said, shaking his head. “This letter is from Yale.
And they’ve accepted you.”

His parents sat again. The
table was silent, but after an awkward pause, someone did start
clapping. Caesar looked over at Jason, who he could swear was
glaring behind those long bangs before a smile broke
out.

“That’s awesome,” Jason
said, almost sounding like he meant it.

“Isn’t it?” Constance
enthused. She looked at her other children, who began clapping
too.

All except Amy. “Where’s
Yale?” she asked.

“Connecticut,” Caesar
replied, and before she could ask where that was, he put it in
terms she could understand. “You would have to drive an entire day
and night to get there.”

Her little brow furrowed.
“You’re moving away?”

“Afraid so, kiddo. This is
good though. Someday you’ll move away too. Maybe to Connecticut.
Then we can be roommates!”

Amy began to sulk. “But I
don’t want you to go!”

Jason’s chair was shoved
backward as he stood. “Can I be excused? I want to look at the
rainforest exhibit again.”

“Sit down!” Constance
snapped. “You haven’t even touched your dessert.” Her gaze softened
when she looked to Caesar. “We won’t have many more family meals
like this. Not with everyone here.”

Jason sat and started
spooning ice cream into his mouth while looking miserable. Amy
followed his example. His other siblings were apathetic to his
departure, so Caesar focused on his own dessert while discussing
his future with his parents. He kept sneaking glances at Jason,
whose mood only seemed to worsen, so once their plates were cleared
away, he tried to do something about it.

“I want to see that
rainforest area again too,” Caesar said. “It was really cool. Mind
if Jason and I go check it out?”

He was already on his feet,
not waiting for an answer.

“I want to go back to the
arcade,” Peter said.

“Not on your own,”
Constance said.

“I’ll go with him!” Amy
chimed in.

“That’s not what I meant,”
Constance replied.

Caesar looked at Carrie,
staring at her until she pulled one of the buds from her
ears.

“Huh?”

“Can you take Peter and
Amy to the arcade?” he asked, expression pleading. “That way Mom
and Dad can have some alone time. Why not order a bottle of wine?”
he said, turning to them. “Make it romantic.”

“I don’t know,” Constance
said, her head already starting to shake.

“It’ll be fun,” Todd said,
reaching to place a hand over hers. “Just a glass each.”

His mother’s cheeks grew
rosy. That was as good as permission!

Caesar jerked his head
toward the exit, only going that way when certain Jason would
follow. “Don’t worry,” he said as soon as they were out of earshot.
“You don’t have to hang out with me. Once we’re around this
corner…”

Jason picked up the pace.
When he rounded the corner, he didn’t slow down. Caesar did,
although he made sure to stay within visual range. Jason really did
seem interested in the rainforest room, walking up to one of the
tanks. Caesar hung back and pulled out his phone. He’d missed a
text from Nathaniel.

come see me.
tonight.

If only that were possible!
Normally he would wait until his family was asleep and sneak out,
but with his mother feeling sentimental, he could imagine her
knocking on his door late at night, just to tuck him in.
Embarrassing, but part of him would miss her affectionate little
gestures.

Tomorrow, he wrote back.
I promise. What do you want to do? Besides the
obvious.

He leaned against a wall
and waited. Nathaniel wasn’t responding. That happened on occasion,
when he got busy. Caesar grew increasingly bored. He stopped
looking at the screen and switched to watching Jason as he moved
along the glass. He didn’t seem as tense now. Caesar glanced back
down at his phone, and when it still didn’t have anything to offer,
he pocketed it and pushed away from the wall.

“Pretty cool,” he said.
“Isn’t it?”

Jason spared him the
briefest glance before returning his attention to an underwater
world. “Yeah.”

Caesar walked closer. “I
thought you would be happier. With the news. I’ll be out of your
life soon. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about this
morning.”

Jason swallowed and said
nothing.

“You should put a claim on
my room before Peter does,” Caesar said, standing at his side and
watching an eel wriggle by. “Tell him it’s because you’re older. I
don’t think Carrie will want it. She’s planning on moving out with
her boyfriend. Just wait until Mom finds out about
that.”

“I agree with Amy,” Jason
mumbled.

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

Did he mean… Caesar thought
it through a few times, just to be sure, and was unable to find any
other interpretation. “You don’t want me to go?”

“That doesn’t mean I like
you!” Jason shot back.

