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I Am For You

	By Lucy K. R.

	Tags: the 2000s, alternate universe, angst, bad parenting, death of a parent (mentions of), death of a spouse (mentions of), elderly, emotional abuse, emotional hurt/comfort, established relationship, f/m, false accusations, fraught family dynamics, historical, in the closet, m/m, miscommunication, misunderstandings, period-typical homophobia, present tense, secret relationship, self harm (mentions of), third person limited point of view, united states of america, unreliable narrator

	*

	When I was growing up, it was a joke in my house that my parents would out me to the military. Like most of the kids in my public high school, I was subject to frequent recruitment efforts. Once, my mother even answered the Navy’s call with, “Oh, you don’t want her, she’s gay.” But what was a fun joke to us was a reality for people who had dedicated their lives to an institution that counted on them to kill, but would kick them out for loving. Seeing Don Pedro as a military man with such a deep connection to Leonato in Much Ado About Nothing brought to mind those Don’t Ask Don’t Tell days during which I grew up. From that framework I wondered: what would it look like to do anything for love?

	*

	June 2003; the Governor’s Mansion

	“If I were still a young man”—Leonato’s voice is low, sheltered though they are behind rows of his father’s books—“how would you woo me?”

	“Ah,” Don Pedro chuckles, flexing his left hand—always sore from the scar at the meat of his thumb. “If you were a young man, I would have to fight off your suitors with my cane.”

	“But you would be young too.” Leonato notes Don Pedro’s empty glass. A better host would fill it, but he’s too busy enjoying Don Pedro’s hand on his thigh, the warmth of his closeness, and the safety of the library. “Where would you even find a cane?”

	“I suppose I would borrow one.” Don Pedro’s answer is light with amusement. “Surely some kind elder would lend theirs to such a cause.”

	“Would you lend yours today?”

	“For love? In a heartbeat.”

	Love, he says, so easily. Love, in his rich voice, with the ever-lingering hint of Spain in his words. Love, as if Leonato is not already lost.

	A breath closer, and they kiss as if they really are young again. Leonato’s beard catches against Don Pedro’s stubble, chaste affection giving way to bold desire.

	Neither of them jolt at the sound of the door. They are old and battle-hardened. They know that secrets are best kept through calmness, that serenity hides more than tension. It aches in Leonato’s chest to part slowly from their kiss. One more, he wants to whisper. Fear binds the words in his throat.

	“Have you seen the way he looks at him?” one of the manor employees hisses from behind the shelves that hide them.

	Don Pedro’s hand twitches before he moves it from Leonato’s thigh. Leonato takes their empty glasses to the bar. They listen by silent accord.

	“The governor?” a second voice replies—one of his daughter’s favorite maids, Margaret. “Of course! He’s always like that when the general comes around. Brightens the whole house up.”

	“You don’t think it’s weird?” the first voice asks.

	Leonato pours steadily. His heart pounds so hard that his pulse throbs down to his fingertips. Don Pedro’s presence is a stable certainty—an anchor.

	If they round the final row of books…

	“What’s weird about it?” Margaret has a sharp, repressive note in her voice. “A man’s not allowed to have friends? Shame on you.”

	“It’s not that! Never mind. Whatever.”

	“Not ‘whatever.’ Get your head on straight. The governor’s had his share of heartbreak,” says Margaret. Leonato flinches. “He can be as close as he likes with the general.” Behind him, Don Pedro shifts his weight.

	There’s the sound of storming footsteps, then a muttered, “Can he?”

	The library door closes behind them.

	Don Pedro exhales. Leonato keeps his eyes on the too-generous pour of scotch, opening the freezer below the bar to add fresh ice to the glass.

	“Leonato—”

	“Thank goodness no one cares to read family history.” Leonato gestures to the books sheltering them.

	“Leonato.”

	The weight of how Don Pedro says his name has changed, but it’s as heavy with love as ever. Leonato often wonders that no one else hears it—the way that light tongue frames the shape of him, as though he is a flavor to be savored.

	“Forgive me,” he says, returning with the drink and setting it down before his love.

	He sits across the table this time rather than at his side. Don Pedro says nothing, but in his dark eyes Leonato sees pain.

	What Leonato would give to beat that hurt back with a cane.

	*

	“How long,” Beatrice asks, braced against the dining table with elbows locked, her head hanging low as though with exhaustion, “will these guests grace us with their presence?”

	Leonato chokes on his tea and desperately tries to smother a laugh. Hero grins, unrepentant. She looks more like her mother each day, though the wicked amusement behind her sweet smile is hers alone.

	“Beatrice finds Corporal Benedick intolerable,” Hero informs him, and sends him a wink.

