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Javier was in love. 

The realization echoed through his mind like church bells. Javier was in love with a passion he had never expected to feel and it took his breath away.  

Scotty had actually asked about his health. Javier had dragged his attention from the way Jimmy cracked his neck when he got feisty and told Scotty he was fine. The up-and-down fever of anxious, happy desire wouldn’t kill him, even if it felt fatal. Part of him wanted to savor it, to sit in the shadows beneath the overgrown, out-of-place magnolia tree in his backyard and listen to the sounds from over the fence as Jimmy stubbed his toe in the dark and then swore at the lawn furniture. Bacio’s collar and tags would jingle, because of course the dog would run over to investigate what was wrong, and Jimmy’s mild blasphemy would grow fond and distracted. Then the silence would only be broken by Bacio’s pleased grunting for her belly rubs, and Jimmy’s long, final sigh before they went in for the night. Javier would stay awake and think impossible things until he fell asleep with his head against the post at the top of the porch. 

Waking up cold and uncomfortable a short time later didn’t seem to stop him. It was as close to being out of control as Javier had ever been, even if most people didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps because Javier had never been the type to broadcast his emotions. Some would have said he had no emotions in the first place. Javier Ramirez didn’t feel fear, and he didn’t lose it, not for anything, or so the guys—and Mary—at the firehouse said. He also didn’t date. 

His mother and his aunts called him “choosy.” His sister and cousins thought he was full of himself for not wanting to go out with their friends. The people in town seemed to think he was a player. He still didn’t understand why. 

Javier liked sex, sometimes, had hungered for it for those few months of happiness in college when he’d been in love for the first time, before he’d been dumped and crushed and left to barely pass his finals like every other freshman. But he didn’t want sex the way others did, the way he was supposed to want it all the time. 

To this day he could remember the exact feeling of relief at discovering terms like demisexual and gray ace, and his immediate need to know more, and then still, always, that faint shame of not being what he was supposed to be. 

He could feel it now, a familiar hollow space in his chest, but for the moment it was drowned out by the rapid beating of his heart as he watched Jimmy wash dishes. 

The kitchen was bright despite the hour. The red-orange beams of the setting sun reached them from the wide windows over the small nook referred to as a “dining room” by the owner of the little house when he’d rented it out. The lights above the sink and stove were more than enough to see by even without that. 

The evening was warm, but the faint sheen of sweat on the back of Jimmy’s neck could have been from the hot water, or Jimmy choosing to use his oven on a night when most people would have given up and eaten takeout. He was flushed, his skin warm and rosy. That might have been from the heat or the uncharacteristic second glass of wine Jimmy had poured himself at dinner. 

His short dark hair stood on its ends, damp from running his fingers through it as he talked.

“Should let these soak for a while,” Jimmy complained, while gently washing out the inside of his prized saucepan. “It’s too hot for this shit,” he added as if Javier had said anything. He moved, always in motion, and the thin gold chain at his neck glinted in the light. 

The little kitchen was almost unbearably warm, but Javier stayed put. “You decided on ziti, not me,” he pointed out and cracked a smiled when Jimmy twitched and then turned to fix him with a hurt look. 

“Fuck you, you love my ziti,” Jimmy said seriously, before twitching again and quickly facing the sink. He reached up to brush his fingers over the small cross at the end of that gold chain. Water from his hands had probably already soaked through his T-shirt. “And so does the old man,” Jimmy went on, with a barely noticeable pause. “He’ll eat it and he’ll like it.”

Still smiling, Javier stepped over to the cabinet filled with plastic wrap and foil and plastic tubs with lids and pulled out some containers for the leftovers. He was careful not to disturb the pristine order inside the cabinet. 

“Oh, thanks.” Jimmy twisted to watch Javier dish out what remained of the baked ziti, but ducked his head when Javier finished. He blindly accepted the baking dish and plopped it into the soapy water in the sink. “That is definitely gonna soak.” The traces of his Midwestern accent were stronger than usual, but that happened when Jimmy had been drinking. He looked like he ought to be playing an Italian-American gangster from the 1930s, or some cliché low-level guido thug, but when Jimmy spoke he put Javier in mind of hockey moms and casserole. 

“Put more in the one you’re taking home.” Jimmy stopped to have another sip of the nice red he’d opened for tonight, as though he didn’t go on shift in the morning. 

