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    To everyone at the intersection of queer and church, whether you are upheld or held back, seen or invisible, supported or shunned.

 

You are valid.

You are worthy of love.

You are perfect exactly as you are.
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WHILE THIS IS, AT ITS core, a romance novel, the characters are dealing with difficult issues and situations. As always, characters curse and sex is open door.

On the page:

Depiction of intrusive thoughts, homophobia, physical assault, depiction of panic attacks.

Off the page: 

Death by suicide, death of a parent.

Discussions by characters:

Parental abuse, mental health, religious trauma and abuse, conversion therapy.

Please read with due care for your own well-being.
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APRIL 2019

Shit. 

I flinch at the staccato cacophony of my books tumbling out of my book bag and hitting the floor one after another until the bag hangs limp. Hopefully my roommate’s chosen tonight to become a heavy sleeper.  I’m stumbling into the dorm far too late on a Wednesday night. I’ve only had a few beers, but I didn’t get much supper and they went straight to my head. I’d gone to a frat party, hoping to hook up with a guy from one of my classes, but he’d been a no-show. I’d stayed because, hey, free beer, but I did have class in the morning. 

I trip getting my boots off and fall to one knee. I see Greyson’s door is open a crack and I worry about the noise again. Still trying to decide if I’ve won the roommate lottery with Greyson Burns or not. Grey is beautiful to look at, so that’s a point in his favor. He’s pretty buttoned up, a little too quiet, and leaves his dishes in the sink too often. He doesn’t bring girls back to the room, another point in his favor, which leaves me feeling guilty every time I smuggle a guy out at the ass crack of dawn. Not guilty enough to stop, you understand, but still. He plays guitar, but not anything loud or metal. I like having the music around. My mom plays music constantly, so the silence when we first moved into dorm was weird. And let me tell you, I’ve had some wicked thoughts about what those long, nimble fingers could do to me.

I tried flirting with him a little when we first moved in, but he hadn’t acknowledged it at all, so I put him in the straight/oblivious/not interested column and moved on. He works out some, enough to have some delicious biceps, but mostly he’s like me, long lean muscle. His skin is dark, like he’s always got a tan, but he’s got these light hazel eyes that go gold in the right light. They go perfectly with honey blonde hair that he wears short. It’s thick and I’d love to run my fingers through it. Yeah, he’s featured in some shower fantasies this year, but no more than any other pretty guy. Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

I walk as quietly as I can to my room and get ready for bed. I’m looking for my phone to very reluctantly set an alarm for class. I can’t find it. It must have fallen out of my pocket when I tripped.

I walk back out to the main room, clad only in boxer briefs. As I’m passing by Grey’s open door, I hear my name. I push the door open and speak softly. “Shit, man, sorry. Didn’t mean to -” I stop dead.

Grey is laying spread eagle on the narrow bed, naked. His eyes are tightly closed. One hand is fisted in the sheet while the other works his magnificent cock in a slow, pumping rhythm. His crest is slick with moisture, and I watch as another bead gathers. Grey slides his thumb through it and teases the sensitive head.

“Mmm. Booker. That feels so good.”

Holy hell. He’s fantasizing about me while he gets himself off. I pause in the doorway, torn. He’s given no indication in all the months we’ve lived together that he might be into guys. I’ve been more than open about my own preferences. See above about sneaking guys out of the room way too early. But he’s lovely, laid out like a feast for me, and I’ve already been denied once tonight. Tempting. So very, very tempting.

I take a couple of steps closer to the bed and crouch, my dick swelling as my balls get heavy. “I could make it feel better than that,” I say.

His eyes fly open, and he immediately curls around himself with his back to me.

“What are you doing in my room?”

I can see the flush gathering at his ears and on his neck. I don’t know if that’s from being turned on or embarrassed.

I sit on the edge of the bed and lightly touch his shoulder. “I heard my name. Was I wrong?”

The flush on his neck deepens. “No.”

“You make a very tempting picture there with your gorgeous mouth just waiting for someone to come along and kiss it, and your cheeks all rosy. Can you blame me for wanting a better look?” I start to tease my fingers along his bicep. His back muscles still clench and flex as if he’s seeking release. I trail my fingers down his spine, slowly. “How do I touch you in your imagination, Grey?” My questing fingers slide all the way down to his opening. It’s a little slick and I wonder what else he’s been up to tonight. My thumb circles the sensitive flesh, and he sucks in a gasp. His hips flex and he pushes himself back against my teasing thumb. I lean my head down so my breath is on his ear when I ask, “Do you imagine me inside you, Grey? Do you imagine I’m behind you, fucking you, driving in so deep and slow while my hand is wrapped around your cock?” His hips push back against my teasing thumb again and he gives a low whine, but my fingers aren’t lubed up enough for what I want. I keep teasing with my thumb but slide the rest of my fingers firmly across his taint until I can stroke his balls. They’re tight against his body, like he’s ready to come. I’m surprised as hell when I realize he’s still stroking himself with that maddeningly slow motion, and I match him with my thumb, pressing a little deeper with each stroke, bringing pressure against his taint at the same time. 

“I’m here if you want me, Grey, but you have to tell me.”