	“A month or more,” Leonato answers. The agonized groan that is unleashed upon him could not have been more wounded if he’d stabbed Beatrice with his butter knife. “Has the corporal been so disagreeable?” He leans forward. “If he has made any untoward advances, or if you find him unkind—”

	“Unkind? Untoward?” Beatrice’s head snaps up, fire in her eyes. “Oh, unkind, no, unkind is not a word I would use. Something starting with ‘un’ or ‘in,’ but nothing involving kind! As for ‘toward,’ if only ‘untoward’ meant ‘away’ I’d welcome any of his advances in that direction!”

	“Here she goes,” Hero whispers, eager anticipation in her eyes.

	Indeed, there she goes. He considers suggesting Beatrice avoid the young man, but he’s certain that she would meet the suggestion with sharp-tongued scorn.

	Besides, he doubts there’s any cause to worry about Corporal Benedick. When Don Pedro introduced Claudio and Benedick as “brothers-in-arms” with one another, Leonato heard the truth: “Here are a pair of lovers I’m entrusting to you. They are young, and we can give their fragile love shelter to grow in.”

	He leaves Beatrice still fuming to seek Don Pedro and share his amusement. He finds him on the veranda with both their other guests. He’s patting Claudio’s back while Benedick pouts, perched on the railing like a cat and ignoring them.

	“Young Claudio would like permission to ask your Hero for a date.” Don Pedro’s voice is rich and easy, as if he can’t see Benedick sulking over being thrown aside in favor of Leonato’s daughter.

	“Technically, Mr. Governor, sir,” Claudio says, “I’d like your permission to get the general’s help to ask your daughter for a date, sir. He, uh, offered.”

	“Boo,” Corporal Benedick calls.

	“I know Hero well.” Don Pedro looks on the edge of laughing. “With the governor’s blessing, you’ll have a date by sunset.”

	Leonato meets his eyes with confusion and sees the quiet pride there. Receives a small nod. “It’s fine,” that nod says, and more than that: “Trust me.”

	He does.

	“Go on, then.” Leonato lifts a hand. “If you have Don Pedro’s indulgence, you have mine, young man.”

	“Give me your phone, Claudio,” Don Pedro says, a mischievous smile making his eyes sparkle.

	Leonato knows well what a deft hand Don Pedro is with words of love. Before half an hour has passed, while Benedick is still sighing himself sick, Hero is won for Claudio through text messages alone.

	Leonato waits for Claudio to flee in his delight, then approaches Benedick.

	“All the best are eventually lost to marriage,” he conspires.

	He receives a cold smile from Benedick and a shake of his curly head.

	“What does it matter?” he laughs. “There are always a dozen more. He’s weaker than I thought, going doe-eyed within two days of meeting. If any woman were to hold my eyes hostage like that, I’d sooner gouge them out than be lost. Any man, too, for that matter.”

	“Hypothetically, of course,” Don Pedro prompts, patience overwhelming in his measured words. Don’t tell, his tone warns.

	“Oh, the whole world is made of hypotheticals,” Benedick agrees. “Just ask that Beatrice, she’ll give you a whole list of things to wonder over. Things like ‘how did she survive to near-adulthood?’ and ‘has no one yet been born who could make her hold her tongue?’ I don’t know how you live with her under your roof, good Governor.”

	Leonato lets him ramble. The spurned Corporal buries his heart under layers of scathing words, his scorn building a defensive wall. Don’t ask, it says in the language of one too used to lying.

	*

	Don Pedro’s room connects with Leonato’s through the master bathroom. When he’s not at the manor, their adjoining door stays locked, and the other room stands empty. When he visits, they lock the doors to the hallway and open the doors between them.

	The cleaning staff often remark on how sharp the general’s training must be, to make his bed so thoroughly every morning. It’s like he never sleeps in it!

	“Tell me how selfish I am”—Leonato tangles his hand in the waves of Don Pedro’s salt-and-pepper hair—“to be jealous of my own daughter for having the pleasure of flirting with you.”

	“Do we not flirt enough?” Don Pedro leans into his touch. “It was not my finest work. I had to stay in character, you know, and Claudio is sweet but not overly gifted in speech. His strength lies in ardent truths plainly stated.”

	“And your strength?” Leonato twines their fingers together and lifts Don Pedro’s knuckles into a kiss.

	“You’ve felt it once tonight already,” Don Pedro chuckles, mischief in his eyes. “Are you not worried?”

	“For Hero? No. If you say the boy is good, then I believe you. I pity poor Benedick, though.”

	“Don’t.” Don Pedro sighs as Leonato presses a kiss to the scar on his thumb. It troubles him before rain, and the storm clouds are heavy outside the window. “Benedick is a callous thing. He throws aside conquests left and right; Claudio would have met the same fate. I believe no one is the challenge Benedick is hoping for.”

	“A challenge,” scoffs Leonato, closing his eyes. “Who would want such a thing in love?”