Caesar laughed, but only
because he was happy. “Huh. I thought you hated me.”

Jason shrugged.

“Can’t we be friends?”
Caesar spoke quickly in case Jason tried to escape. “If only for
the rest of the night. I’m leaving anyway. What difference would it
make? Give me the next half hour. Or better yet, as long I’m still
in Texas. Please.”

Jason swallowed again and
looked over at him. “Why?”

“Because part of me
doesn’t want to go. Because I like you. Because…” Caesar shook his
head. “I don’t want it to end this way, with us not talking. You
can hate me all you want. Just wait until I’m gone.”

“I don’t keep my distance
because I hate you,” Jason croaked.

Caesar sighed. “That’s not
why I stay away from you either.” His stomach sank when Jason
walked away, but he only moved to the opposite wall. Caesar
followed cautiously. “You really like it here, huh?”

Jason nodded. “It’s
beautiful. And sad.”

“What do you
mean?”

“That school of fish,” he
said, nodding to where a dozen orange bodies slid gracefully
through the water. “I wish I knew how that felt.”

Caesar made a face. “You
don’t know how to swim?”

“I do, it’s just…” Jason
touched his hands to the glass. “They’re synchronized. They all
want the same thing and are going in the same direction. I’ve never
felt that way. With anyone.”

Caesar was about to claim
that nobody did, but then he thought of his parents, and how
content he was to follow their guidance as a child. When he outgrew
them, he found like-minded friends instead. And then there were the
people he had fallen in love with. Nathaniel. Steph. The guy
standing right in front of him. He hated to think that Jason had
never felt that sort of connection. How lonely that must be. Or
maybe he simply hadn’t recognized it.

“We had that,” Caesar
said, moving closer. He reached around Jason, placing his palms
against the cold glass, and murmured in his ear.
“Remember?”

Jason spun around, his back
against the aquarium, but he didn’t try to escape. “What are you
doing?”

“Reminding you,” Caesar
said. “You’ll find this again with someone else. Until then, don’t
forget, because if you got there once, you can do so
again.”

Jason’s eyes were
vulnerable, his bottom lip starting to tremble. “I won’t find
it.”

“You will, and you won’t
be alone until then.” Caesar let his arms drop. “You fit into this
family. My parents can be a pain, I know, but they love you. So
does Amy, and you get along with Peter better than I ever did.
Those schools of fish look graceful from the outside, but I bet
when you’re in the middle of it all, it feels crowded. Just imagine
those other fish telling you what to do and where to go, when all a
guy wants is to make his own way in the world. That’s family. It
only looks harmonious from the outside.”

Jason managed a smile. Then
he turned around again, just in time for a massive turtle to swim
by. “That’s me,” he said, nodding at it. “The only home I have is
on my back, and I take it with me when I go.”

Caesar snorted. Then he
threw an arm around Jason’s neck, yanking him closer in a playful
headlock. “You’re so dramatic! I think I get it now. You
want to be seen as a
loner.”

“It’s not an act,” Jason
pouted. Then he managed a subtle smile. “I’m just that cool. Admit
it.”

“You’re the coolest,”
Caesar replied. “Come here.” He pulled Jason close for a hug. “It’s
going to be okay. Take my place when I’m gone. My parents will be
sad, and you can be their golden boy. Don’t let Peter rule the
roost. Promise me! I can’t stand the idea. Make it your home. You
deserve that.”

“I’ll try,” Jason’s
muffled voice replied.

Caesar rubbed his back,
intending to comfort him. Then his hand moved up to the messy hair.
Caesar’s body was reacting, but so was his heart. It never seemed
to run out of love. He felt plenty now. For Jason. Caesar knew he
needed to think of Nathaniel too, but one never seemed to cancel
out the other like it did for most people. He wasn’t sure why. All
he wanted was to make sure Jason understood how special he was, no
matter if that took words or something more. Caesar pulled back
just enough to move his hand around to Jason’s cheek. Their eyes
met, their lips drawing near…

“Hey. Guys.”

Caesar released Jason and
spun to face the voice. It was only Carrie. She understood. Caesar
had covered for her on numerous occasions too. They could both keep
a secret. Her head tilted toward the hallway behind her, where
Peter and Amy could be heard arguing. Caesar nodded his thanks.
Carrie put her earbuds back in and returned to her own private
soundtrack.

“What do you think?”
Caesar said in low tones. “Can we be friends again?”