“Why?” Javier paused in the middle of sealing up a container. He expected to take one home. He always did after these nights, the same way Jimmy left Javier’s house with foil-wrapped food on the evenings he came over for dinner. 

Jimmy shrugged. The movement carried down his body, emphasizing the thinness of his T-shirt and the thickness of his boxer’s build. The shirt was too old and too worn. It stretched at Jimmy’s shoulders and had clung to his chest even before Jimmy had gotten soaked by dishwater. 

Javier took a moment to deal with the rush of icy prickling heat across his skin, the stab of need and the urgent pull toward Jimmy that still shocked him. Then he took a breath. 

“How illuminating,” Javier commented pointedly, and sealed the containers exactly as they were.

“No appetite, that’s all.” Jimmy stuck the last fork in the drying rack, then let the water in the sink drain. “Quit worrying. I can hear you thinking.”

Javier opened, then closed, his mouth. He tried again. “You didn’t have to make dinner if you didn’t feel up to it. What the hell? It’s not as if I couldn’t make my own food.”

Jimmy snorted and took his time drying his hands. “The whole internet knows that, Javi.” His tone was dry and teasing, but he finished his wine in the next moment, then crossed into the so-called dining room to get the bottle to refill his glass. He tipped the bottle toward Javier when he was done. 

Javier glanced down at his own glass and the half inch or so of wine at the bottom, then shook his head. 

“Whole internet?” he scoffed, although his smile shifted into a frown. “Maybe just half.”

“I have seen the stuff they send to your PO Box. Postcards from all over the world.” Jimmy tossed the remark back easily, probably because they joked a lot about Javi’s cooking blog and his fans. Tonight, though, Jimmy scowled. 

It would have been fearsome if Javier didn’t know him. Jimmy was strong, like any of the guys, and Mary, down at the fire station, but also tall. He had black hair and thick eyebrows and would probably have been as symmetrically handsome as Scotty if not for his Roman nose, which was not only big but had obviously been broken at least once in his lifetime. Jimmy had been a boxer during his years of community college, and it showed in his face and how he moved. He was graceful but rarely still, and he watched everything as if a punch might come from any direction at any time. 

Javier looked at Jimmy’s faded Blues shirt and jeans and his pugnacious stare, then away. “You can’t just leave that in the sink. You have to scrub off some of the gunk first.” He went to the sink and grabbed the sponge. He used too much soap but he liked the grapefruit scent. 

Jimmy made a noise of protest, probably because he still considered Javier a guest in his home after well over a year of regularly sharing dinners. Somedays, Javier didn’t mind. Other nights, like tonight, he rubbed the line across his thumb that had healed over without forming thick white scar tissue and reminded himself to breathe. 

According to a lot of websites, it could be difficult to find someone willing to accept a partner who wasn’t as interested in sex as most other people. But Javier had never attempted to see anyone since figuring himself out. And then Jimmy had moved to town, and sometime after that Javier had fallen in love with him, because Javier had a stubborn and contrary heart. 

Truthfully, being gray was the least of his obstacles here. 

“He’s telling me how to clean up in my own home,” Jimmy complained to Bacio as she wandered in through the open sliding door in the living room. Her collar and tags jingled as he scratched her chest in greeting. “How’s the old man, huh? I know you were bothering him. I can tell by your guilty face.” 

Bacio’s face did not look guilty. She was a picture of open-mouthed, tongue-lolling bliss as Jimmy fussed over her. She had looked that way nearly from the moment Jimmy had found the abandoned, starving pit-mix and brought her home. Javier had no idea what the mix part of her was, and neither did Jimmy, but she had a slightly large head and huge eyes and cute ears that flopped over instead of standing straight. She was also spoiled rotten. 

Javier’s heart felt too big for his chest, so he went back to scrubbing cooked cheese off the baking dish. “She doesn’t bother him and you know it. My uncle adores her.”

“He’s babysitting her more than feels right,” Jimmy complained softly. “Give him some extra ziti for it. He’s probably gonna grumble some shit about heartburn or something, but he’ll eat it. He just doesn’t want to admit how good my ma’s sauce is.” There, Jimmy went quiet. Javier didn’t have to look over to know Jimmy would be rubbing his thumb against the small gold cross around his neck. He always did when he thought of his family, particularly his mother. 