	“Good to know you’re not here for the thrill of it.” Don Pedro kisses Leonato’s knuckles in return. “Normally I would urge Claudio to reconsider flinging himself into a new love, but I have seen your worry, Leonato. This will give the staff something new to talk of, the tabloids something else to capture.”

	“And your brother something new to fixate on,” Leonato adds. “Why you had to bring him—”

	“Because he is my brother. Excluding him invites more scrutiny, both from any watchful eyes and from Don John himself.”

	“How long until retirement?” Leonato presses the question into the skin where Don Pedro’s neck meets his shoulder.

	“A few years more.” Don Pedro’s fingers card through Leonato’s thick hair, nails scraping over his scalp. “Pray this love will last so long…”

	“Longer. Till death and beyond, gladly. I only wish I could make that official.”

	“Like this is fine,” Don Pedro whispers. “The French say, ‘a secret of two is a secret with God.’ ”

	“I’m not sure I want him involved,” Leonato admits, and splits into a grin when Don Pedro barks a laugh beside him.

	*

	In the sitting room the next day, Claudio and Hero are holding hands. They grin, conspire, and whisper, as thick as thieves. Hero waves the maids Ursula and Margaret over to join them. Leonato leans on the counter, watching with a raised brow. Mouths and minds are always busy in his house.

	Leonato wonders why he keeps overhearing “Beatrice” and “Benedick,” but he feigns ignorance until Don Pedro fills him in.

	“Your daughter and Claudio have thought of a good game,” he says as they wander through the governor’s mansion gardens together. “They mean to get Beatrice and Benedick together with clever words and rumors. It should make for a lively month, don’t you think?”

	They walk so close that their knuckles brush, a subtle touch that fills his senses until they swing apart again.

	“Without a doubt.” Leonato laughs. “The two of them will make a bigger racket than those peafowl I bought for the garden. Surely you remember?”

	“Difficult to forget,” grimaces Don Pedro, who’d once leaned out Leonato’s window to scream back at the birds in a rare glimpse of temper. “You have it right, though. In every way they are louder and prouder. If they set to crowing at one another, we’ll hear of nothing else for years.”

	Meaning, Leonato thinks, that there will be no room for other gossip with those two at each other’s throats. All in good fun, of course, and maybe ending with a suitable match. It seems possible that scorn added to scorn could equal affection, like taking two lefts in a maze.

	If Benedick seeks “a challenge” in a lover, then he seeks Beatrice. If Beatrice seeks a sparring partner for her words, she will find it in Benedick.

	Leonato will wish luck to all involved, but gladly stay to the side. They may clash while he treasures his own love in quiet secrecy. Like a rare and radiant creature born in the dark, his love for Don Pedro can only thrive unseen.

	Hero’s plan and the subsequent distraction ought to be enough to ease the fear in Leonato’s chest. It ought to set his old heart at peace. However, one glimpse of Don John’s cruel, knowing smile when they cross paths in the kitchen that evening is enough to make fear strangle him again.

	That man will never be happy until Don Pedro is ruined. He cannot gain the lion’s share of their family’s glory or inheritance without finding cause for the general to be dishonorable discharged.

	The only thing standing in his way is Don Pedro’s impeccable record and pristine conduct. He is a man of honor and grace. There is only one thing that could destroy a career like his.

	That “thing” nods to Don John with a forced smile as they exchange hollow pleasantries.

	“Don’t worry so much,” Don Pedro says later, reaching for his hand in a quiet part of the garden.

	Leonato shifts away from his touch unhappily. He cannot be calm when eyes and ears might be on them. He has heard too many stories of listening devices and hidden cameras. The chaff grenade that is Beatrice and Benedick’s explosive collision has distracted the staff and their guests, certainly. But will it mollify one who is out for blood?

	*

	Blood is the first thing he remembers when he sees it. Blood is what he thinks of when he calls his daughter to the office upstairs: blood, and all its sources.

	“It’s not true,” Hero says, trembling before his desk.

	Between them, The Dogberry Times lies open. The font is garish, the paper cheap, the photo of Hero grainy but unmistakable. The headline screams:

	REBELLIOUS WANTS TURNED STATEWIDE SCANDAL!

	GOVERNOR’S DAUGHTER GONE WILD!

	“Papa, you know it’s not true,” she repeats, a plea in her voice.

	“Enough,” he says, a thousand thoughts clustering in his mind. Outside, the storm clouds gather once more, just as the forecast had promised.

	Of course I know it’s not true, he wants to tell her. You told me long ago that such things may never interest you. You confided your fear, and I heard you. Something has gone wrong, and your father will fix it.

	Instead he says, “I was warned by Don John himself, and by your own Claudio. Are they both liars?”

	His voice is so cold he barely recognizes himself. If Don Pedro heard him using this tone, he’d laugh himself sick.

	Don Pedro, who had pulled him aside to warn him before the tabloids came out—whose dark eyes had been full of concern— “Don’t be angry at her, my friend, she is only young.”