He makes a guttural noise, but nothing else has moved except his hand on his hard shaft. I wait a few more beats, then slowly pull my hand away. I plant a kiss on the tender flesh behind his ear. He shudders, his whole body convulsing. I stand up and take a step toward the door.

“Don’t go.” His voice is a husky rasp, not much louder than a whisper. 

I stop, turning slowly back toward the bed. “Tell me what you want, Grey.”

His voice is so soft and so shaky that it goes straight to my dick, starting an electric coil of pressure at the base of my spine. “I... I want you.”

He’s half rolled over, his hand reaching toward me, and his eyes flash in the soft light from the streetlamps like beads of amber. 

I sit on the bed again and bend down to take his mouth with mine. I suck his bottom lip hard and bite it, then soothe. I swallow his whimper as I thrust my hand into his hair and slant my mouth over his. I tease his lips with my tongue and he opens for me, his moan loud. I slide my tongue into his mouth, tasting and licking. My other hand roams his hard pecs, finding the pebbled nub of his nipple and flicking, pinching, twisting. He groans against my lips and his hand comes up to touch my chest, tentative at first, sliding, exploring, then gliding around to pull me against him. I lay myself properly on the bed and move to the soft skin of his neck, biting, then laying my mouth over it to soothe. My knee goes between his thighs and he’s grinding against my hip. I still his motion with my hand “Ah, baby, you’ll come too soon if you keep that up,” I grin. 

I drop in for one more kiss and then start the preflight checklist. “Are you on PrEP?”

“What?” Grey seems confused.

“PrEP.” I repeat. He shakes his head. 

“You have condoms and lube?” He gestures at the container of shea butter that’s tangled in his sheets.

“Oh, sweetheart. Let me get the good stuff. Don’t go anywhere, baby. I’ll be back in a flash.” I dash across the shared living room and grab the necessary items from my bedside table drawer. I come back to Grey’s room, spreading the condom packets like a street magician and popping the lube bottle on the bedside table.

“Booker, what’s PrEP?”

“The drug that prevents HIV. You really are from the sticks.” I laugh. “I’m on it, but if you’re not then we’re going to glove up and be extra careful.”

I glance around. “We should probably throw a towel down, too.” I snag the towel off the hook behind his door and start to spread it, but he doesn’t move to help me. 

“Why?”

Then it dawns on me. “Greyson, have you ever done this before?” He shakes his head. I feel something go soft and fuzzy in my chest. “Oh, baby,” I whisper softly. I drop the towel and cradle his jaw, going in for a soft kiss. “Oh, sweetheart, I’m going to make you feel so good. But if you don’t like anything, you have to tell me.” I drop another soft kiss on his mouth. “You promise?” He nods. “I need the words, Grey.”

“I promise I’ll tell you if it doesn’t feel good,” he whispers.

“Good. You’re so beautiful, Grey.” He sucks in a breath and his cock jumps a little. “Does it feel good when I tell you how pretty you are?” He nods. I hum. “Answer my question, baby. How do you imagine I touch you?”

He’s so hesitant when he answers. “I... I imagine you... you’re inside me and... and...”

“Fucking you?” I ask. He nods.

He takes a great gulp of air and continues, “and your hand is wrapped around me.”

“Hmm. We might not get there tonight, sweetheart, but we’ll see how good I can make you feel and how much your body can take.”

I shuck my boxers and get back on the bed. “Lay on your back for me, sweetheart.” He does. “I can see how hard and ready you are, so I want to take you in my mouth and suck you off.” I kiss him, deeper, more demanding, and the pressure of our hips grinding together ramps up the slow silver coil of energy in my belly. “But first I want to give you a taste of what it would be like to have me inside you.” I grab the bottle off the table and apply it liberally to my fingers. “Lift your knees for me, sweetheart, let me see that gorgeous ass. That’s right. All the way up to your chest.” His reluctance has me questioning how into this he is, but then he closes his eyes and his jaw hardens with determination. Then I’m distracted by the sight of him spread out for me. I lube up my fingers and tease at the furled skin. He bucks and his cock convulses. “Do you like that, sweetheart? Does that feel good?” He nods. “I need to hear it, Grey,” I demand.

“Feels so good,” he grinds out. His belly is slick with pre-cum.

“I’m going to slide one finger in, so slow, and if you take it all, I’m going to let you fuck my mouth. How does that sound?”

He’s panting now, hot and ready, but he manages to squeeze out a, “So good.”

I slide my finger in, pressing past his opening. I try to press through the smooth ring of muscle but he resists. “Ah, baby, you’re so tight,” I murmur. “Relax, baby. I got you.” I distract him with open mouthed kisses on his shaft and firm licks at his crown. He relaxes a fraction and I start to move in and out, just a little. I keep moving in short strokes as he slowly relaxes enough to let me inside. I slide my finger in as deep as I can and find his prostate. He cries out as I slide my finger over the spongy spot and he opens up a little more. “Good job, baby. You took that so good. You can drop your knees now.” The motion pushes my fingertip across his prostate again and he gives a groan from deep in his belly.