Jason’s smile was tight.
“Only if you agree to pet a stingray.”

“Anything but that!”
Caesar said in mock terror. He smiled at Amy and Peter when they
entered the room. “Come on, guys. We’re going to do that thing that
Mom forbid us to.” He led the way to the aquarium’s glorified
petting zoo, already dreading what would happen there, but he would
play along. If it made Jason happy, even for just one night, then
it was worth it. By the time he felt his phone vibrate again,
Caesar had already decided to leave it in his pocket.

— — —

-rumble rumble-

Caesar forced himself to
sit up in bed, blinked against the brightness of the morning, and
reached for his glasses. He could tell from the light outside that
there wasn’t another storm, so he reached for his phone,
discovering a text message from Nathaniel. Three in
fact.

are you here
yet?

are you here
yet?

are you here
yet?

Caesar laughed and shot a
message back. Don’t make me pull this car
over! After a mighty yawn he added.
Breakfast with my family. Then I’ll be on my way.
Have you showered yet?

no.

Good. Wait for
me.

He yawned again and went
through his usual morning rituals. He thought about the night
before, how much fun he had hanging out at the aquarium. Like old
times, or maybe even better, since everyone had gotten along so
well. Caesar had talked his parents into another round of drinks,
promising he would drive everyone safely home. While they sat in
the restaurant together sipping wine, the rest of them returned to
the amusement park area, playing games and hitting the rides. Best
of all, he and Jason were talking again. At least until they came
home, when Jason disappeared into his room and didn’t come out.
Caesar wasn’t sure what to make of that, but he was eager to see
where they stood today.

He was the first one at the
breakfast table, his attention pulled away from his phone each time
someone entered the room. Jason was the last to arrive. He didn’t
make eye contact. Maybe he was tired. As the meal neared its end,
Caesar had his answer. Jason participated in conversation, but
never replied to him directly or looked in his direction. The only
exception happened while Caesar was responding to a text from
Nathaniel. He’d tried to do so without anyone noticing, and when he
saw Jason grimace, he put away the phone entirely. Not that it
seemed to make a difference. Jason was the first to leave the
table, as soon as he was allowed.

Caesar was in the upstairs
hallway, returning to his bedroom, when the door to Jason’s room
opened and he was greeted with a muted, “Hey.”

“Hey!” Caesar replied,
feeling a burst of optimism. “How’s it going?”

“I can’t do it,” Jason
blurted out. “I can’t be your friend. Or your brother. Or… anything
else. Not with him around. It’s too hard.”

Caesar felt like the wind
had been knocked out of him, but he nodded his understanding,
because he wasn’t sure he could keep up the act either. He loved
Jason. Pretending otherwise would be impossible. “So back to how it
was before?”

“Yeah,” Jason said.
“Sorry.”

“I am too,” Caesar said.
“Not for what we had. I liked that. But I do regret hurting
you.”

Jason rolled his eyes.
“Stop being nice. It doesn’t help.”

“Okay then,” Caesar said,
standing upright. “In that case, I’m going to sell my room to Peter
for fifty bucks. I figure you won’t be able to handle being in
there, since the place is positively soaked in my sexy man
energy.”

“Stop being charming too,”
Jason said. “Go back to being an asshole. It makes it easier to
pretend that I don’t like you.”

“Back to being an asshole?” Caesar said in mock offense. He felt
his phone vibrate. That’s when he knew what he needed to do. He
pulled it out and pretended to read the text. “Nathaniel,” he
confided, as if any explanation was needed. “I need to get ready so
I can go see him. Have fun at church.”

Jason looked hurt, but he
nodded and in a strained voice said, “Thanks.”

Caesar didn’t reply. He
kept his attention on his phone until he was in his bedroom. Then
he shut the door and exhaled. After collecting himself, he sent a
text.

I can’t wait to get out of
here.

that bad?

No. That good. Otherwise
this would be easy. Caesar comforted himself with the vision he’d
had yesterday. A house full of foster kids without him as
competition, and in one case, without a constant reminder of what
could have been. As for Caesar, he would finally be free to love
who he wanted. Despite his heavy heart, he reminded himself that
this was for the best. A happy ending for those he would leave
behind, and for himself, a new life where anything was
possible.
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Piece of you. Piece of me.
Too worn down to recognize.