	He’d almost spit with fury on Hero’s behalf, but two things had stopped him. First: that Don Pedro is a good man who he loves and who deserves at the very least his respect. Second: the realization.

	“Claudio, Don John, and I,” Don Pedro had said of their impromptu spying. Don John, who would sooner swallow bees than spend quality time with his half-brother. His name is never stated in the article, but his cruelty is embedded in the very ink of The Dogberry Times headline. Leonato never suspected Don John would attack his reputation to wound Don Pedro. Now that he has…

	Leonato won’t waste the opportunity this presents. Beatrice and Benedick have played a good game, but their strange romance has only distracted from and delayed the inevitable. If Don John’s bloodlust can be satisfied with Hero’s shame…

	She is young, he tells himself as he turns his back on her. She is young. She can take this wound and recover. If Don John wants to listen at a bedroom window and feed the words into the hellfire rumor mill, Leonato can only be grateful that it was her bedroom door Don John listened at and not his own.

	“Papa, I don’t understand. You know I wouldn’t! Now Claudio won’t talk to me, and my friends at school keep messaging—”

	She circles his desk, reaching for his arm. He pulls away, and it breaks his heart.

	“Thank the heavens your mother didn’t live to see this,” he mumbles.

	He knows immediately he’s gone too far. She answers him only with a sharp, wounded gasp. He does not watch her flee the room, but he hears the heaving sobs that tear from her throat long after she’s closed the door between them.

	She and Beatrice leave the estate that night. Ursula tells him they’ve gone as she drops two resignation letters onto the table before him—one for herself, one for Margaret.

	He hasn’t read them yet. He can’t face their condemnation alone. He needs his lover’s arms to remember the worth of this sacrifice. He needs to feel the always tense muscles of Don Pedro’s back and the way he shifts his weight into Leonato’s arms. He needs to stroke the scar on Don Pedro’s thumb and tangle his fingers in hair edging more toward salt than pepper. He needs to remember his beloved’s vulnerability and melt into his comfort to cover the memory of Hero’s sobs.

	Relief pours through him at the sound of footsteps and the tap of a brass-tipped cane. But the Don Pedro who joins him in their secret place is grim-faced and stiff.

	“Leonato.” Don Pedro stands by the table staring down at him rather than joining him, or holding him, or resting his hand on his thigh. “Have you sent your daughter away?”

	“Never,” Leonato says, standing. “She and Beatrice chose to go.”

	“I’m aware.” Don Pedro stays precisely in place—not quite at attention, but not standing at ease. “Beatrice told Benedick everything, and he reported to me.”

	“She confides in him now?” Leonato laughs, reaching toward his love. “What a satisfying end to their odd courtship.”

	Don Pedro steps away from Leonato’s extended arm, and the separation aches in his chest like a wound.

	“Leonato, speak plainly,” Don Pedro insists. “Beatrice says Hero spoke of harming herself. What in the heavens did you do?”

	“Harming herself?” Leonato’s heart sinks, but he shakes his head. “It cannot be so. She is young and resilient; she will move past this.”

	Outside, raindrops battle against the windows of the manor, drenching his home and drowning the garden. When the lighting flashes, it illuminates new angles of Don Pedro’s face. It’s a strange sight, made stranger by Don Pedro’s frown. Thunder follows close on the lightning’s heels.

	“Leonato,” Don Pedro says, and reaches for him. “You’re better than this foolishness. What has happened, my love? What have you done?”

	Ah, he is a weak man to the offer of Don Pedro’s touch. They clasp hands. Already Leonato’s harsh words rattle inside him. Already he aches from keeping even this small secret. He sighs, looks down at their joined hands, and strokes Don Pedro’s knuckles. Leonato has always been a man who loves until it hurts. When he speaks, it is a confession.

	“Whatever you heard, whatever photos were published, Hero had no part in,” he admits.

	Don Pedro balks. He doesn’t draw his hand away, but his grip tightens on his cane.

	“Will you not explain what has occurred, then?” Don Pedro’s jaw muscles jump with disquiet, and Leonato itches to soothe him. Lightning flashes once more, so distant the thunder lags.

	“Your brother’s scheming, I suspect.” Leonato hums, taking Don Pedro’s hand and stroking his scarred thumb. It must ache, with all the rain. “He aims to wound you by association. But it’s all fallen out well enough, hasn’t it?”

	“ ‘Well’?” Don Pedro repeats hollowly. “You call this ‘well’?”

	Leonato nods. “Hero is strong, my friend. Do not be afraid. She will recover. Were she aware of our situation, she would gladly volunteer to sacrifice herself, I’m sure.”

	“Our— What has this to do with us?”

	Leonato pauses. There is something wounded in Don Pedro’s words. He lifts his gaze to Don Pedro’s stricken face. He takes a breath then cups his beloved’s jaw in his hand.

