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Chapter One

 


My name is Jason Grant,
and today is the first day of the rest of my life. Or so I’ve been
told. Many times, in fact. Caseworkers like to put a positive spin
on everything, as if a cheery smile is enough to change the world,
make it the kind of place that welcomes a guy like me. Not that I
mind. I want it
to be true. Part of me, way down deep, likes to believe this time
will be different. It won’t, and I think you know that too. I’m
sorry if the words in this journal sting, Michelle. I like you.
I’ve had a shitload of caseworkers, but in the months we’ve known
each other… I don’t know. You’re different somehow.

But I know what you’re
doing. I know that asking me to write down my thoughts is your way
of figuring out what’s wrong with me. You want to know why I keep
getting kicked out of foster families. Twenty-three times now. The
family you’re about to take me to is number twenty-four. Once it
all falls apart, this one will be the last. I’m almost sixteen, and
I’d rather focus on finding a job than finding a family. Besides,
there’s a very good reason it won’t work out. Remember the old
building? The group home with the shared rooms? My roommate,
Mickey, he told me the reason why. He said—

“Ready to go?”

Jason jerked, the pen
scratching out one final line. Not that it mattered. His
handwriting was so messy that Michelle Trout probably wouldn’t be
able to read it anyway. He looked up to find her leaning against
the doorway, her gentle smile matching the warm feeling inside his
chest. Maybe it was the ash-blonde hair that reminded him of his
mother, or the well-maintained figure. She was probably the same
age Jason’s mother had been, when last he’d seen her.

Michelle nodded at the open
book in his lap. “You’re writing in your journal? That’s
great!”

“Yeah,” Jason said
sheepishly. “Just started.”

“Well, today’s the big
day!”

Jason broke eye contact
with her. Why couldn’t they let him stay here? He made sure not to
cause trouble for that very reason. Orphans belonged in an
orphanage—not that people used such terms anymore. Instead they
skittered around the word, but sometimes Jason felt like embracing
it, wearing it with pride. He was an orphan. Nothing wrong with
that. Regardless, some people were remarkably good at making him
feel ashamed. The woman at his most recent foster home kept calling
him a bereft child. She was so overcome with pity for him that she
would say this with tears in her eyes. Oh,
my poor bereft child! By the end of
Jason’s stay, she had called him a little bastard instead, those
wet eyes full of fury.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” Jason lied. He
considered begging Michelle, trying to explain that he felt more at
home here, where everyone understood that he didn’t have a family,
where people didn’t pretend. Instead he closed the journal and
stood up.

Michelle pushed away from
the door, fully entering his room. “Gosh, maybe I should have
rented a moving truck.” She glanced around, as if seeing stacks of
moving boxes, when in reality there was only a small suitcase. And
a battered old guitar. Jason slung this onto his back, the frayed
strap tight and reassuring against his chest, like a permanent hug.
He grabbed the suitcase when Michelle reached for it.

“I’ve got it,” he said.
“Oh. Here.”

He tried to hand Michelle
the journal, knowing she’d want to read what he wrote, but she
shook her head.

“That’s for you,” she
said. “It’s private.”

Glancing at her to make
sure she was serious, he tucked it under his arm. Then he studied
his shoes—seeing them shuffle nervously as Michelle checked his
room for anything he might have forgotten. Afterwards he watched
the scuffed leather lead him down the hallway, step by step, as he
followed his caseworker outside.

Michelle was quiet, which
was unusual. Jason wondered if she also felt sad, or if his own
silence was making her uncomfortable. Once standing beside her car,
he stared at the interior through the passenger-side window,
waiting for her to dig the keys from her purse. He’d ridden in her
car once before when she took him out for McDonald’s, the light
smell of her perfume slowly overwhelmed by greasy burger aroma as
they sat in the car and ate. He’d liked that—how the car had become
a private restaurant for two. Easy chitchat had spilled from her
lips, none of it probing, none of it asking for explanations. That
had come later, or so he had thought, when she’d given him the
journal.

The door locks popped up.
Jason put his suitcase in the back seat and brought the guitar with
him to the front. He’d ride with it between his legs, which
wouldn’t be comfortable, but at least the instrument would be
safe.

“Okay!” Michelle said,
buckling herself in. “You ready? Scratch that. Are you
excited?”

Jason gave a hollow smile.
“Very.”

Michelle chuckled. “You’re
a horrible liar, you know that?” Her happy expression faltered for
a moment as she reached out to brush the bangs from his
eyes.

Jason wanted to grab her
hand and press it to his cheek. He didn’t know why, but he
suspected it would bring him comfort. Instead he remained
absolutely still until she pulled her hand away.

“Want to get a haircut?”
she asked. “Dazzle them with your good looks?”

Jason reached up and
brushed the bangs back over his eyes. He liked hiding behind his
hair. Seeing the world through a tangled brown curtain wasn’t
always easy, but well worth the sacrifice. Like wearing sunglasses,
this created a sense of detachment, transforming the world into a
distant movie on a screen.

“Is that a ‘no’?” Michelle
prompted.

“I don’t want it cut,”
Jason said, “but maybe a perm. A really tight one. So tight that if
I hit my head on anything, I’ll bounce right off again.”

“A head full of springs.”
Michelle’s eyes sparkled as she started the car and pulled out.
“That would save you from having to wear a bike helmet.”

“Too bad I don’t own a
bike.” Jason smiled, feeling a little better. As they drove, he
realized he was making a big deal out of nothing. He’d been in this
situation plenty of times before, enough to make this routine. He
was a pro. If there were such thing as the orphan Olympics, he’d
have a gold medal in manipulating foster families. He’d be there
for a week, maybe two, and when he got tired of it, he’d finish up
with one of his famous stunts.

“I know you’re going to
behave this time,” Michelle said, having similar
thoughts.

“Of course.”

“No pearls in the clam
chowder?”

Jason smiled, for real
this time. He’d been proud of that one. Foster home number twenty-two. The
mother there often wore a double string of pearls. Jason had stolen
the necklace just to upset her. He’d had no intention of keeping it
or selling it. When the woman made a giant pot of clam chowder for
him and the other kids, he found inspiration, cutting the pearls
loose and returning them to the original owners—the
clams.

“She could have broken a
tooth,” Michelle said.

“Most people don’t chew
their soup,” Jason replied. He had been careful not to swallow any
pearls, but a few had been lost before anyone figured out what he’d
done. The only way to recover the precious objects was to wait for
them to come out the other end again. Since nobody could be certain
who had swallowed what…

“Think she’s still making
the other kids poop into a pasta strainer?” Jason asked.

Michelle shook her head,
trying her best to look stern. Or to hold back laughter. Eventually
she gave up, and they shared a good chuckle. Outside the car, the
buildings of downtown Houston gave way to an old suburb. The trees
here had grown tall and strong next to equally robust
houses.

“Found me a rich family,
huh?” Jason asked.

“Yup!” Michelle said.
“Absolutely loaded. That’s not the best thing though.”

“Oh yeah?”

Michelle bit her bottom
lip, slowing and pulling over to the side of the road to park. “I
shouldn’t be telling you this. I really really shouldn’t, but this family
adopts. If things work out, well, there’s a very good
chance.”

Jason leaned back in his
seat, feeling uncomfortable again. Adoption was the jackpot for
people like him. The chance to not only have a foster home, but to
be knighted as an official member of the family. An orphan no more!
Anyone else at the children’s home would have been thrilled with
this news. For some reason, all it did was make him
uneasy.

“That’s why, this time,”
Michelle said, “I’m hoping you can give your new foster family a
chance. You’ll be an adult soon, and this could be a really good
start for you.”

“The first day of the rest
of my life?”

Michelle nodded, believing
in her own convictions. “They’ll be able to put you through
college. I’m not asking you to love total strangers like they’re
your real parents. I know it doesn’t work like that. But I
am asking you to think
of yourself. Do what’s best for you and don’t—”

“Screw things up again,”
Jason said, finishing for her. She shook her head in protest, but
they both knew the truth. Michelle didn’t need his journal because
she probably had a big fat file with his name on it that explained
everything wrong with him.

You never learned to shut
your mouth. That’s what Mickey, his former
roommate, had told him. Mickey was twelve, had a nose like a boxer,
and was constantly breaking out in hives. He wasn’t an easy sell.
He’d seen Jason get placed in three foster homes before someone
finally gave him a chance too. Mickey was packing his bags when he
shared what would be their parting words. You never learned to shut your mouth. You’ve got everything
going for you, but you’ll never make it, because you never learned
to play the game.

Mickey was right. Jason
never could keep his trap shut. He couldn’t help himself. But
Jason had learned
to play the game. He just wasn’t after the same prize.

“Which one is it?” he
asked, nodding through the windshield at the street.

Michelle pointed. The house
was twice as wide as the one he’d grown up in, the one belonging to
him and his mother. Twice as tall too, since the home was two
stories. A huge oak tree shaded the three-car garage, a perfectly
manicured lawn wrapping around the house and disappearing beneath a
privacy fence. Jason smiled, mostly for Michelle’s
benefit.

“What do you think?” she
asked.

“It’s great,” he
said.

Michelle studied him. “Is
it really? Just between you and me, what’s it like being sent to a
new family? In this line of work, we’re taught most kids are
nervous the first day, but that they quickly adapt and become
well-adjusted members of the family.”

Jason snorted and looked
away.

“Exactly!” Michelle leaned
forward to catch his eye again. “I always felt that sounded too
simple. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wished I could go
through the process, convince myself I was going to live with a new
family and that I couldn’t return to my own. At least then I would
have a better understanding of what you and the others are going
through.”

Jason shook his head in
disbelief. “You’re awesome. You know that, right?”

Michelle remained somber.
“So tell me. Try to explain what it’s like for you.”

Jason thought about it and
exhaled. “What was your first day of school like?”

“Disappointing,” Michelle
said instantly. “I was dying to go, since my brother is a year
older than me and always raved about it. Of course he lied through
his teeth about what school was really like. He kept telling me
that toy companies would stop by every day to test market their
latest products, and that everyone got paid to play with dolls and
things. And the playground was supposed to be full of circus
animals, like a petting zoo except with tigers and elephants. So
when that first day of school finally came, I was practically
peeing my pants in excitement. You can imagine how I felt when I
actually got there.”