Allison’s car swerved, the
tires going over the curb before hitting the street again. When Ben
looked out the window, he almost expected to see his childhood home
there. He could easily imagine they were teenagers again, driving
through his hometown of The Woodlands. That had everything to do
with the events of the night, which began with a guilty-pleasure
meal of fast food picked up from the drive-thru. They had eaten
this in her car, like they used to when wanting to avoid high
school bullies. Or certain ex-boyfriends. Allison always had more
of those than Ben did, but the one serious relationship he’d
managed… Well, it was memorable, to say the least. It was hard not
to think of Tim now, especially while this song was playing.
Milford Lake, a B-side
from the Hedwig and the Angry Inch
soundtrack. Ben was tempted to skip to
Wicked Little Town next,
since that song really brought back those old feelings.

Then again, why stew on the
past when the evening had been so awesome? After their deep-fried
indulgence, they had taken in a lighthearted movie. Then they had
driven around while singing—a karaoke bar bouncing through downtown
Austin on four wheels. No alcohol was involved. They got enough of
a buzz from belting out tunes together. Although a drink didn’t
sound so bad now.

“Do you want to come
inside?” Ben asked, turning down the stereo at the end of the
song.

“A nightcap?” Allison
asked, pretending to be scandalized. “What would my darling husband
say?”

She wiggled the fingers of
her left hand so her ring would catch the light. Then she pulled
her hand away again just as quickly, sandwiching it between her
thigh and the car seat.

“Sorry,” she said. “Dumb
joke.”

Ben snorted. “Why? Are you
seriously worried that I’ll think you’re hitting on me?” Then, in a
stage whisper, he added, “Or has Brian bugged the car? Is he that
controlling?”

“No,” Allison said. “It’s
just… Never mind. Do you need me to come inside?”

Ben stared at her. Why was
she acting so weird? “Need is putting it strongly. I thought a
glass of wine would be nice. Then again, we both have to work in
the morning.”

“True. But I can stay if
you want.”

If she felt like staying
longer, she would be out of the car by now. He knew that Allison
was in a good place with Brian. There was talk of them starting a
family. Maybe she was eager to return home so they could get that
going. He wasn’t about to ask her if he was right, so instead he
said, “You can walk me to my door. Just don’t try to kiss me. My
mother is probably watching us as we speak.”

Allison laughed and shut
off the engine. “Deal!”

After they left the car,
she took his arm as they strolled across the overgrown lawn. Ben
had once again forgotten to mow it, and speaking of being behind,
he could already see letters sticking out of the mailbox next to
the door. Bills, no doubt, in a variety of pretty colors to remind
him how late he was on paying each. He decided to ignore them for
tonight, listening instead to Allison sing under her breath. That
was beautiful. And comforting. Spending time with her was his
favorite thing in the world. How nice that, after so many
years—over a decade, in fact—some things remained the
same.

“I hope you never outgrow
me,” he said.

Allison laughed, like he
was being silly. “That year we spent apart when you were in Chicago
was the worst. So you better hope you never outgrow me, because I’m
not going anywhere. I’ll stalk you, Ben. If you refuse to see me,
I’ll break into your house and sleep beneath your bed every night,
just to listen to you breathe.”

Now it was Ben’s turn to
laugh. “That’s so creepy. I love it! Can we do that anyway? Just
once?”

“What makes you think I
haven’t already?” Allison said as they reached the
porch.

They stopped there to face
each other. Now it really did feel like a date, including the
awkward pause where a kiss would fit perfectly.

“I guess this is it,” Ben
said, leaning toward her. “I had a wonderful night…”

Allison put her stamp of
approval on their date by kissing him. On the cheek, of course.
When she pulled back, her eyes were watery.

“Sorry,” Allison said,
wiping at them.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah! Are
you?”

Ben shrugged. “Why wouldn’t
I be?”

“No reason. It just makes
me happy to see you doing so well. I’m proud of the man you’ve
become.”

Ben snorted. “Thanks,
Mom.”

Allison laughed and shook
her head to show that she was serious. “You’ve come a long way. We
both have. Look at us, all grown up, steady jobs, houses of our
own…”

Ben glanced over at the
bills before remembering his intent to ignore them. “Do you feel
grown up?” he asked. “Because I still feel like I’m faking
it.”

“I have those moments too.
But I remember being upset a lot when we were teenagers, and
worrying that things wouldn’t work out. The future was a lot
scarier then.”

“Definitely,” Ben said,
nodding his agreement.

“Now things are steady.
You know? Do you feel that way too?”