	“If Don John is out for blood, let him take hers,” he whispers. “I have lost a love before; I will not lose you as well.”

	“Leonato”—Don Pedro sounds so unlike himself; so grim—“tell me you’ve not wounded Hero for the sake of this secret.”

	“For the sake of a secret, no!” Leonato soothes, pressing closer. “For the sake of our lives. For your future! Only a few more years, and we will be free of it all. If this keeps you safe—”

	“No.”

	“If I can keep you safe—”

	“Leonato, my love—”

	“—then I will do it!”

	Don Pedro steps away. The pouring dark beyond the library window makes a statue of him, painted in artificial, yellow light and dark grey. His stance is strained, and Leonato aches to reassure him. “How have I erred,” Don Pedro says in a clear, cold tone, “for you to do such a thing? When have I made you feel that our love was worth such suffering?”

	“I would bear any pain for you,” Leonato swears, smiling.

	“What pain do you think you’ve borne?”

	The world freezes. Usually, Leonato watches with glee when Don Pedro raises his voice to fight in the name of righteousness. Never before has he been on the receiving end of his fury.

	“Hero suffers in your place, and you seek praise for it,” Don Pedro accuses. “Claudio and I became accomplices in an underhanded scheme to wound an innocent and you—you speak to me of bearing pain?”

	“Don Pedro.” Leonato beckons him closer, eager to explain.

	“When did this start?” Don Pedro demands, holding his ground. “When did you decide you had to protect our secret at any cost? Even at the cost of your child’s happiness?”

	“Only temporarily,” Leonato hurries to assure him, approaching Don Pedro and reaching toward him. “It’s only temporary. Dogberry is a hack, my friend—my love. No one will take his word at face value. It will blow over.”

	“It will not.” Don Pedro replies in furious command. “You will fix it. If you love her, you will fix it. If you love me, you will fix it.”

	Leonato stares. He lets his hands drop slowly.

	“It’s a risk,” he whispers. “Don John…”

	“If he finds us out, he finds us out. If he tells, he tells.”

	Don Pedro’s face has never looked so resolute. His dedication is desperately beautiful, and utterly devastating.

	“I cannot.” Leonato’s arms fall limp at his sides. The driving rain is a steady white noise clamoring against the rioting confusion in his brain.

	“Cannot what?” Don Pedro drops his cane with a clatter and grasps Leonato’s shoulders, shaking him. His hands have always been so strong. “Cannot admit to your wrong? Cannot be inconvenienced?”

	Leonato shakes his head, fumbling to hold his love’s arms in return.

	“I cannot lose you,” he rasps, voice raw with grief.

	The fury bleeds out of Don Pedro’s dark eyes. His expression melts, furrowed brows tilting upward and snarling lips softening.

	“My love”—Don Pedro’s hands soften on his shoulders, no longer bruising and cruel—“whatever led you to believe that you would lose me?”

	The power flickers. The storm rages. Leonato crumples under the force of a different storm all together, and Don Pedro holds him against the tearing winds.

	“My love,” he gasps, “my love, my love—”

	“Shh,” Don Pedro breathes in reply. “Here now, don’t cry… my Leonato, there is still time. This can all be made well again.”

	He leans in and brushes their lips together. The touch is so electric that lightning flashes once more. Leonato sighs into the kiss, then realizes…

	The thunder that should have accompanied the last lightning bolts never rumbled. He turns, suddenly freezing cold, toward the dark, storm-drenched window.

	A figure on the balcony draws closer and waves.

	“God,” breathes Leonato in terror.

	Don Pedro says nothing, his expression stony. When he moves forward to open the locked door, a dripping-wet Benedick steps inside, a plastic-bagged camera held tightly in his hand. His teeth chatter with his shivering, but there is vicious triumph in his expression.

	“How now, Benedick?” Don Pedro asks him, low-voiced and calm. “Such a violent change of heart in one I would call kindred.”

	“General, whether you believe it or not, I have no interest in hurting you.”

	Leonato cannot speak. He has eyes only for the camera. Take it, destroy it, bribe him, fight him, anything but—

	“I believe you, Corporal.” Don Pedro says, unflappable. “Tell me what you want.”

	“It’s not what I want.” Benedick straightens his spine farther, fire in his eyes though he looks half-frozen. “Good Beatrice bade me send her salutations and her demands.”

	“Ah,” Leonato chuckles, weak and breathy.

	He turns to the small bar by the table and pours himself a scotch. When he sits, it is to see Don Pedro looking with pride upon the boy blackmailing them and Benedick checking his text messages to retrieve Beatrice’s exact wording.

	*

	“My dear,” Don Pedro says, his hands folded on the table they all sit around. “Please forgive your father if you can. Love makes us fools, and does not exclude cruelty.”