Jason laughed. “That’s
cruel, but not exactly what I was aiming for. Unless you felt
really confused and sort of out of your element.”

“That would be high
school,” Michelle said, gazing through the windshield. “Normally
when I started at a new school, my brother was there to guide me.
The first day of my freshman year, Jace had the flu and stayed
home. Even worse, my best friend had moved away that
summer.”

“Yeah,” Jason said
encouragingly. “Remember what that first day was like. A new school
is always confusing. Everyone seems to know what’s going on and how
everything works except for you. If you’re a stranger, you don’t
have a friend or family member there to make it fun instead of
frightening. After an entire day of mistakes and embarrassing
yourself, what do you feel like doing the most?”

Michelle swallowed. “Like
going home.”

“Except you can’t,” Jason
said. “Going home is impossible. There are no home-baked cookies at
the end of that first day. No hug to make you feel secure
again.”

Michelle glanced over at
him, eyes concerned. “Is that how bad it is?”

“Just at first,” Jason
said quickly, not wanting to upset her further. “Just like at
school, after a week or two you get used to everything and it isn’t
so intimidating. So I guess what the textbooks say isn’t so far
off. It’s rough at first, but people adjust.” What he didn’t tell
her is that the feeling of wanting to go home never went
away.

Michelle mulled over his
words. “What I still don’t understand is why you keep putting
yourself through this. If you would settle down with one family,
you wouldn’t have to feel that way ever again.”

Jason nodded. That’s all he
could really do. He knew she meant well. Her tone wasn’t judgmental
or scolding. Michelle genuinely cared. And she was right. If he
would stop sabotaging his chances of getting adopted, maybe he
would find some sort of peace. But what he couldn’t communicate was
just how badly he wanted to go home. No matter how impossible that
might be, he wanted it more than anything. Regardless, he put on a
brave face for her benefit. “Maybe this family is the right
one.”

Michelle looked relieved.
“They’re going to love you. Ready?”

He nodded again, and the
car rolled forward, delivering Jason to a home he knew would never
be his own. The rest happened in a blur. A doorbell that sounded
like heavy brass bells. The grinning faces of Mr. and Mrs. Hubbard
as they ushered him into a living room where other kids waited.
Introductions that were totally lost on him. Then Jason was plopped
down on an expensive couch—one of three, all facing each other—his
butt growing increasingly numb as the adults spoke. Michelle sat
next to him, addressing Mr. and Mrs. Hubbard across a wooden coffee
table painted white. Jason did his best to ignore the stares of the
other kids, who were lined up together on the side
couch.

No amount of experience
helped with this stage of the process and the pressure it brought.
What did these people expect of him? Was he supposed to impress?
Should he juggle flaming swords before swallowing the blades? Jason
had no idea what they wanted, and so he did what he always did on
first days. He shut down.

Michelle did all the
talking, occasionally shooting him a panicked glance that said he
was bombing. He felt like apologizing to her, but instead all he
did was nod when addressed. Most questions in this situation could
be answered in the affirmative. Are you okay? Are you happy to be
here? Would you like a glass of water? Yes, yes, and
yes.

His new foster parents
didn’t seem perturbed by his behavior. They wore the same satisfied
expressions they had when he’d met them at the children’s home last
month. He knew they were pleased with themselves, rather than with
him, and why shouldn’t they be? Not many adults were willing to
take in a fifteen-year-old, especially one with a troubled past.
They weren’t exactly young either. Mrs. Hubbard was plain with
pulled-back brown hair that had lost its shine. Her clothing and
jewelry compensated for her dull appearance. The woman practically
had money coming out her ears.

Her husband did too. Mr.
Hubbard’s dark hair was gray at the temples, his mustache already
salt and pepper. He had the successful air of a businessman,
despite not wearing a suit. The golf clothes suggested his deals
took place at a country club rather than a stuffy
office.

Michelle introduced them as
Mr. and Mrs. Hubbard, but they immediately corrected her and
reintroduced themselves as Mom and Dad. This made Jason’s mouth go
dry. The three kids seated on the side couch were reintroduced as
his brother and two sisters. They had names too, but Jason missed
them completely. A young girl of about seven or eight beamed at
him, while next to her, a boy on the verge of puberty sized him up.
At the end of the couch, an older girl in her late teens seemed
bored, like she’d seen one too many of these meetings. This told
Jason that not everyone made the cut. Being here didn’t mean he
would automatically be adopted.

“Ah!” Mrs. Hubbard said,
eyes lighting up as she looked toward the front door. “There’s your
oldest brother!”

Jason followed her gaze. A
guy his age, maybe a little older, had a cell phone pressed against
his cheek. The device was almost lost in the waves of chestnut hair
that spilled over his ears and ended just above his neck. His skin
was dark with sun, his eyes almost golden. A loose V-neck shirt
made his frame appear lanky at first, but the chest was toned, the
exposed skin revealing fine black hair not so different from that
on his chin. Jason dared to let his attention dart down to the
narrow waist, where the shirt was partially tucked into a white
belt—either by accident or design.

“Caesar,” Mr. Hubbard
said. “Would you like to meet your new brother?”

Disinterested eyes grazed
Jason, not even focusing, before the phone moved away. “No.” The
answer was firm. Final. Caesar returned the phone to his ear,
continuing his conversation as he crossed the room and bounded up
the stairs to the upper floor.

Jason turned to his new
foster parents. They didn’t seem fazed by this behavior. Quite the
opposite, in fact. Mrs. Hubbard’s eyes continued to shine, Jason
noticing how they were the same golden hue. Mr. Hubbard’s strong
chin—the exact shape and size as Caesar’s—didn’t clench in
frustration. Instead he winced in amused embarrassment as his son
disappeared, causing Jason to realize the truth. Caesar was their
child. The real deal. Flesh and blood.

Jason glanced back at his
would-be siblings. The oldest girl was of Asian descent, the
youngest much too blonde and fair. He thought the boy in the middle
might belong to them too, until Jason saw him glare bitterly after
Caesar.

Jason had experienced mixed
families before. Biological children were always treated
differently. Not that he cared. Power struggles didn’t interest
him. He didn’t compete for the attention of strangers, so he’d
gladly stay out of Caesar’s way.

“I believe that’s
everything,” Michelle said as she stood.

Jason shot to his feet,
nearly reaching out to stop her. Funny, because Michelle had
reached toward him, a hand extended for him to shake. He ignored it
and hugged her, feeling embarrassed by his own actions, but
desperation had won out. When she hugged him back, he had to steel
himself. No tears. No weakness in front of this new family. No more
than he’d already shown, at least.

“Try to be good,” Michelle
whispered. “For your own sake. And if that’s not enough, then do it
for me.”

He nodded once she pulled
away. He would try. But only for her. Michelle dug in her pocket
and handed him a business card, which struck him as cold. He knew
the address of the children’s home by heart, as well as the number
of the front desk. Then he noticed handwriting on the back and
quickly pocketed the card.

“Okay,” she said, cheeks
slightly flushed. Michelle returned her attention to Mr. and Mrs.
Hubbard, a pleasant smile on her face. They walked her to the door,
leaving Jason standing there. He decided to make eye contact with
each of his “siblings” to show he wasn’t afraid. Or intimidated.
Each met his gaze. Of course. They came from the same world as he
did.

“Can you really play
that?” the little girl asked, pointing at his guitar.

“Yeah,” Jason
answered.

“Do you know any
hymns?”

Before he could answer, the
Hubbards returned to the room.

“So,” Mrs. Hubbard said,
clapping her hands together. “I’ve always found a nice board game
is the best way to get acquainted. How about a round of
Scrabble?”

Jason thought of all the
naughty words he could spell. Then he remembered the promise he’d
made to Michelle. He’d be good. Forcing a smile, he nodded eagerly.
“Sounds fun!”

— — —

Two hours of mind-numbing
games. Not just Scrabble, but also Trouble followed by Chutes and
Ladders. That last one had been for Amy’s benefit—the youngest
girl. At least the board game marathon had taught Jason everyone’s
name, except for his would-be parents. Mercifully, they then showed
him to his room. After a brief tour, they suggested he get unpacked
and enjoy some privacy, although they left his bedroom door open on
the way out. He figured it was meant to stay that way.

Jason hadn’t felt this
antsy since his first few foster families. Back then he had still
wanted to please, working hard to live up to expectations both real
and imagined. Now, after all these years, he was supposed to try
again. If it wasn’t for Michelle…

Remembering the business
card, he pulled it out of his jeans pocket, flipped it over, and
read the handwritten note. If you need
anything, you can call me. Even at home. Below this a number was scribbled. Jason smiled at the way
the word “anything” had been underlined. Another guy might make
this into something it wasn’t, show it off at school and brag about
the hot older woman who had slipped him her digits. But of course
Jason wasn’t like other guys, and Michelle wasn’t that sort of
person. Instinct told him to hide the card somewhere safe, so he
examined his new room.

Bedrooms in foster homes
came in two flavors. The good ones were neutral, the foster parents
trusting their wards to fill the space with their own
personalities. The other kind, like the one Jason stood in now,
reeked of expectation. A baseball mitt, a bat, and a catcher’s mask
nestled casually together in one corner. On the wall hung framed
posters of sports cars, the makes and models of which Jason
couldn’t even guess at. The queen-sized bed was generously neutral,
but the desk next to it was lined with a crisp collection of Hardy
Boys books.

So basically, after having
met Jason last month, the Hubbards had decided he was a baseball
playing jock who fantasized about zooming around in sports cars
while solving petty crimes. He shook his head, gathered up the
baseball equipment, and tossed it in the closet. In the liberated
corner he placed his guitar. After a moment’s thought, he slid
Michelle’s card between the strings, dropping it in the sound hole
where he felt it would be safe.

After swinging his suitcase
onto the bed, Jason started moving his clothes into the dresser
drawers. That’s when Amy padded into the room. Smiling, she sat on
the mattress edge and looked around. Nothing had changed except the
guitar, which she stared at. Then she cocked her head, blonde bangs
swinging to the side as she considered him seriously.

“Do you want to pray?” she
asked.

At first Jason wondered if
she had a speech impediment. Surely she meant ‘play’ instead of
‘pray,’ but he gave her the benefit of the doubt. “You mean to
Jesus?”