I take his cock into my mouth, just as slowly as my finger slid inside him. When he’s balls deep in my throat I move my finger and my mouth in rhythm so I’m rubbing that sensitive spot every time his crest hits the back of my throat. When he starts to arch up off the bed I ease him from my mouth and bring my finger back until it’s barely inside his opening. He sits up and grabs my head, kissing frantically and biting at my neck and shoulders. “Please do that again,” he moans.

“I will baby. You did that so good. Do you think you can take two fingers?” His cock convulses and he nods. “Then you lay back and I’ll make you feel even better.” I lube up again and slide one finger back in, and when he’s relaxed from that, I add the second finger. I go slow, giving him time to get used to the fullness, and then I start to move just my fingers. 

“Ah, that feels amazing,” he groans, and then arches off the bed when I find his prostate again. I take his cock in my mouth again, sucking hard on the head. My nose fills with the woodsy musk of his arousal as his salty pre-cum flows over my tongue. I slide my mouth down his shaft, once again coordinating the sensations inside and out. Grey fists my hair and holds my head, filling my throat with his release, surprising us both. I reluctantly slide my fingers out of him as I ride out the high of his release with him, spooning him against my chest.

As his breathing evens out he starts to grind his ass against my cock. I trap his hips again, and plant soft kisses on his earlobe and the sensitive skin at his nape. “No baby, not tonight.”

“But I want to make you feel good.”

“You will, but not like that. Trade me spots. Make me the little spoon.” We shuffle around until we manage the swap. “I want you to take me in your hand, like you were making yourself feel good earlier. And I want you to tell me every single thing you were imagining when you were calling my name.”

Greyson sips air, but his arm comes around me and he nibbles and suckles at my earlobe. I lube myself up and Grey wraps his hand around me. His hand on my shaft sends more electricity crackling through my balls and into the silver coil at the base of my spine. I roll to my back so I can kiss him while he’s finishing me. I look deep in his eyes and say, “You felt so good, baby. I’m so close. Tell me how you imagine me touching you.”

He starts to murmur in my ear and it’s the most vanilla fantasy ever, but his breath is blowing over my sensitive ear and his hand is gripping my cock and sliding up the shaft expertly to tease the head and then back down. My hips urge him to a quick rhythm, and he complies. “Ah, baby, I’m gonna come for you!” My heels drive into the bed and the sliver coil at my spine releases. I spill onto my chest, and Grey slides his hand down to cup my balls and put firm pressure on the base of my shaft as I claw my way back from the ecstasy.

We clean up with the towel as best we can, then I cradle his head on my shoulder, planting a soft kiss on his forehead. “You’re so beautiful, Grey. So fucking gorgeous.” I wrap an arm around him and tumble into sleep.

When I wake up the next morning, the light is hitting my eyes at the wrong angle, and it’s too high. I remember I fell asleep in Grey’s room last night. I glance around for a clock and see that it’s almost eleven and that I’ve slept through my first two classes. An empty space beside me says Grey was more virtuous than I. Big surprise.

I grab my boxers off the floor and wander across the living room to my room and grab a shower. I make myself a quick brunch and email apologies to the two professors, then text classmates for notes. My next class isn’t until three, so I work on a paper that’s due in a couple of weeks. I head out to the library around two to check a couple of references, make my three o’clock class, grab dinner on campus and head back to the dorm. 

I decline a couple of offers to hang out, citing tomorrow's eight a.m. class, but really I’m eager to get back home to see Grey. Hopefully he’s in a mood to continue last night’s tuition where we left off. He’s not there when I get back, but the library closes at eight. I can wait. I turn on something mindless on the TV but I’m not really watching it. I’m remembering the feel of Grey clamped around my fingers and imagining what he’d feel like gloved around my cock. Every fantasy I’ve ever had now comes complete with Grey as my partner. 

By the time I pull myself out of my fantasy world and realize I’m going to have to deal with this raging hard-on, it’s after ten. I wait until eleven, then open our roommate chat. 

Greyson Burns has left the chat

I stare at the notification in disbelief.

He doesn’t come back that night.

I skip classes Friday, claiming a stomach bug, and wait for Grey to come back. I stay in all day Saturday as well. On Sunday I have to leave to get food and run a couple of other errands. I’m gone less than three hours. When I come back to the dorm, Greyson’s room is empty. Everything he brought is gone. His bed is stripped, and the room smells of pine cleaner. Same with his bathroom. My lube and condoms have been carefully returned to my bedside drawer. His few additions to the common area are packed up as well. He’s gone. 

I don’t understand. Is this my fault? Why wouldn’t he say something? Why would he leave like that? I sit in a spinning pool of confusion until I’m forced to the conclusion that he can’t stand the thought of what we did. He can’t live here because he would have to see me all the time. Did I hurt him? Or maybe scare him? But I took it so slow.

I call Rhianna and tell her the whole thing. She’s sympathetic and offers to come over with ‘crush cure,’ whatever the hell that is. I never do find out, but there’s a surprising amount of vodka in it, so it helps, at least temporarily. 

I get through my classes on autopilot all week. In the evening, instead of doing homework, I hit the clubs, looking for something or someone to make me feel better. After the second time I show up at my mom’s place too shitfaced to open the door, she reads me the riot act while she feeds me her patented hangover cure breakfast. She’s right. I need to pull my head out of my ass.

