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Prologue

 


Tumbleweeds blew over the streets in
Nowhere, Arizona. The desert expanded in all directions, and a
rusty pickup truck sped over a road caked with sand. The latest
dust storm finally settled in the early afternoon, so the pickup
rumbled along a winding road wrought with dips that flooded in the
winter. The truck turned on to an equally dusty street of beat-up
homes with yards where even weeds wouldn’t grow. It pulled in to a
cracked driveway, and the music that blared from the stereo stopped
only when the keys were out of the ignition.

The man who stepped out had a full head of
hair, dyed blue, and hung down to his shoulders. He leaned over the
center console to grab the black, leather duffel bag off the
passenger seat before he slammed the driver’s side door. He
squinted around in the oppressive heat. It was only the beginning
of summer, and the temperature was already somewhere between an
open oven and the third level of Hell. Pebbles strewn across the
cement walkway crunched under his feet as he walked up to the
house.

The door had no handle, so he stuck his
fingers in the slot where it should be and lifted. He pushed the
door open before he placed it back and he had to keep it elevated
the whole time.

“How’s it hangin’, Pink?” he
asked. A man in his late teens, not old enough to drink but close
to his own age, was lifting a twenty-pound dumbbell in each
hand.

“I told you, it’s Green.
Call me Green,” said a muscular man with a gold chain around his
neck. His white tank top was stained with sweat.

The codename Pink felt too effeminate for a
man who could bench press 215 pounds, easy. But green was the color
of life and energy, and he felt powerfully connected to it. Blue on
the other hand was an instigator, and could easily weasel his way
into a person’s moral cracks. He was unpredictable, like the sea in
a storm.

“Whatever you say, Purple,”
said the man. He loved to rile up his friend because it was too
easy.

Pink set down his dumbbells and took a step
towards Blue.

“What’re you gonna do, fight
me?” Blue asked.

“Maybe I will.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Come on, calm down, guys.”
Red reached over from the couch and pulled Blue into his lap. Blue
dropped the bag next to the couch. He straddled Red with a leg on
either side.

“I have something for you,”
Blue cooed.

“Oh, yeah?” Red tilted his
head up, eyes half-lidded in expectation.

“Yeah.” From his pants
pocket, Blue pulled out a small baggy with two smiley face stickers
in it.

“Oh, no.”

“Come on.”

“No, I’m really not in the
mood.”

“I can make you in the
mood.” Blue leaned over and kissed Red’s neck softly. Red groaned.
“Now open your mouth, under your tongue.” Red followed his orders
and Blue put the little tab on the underside of his tongue. “So
about our world dominat—”

“Not that again,” Red
bemoaned.

“Oh, come on. We’ve got an
automatic in right here,” Blue patted Red on the shoulder. Red
rolled his eyes. “What would it take to get us into a military
base? You need security clearance, right?”

“It would require me talking
to my father.”

“Wasn’t he in the Army?”
Pink had picked up his dumbbells again and his face looked strained
as he stood in the middle of the living room.

“It’ll be a snap. He’ll be
happy to see you, his one and only son.”

Red snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he ever
wants to see Red after the way he left,” said Pink.

Blue looked over his shoulder at Pink.
“Would you shut up?”

“Excuse me, I only pay rent
here.”

“There’s no excuse for you,”
he jabbed. Then Blue turned his attention back to Red and gazed
down into his eyes.

“So, think about
it.”

“Sure, will do,” Red
whispered as he reached up to kiss Blue.

“Hey, Pink, don’t you have
to go to work?” Blue asked.

“Shit, what time is it?” He
set down the dumbbells again and walked around the couple and into
the kitchen to check the clock on the stove. The counters were
littered with beer and soda cans, and the sink was empty because
they didn’t own any dishes other than a few cups. Most of the
cabinets were empty, and there were more condiments in the
refrigerator than anything else. But the two ice trays were filled
and solid in the freezer.

“Oh, yeah, I gotta go.” Pink
walked back into the living room and over to the suitcase in the
corner to search for a clean shirt. “Hey, Blue, did you bring the
bag with the stuff?”

“Oh, yeah,” he motioned to
the leather bag next to the couch. “I got the book and some other
goodies.”

“I don’t know why a strip
club needs a daytime bouncer,” Red tried to change the
subject.

Pink shrugged. “Me neither.”

“I’d think they’d want you
on a Friday or Saturday, since it’s not like you’re going to touch
any of the girls.”