Amy nodded.
“Mm-hm.”

“No. Sorry, but God
stopped taking my calls a long time ago.”

Amy scrunched up her nose.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That I don’t want to
pray.” Jason grabbed the last two pairs of socks from his suitcase
and closed the lid. “How old are you?”

“Seven and a
half.”

“What does a
seven-and-a-half-year-old need to pray for? A Barbie
Dreamhouse?”

“I’ve got one of those,”
Amy said matter-of-factly. “I pray for things to stay the same. I
don’t want everything to change again.”

Jason understood. She was
young, but obviously she still remembered the life she had before.
Whatever had put her into foster care, she worried it could happen
again. He wouldn’t ask her what that was. Instead, he steered her
toward more pleasant topics. “You really have a Barbie
Dreamhouse?”

Amy nodded eagerly,
flashing him a smile that was missing a few teeth.

Jason pretended to be
impressed. “The kind with an elevator and everything?”

“Yup! And lights that turn
on and off and a hot tub. And a toilet.” She giggled. “Do you want
to come play?”

“With dolls? Uh,
no.”

Amy went from gleeful to
pouty in the blink of an eye. “Nobody ever plays with
me!”

“Nobody ever?” Jason
asked.

“Nobody ever,” Amy
confirmed.

Jason glanced around his
room. Unless he planned on losing himself in the innocuous
adventures of the Hardy Boys, he didn’t have many options. “All
right,” he said. “But I get to play with the boy dolls. You
do have boy dolls, don’t
you?”

Amy’s eyes lit up. She
hopped off the bed and grabbed his hand, leading him down the
hallway. Jason allowed himself to peek into the rooms they passed.
In one dark bedroom—the blinds pulled shut—his new ‘brother’ Peter
sat in front of a computer, wearing a headset while he hammered at
a keyboard. The door to the next room was only cracked, but he
could see Carrie, the oldest Hubbard girl, pacing the room while
lost in a phone conversation. The room across from Peter’s was
obviously their destination, since it was a pink paradise, but
Jason’s attention was focused down the hall. Unlike the others, the
door there was closed. The dull thump of music could be heard from
beyond.

“Whose room is that?” he
asked, even though Amy was tugging at his arm to get him to follow.
“Is that where your parents sleep?”

“No,” Amy said, rolling
her eyes. “That’s Caesar’s room. He never comes out. Mom and Dad
sleep downstairs.”

“Oh,” he said as if
disinterested, but he strained to hear what song was playing, even
as they entered Amy’s room and sat on the plush carpet.

“Here it is!” she
declared.

The plastic three-story
monument was just as princess-powered as their surroundings. Jason
tried to imagine living in a real home with so much eye-bleeding
pink everywhere and decided it would drive anyone insane. Perhaps
that was why all the dolls wore such manic grins. He listened
patiently as Amy gave him a tour of the different Dreamhouse rooms
and then showed off the accompanying car and horse stable.
Afterwards she presented him with the dolls they would be playing
with.

“This one is me,” she
said, holding up the blondest, “and this one is you.”

Jason was handed a doll
with black hair sculpted in plastic. Nothing like him in real life.
He couldn’t imagine wearing the Hawaiian shirt and white shorts
either. Despite all of this, he pretended to be impressed. “Looks
just like me!” he declared.

“This one is Caesar,” Amy
continued. Caesar’s doll had slick-backed hair—synthetic fibers
this time— and a tiny pair of sunglasses on his forehead. Jason
accepted possession of the doll, feeling oddly intrigued. “And this
one is Carrie. They’re a couple.”

“Caesar and Carrie?” Jason
asked.

“Mm-hm.” As if to
demonstrate, Amy thunked Carrie’s doll-head against Caesar’s in one
of the most brain rattling kisses ever.

Jason glanced back toward
the hallway, imagining Carrie sneaking down it at night to Caesar’s
room. Was that who she was talking to on the phone? Was the music
in Caesar’s room being played so loud to drown out his
responses?

“And you and I are a
couple,” Amy said, smacking her doll into his with a smooching
sound.

“Oh!” Jason breathed a
sigh of relief. “Caesar and Carrie aren’t really a couple.”

“No!” Amy giggled.
“They’re only dolls!”

“I forgot,” Jason said,
acting silly for her benefit.

“Well, they
do look real,” Amy said,
excusing his confusion. “I always make sure my dolls have someone.
Mom says I’m a natural matchmaker.”

“And have you found that
special someone yet?”

Amy raised her eyebrows as
she fiddled with her doll’s hair. “There’s a boy at school, but I
don’t like him anymore because he won’t marry me.”

“He won’t?”

“Nope. I asked him last
week.”

“Aren’t you a little young
to settle down?”

“Settle down?” Amy
asked.

“To get
married.”

“Oh. I’m not too young.”
Amy said this in all seriousness. “I thought about it carefully.
Weren’t you lonely before you came to live with us?”

Jason swallowed. Lonely was
one way of describing it. Sometimes when out shopping or whatever,
he’d see people who seemed to have so much more than him. More
friends, more family, and when it came to romance, more
love.

“Yeah,” he replied. “I was
lonely.”

Amy glanced over at him.
“Me too. I don’t want to feel lonely ever again. Do
you?”

“No. I don’t.”

“Getting married means you
never have to be. That’s why I’m ready. Hey, should we have a
wedding for Caesar and Carrie?”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Jason
said, half-distracted. “The dolls look tired. I think we should put
them to bed.”

“Oh, you’re right!” Amy
said, shoving her doll into the elevator.

“I’ll be there in a
second,” Jason said. “I have to brush my teeth.”

He stood his doll in the
bathroom, moving it around vaguely, when really he was lost in
thought. He remembered one lonely night. The worst, in fact.
Foster home number nineteen. Jason had been in bed, unwilling to sleep. He was waiting
until the clock said three in the morning, when he was sure
everyone would not only be asleep, but deeply so. When that time
came, Jason had crept down the hall, opened the door to Shawn’s
room, and carefully approached his bed. He only wanted to see Shawn
sleeping, wondering if he did so shirtless, or if he lay on his
back or maybe curled up into a ball. Jason had spent countless
nights trying to imagine something so simple, his curiosity slowly
driving him mad. So he had given in, deciding to see for himself.
As it turned out, Shawn wore a muscle shirt and slept lying on his
side. The curtain-filtered street light outside allowed Jason to
see this, along with the buzzed red hair he always wanted to run
the palm of his hand along. Shawn seemed like a deep sleeper.
Surely one little caress wouldn’t wake him.

He was right. Touching
Shawn’s hair didn’t cause a reaction, but when Jason brushed the
tips of his fingers along that freckled arm… Whatever deluded hope
he had been running on expired the moment Shawn flinched and swung
out of bed. Confusion turned to a look of such anger that Jason
stumbled backward until he was up against the wall. He mumbled
incoherently, desperate to find an excuse. When Shawn raised his
hands and clenched his fists, Jason gave up and ran from the
room.

At the breakfast table the
next morning, Shawn glared but didn’t seem intent on telling their
foster parents what had happened. Regardless, Jason set fire to the
shower curtain that day. Not one of his most creative stunts, but
enough to ensure he was sent back to the group home. And away from
Shawn.

“You’re supposed to make
me a midnight snack!” Amy complained.

“Sorry!” Jason said,
snapping back to the present. “How about pancakes and ice
cream?”

Amy licked her lips and
rubbed her belly as Jason made his doll prance around the kitchen,
knocking tiny plastic plates and pans around.

“Now you’ve woken up
Carrie!” Amy said. “And
Caesar. You know how grumpy they get.”

“I don’t care,” Jason
said. “I’ll make them pancakes and ice cream too. Then they’ll
forgive me.”

“They love pancakes!” Amy enthused.
“Almost as much as they love each other.”

“Oh no! We’re out of ice
cream!” Jason cried, his doll trembling with fear in front of the
refrigerator. “We have ice cubes. That’s close enough, right? We
can mix them with hand lotion to make our own ice cream. They’ll
never know the difference!”

He noticed then, that the
music in the hallway had grown louder. From the corner of his eye,
he spotted a figure in the doorway, one wearing a cyan T-shirt the
same color as the one Caesar had—

Jason hopped to his feet,
as if he’d been caught doing something wrong. Caesar looked him
over, face puzzled. Did the other guy even recognize him? Maybe his
arrival here hadn’t registered in Caesar’s world. Jason felt like
introducing himself, but instead he said, “I was just
playing.”

“With dolls,” Caesar
responded.

Jason nodded, deciding
maybe he could make this into something funny. “Yeah. Can’t get
enough of them. Don’t tell your parents, but I’m a
dollaholic.”

Caesar raised his right
eyebrow.

Okay, so maybe it was a
little early for the weirdo banter. Jason grasped for something to
say and came up empty. Behind him, Amy continued playing unabashed.
“Oh, Caesar,” she was saying. “I love you, Caesar. Kiss me. Kiss
me!”

Caesar’s left eyebrow
joined the other, his attention darting between the two of
them.

“You’re very popular with
the ladies,” Jason explained. “Or at least, your doll is. He’s
quite the little player.”

Salvation came in the form
of a smile. “What’s your name?”

“Jason.”

“Jason,” Caesar repeated,
as if trying it on for size. “Well, Jason, next time you want to
toy with my life, be sure to let me know first. I like to decide
who I kiss.” Then he nodded at the dolls that Amy was still
smacking together. “Or headbutt.”

Then he disappeared down
the hall, the music becoming muted again a few seconds later. Jason
considered the way those amber eyes had shone when Caesar smiled.
He felt lightheaded.

Maybe it was time to set
fire to the shower curtain again.


Chapter Two

 


When Jason woke up the next
morning, the first thing he did was check his bedroom door. This
was important. He’d shut it before going to sleep, noticing it had
no lock in the knob. Now it was open again. He raised his head,
surveying the room. His guitar was still in the corner. Nothing
seemed to have been touched. If this was some form of initiation…
But no, more likely this meant—

“Oh, good! You’re
awake!”

Mrs. Hubbard stood in the
doorway, a pair of slacks draped over one arm. She held up a white
dress shirt for him to see. “Always best to make a good impression
on your first day of school. You’d better get ready now. There’s a
schedule for the bathroom, and you only have twenty minutes
left.”