“You can have your own imaginary argument with him.” Javier picked cheese off the sponge, then wiped the dish clean. “I’m busy.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Look at you. Doing the dishes.” Jimmy sounded closer. Javier raised his head to see Jimmy at the end of the kitchen counter, standing straight with his arms at his sides. He smiled a little, as if he was going to say something sarcastic, but he seemed sincere when he said, “You need to get back in the game. You are going to make someone a decent husband someday.” He put a hand over his chest and the cross now hidden by his shirt. “If we were home, my ma would have, like, six girls lined up for you already.”

The last thing Javier needed was more poor people being sent on dates with him. Only years of practice kept him from wincing. He tried to deflect. “What, none for you?”

Jimmy had an ex-wife. Javier had actually spoken to her once, when Jimmy had asked him to get the phone thinking it was Tiny on the other end. Of all the people in Jimmy’s past, the best friend he’d married at nineteen and divorced at twenty-one was the only one to ever call him out here in his new home. 

She’d been pregnant and alone and Catholic, Jimmy had explained to him, after promising his ex-wife he’d call her back in a few minutes. He said he’d done what any friend would do and married her so her family wouldn’t throw her out or something else drastic. He said it as if anyone but him would actually do that when it wasn’t their baby, and Javier hadn’t corrected him. Jimmy still sent the kid birthday and Christmas cards, talked to him on the computer sometimes. 

“Javi, do you or do you not remember those girls at that cabin last weekend?” Unaware of Javier’s thoughts, Jimmy brought up about the college kids who’d rented a place out by the reservoir. They’d overloaded the wiring in the old house despite all the notices the owner had put up warning guests about that, and caused a small fire with a lot of smoke. “Those kids—those girls—were all over you and Scotty. They didn’t even see me.” 

But he’d wanted them to. That went without saying. 

Javier pretended to consider the grateful girls in their shorts and bikini tops, and then the boys with them. Jimmy apparently wasn’t going to mention the soft boy with the piercings who had taken a liking to Scotty. And to Javier, but that meant it was a fireman fetish more than anything personal. 

“You know you’re—” Jimmy moved around the counter to take the lighter container of leftovers and stick it in the fridge. “You know what you look like.”

Javier was no Scotty, but he was in shape the way the job required. He was tall enough, if two inches shorter than Jimmy. His skin was a mellow brown, though he’d get darker as the summer wore on. He kept his short, thick curly hair locked into place with pomade when he wasn’t working, but curls inevitably fell over his forehead anyway. He also smiled a lot despite the reputation for always keeping his cool that secretly bothered him a little. He was quiet, not calm. 

Yeah, the girls—and boy—had been all over him, but Javier hadn’t been interested. Javier was, in the words of local wannabe big shot Kathy Blane, “a waste,” because he was a young, hot, Latino firefighter who liked to cook and yet he didn’t date anyone.

Javier had assumed Jimmy didn’t mind that but evidently, he did. 

“I remember them,” Javier said at last, to appease him. “Not as much as you, apparently. Do you want to get back in the game? Is that why—” He tried not to glance at Jimmy’s wine glass. 

He failed. 

“I grew up on this stuff.” Jimmy defiantly took a sip. “And, jeez, way to overreact. I wasn’t trying to marry you off, I just wanted to....” He emptied the last of the bottle into each of their glasses as he muttered, “Of course he forgot all about them already. Spezzando il mio cuore and he doesn’t even notice.”

Javier dried his hands and cautiously accepted his glass when Jimmy came forward to hand it to him. 

“Salute,” Jimmy offered as he clinked their glasses together. His gaze was strangely fierce until Javier raised his glass to his mouth. Then his eyes went wide before he backed away and turned around. “It’s nice being in a kitchen with you again, since we’re still forbidden at the firehouse. Fucking stupid rule. Fucking Tiny thinking I’m a distraction.”

Almost a month ago, Javier and Jimmy had been in the station’s kitchen prepping dinner for everyone on shift when Javier had cut his hand. The wound wasn’t serious—hadn’t even been worth a stitch—but Tiny had taken one look at the two of them and banned Jimmy from the kitchen while Javier was cooking. 