“I think the manager likes
you,” Blue said.

Pink snorted. Red looked around Blue, who
was still in his lap, so he could see Pink. “She knows you’re gay,
right?”

“Oh, yeah, she knows.
Doesn’t mean she won’t stop trying though,” Pink said. Blue
laughed. “All right, see y’all later.” Pink pulled on his shoes and
laced them. He had a bicycle helmet in hand. “And if you’re gonna
do that, at least don’t do it in my room.”

“This is the living room,”
Blue pointed out.

“Hey! I’m the one who pays
rent—”

“Yeah, yeah, all right,
bye.” Blue exaggerated the last word and turned his attention back
to Red, who slipped his arms around Blue’s waist.


 



Chapter One

 


The best time of year in New England was
always when the leaves began to change in the autumn. In a small,
sleepy town, an hour south of Worcester, Massachusetts, there was a
small state college that enrolled five hundred students or so. Bay
Path State University was a liberal arts college surrounded by
typical New England homes with two stories, vaulted roofs, and
simple lawns. There were a total of two bars in town, one of which
doubled as a nightclub on Friday and Saturday nights. There were
the run-of-the-mill pizza joints, mom and pop shops, and the
typical church steeple in the center of town. Fall came late this
year and while the apple orchard on the east side of town eagerly
watched the leaves change colors, many inhabitants crossed their
fingers that it didn’t mean they would have to dig out their cars
from now until May.

Benjamin Stacks sat somewhere on the
outskirts in the tall meadow grass on a hill that overlooked the
town. It was almost five o’clock in the afternoon and he decided to
pack up his sketchbook and walk back to his bike. It was a twenty
minute walk and then another ten minute drive into town where he
lived in a dorm on campus. He walked through the grass and his
black boots crunched over the dying weeds underfoot. A small chill
had blown in over the past week, so he took the opportunity with
this outing to wear his favorite sweater and scarf.

He thought about his classes and if
Professor Farness was actually going to make them come up with a
“masterpiece” for his Applied Modern Theory midterm. He let his
thoughts wander as he went over some syllabus bullet points in his
head. Ben was thinking about what he wanted to eat for dinner when
a bright orange cat showed up at his feet. He looked down and it
rubbed itself against his knee-high boots. He smiled and knelt
down.

“Hey there, fella, where’d
you come from?” Ben petted the cat and it instantly started to rub
its cheek against his fingers. Its tail stuck up in the air as it
walked back and forth against him. He laughed. “So friendly, do you
have an owner?” He took the chance to reach for its collar, and the
cat began to sniff his bag intently.

“Annie, nice name. How’d you
get all the way out here Annie?” The cat meowed and continued to
sniff his bag. The collar had her name on one side and the owner’s
name and address on the other. “When was the last time you ate? You
want the rest of my tuna sandwich?” He rifled through his messenger
bag and unwrapped the ball of bread and tuna salad from the plastic
wrapper. He gave her the last half, which she gobbled up quickly.
“So hungry,” he cooed and waited for her to finish. When she was
done she looked up as if she expected more.

“Well, let’s see if we can
get you back to this ‘H. Reid’, hmm?” He scooped her up and she
instantly clung to his chest but she didn’t settle down in his arms
while he walked. Instead, she acted like she wanted to climb up him
and, after several seconds of struggle, he let her climb up onto
his shoulder. She perched herself there and he rubbed her cheek
with his index finger. “Are you a pirate kitty, or just trying to
imitate a parrot?” She purred loudly against his ear as he
walked.

Ben finally got to the beginning of the path
and broke out onto the asphalt. He walked down the road a few
hundred feet towards his moped that was parked off to the side,
under a streetlight that flickered to life. As he got to the bike,
he tilted his head to the side when a flyer stapled to the light
post caught his eye.

The flyer had a picture of
the cat on his shoulder and MISSING
in bold, black font across the top. “Is that you?”
He asked and Annie continued to purr. He pulled his phone out of
his pocket and dialed the number on the flyer. It rang six times
before it went to voicemail. He didn’t bother to leave a
message.

“I guess we’ll bring you
home and see if your owner is there. I’d love to take you back to
my place, but they don’t allow cats in the dorm, and I’m sure your
owner misses you very much.” He unwound the infinity scarf from
around his neck and pulled it all the way forward. “Hope you’re as
chill as you seem. I don’t think you’re gonna like
this…”

He plucked Annie from his shoulder and set
her in the scarf against his chest. He double-wrapped her to make
sure she was secure, then he started the bike. Annie seemed
completely oblivious to what was about to happen. Ben put on his
helmet while he let the moped warm up before he hopped on and
started the drive back to town.