I get my shit together, pull an epic weekend catch up session and get back on track. But I can’t shut the nagging voice in my head up. Does he feel like I violated him? I didn’t want that. I just wanted to make him feel good. 
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MAY 2022

It feels good to be back in Los Angeles. For the first time in three years, I can breathe. I feel free. I could feel the weight rolling off me as soon as the bus pulled out of the depot in Lewis. It had taken two years of planning, but I was out, and no one from home knows where I am. I have a profession, I have a job, and the universe has smiled enough to land me this sweet apartment only a few blocks from work. 

I hoist the heavy camping pack that carries everything I own a little higher on my back. I’m thankful I’d stopped at the public library and printed out my lease agreement to show the doorman. He’s maybe in his forties, and he has great laugh lines around his mouth and eyes. He’s not laughing now, though. I look like death warmed over. Well, more accurately, I look like I’ve been on a bus for about sixty hours. My teeth feel fuzzy, and I need a shower so bad I can taste it. I give my lease documents, and the doorman checks them over. He looks a little suspicious, so I try to diffuse the situation. “Sorry about how I look. The bus from Wichita is no joke.”

He gives me a sympathetic shake of his head and hands me back the documents and the keys to my apartment, 9D. “Welcome, Mr. Burns.”

“Oh, please no.” I hold up both hands. “I’ve had enough Simpsons jokes to last a lifetime.” I don’t mention that I hadn’t heard of the Simpsons until my aborted year at UCLA. “Greyson is fine.”

He smiles, and he’s got a great one. “Welcome, Greyson. Do you have an expected date of arrival for your furniture?”

I smile back, willing him to accept my answer. “I still have to shop. It didn’t seem worth it to drag my second-hand furniture out here from backwoods Kansas. Right now, everything I own is in this pack.” I gesture at my overloaded army surplus pack. “I’ll let you know when I’m expecting deliveries.”

“Appreciate it.” I head toward the elevator. “Oh, Mr. B- Greyson, the owner was doing a final walk through this morning, and he found some issue with your plumbing. He might still be up there fixing it.”

“As long as the apartment isn’t flooded.” I chuckle, boarding the elevator and heading for the ninth floor.

I love this building already. It’s older, maybe late sixties, but it’s either been impeccably maintained or carefully restored. Possibly both. I trace my fingers over the woodwork in the elevator, make note of the imperfections in the mirror glass that speak of age. But the car is spotless and moves easily and soundlessly, without the hitches and groans I would normally expect from an old elevator. I can see where some tiles have been replaced; the finish doesn’t quite match the tiles around it exactly. The owner of this building must really love it. It also speaks well of him that he’s willing to do his own small repairs, and that he didn’t just leave some plumbing disaster for me to deal with.

I step off on nine, the only passenger in the elevator midmorning. To my right and across the hall are two doors marked ‘stairs’ with two apartment doors facing each other at the end of a long hallway. The carpet is dark and looks newish. I look left and see the same setup. This feels very off. I’d expect a building this size to have at least eight apartments per floor; I’m renting a studio, and I’m sure as hell not paying for this much space, not in this rental market. I see that one of the doors to my left is ajar, and I hear the clinks and grunts of someone working. I head for the open door and see the polished brass ‘9D’ mounted on it. I push open the door and my jaw drops. The space is MASSIVE. The whole apartment is open concept, so studio style, but it’s the size of the main floor of the house I grew up in back in Beaupre. I suddenly and weirdly wish I owned roller skates. Mother would say this much space for one person is a sinful waste. The windows are probably original to the building, made of multiple small panes of glass. The midmorning light is drawing abstract patterns on the beautiful, polished fir floors.

A loud clang and a muffled curse draw my attention to the kitchen area where a man is concealed by the cabinet under the sink. All I can see are dress pants and loafers, not usual plumbing attire for sure. As I watch, the man wriggles partway out from under the sink, far enough for me to see that he’s shirtless and younger than I expected. Or in excellent shape. Either way I appreciate the view. I lean against the pillar that defines the entryway to continue my survey of the situation. He rolls himself over and reaches for something in a back corner. I hear a muffled, “Gotcha, you bitch,” even as I’m appreciating the stellar ass in those pants. 

He backs fully out from under the sink, holding a roll of something that he drops into the open red metal tool box on the counter. Then he grabs a grubby towel off the counter and throws it under the cabinet. “Acid test,” he mutters as he turns on the tap and washes his hands. He dries them on another shop towel. With the water still running, he crouches and examines the pipe underneath the sink, then he reaches in and feels around. I’m so busy admiring the play of muscles in his back and the tattoo that covers his bicep and unfolds down his shoulder blade that I don’t notice my guitar case slipping from my hand.

It makes a hollow musical ‘thunk’ as it hits the floor, and the man starts, banging his head on the cabinet. “Motherfucker!” he yells, rolling back on to his ass with both hands clutching the back of his head.

“Hey, man, are you okay?” I let my pack slip to join the guitar case and cross the space to stand beside him. 