“It’s Friday,” Jason said,
hoping this would excuse him from starting at a new school.
Couldn’t it wait until Monday?

“Friday is a school day,”
Mrs. Hubbard said, gliding into the room and hanging the clothes on
the back of the chair. “Hurry along now. Breakfast will be ready
soon.”

Jason resisted a sigh and
rolled out of bed. He was heading to the door when Mrs. Hubbard
spoke again.

“The green toiletries
belong to you. Everything is color-coded. If you need a towel,
washcloth, toothbrush, or anything else, choose green.”

With his back turned to
her, Jason could safely roll his eyes, which he did.

The bathroom, thankfully,
did have a lock. He felt tremendous relief at having some
guaranteed privacy. Until his allotted bathroom time came to an
end, at least. He leaned against the bathroom counter, hands
splayed on the cold marble, and stared at himself in the mirror
while willing himself to wake up. His mouth was naturally
downturned at the edges, just like his mother’s had been, which
often led to inquiries of why he was sad when he wasn’t. He also
had her button nose, although he thought it looked cuter on her,
especially the way it crinkled just before she laughed. Tangles of
naturally rumpled brown hair made his eyes difficult to see, but he
knew they were a bluish-gray like his mother’s.

Jason wondered sometimes
what he had inherited from the father he’d never known. The chin
that jutted out involuntarily when he felt uncomfortable? The broad
shoulders? The build that wasn’t quite thin, but resisted putting
on muscle? He tried to remember what the photos of his father had
looked like, but couldn’t, so he turned his attention to other
matters.

Glancing around the
bathroom, he took note of the color-coded towels and such. The pink
items no doubt belonged to Amy, the orange to Carrie and the blue
to Peter. Maybe. That left green for him, and for Caesar? Jason
spun around, searching for the missing fifth color. When he
couldn’t find it, he shrugged, stripped off the T-shirt and pajama
bottoms he’d slept in, and stepped into the shower.

When he was finished and
had returned to his room, he put on the clothes that had been left
out for him, wishing he could slip into a comfortable old shirt and
jeans. Maybe schools in this part of Houston had a dress code. But
when he reported downstairs for breakfast, he was no longer sure.
He noticed Caesar first, dressed in a loose black T-shirt and
artificially aged jeans. Next to him, Carrie was rocking a red
blouse, so definitely no code. Only Peter wore an equally dopey
dress shirt and slacks.

“Good morning!” Mr.
Hubbard said, gesturing for him to sit.

Jason nodded in greeting,
then focused on pouring and eating a bowl of cereal. Breakfast
passed the same way dinner had last night. Mr. Hubbard tried to
force conversation out of them, but only had success with Peter,
who liked to talk. Amy did too, but she and Mrs. Hubbard were
elsewhere.

“And how did you sleep?”
Mr. Hubbard asked. From the way he beamed, he acted like this had
been Jason’s first night in a real bed and not out on the
streets.

Jason’s mouth twitched,
eager to sting Mr. Hubbard with words, but he’d made a promise. “I
slept great,” he answered.

“First night in your new
home,” Mr. Hubbard pressed.

“Yes. It was wonderful.
I’m so lucky.”

Satisfied, Mr. Hubbard
turned his attention to his oldest daughter, freeing Jason to
glance across the table. Much like at dinner last night, Caesar’s
entire attention was on his phone, fingers moving in a flash as he
texted. Jason wondered how one person could have so much to say.
Was Caesar’s head full of countless thoughts he couldn’t hammer out
quickly enough? Jason wished, just for one hour, to be on the
receiving end of those texts, if only to see what they said. Of
course that would require him to have a phone, which he
didn’t.

By the time Amy and Mrs.
Hubbard appeared from upstairs, the other kids had risen from the
table and were getting ready to leave.

“You’ll give Jason a ride,
won’t you, Caesar?” Mr. Hubbard said. “And Carrie, you show him
around the school. Make sure he gets a nice warm
welcome.”

Carrie and Caesar exchanged
glances, then smiles. “Of course,” they said in unison.

“And this is for you,”
Mrs. Hubbard said, holding out a new backpack. “It has everything
you’ll need in it.”

Jason eyed it with unease.
“Thanks, but I already have one upstairs.”

Mrs. Hubbard shook her
head. “That old thing? I’ll throw it out. Here. We want you to have
a good start.”

Jason wanted something
familiar around, even if it was just a ratty old backpack, but he
thanked her and took the new one.

“Ready?” Peter asked him.
“Come on, we’ll wait out front.”

Jason followed him out the
front door, surprised when Peter kept walking past the cars in the
driveway and headed for the sidewalk.

“Wait. Aren’t we supposed
to get a ride?”

Peter turned, but kept
walking backward. “There is no ride. They put on a sweet and
innocent act around Mom and Dad, but trust me, they won’t give you
the time of day. Carrie’s a snob, and Caesar…” Peter shook his head
and turned forward again.

Jason paused and thought
about heading back to the driveway to see for himself, but two
things stopped him. Mostly it felt good to be away from the house.
Every step he took was liberating. And Peter liked to talk, which
made him an easy source of information.

“We can take the bus,”
Peter was saying. “Or we can walk. It’s not far. Sometimes walking
makes me late, but who cares?”

“Do we even go to the same
school?” Jason asked, catching up and walking alongside
him.

“No, but middle school is
right next to the high school.” Peter glanced over at him, freckles
covering his pug nose. “You’re putting on an act, right? This whole
quiet and polite thing, it’s not the real you. Or do you have some
sort of mental disability?”

Jason felt uneasy at this
sudden inquisition, so he played innocent. “Huh?”

Peter watched him a moment
longer before snorting. “Almost had me for a minute. How old were
you?”

Jason let himself relax
fully for the first time since Michelle had dropped him off.
“Seven,” he said. “You?”

“Six years old. Parents
were crackheads, although not until after I was born, thank
god.”

Jason nodded, the pieces
falling into place. He didn’t ask all the usual questions about
relatives who might have taken Peter in, since he knew firsthand
that life sometimes dealt nothing but cards with low numbers and
mismatched suits. “My mom fell in love with the wrong guy,” he
offered. “And I don’t mean my dad.”

The explanation was vague,
but sufficient. Jason didn’t like to talk about his past. Most of
the kids he’d met while in care didn’t. At a certain point, you
decided that your life was split into two distinct halves. There
was Before—no matter how good or bad it had been—and there was
After. Only so much crying could be done over Before, especially
since the game of After was so complex and demanding.

“I didn’t get adopted
until recently.” Peter said. “I’m twelve now, so I spent plenty of
years in the wilderness. I don’t want you to think I’m like
them.”

“Fill me in,” Jason said,
glad he could dispense with any pleasantries. “What are we dealing
with?”

“It’s safe here, if that’s
what you mean,” Peter said. “Nothing creepy.”

Foster home number
five. That had been a hard lesson for
Jason. The father there, camera in hand, had come into his room one
day and asked him to take off his clothes. He had said Jason’s
caseworker needed proof he was being fed and in good condition.
Jason had been trusting enough to take off his shirt, but when the
man demanded his shorts go too, Jason had known something was
wrong. The man blocked the door when Jason lunged for it, but he
didn’t let that stop him. Jason fought, hopelessly overpowered, but
he managed to gouge one of the man’s eyes and earn his freedom.
When he made it to a neighbor’s house, his chest was covered in red
scratches. He didn’t need to convince anyone of his story. Jason
had escaped before the worst could happen, but it had been a
turning point for him. He hadn’t trusted another adult since. Not
completely.

“There will be plenty more
of this,” Peter said, tugging at the collar of his dress shirt.
“The Hubbards want perfect little children, but play along and
they’ll ease up eventually. I’m no saint and they still adopted me.
You seem smart enough to make it. Unlike the last two.”

“What did they do
wrong?”

“Big mouths and lots of
attitude. Nothing like you and me, I’m sure.” Peter grinned. “Just
keep yourself in check until you become their problem
permanently.”

Jason took a strange
comfort in knowing he could get kicked out of this placement. There
had been other Hubbard kids who hadn’t made the cut. That was good.
A few of the foster homes he’d been in had parents who lived for
lost causes and were determined not to give up on any child, no
matter how bad their situation. Such homes took a lot of creative
destruction to escape from.

“So tell me about Amy and
the others,” Jason said, hoping Peter would start with
Caesar.

“Amy gets treated like a
princess. Do yourself a favor and never ask her about her past. You
don’t want to know. Believe me. But at least this was her first and
final placement. She got adopted almost right away. Carrie is a
total snob. She’s the first kid the Hubbards adopted, way back when
she was Amy’s age. She likes to pretend she’s biological.
Practically treated that way too.”

“Practically?” Jason
asked, knowing where the conversation was headed.

“Yeah, because only Caesar
gets the star treatment. He’s blood, if you haven’t figured it out
yet. Mrs. Hubbard couldn’t have any kids after she gave birth to
him. His ego was probably too big. Tore everything up on the way
out.”

“Gross!”

Peter laughed shamelessly.
“For real. Wait until you get to know him. If he’ll ever talk to
you, that is. You can tell what the Hubbards think of their son
from what they chose to name him. His bedroom is the biggest in the
house, he has his own bathroom, and have you seen his car? Anything
he wants is handed to him on a silver platter. I hate
him.”

“Only because you envy
him.”

Peter considered this
sullenly and then nodded. “Yeah, fair enough. I’d switch places
with him in a heartbeat. When he goes off to college to drink
himself to death, maybe I will
replace him.”

“You want his room?” Jason
asked.

Peter glanced over at him,
eyes surprisingly cold for someone so young. Then he blinked. “Hey,
you ever play World of Warcraft?”

“Nope.”

“It’s never too late to
learn. You’ll need a computer. Better yet, you can have mine. It’s
a good starter machine. I want to upgrade to—”

Jason half-listened to him
rattle on about computers while he considered what he had learned.
His new foster home was safe, and he shouldn’t have any trouble
with the other kids. Amy was troubled, Peter was bitter, Carrie was
a snob, and Caesar was distant—which was probably for the best.
Jason thought he could deal with all of that. He just needed to
keep his head down, get adopted, and do whatever else Michelle
thought would give him a good life. College probably.