It was a complicated
question with a simple answer, because this was his life, and yeah,
he didn’t ever see it changing. Not significantly. He would
continue to wake up, go to work, borrow money from his parents when
necessary and pay it back in installments even when they insisted
he didn’t have to. The system wasn’t perfect, but it
worked.

“Yeah. Things are nice and
steady.”

“Good!” Allison said,
squeezing him with a hug. “You know where to find me if it ever
gets crazy, right?”

“Sure do,” Ben said,
pulling away. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Are you
okay?”

“I’m fine. It’s just been
an emotional day. And I love you.”

“I love you too,” Ben
replied. “Now I’m cutting you off from the wine before you’ve had a
single sip. You’ve always been a weepy drunk, but this is a new
record for you.”

“What?” When Allison spoke
next, her words were dripping with attitude. “I’ve
always been able to
handle my booze. You’re
the one who would be a mess after the first
drink. Remember that time I had to disconnect the phone and hide it
in the closet so you couldn’t use it to call
you-know-who?”

“Nope,” Ben said, breaking
eye contact. “I don’t remember that at all.”

“And when you found out
where I’d hidden the phone, I believe your exact words were ‘I’m
going back in the closet! It’s the only place where we can be
together!’”

Ben fought down a smile.
“Doesn’t ring a bell, sorry. Maybe you’re thinking of someone
else.”

“Oh, my
other gay best friend
from high school. That must be it.” She shook her head. “There’s
only one way to settle this. Tequila shots, next weekend, you and
me.”

“You’ve got it!” Ben said,
already knowing he would lose. It would be fun anyway. He tilted
his head toward the front door. “I better start
training.”

“Okay,” Allison said.
“I’ll probably be up for another hour or two, if you want to
talk.”

“You’re giving me
permission to drunk dial you?” Ben asked. He didn’t wait for an
answer, or need to, since they were too similar, and he would be
fine with her calling under those circumstances. Especially since
it usually resulted in drunken confessions that he could tease her
about later. “Text me when you get home.”

“I will.”

They hugged again and said
goodbye. He waited until she was in her car before he turned and
unlocked the front door. He was greeted by a series of frantic
meows. Samson was looking up at him, as if demanding an
explanation.

“Were you eavesdropping?”
Ben asked. “Wondering why your daddy was standing on the other side
of that door and ignoring you, huh?”

Samson meowed again,
firmly, as if his point had been made.

Ben kicked the door shut
behind him and bent over to pick up Samson. “Okay, big boy. Let’s
get you fed.”

He walked into the kitchen
and set the cat down on the counter, where he normally ate. Ben
took a plate out of the cupboard and a can from the pantry, Samson
weaving between his arms and getting in the way during the entire
process. Ben didn’t complain, even when the tip of a tail brushed
against his nose and almost made him sneeze. The instant the cat
food landed on the plate, Ben was forgotten as Samson scarfed down
what the can described as a fisherman’s feast. Ben pitied the poor
sailor who had to eat cat food for dinner or any meal.

Parental duties complete,
he was free to open a bottle of wine. The fancy kind that cost less
than five bucks. He couldn’t afford more, and anything expensive
would be wasted on him anyway. Ben only had the smallest
appreciation for the taste. A warm buzz was the main draw for him.
What better way to end the weekend? He grabbed his phone and
carried his drink to the living room. Then he sat on the couch and
raised his glass to Jace’s photo on the end table. The one of him
in his full flight attendant uniform, complete with
jacket.

“Cheers, baby!” Ben
said.

He took a sip and set down
the glass so he could check his phone, in case Allison had made it
home already. That’s when he noticed that he hadn’t turned it back
on since the movie. He pressed the power button, and once the phone
had booted up, received a voicemail notification. From his mom. She
usually called during the day, not at night. Worried that something
bad had happened, Ben played the message back.

“Hi, honey! I just wanted
to check in. I know today was probably rough. You’ve always been my
brave little boy, so I know you’re fine. I still worry though. You
can always call me if you need to, okay? I love you.” After a
ruffling sound, the voice on the recording became much deeper. “I
love you too, son. Come see us soon, okay?” More muffled noises
accompanied his father saying, “Do I just hang it up? Oh. Which
button? Yes, I’m serious. Your phone is completely different from
mine! I miss the old kind.”