“Yeah, I’m good, just cracked my head a little.” His voice is a little muffled, but he gives one last rub to the back of his head and moves to stand up. I extend a hand to help him up and his strong, callused hand grips my forearm as I brace myself. “So, listen, your drain was leaking. I replaced the cracked pipe but keep an eye on it -” He breaks off as his eyes meet mine and I find myself looking into a face that has haunted my dreams and featured in most of my fantasies for the last three years.

Booker Morhan. 

His dark blue eyes widen with recognition, and he hastily drops my arm. We both stand, frozen for a second, and then, almost to himself, he says, “Yeah, there couldn’t be fucking two of you.” He shakes his head and scrubs at the back of his neck. I find myself following the lines of his tattoo across his pec and down his abs to where it disappears under his belt. I flush and pull my eyes back to his face. He’s matured, the last of the childhood roundness melting into sharp planes and angles. His black hair is artfully tousled and falls over his forehead, reminding me how it felt clenched in my fingers.

I search frantically for any topic of conversation to break the tension that’s rising in the room like steam. “I thought the guy downstairs said the owner was fixing my sink.”

“Yeah, um... Yeah.” He leans over to shut the water off.

“You own this building.” Because of course he does. This is how my life goes.

“And two others, but this is the one I manage myself.”

“But... you were at UCLA doing accountancy...”

“Also that. I’m in my final year of a forensic accountancy post-grad.”

I laugh in disbelief. “Do you sleep?”

“About as much as I did in undergrad,” he chuckles, a little self-deprecating. “It’s a long story that I don’t have time to tell you right now, because -”

A voice rings out from the doorway, “Ay, lindo, we need to go or my mamacita’s gonna have our heads.”

“I know, Van. Come in and meet the new tenant.” Booker snatches a dress shirt off the counter, rolling the sleeves up his forearms and then efficiently tidying away his tools and closing the box before swiftly buttoning and tucking in his shirt and adding an ocean blue vest with silver embroidery. 

An incredibly lovely Latino man steps into the apartment, grabs Booker by the belt loops and plants a hot kiss on his mouth. Booker looks fondly exasperated, but I can see from the other man’s expression that he’s staking a claim, marking his territory. I take a half step back and hold out my hand. “Greyson Burns.”

“We were roommates for five minutes at UCLA,” explains Booker. Then he turns to me, “This is my partner, Donovan Torres. It’s good to see you again, Grey.” There’s a depth of feeling in those words that I don’t fully understand. He pulls an expensive looking watch out of his pocket and flinches when he sees the time. “Hey, Grey, would it be okay for me to leave my toolbox here for now? I’ll be back three-ish?” He looks to Donovan, who nods. “Or will it be in your way for moving furniture and stuff in?”

“Everything I currently own is in that bag, there,” I say, gesturing. “So I don’t think it’ll be an issue.”

“Seriously? You running away from home or something?” 

“Something like that,” I reply, not able to hold on to the joking tone.

“Well, listen, I’ve got a storage room full of orphaned furniture in the basement, so you’re welcome to go through it, and -” he breaks off as Donovan grabs his hand and pulls. “- we can talk about it when I get back from lunch.” The last few words drift down the hallway as Donovan drags him into the stairwell.

I close the door on the cavernous space and lean my head against the door. It smells very faintly of fresh paint. Of course, Booker Morhan is my landlord. Of course, he has a beautiful boyfriend. I can’t catch a break. Not one single solitary break.

I push off the door and unpack my bag. I pull out my guitar stand and set my guitar on it. I place the little folding camp stool next to it. Priorities. I wander into the bathroom, unpacking toiletries and my sad, nearly threadbare towel set. Kitchen towel and dishcloths are next. I take them to the kitchen along with a few random utensils and a set of cutlery. I see a generic ‘Welcome to the Building’ note posted on the fridge, run over the very reasonable building rules, and note the building wifi code at the bottom. I hook up my phone and let the emails from the last few days roll in. It’s not as many as I expect. 

Most of the emails are from church events at home, and I contemplate my options. I could unsubscribe from the mail list. I’m not sure anyone would actually notice, but it feels too much like announcing what I’ve done. I used my super secret personal email for all my job and rental related correspondence, so I could just abandon this old address. I opt for that and take a second to remove it from my mail service. My mailbox feels naked as I’m left with the few emails from my new job and the rental agency. I have the same feeling about my life right now that I used to get when I wiped a wet cloth over the chalk pictures in the kids’ area of our church. There was such a deep satisfaction in wiping away the old picture to replace it with a new one, but also a strong sense of how fragile the picture had been, made only of colored dust.

I unpack my clothes last and realize I don’t have hangers for my work shirts. I drape them over the kitchen counter, seeing a flash in memory of Booker’s nimble fingers doing up the buttons of his shirt. I close my eyes and lean against the counter. The memory of those fingers dancing down my spine as he asked me what I wanted rises unbidden. I choke down the flood of memory before I can spend too long dwelling on the feeling of his fingers inside me. 