As Jason laid eyes on his
new school for the first time, he realized how empty all of this
sounded. A fake family and an education he didn’t want or need.
What would he do with a degree? For that matter, what would he do
with the rest of his life? Jason had been offered so many fresh
starts previously—so many blank canvasses—that sometimes they were
all he could see in his future; one giant white void. This begged
the question of what he wanted to fill that empty space with. The
answer that came from inside sounded an awful lot like
Amy.

I don’t want to feel
lonely ever again. Do you?

— — —

“You have something
against my car?”

Jason was shoving his new
textbooks around in his locker, pretending to get organized before
heading to his next class. That way he could avoid awkward
conversations with other students about who he was or what he was
doing there. With his head almost totally inside the locker, his
ears needed a moment to register the familiarity of that
voice.

Peeking around the locker
door, he found himself face-to-face with Caesar.

“Uh?” Jason managed to
say.

Caesar grabbed the locker
door and opened it wider. “Was that a yes or a no?”

“I like your car,” Jason
said, not knowing if he’d ever seen it.

“Then why didn’t you ride
in it this morning?”

“Oh. Uh… I didn’t want to
be a burden,” he said, recovering slightly. “Anyway, I’m used to
walking. Helps maintain my girlish figure.”

Caesar’s eyes traveled down
said figure and back up again. “If you want a ride home, I always
park right up front.”

“Okay,” Jason
said.

Caesar’s brow furrowed.
“Okay, you understand, or okay, you’ll be there this
afternoon?”

“Both,” Jason
said.

Caesar nodded as if
satisfied and turned to walk away.

Only one class remained,
and Jason’s stomach clenched all through it as he wondered what the
ride home would be like. Would the car be loaded with Caesar’s
friends, Jason pressed between two of them? Or would they be alone,
Jason grasping for words to fill the silence? No matter which way
it went, he was okay with it. He’d be nervous during the drive, but
he’d also have ample opportunity to check Caesar out and add new
details to the steadily building fantasy in his mind.

When the final bell of the
day rang, Jason took his time reaching the parking lot, not wanting
to appear desperate. Caesar was easy to spot, since he was in the
center of an entourage. That was the best way of describing them
since they all wore the same casual and yet carefully planned
clothing, like a gang spawned from a middle-class suburb. If this
little clique had a leader, Caesar was it, since all heads were
turned in his direction.

Walking toward this group
went against every instinct Jason had. Not because they were cooler
than him. Even if Caesar had been surrounded by the school’s chess
club, Jason still wouldn’t have wanted to approach because having
so many friends was alien to him. Occasionally Jason made a friend
at the group home, another hard-sell like him, but eventually
everyone went away, either finding a family or aging out of the
system. Jason made his peace with not having friends long ago. And
yet, standing here now—watching as people listened to what Caesar
had to say, laughing at his jokes or shaking their heads—Jason felt
a sort of yearning.

Caesar turned to find him,
amber eyes lighting up in recognition. “Hey,” he said, raising a
hand, “there he is!” He gestured for Jason to come closer, putting
the same hand on his shoulder when he was within reach and pulling
him near.

Jason turned around at the
last moment, realizing this wouldn’t be a hug. That left him side
by side with Caesar, who adjusted his arm, draping it over Jason’s
shoulders as he faced a bunch of strangers. A girl with black hair
spiraling down her shoulders voiced the question posed by their
expressions.

“Who’s he?”

“Jason,” Caesar said, as
if this made everything obvious.

Most of them only feigned
understanding, but a few heads nodded, telling Jason this had
happened to other foster kids before him. He wondered if he was
about to become victim to some horrible prank. Instead, Caesar
started blabbering about a public argument two teachers had gotten
into that day.

As Caesar talked, Jason
kept sneaking sidelong glances at him. Two black discs covered his
lobes. Just earrings, but maybe Caesar planned on gauging them
next. An equally dark line of stubble outlined his chin. Jason
wondered if that was intentional or if his facial hair just
happened to grow that way. He found himself wishing the day was
warmer, that spring had transformed into summer, forcing Caesar to
wear a tank top. He imagined how the exposed arm would feel
pressing against his neck, sweat sealing their skin together like
they were—

“So what do you
think?”

Jason came back to reality.
A guy with a buzzed head, arms crossed over his chest, was staring
at him expectantly.

“Me?” Jason cleared his
throat. “I’m thinking I have no idea who any of you are or what
you’re talking about.”

“Very honest!” Caesar
laughed, squeezing him closer. “Unfortunately, that means you’ll
never fit in with this crowd.”

The girl with the spirals
of hair stepped forward. “I’m no liar! Although I might have
stretched the truth a few times, if only to spare your
feelings.”

“You’re cruel, Steph. So
terribly cruel.” Caesar hooked her with his free arm, drawing her
in much as he’d done Jason.

Except Steph didn’t turn
around. She pressed herself against his chest, raising her head for
a kiss. Jason found this extremely awkward, since Caesar still had
an arm around him. He’d never been this close to a kissing couple
before. If Jason strained his neck a little, he’d be right in the
middle of the action, not that he had such an urge.

The arm around him
tightened, probably reacting to Caesar’s other arm that was now
wrapped around Steph. As exciting as it was seeing Caesar’s tongue
slide into a girl’s mouth, Jason mostly felt like
disappearing.

Thankfully, Caesar broke
the kiss and gently released them both. “I gotta get
home.”

“Aw!” she
complained.

“You know how my mom is
with the new ones. She’ll be worried if I don’t have him back on
time.”

“I can walk,” Jason
offered, causing Steph to perk up.

“Nah. It’s no problem. Hop
in.”

Their chariot was a long
silver car, the make oddly familiar. Jason realized he had a poster
of it on his bedroom wall. Maybe Mrs. Hubbard had intentionally put
it there. From the joints in the roof, he guessed it was a hardtop
convertible. The car looked like the sort an older business
executive would buy—respectable enough to please the wife, but
sporty enough to recapture some youth.

As soon as Caesar was
seated and the engine turned over, music blared to life. Hip-hop
lyrics accompanied their ride home, preaching the hardships of the
ghetto and the pain of losing best friends to drive-bys. Jason
found this ironic since all they drove by were expensive shopping
boutiques and fancy restaurants. He didn’t relate to rap music
much. Jason preferred listening to Brian May destroy the stage with
Queen, or better yet, Eric Clapton coaxing moody sounds out of his
guitar. Still, the way Caesar’s head bobbed to the rhythm, the way
he spat along to the lyrics, made it somehow tolerable. Of course
Caesar could probably roll around in dog poop and look good doing
so. Only when they cruised into their neighborhood was the music
turned down. The car slowed as Caesar glanced over at
him.

“So what’s the real reason
you didn’t want a ride this morning?”

Jason hesitated. “I noticed
Peter walking and figured if you didn’t give him a ride, you
probably wouldn’t give me one either.”

“Peter.” Caesar said the
name as if it exhausted him. “That kid is disturbed. No one his age
should be so bitter.” He shook his head, adding, “Not that I don’t
get it. I mean I don’t, not entirely, but I know it
can’t be easy.”

“What?” Jason
asked.

Caesar locked eyes with
him. “Trying to find the right family. One good enough for you.
That’s gotta be rough. But Peter hasn’t gotten any better since he
first arrived.” He returned his attention to the road. “In fact,
I’d say he’s gotten worse.”

“He’ll grow out of it,”
Jason said. “Eventually you get used to everyone having a family
when you don’t. Or getting kicked out of a home for things other
kids only get grounded for.”

“Yeah, but he’s got a
family now.” Caesar frowned. “You know what? It doesn’t matter.
I’ll admit I’m a dick and I never give Peter a ride, but the kid
depresses me.”

“It’s not like he chose to
lose his parents,” Jason said, feeling defensive.

“That’s not what I mean.
You can always talk to me about being on your own or whatever. It’s
Peter’s attitude that gets me down. You seem cool though, like
you’ve got it all figured out.”

“Oh, totally,” Jason said,
repressing a smile. “The world is my oyster. The merest gesture
gets me what I want. I wink and the ladies fall at my
feet!”

Caesar grinned. “You’ll
have to teach me how that works.”

Jason considered winking,
to see if it worked on guys as well—or if it worked at all—but he
restrained himself as they pulled into the driveway.

Caesar put the car in park
before the engine went silent. “Listen. I mean what I said about
being able to sympathize. A lot of kids come through here, and I’ve
seen some of the toughest guys break down and cry. If you need
anything, my room is just down the hall.”

“Thanks,” Jason said,
knowing he’d never take him up on the offer.

Caesar seemed to sense
this. “I mean it. No need for false pride. Not with me. If you
ever— Shit.” Caesar lifted his rump so he could shove a hand in his
front pocket and pull out a vibrating phone. He glanced at the
display and rolled his eyes. “Women,” he said.

The telephone took him to
another world. Caesar started texting. A moment later the phone
rang and he answered, stepping outside the car for privacy. He must
have forgotten Jason was sitting there at all because he headed
inside, even electronically locking the car doors behind
him.

Jason smiled, glanced
around the car interior, and resisted snooping in the glove box. He
allowed himself a moment to consider the conversation. Caesar had
said Jason was searching for a family he approved of, not the other
way around. A family had to earn the right for him to join. Jason
realized it had always been that way. He kept going from home to
home, but none of them had fit. His current situation wasn’t too
bad. The only problem was an inconvenient stirring inside himself.
Jason would have to leave eventually. No doubt about it.

But not just
yet.


Chapter Three

 


“Chore
rewards!”

Mrs. Hubbard announced this
with such gusto that all present at the breakfast table
winced.

Despite it being a
Saturday morning, a knock on Jason’s door informed him of his turn
to use the bathroom. Mrs. Hubbard ran a tight ship. Jason was no
stranger to this. Foster home number
eight. That home had been even worse; a
schedule of the day’s events—broken down into each hour—was posted
in every room. He’d put up with it at first because it was a nice
house with a pool in the backyard, but eventually the constant
micro-managing had been too much. Jason had gotten up at six in the
morning, grabbed a shovel from the garage, and spent the next half
hour scooping parts of the perfectly manicured lawn into the pool.
By the time the foster parents had risen, the water resembled hot
cocoa, Jason happily swimming around in it like the sole
marshmallow.

“Who would like to explain
what chore rewards are?” Mrs. Hubbard looked around the table, from
Caesar’s empty seat, to Carrie, who refused to make eye contact,
and then to Amy, whose mouth was full of pancakes.