A beep finally signaled the
end of the message. Ben laughed while feeling confused. Why would
his mother think that today would be hard for him? Then it clicked.
His dentist appointment! That would indeed be a traumatizing event
for him, and yeah, normally he would call to whine about it,
although she had the dates wrong. His appointment was next week,
but he’d already decided to cancel. He wasn’t having any dental
problems, making the checkup an unnecessary expense. If he had any
hidden cavities, he’d deal with them when they started
hurting.

Putting the issue out of
mind, he set down his phone, grabbed the glass of wine, and angled
himself so he could see Jace’s photo better.

“I had a nice day,” Ben
said. “I went over to Allison’s place for lunch and to help her
sort through her clothes. She’s getting rid of a bunch of stuff,
which seems crazy to me, because most of it was perfectly fine, but
no longer in style. Being a guy is easier that way. I could wear
the same sweater every winter for twenty years, and I bet nobody
would notice. Assuming it wasn’t falling apart. Fashion doesn’t
change for us guys very much, does it? Lucky you, or else I’d have
to tape little outfits to your photo. Sort of like a paper doll.”
Ben thought about it while taking another swig. “I would love that
actually. A tiny cut-out Jace I could dress up.”

Samson wandered in from the
kitchen to sit on the floor in front of him, licking a paw and
using it to clean his whiskers as he listened.

“Anyway, the good news is
that she’s giving her old clothes away, so it’s not like they’ll go
to waste. And if you’re wondering, yes, she made me try on most of
them and took a bunch of photos while laughing her ass off. I don’t
know why I love her so much. I tried to make her feel guilty by
pointing out that it’s hateful to mock people who enjoy
crossdressing. Allison agreed and said it’s only funny when I do
it.”

Jace would probably find
that amusing. How nice it would be to hear him laugh again. Ben
sighed. If anyone else was here, he would ignore the photo, or at
least not speak to it. He knew that Jace couldn’t actually hear
him. Probably. But this was all they had left. He supposed it would
be a sad sight for another person to witness, but hey, at least he
wasn’t completely alone. He patted his lap, hoping Samson would
take the hint, but the cat wasn’t done grooming yet.

“Don’t get jealous,” Ben
said, still addressing the photo, “but Allison took me out on a
date to thank me for helping her. I had a very very healthy salad, of course. I’m
always watching my figure for you! Afterwards we went and
saw Wall-E. You
would have loved it. There’s this cute little robot in a
post-apocalyptic world and— That part is just okay. It gets really
good when he reconnects with humanity. Talk about looking in the
mirror. Or more like a crystal ball, because that’s totally where
our civilization is headed. I’m not doing the story justice, but
it’s a way better movie than Cars. Did you see that? When did it
come out?”

Ben grabbed his phone to
check. Cars was
released in early two-thousand six, which means they could have
seen it together, because Jace hadn’t died until—

The events of the day
rearranged themselves. Allison keeping him busy. Each of her
concerned expressions that she quickly hid. Brian’s upbeat tones
that had seemed forced when he greeted Ben. The comfort food, the
uplifting movie, the cathartic singing afterwards, and his
mother… You’ve always been my brave little
boy.

Ben felt like someone had
not only ripped out his heart, but reached down his throat to do
so. Everyone had remembered. Everyone but him, the person who
should never forget that Jace had died on this date. And what had
he done to pay tribute to his deceased husband? Ben’s stomach
turned. He’d had a carefree day, like none of it mattered. What’s
worse, he had thought about a long-lost love. Just not the right
one.

Ben glanced at the clock.
It wasn’t too late. The day wasn’t over yet.

“I’m sorry,” he
spluttered, his lip quivering when he turned back to the photo.
“Today should have been about us. And it will be! I’ll stay up all
night if I have to. Um… Oh! I know!” Samson was trying to climb
onto his lap, but now wasn’t the time. Ben stood and went to the
bedroom, returning with two scrapbooks and a box filled with photos
and keepsakes. Then he sat on the floor, grabbing Jace’s framed
photo so it could join him. Which was silly, because as he opened
the box and spread out the loose photos, he was surrounded by Jaces. Most of them
smiled at him. Others had an arm around him, or kissed his hair, or
ate birthday cakes, or posed in front of monuments. Jace laughed
with his sister, his best friend, his parents. He lived dozens of
little moments, each trapped in time. Ben stared at them all and
wept. He finished one glass of wine and poured another. And
another. Ben rose to put on music, the songs they liked to listen
to, or those that Jace always asked him to sing. He couldn’t
tonight. Singing for him would hurt too much. Instead he returned
to the small area of the carpet that remained clear. Samson climbed
onto his lap as Ben touched little mementos from their past. Jace’s
old nametag from work. The hand-written letter he had left on Ben’s
pillow one Valentine’s Day. Or even a miniature version of the
Eiffel tower, the generic souvenir conjuring up memories of their
trip to Paris as Ben ran his fingers along the textured surface.
Being surrounded by so much of their relationship felt good, but it
also stung, so he was disappointed after reaching again for the
bottle of wine to discover it was empty.