	“She has no reason to forgive, and he has no right to ask her to,” Beatrice snaps before Hero can speak. There’s a new issue of The Dogberry Times held in Beatrice’s hand and a scowl on her face. Never has Leonato seen her so angry. The paper’s headline reads, for all to see,

	THAT’S NOT MY FACE… BUT THAT’S MY BODY!

	GOVERNOR’S EX-MAID MARGARET TELLS ALL: 

	GENERAL DON JOHN DOCTORS DIRTY PHOTOS!

	“And yet,” Hero says in a quiet breath.

	“Oh, do not yield so sweetly, dear Cousin!” Beatrice moans. “Ask for more than the decency your so-called father should have granted you from the start! Margaret would have offered that retraction even without him forcing Dogberry to print it!”

	“Indeed! Ask for a yacht,” Benedick suggests helpfully, only to catch an elbow from Beatrice.

	“A good many things seem clear now.” Hero shakes her head, looking down at her hands. “I’m so sorry for Margaret. What an awful shock for her.”

	“Be more sorry for yourself!” Beatrice moans, putting her face in her hands.

	“Better yet, be more angry at me,” Leonato suggests, laying his hand on the table near her. Hidden from sight, Don Pedro slides a hand onto his thigh, squeezing. “In a better world, this man beside me would be a second father to you, yet in the name of my love for him I have done you harm.”

	“It’s not as if I’m blind.” Hero reaches out to squeeze his hand. “You’ve never looked at anyone but Mom the way you look at him.”

	The hand on his leg squeezes tighter, and Don Pedro’s cheeks fill with color. Leonato smiles at her proudly and takes a shaking breath.

	“For whatever it’s worth,” Don Pedro tells her, offering his own hand, too, “your father already knew he was wrong. Even without your friend’s intervention, we would not have let the slander continue, Hero.”

	Hero’s smile is a fragile thing, so vulnerable it makes Leonato’s chest ache, but she looks upon Don Pedro with love in her eyes. She takes his hand as well, connecting the three of them. Her phone buzzes, shaking the table—more messages from Claudio begging her pardon. He suspects that she will listen. She is so painfully kind.

	“Your mother would be so proud,” Leonato rasps. She clutches his fingers in return. “My Hero, I am a fool. She would be so, so proud.”

	“Yacht,” whispers Benedick.

	“Would that your needless words were pennies you could buy your own boat!” Beatrice roars in frustration.

	Their relationship is not repaired. Their words now are merely a bandage on a wound, stopping the blood flow.

	He dares to hope that in time the injury will heal without scarring.

	*

	That evening, Leonato stares out his bedroom window at the red sunset and the last wisps of the storm clouds.

	“You never did answer your own question, my love,” Don Pedro comments from the bed, lounging half-dressed amid the linens.

	Leonato swallows fear like ice. What has he forgotten? Hero’s patient kindness has set them on the road to heal. Claudio’s mournful messages have been answered with joking requests for a yacht. Beatrice and Benedick locked lips as soon as they thought they were alone. Don John has slipped away to avoid the defamation charges… Leonato must have missed something in all the chaos.

	Dread sinking through him, Leonato closes his eyes, shutting out the view of the twilight sky, and forces himself to turn around. “Which question was that?” he asks, and opens his eyes to behold not another disaster, but the most beautiful sight he knows: Don Pedro grins indulgently toward him, not an ounce of malice in his sparkling eyes, and pats the space beside him on their bed.

	“If I were a young man, how would you woo me?”

	Relief makes Leonato dizzy. He sinks down to sit at his beloved’s side and drops near-boneless into his embrace. Don Pedro’s arms are strong and warm around him.

	“Hm,” Leonato whispers past a throat tight with emotion. “Peafowl, maybe?”

	Don Pedro’s answering laughter hangs bright in the clearing air between them.

	 


Duly Noted

	By Xanthe P. Russell

	The idea behind my work “Duly Noted” is a romantic comedy film adaptation of Much Ado About Nothing set in the UK in the 1980s, with a specific focus on Beatrice and Benedick’s relationship development. I thought it would be interesting to explore the frivolousness of the original story and its themes in what was quite a turbulent time (particularly for queer people). In my version of the story, Beatrice (who goes by “Bea”) is a closeted lesbian and a bit of a prep, whereas Benedick (who goes by “Ben”) is a trans woman and a self-identified punk. The two meet at a club owned by Bea’s uncle and take an instant (dis)liking to each other. A big part of the original story focuses on hiding your true self behind a mask (both physically and metaphorically). In my story, Bea grew up in a Northern working class town, unaware of her connections to the wealthy Leonato until she was in her early 20s, and this sense of being an outsider is what makes her begin to open up to Ben (eventually). This also shapes how she deals with her sexuality, being uncomfortable both in the fact Ben annoys her, but also the fact that she’s a woman. Ben hides behind the mask of being a “punk,” embracing the androgynous style of the movement so she doesn’t have to deal with being misgendered. She also boasts about being very anti-authoritarian, although she grew up in a well-off household, and has a turbulent relationship with her family. Overall, I wanted the focus to be that both character’s are wearing “costumes” concealing who they really are, and only when they finally remove them do they finally begin to understand each other and begin to fall in love.