“We each have a list of
chores to do,” Peter said in monotone. “When we’ve finished them
all, we go out for a reward.”

Didn’t sound so bad. Jason
had done chores his whole life without expecting to get anything in
return. When he was finished with breakfast, he was given his list.
He had to mow the lawn—which was still pretty tame at this time of
year—trim the bushes in front of the house, and do some light
raking. His tasks were finished within an hour, Jason not having
broken a sweat. He was grinning when he reentered the
house.

Mrs. Hubbard looked
pleased. “Good job! Of course the goal is to get all the chores
done. We do that as a family. A team. Carrie is scrubbing the
bathrooms, and Peter is vacuuming. Which one of them do you want to
help?”

Jason wanted to ask how
Caesar was helping. Instead he followed the sound of droning to the
living room where Peter was and helped by moving any obstacles out
of the way.

“It’s best to work slow,”
Peter confided as they carried the vacuum cleaner to another room.
“Otherwise you end up doing everyone else’s work. I’d bet you
anything that Carrie is sitting on the toilet right now and
texting.”

“I noticed Caesar is
exempt,” Jason said.

Peter nodded. “All he has
to do is clean his own room and bathroom. Personally, I think that
should be the rule for us all, but whatever.”

They took their time with
the rest of the house. When they were finished, they helped Amy
carry trash bags to the garage. The reward portion of the day was
much nicer. Mrs. Hubbard took them out to a Mexican buffet, where
Jason stuffed himself. Afterwards they drove to The Galleria, a
massive upscale mall where they were each allowed to pick out
something. This meant waiting as Amy built her own teddy bear at
one store, followed by a number of clothing retailers for Carrie.
Peter already knew what video game he wanted, which just
left—

“What would you like,
Jason?” Mrs. Hubbard looked him over as he drew a blank. “You could
use some new shoes.”

That was true. At the first
store they visited, he found a lime green pair of Converse he was
crazy about. “Size ten,” he said holding them up. “And they’re on
sale!”

Mrs. Hubbard swatted his
arm and smiled like he was being silly. “Those won’t go with many
outfits. Or any at all. Let’s find something more
neutral.”

Jason held on to the shoes
as she shuffled through the store. When she picked up a pair of
boring white sneakers and asked the clerk to bring them in his
size, he gave up and left the lime green shoes behind.

“Go ahead and lace them
up,” Mrs. Hubbard encouraged. “You can wear them out of the store
and we’ll throw away the old ones.”

Jason felt like throwing
something all right, but then he thought of Michelle. He wasn’t
attached to his old shoes anyway. He soon began to miss them
though. Walking down the mall corridors, he was mortified as his
new shoes squeaked with each step, sounding a bit like a farting
duck. His cheeks were burning with embarrassment and anger when
Peter started laughing. Somehow this made it funny, and Jason and
Amy started laughing too. Mrs. Hubbard just shook her head, as if
they were being unreasonable.

Dinner time was nearing
when they got home, so Jason helped out in the kitchen. Caesar
showed up briefly at the dinner table, flashing him a smile, but
then his phone jangled and he was out the door. Of course someone
like him wouldn’t stay home on a Saturday night. For Jason, weekend
nights were just like any other evening, aside from not having to
worry about school in the morning. He watched television with the
family, then let Peter show off his favorite video game. Jason
could see the appeal of living a virtual life, but he didn’t have
the desire to be an elf who spent too much time getting drunk in
imaginary taverns. Peter seemed very amused by this
though.

Eventually, Jason excused
himself and went to his room, took his guitar out of the closet,
and practiced holding chords without strumming the strings. He
yearned to play but didn’t want to attract attention, enjoying this
rare moment of privacy. Maybe tomorrow would be better. Even the
most organized foster families cut their kids slack on Sundays. The
day of rest and all that. Maybe Jason could take his guitar and
find a nice big park to play in. People usually thought he was
trying to earn money, which was enough to scare them away. Yeah, a
nice day in the park, a light sunburn on his nose, and sore
fingers. Grinning at the idea, Jason flopped on his back and closed
his eyes.

— — —

“Everyone in this family
goes to church,” Mr. Hubbard said, his gaze hard.

Beside him, Mrs. Hubbard
was still frowning, just as she had been ever since she stalked off
to fetch reinforcements. Now that her husband was here, Jason
supposed he had to explain himself all over again. Sitting on the
edge of the bed, still not having gone to take his turn in the
bathroom, Jason crossed his arms over his chest.

“I don’t believe in God,”
he said. The truth was, he hadn’t really made up his mind, but
Jason had enough experience to know he didn’t believe in
church.

“You don’t have to believe
in anything,” Mr. Hubbard said. “This is a family activity, and we
expect you to participate.”

Jason was tired of smiling,
tired of holding back, and most of all, tired of being good. He
wanted to be alone, and the idea of rushing through his morning
rituals and putting on the horrible dress clothes Mrs. Hubbard had
brought to his room was simply too much.

Sorry, Michelle.

“I don’t have to go,”
Jason said. “It’s one of my rights, and it’s in the agreement you
signed. I’m allowed religious freedom, and that includes the right
not to practice. Maybe I should call my caseworker.”

“No.” Mr. Hubbard held up
his hand. “No, that won’t be necessary.” He took a deep breath and
exhaled. “What exactly do you plan on doing with your
day?”

“Catch up with my
reading,” Jason said, grabbing one of the Hardy Boys
books.

“So you’ll be here while
we’re gone? You aren’t going out?”

“I’ll be here,” Jason
said, fighting down a grin.

Mrs. Hubbard’s frown
deepened, but she left the room with her husband. Jason skipped
breakfast and stayed in his room until the car left the driveway.
Then he went downstairs, grabbed an apple from the kitchen, and
walked around the house while eating it. He hadn’t seen the
downstairs bedroom when helping Peter vacuum, so he made that his
first destination, curious what his caregivers made of their most
private space. He noticed first the dozens of photos of the Hubbard
kids. Most were on the wall, some on the two nightstands. These
weren’t just for show or they wouldn’t be hidden away in here. The
Hubbards really did care about the kids they took in. This made him
feel a little bad about not going to church, but not much. His eyes
lingered on the photos of Caesar. Some were of him as a kid. These,
while interesting, didn’t do much for Jason. The newer photos of
Caesar as he was now—those he stared at long and hard.

Then he went to the walk-in
closet, surprised to find a number of hunting rifles in one corner.
Unzipping one of the bags, he touched the cold metal barrel, his
skin crawling at being close to something that could bring death so
swiftly. Finding nothing else of interest, he returned to the
kitchen, grabbed a can of Coke, and went back upstairs. At the end
of the hall, he stopped in front of Caesar’s door, closed even now.
He wanted to go inside, wanted to open every drawer, peer beneath
the bed, try to discover who Caesar was through the things he
owned. Jason knew this would only fuel his interest and create an
obsession. Then he’d probably do something stupid like when he’d
snuck into Shawn’s room that night.

Instead, Jason left the
door closed and went to take his first leisurely shower since
arriving here. Afterwards he strutted naked down the hall back to
his room, where he put on underwear and an old pair of jeans. Then
he grabbed his guitar from the corner of the room, sat on the bed,
and pressed it to his bare chest.

He closed his eyes as his
fingers loosened up and the music found its rhythm. Nothing beat
the vibrations rumbling against him. When the music was right, the
vibrations were too, carrying with them a sense of tranquility.
Everything was good in the world. This feeling soaked through
Jason’s skin, permeated his bones, got swept up into his blood
stream. The music made him high. More than that, it put him at
ease. He rested his head against the guitar, pressing his ear
against its body, and lost himself in euphoria.

“Nice!”

Jason’s fingers fumbled, a
discordant sound ending the song as his eyes shot open. Caesar was
leaning against the doorframe. Today he wore a white tank top and a
matching bandana that obscured most of his hair.

“And then not so nice,”
Caesar said.

Jason opened his mouth and
made a croaking noise. This made his cheeks flush, so he set aside
the guitar.

“Don’t stop!” Caesar said,
taking a step forward. “For real. You’re really good!”

Jason eyed him, assessing
how serious he was. Caesar was smiling. At him. That was enough for
him to swing the guitar back around. He strummed for a moment, then
chose Something’s Always Wrong
by Toad the Wet Sprocket, a song he knew by heart
and felt comfortable performing in front of someone
else.

He closed his eyes again as
he played, but not because he was shy. He simply didn’t need sight
any more than he needed taste or smell. Not while making music. At
the end of the song, he almost bridged into another, strong
clapping bringing him back to reality.

“Man, I wish I could play
like that.”

“Do you have a guitar?”
Jason asked. “I could teach you.”

“No. A friend of mine has
one, and I’ve screwed around with it—” Caesar sat on the bed next
to him, eyes on the instrument. “The thing is, my friend doesn’t
know how to play it either.”

“Here.” Jason handed him
the guitar, feeling like he was giving up something fragile and
precious, like a newborn baby. “I’ll teach you a few chords. It’s
easy.” He got on his knees in front of Caesar—who was grinning
goofily—to show him what to do. “Put one finger right there. No,
your index finger. Okay, now put your middle finger on the next one
down.”

“Next string down?” Caesar
asked, brow furrowing.

“Next string and one fret
lower. Right. Now with your ring finger—”

“Another one?” Caesar
asked in disbelief.

“Yeah. Just put that one
up and to the left…” Jason tried to point, but this obscured
Caesar’s view and one of his fingers slipped from where it was
supposed to be.

“I’m not getting it. Just
position my hand for me.”

Jason reached out and
hesitated, which was a big mistake, because Caesar
noticed.

“You okay?”

“Yeah!” Jason said. “Just
thinking. Uh. Here.”

He took hold of Caesar’s
index finger, trying to remember the last time he’d touched another
guy. Normally he was careful not to because he worried it would
make him feel… well, this! His chest was tight, his stomach filled
with excitement and unease. Caesar’s tan skin made his fingernails
appear extra white. Jason clenched his jaw as he placed each finger
where it needed to be, ignoring thoughts of how nicely they would
intertwine with his own. When he was done, he pulled
away.

Caesar’s attention was on
him, not the guitar neck. “We don’t have to do this,” he
said.