I turn my attention to making a list of things I can’t live without. I head to the nearest Target, picking up household basics and groceries for a week or so. On impulse, I grab a dozen beer and a bottle of white wine. The clerk hardly glances at my terrible fake ID. This feels much more like rebellion than secretly applying for a job in another state ever had. I also buy myself a folding wire cart to wheel my goodies home. The smell of cinnamon and sugar grabs my attention as I walk past a coffee shop, and I stop to eat a huge cinnamon roll and sip a latte. ::Greedy sinner. Glutton.:: My mother’s voice echoes in my head. I mentally flip her off and take time to savor every bite. 

I wheel my cart the rest of the way home, almost a half mile, with my mother in my head telling me that I’m being lazy because I didn’t carry everything. I head into my building, feeling a deep satisfaction as I feel the key slide home and turn smoothly to unlock the outer door. In the lobby, the doorman looks up and says, “Hello Mr. -” I raise an eyebrow. “- Greyson. Out for a shop?”

“And a cinnamon bun,” I say with a grin. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t get your name before.”

He scoffs as I call him ‘sir’ but says, “Bruce is fine.” 

“Have a good one, Bruce,” I call as I head for the elevator. I experience the same satisfaction using my key to open the apartment door. The space is just as overwhelming the second time. Maybe more, because of how all my meagre possessions are lost in the space. I put away my groceries, pleasantly surprised by the amount of storage I find in the pantry next to the fridge.

I’m trying to decide if I’m going to put the wine in the pantry or the fridge when there’s a knock on my door. I open it to Booker, and he walks in, rolling his shoulders like he’s been working out. His sleeves have been properly buttoned and the first thing he does is unbutton the cuffs and roll them over his forearms again. His expression is closed as he grabs his toolbox and shop towels. He heads across my living room toward the window that opens to the fire escape. “Mind if I use this? I live right upstairs and it’s faster than the inside stairs.” I gesture magnanimously toward the window, and he puts the towels down to unfasten the latch on the window. It slides up easily, another sign of impeccable maintenance. He stalls with one leg out the window as he takes note of the guitar on its stand. “You still play?” I nod. He stoops to pick up the towels. “That was the thing I missed most after you left,” he says softly, mostly to the floor. Then he swings out the window and I hear his quick steps up the metal stairway. There’s a long pause, and then I hear pounding, followed by raised voices. I move to close the window to give them some privacy, but something makes me stand by the open window instead. 

I catch a few fractured sentences, to the tune of ‘you always,’ or ‘I never,’ but the only sentence I hear clearly is Booker’s anguished and angry tones. “When have I ever in the last year given you reason to think I might be doing that? Fuck, Van. Just... Stop. You’re being an asshole,” followed by the sound of his shoes on the metal steps. 

I don’t move from my perch as Booker comes through the window. “Pro tip,” I say. “If you’re going to have a scrap with your boyfriend, you probably shouldn’t leave the window open.”

He rolls his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “He’s had it in his head the last three months that I’m chasing someone who isn’t him. It’s like we came out of lockdown and suddenly we were strangers. I’m really sorry, because he’s fixated on you as flavor of the month.” I notice then that he’s changed into jeans, a tee shirt, and runners. “Let’s head down to the storeroom.”

“Lead the way,” I respond. We get in the main elevator, and he presses the ‘B’ button. We stand side by side, which gives me an excellent view of him in the mirrors. I’m definitely not going to spend the trip downstairs drooling over that luscious physique. Much. 

Except that after about two minutes I feel bad for staring. He’s fighting with his partner, and it sounds like they’ve been together for a while. It sucks to feel like someone who’s supposed to be close to you doesn’t trust you anymore. “I’m sorry things are hard right now.”

“Not hard enough,” he mutters, and I close my eyes and blush as I realize my accidental double-entendre. :: Abomination.::

“I... I didn’t...” I’m too flustered to get out a coherent sentence. 

“No, my fault,” says Booker, sounding defeated. “I know you didn’t mean that. I’m just... Humor as a defense mechanism and I’m feeling pretty fucking defensive right now.” As the elevator gets to the basement and the doors open, he turns to me and says, “Thanks, though.” Then he’s off the elevator and striding toward the rear of the storage space. 

He uses a key from a large ring to open a door in a huge chain link fenced storage area. It’s so packed with furniture that it’s tough for him to ease himself between the big pieces to get to the back of the space where the light switch is. He gets stuck once, and I hear him swear and something heavy slides across the concrete. Then the lights come on, and I whistle. 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” he says. The space is packed with large pieces of furniture. Armoires, dressers, shelf units, tables in various sizes, and a mish-mash of chairs. “I donate or trash anything soft, so no sofa or bed, but I can set you up with a table, or desk, or dresser, or whatever you need.”

“Why do you get rid of the soft stuff?”

“Pests. If it’s abandoned, odds are good it’s got pests in it, or else something will use it for a nest while it’s in storage. What do you need?”

“Well, a table and chairs for a start. Any chance of a desk? My job is hybrid and I’ll be working from home at least a couple of days a week.”

“Ooo. I got just the thing. How big a table?”

“It’s only me, but, you know, I’d maybe like to have people over. Table for four?” 

“What’s your style?”

“I’d prefer if it went with the vibe of the building. I really like the way it looks.”

“Thanks. My dad did the restoration when I was a baby. I’ve just tried to maintain it.” 