Copley Road was narrow, with cars parked on
both sides. It went parallel to Main Street, all the way through
town, so all Ben had to do was follow the addresses as they
descended until he got to the one he was looking for. With Annie in
his scarf, he made sure not to get above thirty miles per hour to
be safe. She blinked into the wind but continued to stare ahead of
them the entire time.

Finally, Ben pulled up in front of the
apartment building and Annie perked up. She sniffed the air as she
smelled the familiar scent of home, and Ben backed his bike in to
one of the open motorcycle spots. The apartment building was the
largest in town; seven stories, with nearly two hundred residents.
He turned off the bike and put down the kickstand before he pulled
off his helmet. He looked up as he tied his messy black hair up in
a bun and Annie began to meow.

“Is this home?” he asked her
and scooped her out of his scarf and in to his arms. He went up to
the front gate and scanned the list of names next to the buzzer. He
typed in #405 and it began to ring.

 


• • •

 


Harrison Reid hadn’t slept more than a few
hours over the past two days since Annie went missing. Without her
curled up next to him, he couldn’t sleep, so he’d been sleeping on
the couch instead. This only made his heartache worse, because
whenever he couldn’t sleep he would lie on the sofa and Annie would
always be there to comfort him. He was a wreck.

The pad thai he’d run out to get for dinner
sat mostly uneaten on the kitchen counter. He sat, sad and silent,
on the sofa, with fuzzy slippers on his feet. Reid had tried to
watch the evening news but he was too worried to concentrate on
current events. Annie was an indoor cat her whole life. When the
window repairmen had come to replace his windows with double-paned
glass, he explicitly told them not to let the cat out of the
bedroom. When he got home from work, his windows were repaired, and
Annie was nowhere to be found.

He held one of her string toys in his hand
and tapped it absently in the air when his intercom rang. Reid
sighed heavily, but got up anyways and dropped the toy on the
couch. He went to the intercom next to his front door and clicked
the button. “Hello?”

 


• • •

 


Ben shifted as he leaned down to reach the
speaker on the front of the building. Whoever installed it
obviously thought people averaged about four feet in height. Ben
hadn’t thought about what to say until this moment. “Um, yes, hi.
You don’t know me, but my name is Ben Stacks. I’m looking for a …
an H. Reid?”

“Speaking. How can I help
you?”

Ben couldn’t help but shift again. He
straightened up for a second before he hunched back over to talk
into the speaker. “Mr. Reid, I think I found your cat.”

There was a pause and then Ben heard the man
on the other end say, “I’ll be right down.”

 


• • •

 


Reid stood frozen on the spot for a second
before he reached over and grabbed the handle to his door. Then he
paused and grabbed his keys off the bar cart that he used as a
table next to the door as he unlocked it. He stuffed his keys in
his pocket and kicked off the fuzzy slippers. His hands shook as he
knelt and tied the shoes left by the door. As soon as they were on,
he ran out of his apartment and slammed the door behind him.

Reid ran down the hall and skipped multiple
steps on the staircases, nearly flying down them. When he got to
the last winding staircase, he slowed his pace. He re-tucked the
back of his white button-up shirt and checked that his shoes were
properly tied. Then he cheerfully made his way down the last set of
steps. He tried to look eager, but not too eager. He tried to look
like he hadn’t sunken into a depression over the past two days
because his cat was missing.

As soon as Annie saw him through the glass
door, she began to struggle against Ben and meowed more as Reid
walked towards them. The man did his best to reassure Annie that
she’d be in Reid’s arms soon.

Reid finally opened the lobby door and
instantly took Annie from Ben. He wrapped her up in his arms and
she immediately began to purr loudly as she stretched up her head
and pressed her nose against his face. Reid cooed, “I missed you so
much, Annie. Where did you go? I’m so glad you’re back. I missed
you.” He cradled her in his arms, and he was so happy to have her
back that he could cry. He didn’t say anything to Ben at first,
ignoring him as he let Annie rub against his face. Reid was as
happy to see her as she was to see him. Ben gave them some space
and a few seconds to cuddle before he shifted back on his heels,
hands in his pockets and he looked at the ground.