Jason stood and wiped the
frustration from his expression. “It’s cool. You’re ready. Try
strumming.”

Caesar did, and while his
grip on the neck wasn’t tight enough and his strumming was too
strong, he managed something resembling a chord. “All right!” he
said. “This is great. Now teach me everything else.” He laughed at
Jason’s reaction and handed the guitar back. “Honestly, man, I
think I’d rather listen to the master himself.”

Jason smiled at the
compliment. “I’m not sure the rest of your family will feel that
way.”

“They’ll love it,” Caesar
said. “Where’d you learn to play?”

“My mom. She knew the
basics, and we had a neighbor a few houses down who gave me lessons
in exchange for help around the house.” He glanced down at the
guitar adoringly, barely seeing the spots where dry wood peeled or
dirty strings needed replacing. “This was hers. When she first gave
the guitar to me, it felt huge. It fits better now. Or I guess I
fit better to it.”

Feeling awkward, Jason
ducked into the closet to hide the guitar there. The instrument was
one of the only things he still had from his original life, the one
which felt more real despite having ended nearly nine years ago,
and he was starting to worry Mrs. Hubbard would take the guitar
away to make him fit her ideal. When he left the closet, he found
Caesar glancing around the room.

“Where’s all your stuff?”
he asked. “It looks like you haven’t moved in at all.”

“I travel light,” Jason
explained, going to the dresser to fetch a shirt.

“You’ve got to do
something to personalize this place,” Caesar said. “It’s like
living in a hotel. Or is that how it feels to you
anyway?”

“Foster care?” Jason
turned to him and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never stayed in a
hotel.”

Caesar laughed, but not in
a condescending way. “Well, being in a hotel feels like this.
There’s a room, and it has everything you need, but none of it is
personal. Come see my room. It’s stuffed full of crap. You can go
shopping there. Pick stuff out to bring back here.”

“Thanks,” Jason said, “but
I don’t have any money.”

“I meant that
figuratively. You can have whatever you want, no
charge.”

“No thanks.” The idea made
him nervous. Being in Caesar’s presence was challenging enough. To
be surrounded by him would be overwhelming.

“Then let’s go shopping
for real. Let me buy you something small. Anything to breathe life
into this place.” Caesar didn’t wait for an answer. He took off
down the hall. Jason hurried to put on his sneakers and a T-shirt
before following.

He found Caesar sitting in
his car, wearing a maroon hoodie over the tank top. Jason settled
into the passenger seat, but the engine didn’t start. Caesar was
texting again. Jason worried this meant others would be joining
them for their shopping trip. Caesar’s frown of concentration
deepened. Finally he glanced up. “Some people just don’t understand
the need for guy time.”

“Your girlfriend?” Jason
asked.

“Something like that,”
Caesar said. He pressed the top of the phone until the screen
flashed and went blank. “Oh, look! My battery just died. What a
pity.” He tossed the phone in the back seat and started the engine.
“You ready for this?” he shouted over an explosion of hip-hop
music.

“Yeah,” Jason shouted
back.

The truth was, he had no
idea what “this” referred to or if he’d be ready for it. But he did
know that being in Caesar’s passenger seat sure beat an
uncomfortable church pew.

— — —

“What’s it going to be?”
Caesar asked, flipping through framed posters. “Boobs?” Flip.
“Trippy black-light mushrooms?” Flip. “Eminem?”

“Sex, drugs, and rock and
roll,” Jason said.

“You make it sound good,
but these posters suck.” Flip. “Gwen Stefani impersonating
Madonna.” Flip. “More boobs.” Flip. “Here you go, a bunch of
greased-up, shirtless firemen.”

Caesar turned to face him,
but Jason gave him a practiced blank expression. Inside he was
wondering if his slipup during the guitar lesson had given him
away. If so, he wasn’t about to confirm it now.

“Suit yourself.” Caesar
shrugged. “If you don’t like boobs, firemen, or Madonna
impersonators, what do you like?”

Jason took over, flipping
past posters of bikini models and cannabis leaves. He stopped on a
vintage movie poster and grinned. “This.”

“Friday the
13th?”
Caesar asked. “You like horror movies?”

“Yeah. Ever since I was a
little kid. This series was my favorite because of the main
character’s name.”

“Jason?” Caesar said after
a moment’s thought. “The guy in the hockey mask?”

“Yup. That’s
me!”

Caesar’s eyes widened.
“Don’t say that!”

“Not a fan?”

“No. Not of any horror
movie.” Caesar looked back at the poster apprehensively. “I scare
easily.”

Jason smiled. “Those movies
aren’t scary. They’re funny. You just have to see them with the
right person.”

“You really want this
hanging on your wall?” Caesar asked. “I have to look at it every
time I walk by your room?”

“It’s either that, or you
go to a horror movie with me so I can show you how fun they really
are. There’s a new zombie flick I’ve been dying to see.” Jason
nudged him. “See what I did there? Dying?”

Caesar raised an eyebrow.
“That’s your idea of funny?”

“Too stiff?” Jason asked.
“Don’t like deadpan humor?”

“All right. Stop with the
horrible puns and I’ll take you to your movie.”

“Today?”

Caesar shrugged. “Why
not?”

The mall cinema was showing
the right movie, but not for another hour, so they strolled past
shops and then hit the food court. Jason wanted pizza, but when
Caesar suggested Chinese food, he pretended that’s what he wanted
too. Otherwise they would have to stand in separate
lines.

“So what do you think of
life with the Hubbards?” Caesar asked between bites of broccoli
beef.

Jason just
nodded.

“What sort of answer is
that? Come on, be honest with me. I can take it.”

“Well, you guys probably
won’t get a reality show any time soon.”

“You’re saying we’re
boring?” Caesar’s eyes twinkled. “Just you wait until Amy throws
one of her fits. Or Carrie goes through another breakup. The
censors will have to bleep every other word.”

Jason smiled in response.
“I like boring. I’ve had enough drama to last a
lifetime.”

“So you’re here to
stay?”

This made him more solemn.
“It’s a nice house,” he said, “and your family is all right. But
that doesn’t have much bearing on if I stay or not.”

“Sounds like you’ve been
doing this a long time.”

Jason nodded
again.

Caesar poked his food
around with his chopsticks. “We get guys like you sometimes who
never settle down. One of them told me he resents us. Like, he
understood what we’re doing is generous or whatever, but he kind of
hates us regardless.”

“Hate is a strong word,”
Jason said. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but there’s this part
of me that still wants to go home. My real home. I want to be with
my mom again, and even though I know it’s not possible, I can’t
help what I want. So yeah, when people come to me and basically say
‘don’t worry, I’ll be your mom,’ I get angry. Not at them,
necessarily, but at the situation. Dealing with it would mean
accepting the life I knew is gone. It’s much easier to just keep
moving, keep avoiding the truth.”

“Which is why you pack
light.”

“Yeah.”

Caesar let go of his
chopsticks and leaned back. “What happened? Can I ask that? I
usually don’t, but—”

“But what?”

Caesar shrugged. “I
wouldn’t mind getting to know you better.”

Jason swallowed, telling
himself not to read anything into this, not to indulge in yet
another hopeless fantasy. But Caesar’s open expression was enough
to get him to talk about a subject he normally avoided. “Okay, but
promise you won’t say you’re sorry. I hate it when people feel
sorry for me.”

“I promise.”

Jason took a deep breath,
then exhaled. “My mom was sixteen when she got pregnant. Before
then she was practically a saint. Bible camp and church every
Sunday. Or walking door-to-door with pamphlets, which is how she
met my father. He was a couple of years older. They went to the
same school but never talked. That day at the door they did. Later,
after she got pregnant, he enlisted in the Army. Mom said it was to
escape becoming a parent, not that it matters, since he died in a
motorcycle accident a few years later. My mom kept me, obviously,
and my grandma helped raise me until my mom was out of high
school.”

Jason hesitated, unsure if
he wanted to continue, but seeing Caesar’s look of pure sympathy
prompted him to do so. “When I was six, everything started falling
apart. My grandma died of a heart attack, and I think my mother
started drinking. I remember she didn’t smell right to me anymore.
Eventually she started seeing this guy, and in retrospect, I think
it was the first relationship she’d had since my father. I guess
she was lonely or desperate or maybe just drunk, but something was
wrong, because when the guy started hitting me, she didn’t tell him
to leave.”

“I’m sorry,” Caesar
said.

“You promised not to say
that.”

Caesar’s jaw clenched. “I
know, but that’s really fucked up. I wish I could have been there.
Like as old as I am now, I mean, because I would have beat the
living shit out of that guy.”

Jason couldn’t help
smiling. “He was pretty big.”

“I’m tougher than I look,”
Caesar responded. “Don’t let these good looks fool you. Beneath
this pretty exterior is a tiger!”

Jason shook his head, no
longer wanting to dwell in the past when the present had him
buzzing. He chose to summarize the rest. “Eventually too many
people noticed the bruises and stuff, and Child Protective Services
stepped in. That’s when I was seven years old.”

“What about your mom?”
Caesar asked.

“There’s no chance of me
going back.”

“Maybe she’s not with that
guy anymore. Or—”

“That’s enough about my
life.” Jason said this firmly, but he tried to inject humor back
into the conversation. “Tell me about the almighty Caesar. What’s
life as an emperor like?”

Caesar shook his head
ruefully. “You have no idea how often I get teased about my name,
although I suppose it is appropriate.”

“How so?”

Caesar moved his plastic
tray to the neighboring table and leaned forward. “I really am
going to inherit an empire. My parents have groomed me since day
one to take over my father’s business.”

“I don’t even know what he
does.”

“Flight computers,” Caesar
said, sounding unimpressed. “Black boxes and some other specialized
equipment that gets shoved into airplanes. Not just civilian but
military as well. That’s where the real money is. Anyway, ever
since I started high school, the pressure has really been on for me
to follow in his footsteps.”

“Is that hard?”

Caesar waved a hand
dismissively. “Nah. I’ve got it made. I don’t take anything for
granted, trust me. I’m not spoiled. Stories like yours show how
random life can be, how lucky anyone is to have a family, not to
mention a successful one. I study my ass off and my grades are near
perfect. That’s what my parents want. I’m supposed to get into Yale
and make the right contacts there before I return to learn the
ropes from my father. In return, I get to do whatever I
want.”