The rule was stupid. Jimmy was the best cook on their shift after Javier unless the dish was Italian, and the most useful to have around. But Tiny was firm on the subject, as if he knew. As if he’d seen Javier standing there with his hand wrapped in a bloody towel, unable to take his eyes off Jimmy long enough to take care of his own injury. 

Straight people like Tiny usually didn’t notice stuff like that. Jimmy sure as hell hadn’t. All he’d seemed focused on was the blood and then making a hundred guilty apologies for how much he’d talked and how annoying he must have been. 

Jimmy’s stream of words, and sometimes humming to himself as he cooked, wasn’t annoying. Javier, who was quiet even when in a good mood, enjoyed the sound. He could tune it in or out at will, and Jimmy didn’t seem to mind. Javier loved their time in the kitchen together like he loved Jimmy. Jimmy was his friend, possibly his best friend, and his crush. He’d accepted that long ago. 

But in that moment, Jimmy had been humming. Not his usual wordless melodies, but something that sounded like Scotty’s workout music, so Javier had looked over, intending to make fun of him. And... and Jimmy was busy preparing tons of chicken to put in an alfredo bake large enough to feed everyone, and smiling to himself as he hummed Beyoncé or whomever. He wasn’t frowning or keeping an eye out. He wasn’t tense. He was happy. 

He moved like a boxer, which was not unlike a dancer, stepping back to grab something from the spice rack before sliding forward again. His apron could have been pulled off him with one gentle tug. His grin was sweet and somehow still cocky. His hands were broad and sure, and Javier thought about how they would feel on his body a second before he jerked in shock and sliced through his thumb instead of an onion. 

Javier was in love and that meant desire. He hadn’t been prepared for Jimmy the distraction, quirky, beautiful, and untouchable.  

He took a large drink of wine as if that would make the fire in his blood go away. 

“I know I talk too much.” Jimmy went on. He’d probably been muttering about it for a few minutes now while he dug around in his couch cushions for the tennis ball Bacio had hidden in there. “But you can always tell me to shut up. Kicking me out is just... I didn’t deserve that, okay?”

“Okay,” Javier agreed. 

Jimmy waved that off. “I know it wasn’t you. We can be in a kitchen together just fine. We prove that practically every night. But one accident and Tiny overreacts, that protective fuck. It’s been over a month and I still feel like I’m in timeout. He ain’t my mother.” Jimmy paused, then smacked a cushion really hard. “God, you didn’t see him last night. So we got that call, right? About the kid stuck in the drainpipe—this fucking town. I love what it considers an emergency. Anyway, this poor kid. He was really wedged in there. So you and the other guys stayed at the station, and we just took one of the pump trucks, with Scotty along in case of any serious injuries. And the whole time we’re discussing how best to cut into this pipe to get the kid out, Tiny’s also asking Scotty about him and Cole, and if Cole’s treating him right, because if not he’ll sic the firehouse on him.”

Tiny had probably been joking. Javier tensed anyway. 

Jimmy smacked the cushion again. “It’s not right for Tiny to say shit like that.” 

After two years of working together and spending all this time in each other’s company, Jimmy still managed to surprise him. 

“He was teasing,” Javier reassured him. He didn’t know it for certain, but Tiny had been the first person in town to make friends with Scotty and had stood up for Scotty in the firehouse after Scotty had been outed by Kathy Blane and her friends. Not little gestures either, like Javier had done. Tiny had done more than sit next to Scotty at dinner, or smile in support. Tiny had outright demanded that everyone in the station man up and accept Scotty as one of them. 

And they had, although with complaints from some of the guys on the other shifts. 

“I know that.” Jimmy made a face. “That kid was stuck in the drainpipe because he was hiding from some bullies, probably because—” Jimmy left that sentence unfinished and took a drink. “Tiny probably thought he was being helpful. But that Cole is... Cole’s a little guy, Javi. He’s little and he’s... he wears sparkly shoes and bowties. Sometimes you can tell about people, what they been through, but with Cole you don’t even need to guess. You know he’s been beat up before, maybe a lot, because of who he is. And just because he can take it doesn’t mean he should have to. Tiny should really think... he should think about what he says. That Cole talks tough, but he’s small and he’s... he shouldn’t be afraid of a firehouse full of giant guys. That’s not—that’s not right.”
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