That wouldn’t do. Not one
bit.

Ben gently lifted Samson
and set him on the couch. Then he stood, patting his pockets for
his keys, which he didn’t have. Did he really need them? He was too
drunk to drive, and a convenience store was just a few blocks away.
It couldn’t be more than a ten-minute walk in mild weather. Ben
stumbled outside, walked down the street, and then doubled back
when he realized he didn’t have his wallet. He wanted to take Jace
with him when leaving again, but he didn’t truly need anything from
the mess on the living room floor. The memories were powerful
enough to accompany him on his walk: The scent of Jace’s skin, the
whispered promises, the feel of lips pressing against the back of
his neck to wake him each morning.

Ben lurched through his
neighborhood, glaring at the houses with warm glowing windows, and
despairing at those that were dark, because that’s what he had
become. An empty home. A fireplace that was no longer lit. He had
tried to keep the flames stoked, but it was getting harder. How
could he forget this pain? Even for one second!

He reached the main road,
the convenience store a neon beacon across the street. Another
bottle of wine would kill the pain. Ben hit the button for the
pedestrian crosswalk. He stood there and swayed while waiting for
the signal to change, streaks of white and red lights making him
blink as each car blew past. He was waiting now like he had been
for the past two years. Waiting for the ache inside to stop, and
for the brave heart that everyone spoke of to finally manifest. Now
that it had, he felt terrible about it.

He was supposed to hurt! The pain proved
how much he loved Jace. Moving on from that was the ultimate
betrayal. And yet, if he was honest, Ben didn’t want to always feel
so tortured. It sapped the joy from life, put a strain on his
friends and family, and made him think drastic thoughts, because it
was too hard to go on living without him. And now that Ben had a
taste of what life was like on the other side of that loss, he
didn’t want that either. There was no solution. He had died along
with Jace. It had only taken him this long to finally realize the
truth.

The pedestrian signal
hadn’t changed yet, not that it mattered. No more waiting. Ben
closed his eyes and stepped out into the street.

He felt a warm hand wrap
around his own. Long fingers and a gentle grip. Jace had always
done that when they crossed a street together. Every single time,
like keeping Ben safe was his highest priority. Ben hadn’t thought
of that in ages. Probably not since Jace had died. He opened his
eyes again, expecting to see him there, but Ben was alone. His hand
was empty, and the car that was approaching him coasted to a gentle
stop. The pedestrian light had changed from orange to white, so Ben
crossed the street, trying to remember what that hand felt like
again. It wasn’t difficult. Ben kept imagining it, all the way to
the other side of the street, and when the hand finally let
go…

He tried to
also.

— — —

“Here’s what I’ve got,”
Ben said, after closing the front door behind him. Samson was
dutifully sitting in the entryway, like he’d been waiting. “One of
those honey buns that Jace liked so much. I’m going to eat it to
soak up whatever wine is still sloshing around in my stomach. Then
I’ll wash it down with this neon-green Gatorade so I’m not too hung
over in the morning. Don’t worry. I didn’t buy any more
wine.”

Samson yawned, as if not
impressed. Or maybe it was just the increasingly late
hour.

“I got canned chicken for
you,” Ben continued. “Maybe we should save that for breakfast,
since you just ate. They also had this mouse, which they claim is a
cat toy, even though it’s so big that a dog would struggle to get
its mouth around it. Anyway, the package says the mouse has catnip
inside, and I’m totally willing to cut it open so you can get at
the good stuff.”

Ben shook the package,
which attracted Samson’s attention enough that the cat put his
front paws on Ben’s leg.

“We’re going to celebrate
Jace this time,” Ben said, his chin starting to tremble before he
got himself under control. He looked at the living room floor,
which was still a mess, and sighed. “Within reason.”