“Thank you for bringing her
back,” Reid finally addressed Ben.

Ben looked up, and his lips formed a half
smile. “Oh, yeah. She looked like a lost housecat.”

“Where’d you find
her?”

“Over in Jenkins
field.”

“How did you get so far?” he
questioned Annie, who continued to snuggle up to him. “Thank you,”
he addressed Ben again.

“No problem.” He smiled a
bit more and shrugged.

“Would you like — can I
offer you a drink? It’s the least I could do for returning my
Annie.”

 


• • •

 


Reid looked genuinely grateful, a look that
didn’t seem quite natural on his face. Reid still wore the black
slacks and white shirt from work, and his face betrayed the
beginnings of crow’s feet. It was the face of a life with many
laughs, but it also betrayed his age. Ben surmised Reid had at
least ten years on him.

Which was absolutely the worst conclusion
for Ben. He’d always been attracted to older men and he might have
prepared himself to deliver Reid’s cat if he knew what he was going
to walk into. It was clear this man with the lost cat was a
successful businessman, what with his red hair smartly-parted on
the left and iron-pressed shirt. Ben reminded himself he only had
time for one drink because he had to study for midterms. He
wondered if this guy would card him before he served him
alcohol.

“Sure, I could use a drink.”
Ben bundled himself up like he was cold. It was already dark
outside and he hated to have to drive his bike after the sun went
down. But if he spent another hour out, it wouldn’t make a
difference at this point. Reid invited him inside and they walked
to the elevator. Reid hit the button and busily looked down at
Annie. He petted her as she purred and looked up at him with
excitedly blinking eyes. He smiled softly and Ben felt like he was
disrupting an intimate moment.

 


• • •

 


The elevator was taking its time descending
to them. Reid spoke up without looking over at Ben. “So, let me
guess, you go to Bay Path?”

Ben let out a quick, single laugh. “How
could you tell?”

“The haircut, those jeans.”
Reid glanced over at Ben with one raised eyebrow. He tried not to
betray the fact that he’d already checked him out and formed an
opinion of him. He’d already looked him up and down from his
beautiful dark hair to his clean, black boots.

Ben looked down at his legs. “What’s wrong
with my jeans?”

“Nothing … nothing at all,”
Reid said casually as he looked back down at Annie. He kissed her
on the top of the head and smiled to himself.

“I’m Ben, by the way,” Ben
held out his hand.

“Nice to meet you. I’m
Reid.” They shook hands and made formal introductions.

The elevator pinged and they took it to the
fourth floor. Reid unlocked the door to his apartment and felt
slightly embarrassed by the pair of slippers strewn across the
couch, and the boxes of food that he’d left out. He didn’t
apologize for the mess, though, because he had a valid excuse for
not immediately putting dinner away. Reid also got the sense that
Ben lived a much more bohemian lifestyle than himself.

 


• • •

 


The apartment was a fairly standard
one-bedroom, one-bath unit. The kitchen, living room, and dining
room were all in the same area, but sectioned off strategically
with an island in the kitchen and a rug in the living room. The
dining room table was round, with seating for four. The walls were
various shades of warm beige, and Reid’s gray couch was cut with
clean lines and decorated with white pillows. The entire apartment
had wood laminate floors and the kitchen had marble counter tops.
The walls were decorated tastefully with original pieces of art;
Ben tried not to obsess over one of the pieces that he recognized
by the door.

Reid let Annie down and opened a can of wet
cat food for her. He scooped half of it into her bowl and set it
next to her full water dish that he’d changed in the morning out of
habit. She scarfed the food down like she hadn’t eaten the rest of
Ben’s sandwich.

Ben sidled up to the barstools on the other
side of the island where he half-sat on one while he looked around.
He really liked the apartment and the décor; it was cozy, with a
touch of modernity. It was clean and seemed comfortable. He noticed
a picture posted with a cork magnet on the refrigerator next to a
wedding invitation. Ben could see Reid in the middle, red tuft of
hair unmistakable. He was flanked on one side by a guy in
sunglasses, and a girl on the other side whose toothy grin stood
out against her dark skin. Behind them was a rainbow flag, and Ben
realized that was most likely from the Boston Pride Parade, since
it was the closest festival to their small town.

Reid leaned over on the other side of the
island that had an inlaid liquor cabinet and stemware rack. “So,
what’s your poison? I’ve got a bit of a selection … wine, beer? I
can make a martini, or something on the rocks?”