I see my opening. “Listen, before I start furnishing this gorgeous apartment, I need to make sure it isn’t a mistake. I was expecting a studio,” I hold my hands close together, “not a studio.” I throw my arms wide. 

Booker rubs the back of his neck. “It’s a mistake, but it’s at my end. There was a mix-up in the booking and the management company rented out the apartment we originally discussed. So, yeah, the rent you’re paying is for a smaller unit. But also...” He pauses, like he’s trying to figure out how to present the information he has. “I live upstairs, and I’m a shitty neighbor. I have a killer stereo system, and I occasionally lose track of the time. And by occasionally, I mean a couple of times a week. The unit’s been empty for four months because word gets around that the landlord likes to play heavy bass at all hours. Partial rent is better than none. So, if you’re willing to give it a go for six months, I’ll give you first refusal on the smaller studio that’ll have a lease ending then. And I’ll let you pay the discounted rent for putting up with my shit until then.”

“What if I want to keep the unit after six months?” Let’s see how bad a neighbor he thinks he is. Or how good a businessman.

“Then I’d hold the rent as agreed for the term of the lease, but we’d have to talk about rent if you were going to extend the lease.”

“That seems fair.”

“Done.” He goes back to shifting furniture around, and he starts handing me out press-back chairs. “There’s five of these and a round table with a couple of leaves. We can always grab extra chairs if the party gets out of control.” He winks, falling back into his easy joking manner that I remember from college. He hands me the leaves, and I stack everything just outside the door. I move in to help him with the table. It’s heavy and it takes both of us to get it over to the freight elevator. I stack everything in the elevator, and I head back over. Booker is shifting furniture until he clears everything away from a massive armoire. He grabs a stool and pushes it out of the way, and the world freezes.

I walk over to the stool. It’s an antique adjustable piano stool. The seat is cracked, just a little. I spin it up and it’s really stiff, but it feels so familiar in my hand. It needs work, but the brass feet are all there. It needs some grease and a lot of glue. The brass feet are there. ::Symbols of the devil.:: I crouch to run my fingers over them, the bird feet clutching green glass marbles in their talons. ::They’ll only lead you into sin.:: I close my eyes, and I can hear the hammer blows, feel the grit of smashed glass under my fingers, feel the smooth texture of the dull grey duct tape mother had replaced the feet with. 

I feel a hand on my shoulder. “You okay?” I nod. I stand up and I put the stool outside the door. Booker is looking at me like he wants to ask something else, but he doesn’t. He turns back to the armoire and says, “What do you think?”

He’s opened the double doors, and I see that the inside has been transformed into a modern work space. The doors are lined with cork panels, some of which are pretty ratty and need to be replaced. There’s a mount for a monitor on the desk and I see a reinforced cubby for a tower in the knee space. “It’s got a motor so you can use it standing or sitting, and there’s a keyboard tray that adjusts, too. It’s pretty slick. Tristan was pissed he had to leave it behind.” I look at the doors. They’re a multicolored mural of wood inlay depicting all kinds of flowers. If I had to guess, I’d say it probably dates from the late 1800s.  

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe. 

“Tris used it to separate his bed space from the rest of the apartment. And a couple of screens, but I had to take the fabric out of them. I’ve still got the frames here if you want them. They match the top of the armoire.”

“Yes, please.”

“Cool. Now for the hard part. This bitch is heavy.” He’s not kidding. It takes everything both of us have to wrestle it onto a furniture dolly. We’re both sweating profusely when we get it in place. In the process I spot some beautiful dark cherry end tables and Booker finds the matching coffee table. I also add some bookshelves of various heights. It takes us two trips to get everything upstairs. Donovan meanders down as we’re taking the armoire in, and we rope him into helping us get it set in place. The power cord doesn’t quite reach the wall socket from where I want it, so I add an extension cord, a power bar, gaff tape, and some woodworking supplies to my list. We set up the screens and I see the potential of them immediately. I add butcher paper and chalk pastels to the list. The place looks a little more normal with a table and chairs, but I push the coffee table and end tables against the wall for now. I put the piano stool down in place of my folding camp stool next to my guitar stand.

Donovan wanders over to the stand and lightly runs his fingers over the strings. He flinches at the cacophony he produces and looks up at me. I’m pissed that he touched her without asking, but I shove it down. “It’s a long trip from Kansas and she’s in a new environment now. I detuned her.” He nods, a little respect coming into his eyes.

“That’s not the one you had in college,” remarks Booker. 

“Yeah. She was my grandmother’s.” I feel my shoulders getting tight. I don’t want to talk about my life before. I do get a little stab of satisfaction knowing that when my father gets around to opening her guitar case, it’ll be my old student guitar inside.

“She’s beautiful. She have a name?”

“No.” I feel the crack of leather across my shoulders. ::It’s idolatry to treat an inanimate object like it’s a person. We don’t give names to things.::

I close my eyes against the memory. “Sorry, guys, it’s been a very long day and I’m really tired.” I look at Booker. He’s looking at my camping mat and sleeping bag in the sleeping area.

“Are you sure you’re okay sleeping on that? We’ve got -” I cut him off before he can offer a bed, or a couch, or whatever he’s about to say.