	[image: Artwork of two women in 1980s clothing. One is sitting in a red arm chair, staring straight at the viewer with a smirk on her lips. The other, in black punk clothes and flashy make-up, stands behind the chair, looking fondly down toward the first person while holding her tie in one hand. Text on the image reads All is (Not) Well in Love. Duly Noted.]

	 


Hero’s Moon

	By Theresa Tanner

	Tags: alternate universe, bipoc, character has a different gender than in the source material, college, epistolary, f/f, f/m, false accusations, fluff, friends to lovers, high school, meet cute, mistaken identity, misunderstandings, modern, past tense, pining, playing pranks, third person limited point of view

	*

	I am a high school science teacher. Putting the characters in high school meant daily exposure to inspiration! Margaret, Uranus’s moon, is named for Margaret from Much Ado About Nothing, and it’s quite memorable for demonstrating the Kozai instability.

	*

	My most dear, how I would love to debate with you for the rest of our lives! Your command of wordplay and the tools of rhetoric is beyond compare, and I would die a happy man to be slain by the sharpness of your wit.

	I remain, as ever, your devoted servant

	Yeah. Beatrice hated it, thanks. Why this guy wrote like he was in a Victorian novel, she did not understand… although he hadn’t initially, she remembered. The first letter had been so normal. Well, aside from the fact that it was a somewhat old-fashioned hand-written letter instead of an email or a DM—and the minor detail that she’d never even met this alleged “Benedick Johnson.”

	There was no way he was a real person.

	Supposedly, he went to college with her cousin Hannah, who was sending the letters for him instead of giving him her address. That might be true, but if it was… how had he survived middle school with a name with two penis euphemisms?

	The second letter had been weirder—and more personal, with specific details about her life. Nothing too stalkerish, at least; it was just weird. The third was even worse/better. They kept arriving, one per week, and the weirdness level kept getting higher. This one, the eighth, referred to her success in a debate competition the weekend before, where Beatrice and her partner Claudia Pedro won first place and advanced to the state competition.

	How could a random stranger know so much about her?

	They wouldn’t, obviously.

	Hannah was a creative writing major. She must have written the letters herself and sent them to Beatrice as a prank. Hannah certainly had the creativity, and Beatrice wouldn’t recognize Hannah’s rarely used cursive writing. It was a shame, really; if Benedick Johnson was real, she’d love to meet him and see if he was half as entertaining in person. Not that there was any chance he’d live up to the image in Beatrice’s mind. It didn’t matter. He definitely wasn’t real. It was high time for Hannah to admit to the prank.

	Beatrice looked over the letter one last time before she set it aside and took out a sheet of paper to write a silly response. Between the two of them, Hannah was the fiction writer, not her—but there was nothing Beatrice enjoyed more than a good argument. Poking fun at everything in the letter was a good way to kill some time. If nothing else, it was an excuse to respond in kind and practice the cursive writing that her grandmother had insisted she use for thank-you notes and such. With the state competition looming, Beatrice and Claudia had plans to meet for practice in Beatrice’s room, so she had not-quite-forty minutes to mock the interesting, imaginary man.

	*

	As soon as Claudia arrived for debate practice, she threw her phone at Beatrice with a groan. “It’s hopeless, Bea. Hopeless. Why do I have to be so… so… cursed?”

	“You’re not cursed. No such thing as curses.” Beatrice quickly tossed the letter she hadn’t quite finished toward the trash, then picked up the phone. It was open to Hannah’s Instagram, recognizable by her profile picture: a basketball hanging in space like a sun, with a tennis ball and a golf ball “in orbit” around it like planets. Beatrice had been avoiding Hannah’s social media; she didn’t care to find out Dick Boy was real and not a figment of Hannah’s imagination. “What’s my cousin got to do with anything?”

	Another long groan, and Claudia tangled her fingers in her long black hair, pulling it ever so slightly. “She’s so… perfect! I always knew there was never much hope. Only a fool’s hope.”

	“Uh-oh. You’re quoting Gandalf. This is serious.” Beatrice looked more closely at Hannah’s Instagram feed. The first picture was of the Moon. That made sense—every full moon, Hannah took pictures and shared the best one, captioned with a fun lunar fact. Next post down was a picture of Uranus with a moon in transit, captioned I wonder if Margaret ever gets tired of the jokes about mooning her dad? “Who’s Margaret?”

	“I don’t knoooooow,” Claudia whined. “Don’t you? You talk to Hero almost every day; I never get to talk to her anymore!”