Ben turned his attention to Reid. “Um, a
beer would be fine. Thanks.”

“Any
preferences?”

Ben shrugged one shoulder since he wasn’t a
big drinker. “Whatever you’re having.” He fully scooted onto the
barstool and made himself comfortable as he readjusted his scarf.
He sat a bit awkwardly, like he was too big for the world. With
long legs like his, he’d gotten used to fitting into spaces not
made for someone who was 6’4”. He pressed his toes together on the
bottom bar of the barstool, knees apart and he leaned back.

 


• • •

 


Reid realized he might be about to serve
alcohol to someone who might be underage, but he decided to ignore
that thought. He opened them two mild, gold-colored beers and
poured each into a glass. He slid one across the counter to
Ben.

“You’ve got a great
apartment.” Ben said. Reid joined him at the island and sat on the
other slat-backed barstool.

“Thanks. I’ve lived here
about five years and I can’t say I’ve ever felt more at home.” Each
sipped their drink contemplatively for a second before Annie hopped
up in to Reid’s lap. “So, what do you study?” Reid
asked.

“Art History.”

Reid’s smile almost became a smirk and he
looked skeptically at Ben. “And what do you plan to do with a
degree in Art History?”

“Draw art.”

Reid laughed, and Ben couldn’t help but
laugh too. Ben’s laugh was soft and reserved, more of a chuckle
than anything. “I plan to be a portrait painter, actually.”

“You don’t think the
starving artist thing is a bit … archaic?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, there isn’t really a
market for people getting their portraits done. It’s mostly
caricature artists at amusement parks, isn’t it?”

“I guess, yeah. But I figure
if I get a job with a museum, that could be a start.”

“It would.” Reid
nodded.

“And you? Wait, let me
guess…” Ben contemplated. “Accountant?”

 


• • •

 


Reid laughed genuinely from somewhere down
in his chest. It seemed natural, and Ben found a direct correlation
between the sound of his laugh and the crow’s feet around his eyes.
Reid shook his head. “Do I really look like such a stiff?”

Ben liked the atmosphere between them. It
was easy and he could tell Reid only gently teased him about
aspiring to the status of starving artist. The conversation seemed
nice, but Ben wondered if it was all small talk.

“No, no, I’m, uh, I run a
social media consulting company.”

“And what’s that
entail?”

“Well, even though I’m not
one of you millennials,” Reid seemed to try to not date himself. He
paused before he continued. “I — we,” he corrected himself, “pair
with companies who want to increase their social media outreach.
So, like, Twitter and Facebook, Instagram and others. We consult
with businesses on how to reach more of their target
audience.”

Ben thought about it. “So you know, like,
Facebook’s logistics and stuff?”

Reid shook his head. “Not quite that, no. I
mean, I know a little, but Facebook’s algorithms are all very
complicated.”

Ben nodded once as he contemplated
conversation topics over his beer. “Oh, what does the H stand
for?”

“Harrison, but I go by my
last name. And you go by Ben?”

Ben nodded. “Yep, just Ben.”

“Well, just Ben, thanks for
bringing Annie back to me.”

“It’s really no problem.”
Ben leaned forward on his elbows on the island like he was at a
bar. He glanced sideways at Reid, a twinkle in his eye and a
mischievous look on his face before he looked down at his
beer.

 


• • •

 


Reid pretended not to notice the way Ben
looked at him.

The rest of the conversation was fairly
light and they easily went back and forth about each other. Reid
politely questioned and responded to Ben’s inquiries in to his
life. They got to know each other, at least on a superficial level,
and when Ben left they shook hands. After he closed the door to his
apartment, Reid sighed heavily.

“Should have gotten his
number, stupid,” Reid said to himself. “But he’s so young,” he
bemoaned and rubbed his left temple. He tried not to think about
the way Ben sat at his counter and all his beautiful black hair
that waited to be unleashed as he pushed in the bar stools. Reid
put their glasses in the sink and he could still hear Ben’s deep
voice, and his genuine, quiet laughter. Finally, he rolled his eyes
at himself. Reid picked up Annie, turned off the kitchen lights,
and went to get ready for bed.

 


• • •

 


The midterm lasted ninety minutes but Ben
didn’t need that much time. He waited in his seat until the class
was over, though, so he could join his roommate, who’d shown up
late. Professor Farness almost didn’t let Dylan take the midterm,
but there were only twenty students in the class, so he was
lenient. When the period was up, Ben turned in his drawing with the
rest of them and met Dylan in the hallway.