After fulfilling his
promise to Samson—the cat rolling around in mouse guts made of
cotton and catnip—Ben returned to the living room and crouched down
to start picking up the photos. He was halfway through this process
when he glanced up to see the framed photo of Jace, which he then
returned to the end table.

“I really hope you can’t
see me,” Ben said. “I know I usually hope for the opposite but…” He
sighed. “I take it back. Embarrassing or not, I wish you were here.
You really did a number on me, you know that? It’ll never be the
same again. Not without you. I can’t go back to who I used to be,
but maybe I can still change. Just a little. Enough to get by,
because if I’m honest, I don’t want to die. I want to meet
Allison’s children and be an amazing uncle to them. And maybe I’ll
come home afterwards and let myself feel sad and miserable, but not
all the time. I might forget to do that on occasion, and that’s
fine, because I don’t think you would have liked seeing me this
way.”

Ben kept his head down
while picking up the last of the photos. Once they were all back in
the box, he sat on the couch and forced down the honey bun, shaking
his head after each bite.

“How did you eat these
things? And while we’re on the subject, what kind of person thinks
that fortune cookies actually taste good? They’re a desperation
dessert when there’s no other choice.”

Jace stared back, smiling
shamelessly at him.

“Okay,” Ben said as he
rose. “Time for me to get some sleep.”

He grabbed the photo and
pressed sticky lips to Jace’s face before setting it down again.
Then he carried the scrapbook and memory box to the bedroom,
returning them to the closet. He took out his phone and set it on
the nightstand before he got undressed. Ben was under the covers
for mere seconds before the mattress dipped and he felt a heavy
weight settle against his legs. He reached down to scratch Samson
behind the ear, the purrs that came in response a welcome comfort.
Ben was on the verge of drifting off when he opened his eyes again
and reached for his phone. He needed to send a text before he went
to sleep. To Allison.

I hope this doesn’t wake
you, but I wanted to say thanks for making today so easy.
And I thought you might like to know
that—

Ben thought about it,
wanting to be sure. And he was.

I’m okay. Everything is
going to be all right.
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“You can be whatever you
want. It’s entirely up to you. Just promise me one
thing…”

Emma’s hand trembled as she
carefully pressed the photo to the black pages of a scrapbook. She
had been careful not to apply too much glue. First she made sure to
scan the photo—a perk of being in her parents’ home office—in case
it got damaged, because this one was special. They all were, if
they featured a tall man with blonde hair. And amazing cheekbones
that she had also inherited, although hers weren’t nearly as
prevalent. She blamed her father for that. Emma could have been
skinny like her mother or uncle, rather than beefy like her dad.
She didn’t really mind though. People’s tiresome comments about her
weight could be annoying, but screw them. Their opinion didn’t
matter. That’s what Jace had taught her.

Emma wiped her hands on the
cotton dress she wore, wanting them to be clean before she gingerly
pressed her fingertips to the photo, sealing it to the page
forever. Then she leaned back to consider her work, pleased that
the corners were even with the top of the scrapbook. That was
important, especially considering this was the first page of the
memory album, as she preferred to call it. She had created a few
before and always found them helpful. Thoughts were easier to
organize once outside her head. She could rearrange them as
required, and right now, she needed all the help she could
get.

Her attention flitted back
to the content of the photo. Uncle Jace was standing next to a
horse and holding the reins while smiling up at her in the saddle.
Back when Emma took the photo, she had done so because she didn’t
want to forget the horse—the first she had ever ridden, and come to
think of it, the last too. These days, whenever she saw the photo,
she barely lingered on the mare. Jace was more important, and this
was the only way she could see him, although her memories didn’t
quite match up. He had seemed so tall back then. No doubt he would
still tower over her if alive today, but she was five foot nine and
wouldn’t have to crane her neck as much. Jace didn’t look as old to
her now either. He must have been in his late twenties when the
photo was taken. Emma was on the verge of turning twenty herself.
Eventually she would overtake him and become the older one. That
was an odd thought, and not the rabbit hole that she was supposed
to be tumbling into. She’d had years to come to terms with his
passing, and while it still hurt, it wasn’t a problem that needed
to be solved. Not like the ache in her chest. Her present
predicament was a more insistent pain, but the past did hold an
important piece of the puzzle. Returning her attention to the
memory album, Emma picked up a marker with silver ink, took off the
cap, and wrote: The day I began to figure
it out. Then she leaned back, reliving the
memory while hoping to find answers there.
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