“That’s not spoiled?”
Jason asked.

“Maybe it sounds that way
to you,” Caesar said. “I told them church is too much, that I’ll
get straight A’s, but I need some time to myself. I honestly think
my father is happy to let me run off with my friends, because being
social is a big part of those military contracts. You don’t get
them without being charming. He’d probably say us being in this
food court right now is practical training. Am I charming
you?”

Jason shrugged. “Maybe a
little.”

“Then I’m halfway there.”
Caesar stole a bite of sweet and sour chicken from Jason’s plate
with his bare hand. After chewing thoughtfully and sucking the tips
of his fingers clean, he continued. “You have to understand how my
parents function. They like to decide what their kids do, so I let
them. I’m giving up my freedom of choice, and sure, the life that
awaits me will be comfortable. But it won’t be my own. I won’t
pretend I’ve got it hard, but I pay a price for the things I
have.”

Jason made sure he didn’t
look convinced.

“How old are you?” Caesar
asked.

“Almost
sixteen.”

“Almost?”

“My birthday is next
week.”

“Oh, wow. Okay, what do
you want to do with your life?”

“No idea.”

“Well, I don’t mean to
play the age card on you, but when you do figure it out, ask
yourself how easy it would be to give up that dream.”

Jason noticed the tension
on Caesar’s face. “So you’re saying you don’t want to run your
father’s business?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Why? What was your
dream?”

“Doesn’t matter. Listen, I
know Peter hates me, and maybe the rest of you guys do too, but
there’s nothing I have that you can’t. Amy knows this. She’s smart.
My parents want her to be the perfect little princess, and she
plays that role to perfection. When they’re not around, she’s kind
of weird.”

Jason thought of how one of
their dollhouse dramas had ended in a quadruple homicide. “Weird is
good.”

“Yeah, but she doesn’t
show that side when Mom and Dad are around. Carrie still fights
against it, but she’s made it this far. Peter stepped into line
too. He got adopted, but he still lets my mom dictate how he
dresses. Have you considered that?”

“No.”

“Peter knows how to play
the game. I don’t get why he still resents me, but whatever. So I
guess what I’m trying to say is you can have my life too. If you
want it, I mean.” Caesar flashed him a smile. “I’m willing to
share.”

Jason shook his head. “I
still say you’re spoiled.”

“Says the guy who’s
getting a free meal and movie out of me.”

Jason laughed. “Well you
did say you were willing to share. Hey, what time is it? Doesn’t
the movie start soon?”

“No phone, no clock. Let’s
head over there anyway.” Caesar stood, picking up their trays.
“Aren’t you going to eat your fortune cookie?”

“Nah,” Jason said. “I
can’t stand the things.”

— — —

“There was nothing funny
about it!” Caesar complained as they pulled into the
driveway.

“They made papier-mâché
brains and hid explosives inside them,” Jason said with a grin. “It
didn’t even make sense. Zombies must be able to smell when brains
are fake.”

“Well, that’s why they hid
them inside the shop mannequins.” Caesar shuddered and put the car
in park. “Definitely not a funny film.”

But Caesar had laughed a
lot. They both had, mostly at the bad acting or the snarky lines
Jason kept adding to the end of dialogue. A Sunday afternoon horror
movie wasn’t on most people’s agenda, so the theater had been
mostly empty. They’d had a good time, even if Caesar had tensed up
whenever a zombie appeared on screen.

“Speaking of monsters,”
Caesar said. He fetched his phone from the back seat and turned it
on. “Twenty-six text messages, two voicemails.”

“Must be nice to be so
popular.”

“They’re all from the same
person.”

“Oh.” Jason thought of
dark corkscrew hair. “Steph?”

Caesar glanced away from
the phone momentarily, eyeing him before answering. “Yeah. Things
have been pretty crazy with her lately.”

Jason swallowed. “Crazy
hot, or crazy crazy?”

“Crazy crazy. She and I
dated on and off for years. It never works out, so we decided to do
the whole best-friends-with-benefits deal. You know what I
mean?”

Jason nodded
numbly.

“Now she’s even more into
me. The casual thing was her idea, but I think she still takes our
relationship seriously.”

“But technically she’s not
your girlfriend?”

Caesar shook his head,
distracted by the phone again. Jason watched the amber eyes dart
around the screen, brow furrowing at what was displayed there.
Jason felt like grabbing the phone and throwing it out the window
so it couldn’t ruin the day they’d had together. Finally Caesar
sighed, shoved the phone in his pocket, and opened the car door.
“Come on. It’s almost dinner time.”

“I’m still full from
lunch.”

“Yeah, me too, but we
still have to make an appearance.” Caesar led the way to the front
door. “I won’t be able to sleep tonight,” he moaned. “I’m coming to
your room if I have a nightmare.”

Jason smiled at the idea.
“You’ve got nothing to worry about. I’ll protect you from a zombie
invasion.”

“They’d hear you coming a
mile away. I didn’t want to say anything, but what’s with the
shoes?”

Jason blushed. He’d been
squeaking around the mall the whole day. Every single step was a
noisy reminder of the stupid sneakers. “Hey, I worked hard for
these. They’re my chore reward. I wanted a pair of lime-green
Converse, but— Uh…”

“My mom,” Caesar said,
shaking his head. “Maybe you can try oiling them or
something.”

“Like cooking oil? I’ll
take them to Burger King and have them dipped in the deep fat
fryer.”

Caesar guffawed on their
way into the house, which might have been what attracted Mrs.
Hubbard’s attention. She met them in the living room, eyes wide in
shock. Mr. Hubbard was right behind her.

“Where have you been?” she
asked, addressing Jason directly.

“We just went—”

“You said you would be
here,” Mrs. Hubbard interrupted. “We returned home from church to
find an empty house. Just imagine how that made us
feel.”

“Relax,” Caesar said,
clapping a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “He was out with me. I was
bonding with my new little brother.”

“I’m not your brother,”
Jason snapped before he could help himself. He hated the idea.
Caesar wasn’t family. He wasn’t blood.

“Oh-kay,” Caesar said with
a grin. “Obviously we still have a lot more bonding to
do.”

Mr. Hubbard ignored him.
“Jason, you did say you would be here.”

“I’m sorry,” he managed.
“I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

“Well…” Mr. Hubbard looked
to his wife, who pressed her lips together and shook her
head.

What did they want him to
do, fall to his knees and beg? Jason wanted to tell them where they
could shove it, maybe knock a lamp off the stupid end table just to
see them flinch in fear. But in the corner of his eye, he could see
the concern on Caesar’s face, feel the hand tighten on his
shoulder.

“I was bored and made him
tag along,” Caesar said. “You guys always want me to spend more
time with the family.”

Mrs. Hubbard turned her
attention to her son, lips tightening. “Next time leave a note,”
she said. “Come on. You can help set the table.”

Jason was sure that last
request referred only to him, but Caesar stayed with him all the
way until dinner was served. Shortly after all were seated,
Caesar’s phone rumbled and the texting began anew. This time Caesar
occasionally looked up, eyes darting in Jason’s direction as if to
make sure he was okay. Only when the meal was over did he disappear
upstairs.

Jason, as much as he was
beginning to despise his new caregivers, made sure to help clear
the table and do the dishes. He sat in the family room and watched
television with them too, just to show he could be part of the
herd. For the first time in many years, he didn’t want to lose his
foster placement. Jason laughed along to a lame sitcom, realizing
that if he wanted more days like today, he’d have to try harder to
become a Hubbard.

— — —

Jason’s dreams were filled
with blinding sunshine. The sound of a child’s laughter echoed in
the distance, a woman’s voice calling out. When he was dragged back
to the waking world, he found the opposite. The room was dark, the
carefree laughter replaced by a terse whisper.

“Hey!”

Jason’s face contorted as
he took a sharp breath that felt like his first. As he rolled over,
that breath caught in his throat. Caesar sat on the edge of the
bed, white bandana gone now and his hair a mess. That wasn’t all.
The hoodie and tank top were gone too. The street light outside
illuminated chest hair, dark nipples, and the gentle curve of
pectoral muscles. Desire rose in Jason like a hungry beast, but he
pushed it back down and looked up into tropical eyes.

“I had a nightmare,”
Caesar whispered. “I told you that movie was a bad
idea!”

“Okay,” Jason said, trying
to figure out what to do. He pushed himself up on his elbows.
“Shouldn’t you be waking up your mom for this?”

“I just need company until
the adrenaline goes away. You know what it’s like.”

Jason yawned. “I had a
dream about an elephant on a beach once,” he said. “Scared the hell
out of me. No idea why.”

“Adrenaline,” Caesar
repeated. “Come hang out in my room?”

Jason felt a familiar mix
of excitement and dread. “Okay.”

Caesar stood, waiting for
him to get out of bed. Jason did some quick equations in his head
to help the swelling between his legs die down before he stood. He
strategically kept his back to Caesar as he pulled on his jeans, so
he wouldn’t just be in a shirt and pajama bottoms.

“Hey, bring your
guitar!”

“Huh? It’ll wake up the
house.”

Caesar waited at the door.
“So play quietly!”

Jason grabbed the
instrument from the closet and followed Caesar down the hall, which
was even darker, but he could still see the strong lines of his
neck, the jutting shoulder blades, the narrow waist. Caesar had a
nice build. Not football player, by any means. He wasn’t a beefy
guy, but he wasn’t skinny either. Somewhere in the middle, like
Jason himself, except with real muscle.

When the door to Caesar’s
room opened, light flooded the hallway. Jason noticed Caesar’s
charcoal-colored boxers as he squinted against the brightness, but
soon his attention turned to the room itself. He could see why
Caesar considered his room to be bare, since this one was bursting
with personality. A king-size bed sat in the middle, dark brown
sheets and comforter in a rumpled tangle, but even its bulk didn’t
monopolize the room’s space, which felt larger thanks to the
vaulted ceilings. In one corner hung a yellow flag with a black
two-headed eagle. Posters decorated the walls, a few of girls, some
hip-hop themed, and one of Jimi Hendrix that likely had more to do
with what he was smoking than his music. On the far side of the
room was a loveseat stained by too much snacking, probably while
playing the game console that sat on the floor in front of a
widescreen television. Next to this, a door revealed bathroom
mirrors beyond.
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