“Which prompt did you
choose?” Dylan asked. He was a lanky boy with glasses, and had a
penchant for snorting his Adderall instead of taking it in pill
form. His student ID was dyed blue on one side from so many
all-nighters. They wound their way down the aged corridor. The
building was one of the oldest in town and the exterior was still
protected by the original brick and mortar. The halls smelled like
years of dust pushed into corners, and the water pipes were
constantly being fixed and updated. They passed old wooden doors
with peeling lacquer from when the building was used as a high
school.

“Which one do you think?”
Ben laughed and looked down at his feet as they shuffled out of the
building towards the lawn. The sun was warm, but the air was colder
today than yesterday.

“I knew it. See, I thought
about ‘princess charming’, but I knew you’d do that one because of
its complete ridiculousness. And after seeing yours, well.” Dylan
threw his hands up in the air.

“So let me guess, you did
the forest scene?”

“You know, I almost did that
one too.”

“Well, which one did you
choose?” They walked down the sloping lawn.

“The one with the cats of
course!” Dylan exclaimed excitedly.

Ben leaned forward as he laughed and
repositioned his messenger bag. On the street, at the bottom of the
hill, a beat- up, old, white sedan pulled to a stop in the loading
zone. A girl whose entire head was shaved except the very top where
she had a tuft of tight, brown curls kicked open the car door.

“Don’t forget your lunch.”
The driver offered her the brown paper bag.

“Thanks,” Gwen mumbled and
snatched the bag from her sister. She slammed the door shut and
hustled up the hill. Gwen rifled through the bag and pulled out the
apple she knew was there. She dropped the entire bag in the trash
can as soon as she go to the top of the hill and wiped off the
apple on her ripped jeans. With it in hand, she held down the
straps of her backpack with her thumbs as she ran to catch up with
Ben and Dylan.

“Hey.” Gwen ran over to
them. She towered over almost everybody, which was how she and Ben
became friends their freshman year at college.

“Hey, Gwen.” Ben greeted her
with a quick fist bump. She hugged Dylan with one arm and they
walked towards the student union for lunch.

“So, you guys buying?” Gwen
asked.

“Doesn’t your sister pack
you lunch?” Dylan asked.

“Yeah, but it’s always a
tuna salad sandwich.”

“Hey, I like tuna salad,”
Ben interjected.

“Yuck, all that mayo.” Gwen
scrunched up her nose.

“That’s why you use ranch,”
Ben said.

“America’s favorite
topping,” Dylan added.

“So, you guys want to go to
the Harvest Festival this year?” Gwen asked.

“Definitely,” Ben
replied.

“Yeah, just as long as we’re
not hungover again,” said Dylan.

“Hey, that was your fault,”
Ben accused Dylan. “If you hadn’t bought that—”

“You’re the one who drank
it! I had no part in that.”

“I seem to remember you
keeping Ben’s cup full all night,” Gwen said.

“I only topped it off here
and there.”

“After every sip.” Ben
interjected. The three friends entered the Union
cafeteria.

The first weekend in November meant that the
entire town gathered for the Harvest Festival. All pumpkins that
hadn’t been sold for Halloween were half price and people from the
surrounding area showed up to sell handmade jewelry or homemade
jams. The apple orchard brought gallons of cider and bushels of
fresh apples to sell. Bales of hay were laid around the open church
courtyard for people to sit or as a fence, and a few carnival games
were set up for the children. The entire town, including the
college, seemed to turn up for the final outdoor celebration before
they would have to buckle down for winter.

When the day of the Harvest Festival
arrived, Ben and his friends met up in the early afternoon. They
tossed some beanbags at one of the game stalls and Dylan won a
small, pink hippo that they teased him about. He joined in and
happily tucked the hippo into his belt to take it around the
festival with him. They bought some pre-sliced caramel apples, and
Ben leaned against double-stacked bales of hay while the rest of
them munched away. The sun was bright, but it was only about fifty
degrees out, which was enough for sweaters and scarves.

Ben looked around and wondered if he would
see any of his professors when he caught Reid’s eye.

 


• • •

 


Reid had been people watching, like Ben,
while he talked with a group of his friends. He was surprised to
see the tall, dark-haired savior of Annie across the yard. He
waved. “I’ll be right back,” Reid said to his friends.