	“She’s never mentioned any ‘Margaret’ to me.” Beatrice kept scrolling. There were a couple other references to Margaret—a meme about being yourself even if everyone tells you you’re wrong, captioned Margaret my love, keep being weird, it makes you so special! and a diagram explaining the eccentricity of an ellipse captioned Margaret! It’s you! You’re eccentric! “So the big deal here is what?”

	“I’ve been in love with Hero since sophomore year when we were on the basketball team together and she helped me get good enough to move up to varsity!” Claudia wailed, as though Beatrice hadn’t heard that at least twice a month for the past two years. She flopped dramatically on Beatrice’s bed, knocking her stuffed dog onto the floor. “She said she didn’t want to date until college, so I didn’t say anything to her, and I wasn’t going to until next year when I’m there too, but now there’s Margaret.”

	Beatrice raised an eyebrow and switched to Twitter. Lots of references to Margaret there, too, continuing the theme of how weird Margaret was and how much Hannah admired her for it. “This doesn’t sound to me like Hannah’s in love. It’s nothing like the love letters she’s been writing to me.”

	Claudia’s head popped up, staring at Beatrice with her head tilted to one side. “Wait, what?”

	Oops. Beatrice’s hand hit her face as she realized how it must have sounded. “That came out wrong. She’s pranking me by writing letters that she claims were written by some ‘Bent Dick’ guy, and trust me, her gushing about love sounds nothing like these posts.”

	“But if she’s playing a prank on you, there’s no reason she’d sound like she normally would. She might be hiding. And if it’s not a prank, those letters aren’t even by her!”

	Claudia’s logic was as solid as Beatrice expected from a debate star, but she was still wrong. “This sounds more like she’s started writing a new story and is gushing about her main character. Margaret is probably some OC who’s taking over her brain.”

	“But… Juan said that he’s heard from Conrad—a friend of his at Hannah’s college,” Claudia whispered, “that Hero’s always with some girl.”

	“First off, Hannah’s made it clear that the Hero nickname makes her uncomfortable unless it’s from a teammate. Juan wasn’t on the basketball team, so he needs to stop using it. As for what Conrad says… so she’s making friends.” Beatrice shrugged. “Might be Ursula Ryan. They live on the same dorm floor, and they’ve got creative writing together. There’s no way she’s got a girlfriend she’s never mentioned to me.” On the contrary, every time Hannah called, she asked about Claudia and hung on every little detail Beatrice shared. Beatrice wasn’t going to betray her cousin by telling Claudia that, but she could make sure that Hannah heard about the rumors going around and how upset Claudia was by them.

	“If you say so.”

	Beatrice wanted to shake her. Who knew Hannah best, her or Juan? Beatrice had nothing to gain by lying—even if Beatrice did lie, Claudia would learn the truth when Hannah brought a girlfriend home—but Juan did. If Claudia lost interest in Hannah, Juan had that much less competition, not that it mattered how much competition there was. Hannah preferred being alone to being with someone she didn’t like, and Juan was a total jackwagon.

	“Next question, why on Earth are you listening to Juan anyway? We don’t call him ‘the Bastard Prince’ because he’s a stand-up straight-shooter, you know. And it’s definitely not because his parents weren’t married, because who cares about that anymore?”

	Claudia pouted. “I know he can be a jerk to people at school, but even if he lives with his mom, he’s still my brother. He’s always been good to me. Remember how he stood up for me when Borachio started spreading rumors?”

	“And he’s been trying to date Hannah for years,” Beatrice said. “Maybe he sees a chance to break your heart so that you’ll move on and he won’t have to worry about you when the two of you go to college and he tries again.” If Juan was feeding this line of crap to anyone else, Beatrice would be positive that it was to be a jerk. With Claudia, though… she did have a good point about Juan treating her well. Beatrice had forgotten about Borachio spreading rumors that he’d slept with Claudia. He and Juan had been good friends; by standing up for his sister and defending her reputation, Juan had put her above that friendship. “I guess it could be that he really thinks Margaret is Hannah’s girlfriend and is trying to help you by letting you know you need to move on.” Beatrice trusted Juan about as far as she could throw him, but maybe, just maybe, his heart was in the right place this time as well.

	*

	Hannah usually called Friday afternoons after her last class of the day let out. Most of Beatrice’s friends were busy preparing for the football game, so it was the most likely time for her to be able to talk for an hour without someone interrupting. It was therefore not a surprise when Beatrice’s phone rang at 4:30—a little earlier than usual, but even so, Beatrice was ready to answer.

	“Hannah! What…” She trailed off as she took in Hannah’s background. Instead of videocalling from her dorm or from the usual shady area in the park, Hannah was in a car, her tawny skin lit by the late afternoon sun. Not her Kia, even—a vehicle Beatrice didn’t recognize. “You on the road somewhere? Why call me now?”

	“Surprise!” Hannah threw her free hand into the air. “I’m coming home for the weekend! I called to tell you to go to the football game. We’ll meet you there.”
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