Reid made his way over to Ben, who pushed
off the hay bales and met him half way.

“Good to see you again,” Ben
said. They shook hands. Now Reid began the game of trying to decide
if all of Ben’s friends were gay or if they were art students. He
was pretty certain they were both. Reid didn’t want to ask
outright, even though he was fairly certain Ben was in the
community, so he made a mental note for later to figure out if
Ben’s smile was more than just friendly.

“You too.” Reid squinted in
the bright sun. He liked winter, because it meant he didn’t have to
fight against the disgusting yellow ball in the sky that gave him a
sunburn. Ben’s hair was down this time and it barely touched his
shoulders. He pushed it back nervously with three fingers and
scratched the top of his head as he went. It looked like a habit
he’d gotten so used to that he didn’t even notice it anymore. But
Reid noticed it.

“How’s Annie?”

Reid laughed. “Annie’s good. Happy. I’m
working on fattening her up.” Ben laughed too and Reid felt the
ease of their conversation settle in. “Are you having fun at the
festival?” Reid asked as children screamed and ran past them.

“Yes, yeah, it’s pretty
cool,” Ben said. Reid repeated the last word sarcastically in his
head. “I missed it last year,” Ben went on, “because I wasn’t
feeling well.”

Reid stopped himself from saying the words
on the tip of his tongue. He didn’t need Ben to tell him he’d been
hungover, after all Ben was a college kid. It gave Reid hope that
Ben was older than he looked.

“Well, it’s really great
this year, actually. They have a lot more vendors.”

“Yeah? We checked out some
earlier, but we’re about to go watch the piglet race.” He motioned
over his shoulder to his friends, as if Reid hadn’t been eyeing
them. Reid laughed again, the excitement of the festival impacting
his mood. Ben kicked his foot in the dirt a little bit as a soft
breeze blew between them.

“We saw the one at noon,
it’s quite the, uh, spectacle,” Reid said.

“It is? Now I’m really
excited.”

There was an awkward silence and a strained
pause before Reid spoke up. “Well, I’ll let you guys get to it.
Afterwards, if you want, we’re headed over to Kennedy’s across the
street for a drink … if you want to join.”

“Yeah, that’d be fun. All
right, maybe I’ll see you there.”

They parted without shaking hands, and Aaron
teased Reid as soon as he got back to his group of friends.

“You got a little
something-something?” he whispered with a wink.

“Yeah, right.” Reid rolled
his eyes and stole some caramel corn from the shared basket. Aaron
was a larger man, the kind of guy who roped off his belly below the
waist with a belt even though he liked to pretend was still a tiny
twink. Reid and his friends crossed the street to the bar once the
caramel corn was finished. They pushed together two tables before
they ordered a round of shots and a couple of beers.

 


• • •

 


Twenty-five minutes later, Ben dipped his
head into the bar. He walked in hesitantly and looked around. The
inside of the bar had no windows and it took him several seconds to
adjust to the dim lighting. Reid and his friends lined the entire
back wall and Reid was in the middle of an intense conversation
with one of his friends. He leaned forward, chair turned backward,
and was in the middle of explaining a very important point. But
when Ben walked in, Reid looked up as if he knew it was Ben who was
in the doorway. He looked like he hadn’t thought Ben would actually
show up, especially not alone. But he smiled and waved Ben over
before he stood up.

“Hey, how were the piglets?”
Reid asked.

“Interesting,” Ben said.
Reid offered Ben his seat.

“Scoot over.” Reid nudged
his friends and joined them on the bench seats that lined the
wall.

“Thanks.” Ben turned the
chair back the right way around, a faint but amused smile on his
face.

“Would you like a drink? I’m
buying,” Reid said.

“Sure.”

The bartender eyed Ben as soon as he walked
into the bar, but when Reid put up a finger for one more beer, the
bartender shrugged it off and poured another brew.

“So, who won?”

“No one.” Ben let out a
quick, quiet burst of laughter. “They got halfway down the track,
the lead pig got confused and turned around. Then they all ran back
to the starting line, it was ridiculous.” Reid laughed. His cheeks
were already flushed and Ben guessed it was from the various shot
glasses placed around the table. He could smell the butterscotch
schnapps on his breath, even at this distance. Ben wanted to sit
closer.

“Yeah, that seems to be how
those races go. So, where are your friends? They didn’t want to
come?”
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