“I’m good. You’ve done enough for me today. More than enough.” I try for a smile, but it’s weak. “I’ve slept on it in worse conditions, and it’s only for a week or so until I can get everything sorted out.” I turn to Donovan, making eye contact as intense as I can. “Thanks for your help with the armoire. I really appreciate everything both of you have done to make me feel welcome.” Heap coals of fire and kill them with kindness. This is a game I know well.

Donovan seems a little taken aback, and Booker laces his fingers in Donovan’s and walks across the kitchen. He scrawls something on the Welcome flyer. “My personal cell. Text if you need anything. Or if the stereo’s too fucking loud.”

“Will do.” I check the number after he and Donovan leave. It’s the same one he had in college. The same one I pulled up on my phone in the darkest nights, wondering what he’d say if I texted. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to delete his contact. Unlikely I’ll use it, but it’s good to know I have it.

I pump up the camping mat then crawl into the shower. I stand under the hot spray for a very long time, grateful for limitless hot water. ::Wastrel.:: I towel off and then wander out into the apartment, naked, just for the thrill of it. ::Your flesh is sin. All flesh is sin.:: I turn off the lights, and I end up lying on the floor, looking out the windows to the lights and sky of L.A. I can finally breathe. I can finally be myself. I stretch my arms and legs as wide as I can, take a breath, and let it out in a roar, drowning out the voice of condemnation that I know is a lie. I feel the tears come and I let them fall, splayed on the floor in the center of this massive space that’s mine and mine alone, at least for the next half a year.

At last, the wash of emotions runs its course, and I slither into the sleeping bag. I set my alarm. I’ve got shopping to do tomorrow.
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I CAN’T SLEEP.

Donovan has somehow managed to take up ninety percent of a king-sized bed, so I’m on the couch. Not for the first time, but usually it’s because I’m up late chasing my alleged grandparents’ illicit finances. I’ve dropped at least five anonymous tips to the state attorney in the last three years. I’m pretty sure they know it’s me and we’re all being polite about it. It’s not like my methods will exactly stand up to scrutiny.

Tonight, I can’t sleep because of the new tenant underneath me, hopefully sleeping better on that shitty camping mattress than I am on my luxe couch. I’d never had a hookup that messed me up the way Grey had. I’d struggled to understand then, and I still don’t fully understand now. I guess I’ll have to take Tighe’s advice and have a conversation with him about it, but how do you even start that? ‘Hey, so that one time that we fucked and then you fucked off, it really fucked me up.’ Yeah. That’ll be a real open and honest conversation.

Doesn’t help that my body hasn’t forgotten him at all. I’d spent most of the time we were moving furniture desperately thinking about the unsexiest things I could think of. He looks leaner, harder, somehow, but in a way that made me want to run my hands over his biceps again. Just for comparison. For science. Definitely for science.

Maybe it was lack of closure, but there’s a high level of rejection in knowing someone literally left the state right after you had sex. He seems... normal. Closed, guarded, like a stranger, but otherwise normal. Well, except when we found that piano stool in storage. That’s a reaction I’ve seen in my mom, but not for a long time. I wonder where he’s been. I mean, I know he’s been in Kansas, physically. But when he thinks you’re not looking, when he’s unguarded, he’s got the look of a man who got to normal by walking through hell. It’s a look I’ve seen on a few of my friends’ faces, especially when their parents weren’t supportive of who they are.

I’m a keen observer of people. I probably get it from my mom, but I’ve honed it over the last few years. I’d seen the flash of rage he shoved down when Van touched his guitar. I’d heard the wistfulness and fear he couldn’t quite hide when he thought getting the apartment had maybe been a mistake. I see the way he moves through the world, watchful, waiting to get busted for something. 

Speaking of waiting to get busted for something... I follow my spiraling thoughts until I land squarely on what the hell has crawled up Van’s ass lately, because it’s sure not me. Today wasn’t new. It’s been months of him deciding that he’s not enough for me anymore and picking whatever guy is in our circle and handy to fixate on. I wasn’t kidding when I told Grey that he was a target. But I’m tired of the push-pull. I’m tired of the way he gets weird and possessive when other people are around, and then he shoves me away with unfounded accusations when we’re alone. 

This afternoon he’d been so affectionate his mom had taken me aside and said how beautiful we looked together. Then he’d spent the whole car ride home pissy about me hitting on some friend of his family. The ‘hitting on him’ had consisted of letting the guy’s mom take a picture of the two of us together because of how much we looked alike. She wasn’t wrong about that part, but it was a picture of the two of us standing close together. That was it. I had a regular amount of small talk with the guy before and after, mostly because Van had disappeared with a bunch of his cousins somewhere. 

By the time he came back to the party, I was having a chat with Mama Torres and her friend had come by to show her the picture. They’d had a conversation in Spanish about it. Mine isn’t great, but I know ‘hermano’ means ‘brother’. And Mama Torres would have had something to say if her friend had implied anything else. Something about the conversation had made her a little uncomfortable, but she didn’t say anything to me. Van had come bouncing back at the end of it and planted a kiss on me that gave me high hopes for the afternoon. But then the car ride home. And then he accused me of going downstairs to fuck Grey instead of moving furniture. 

I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know if it’s mine to fix. I need to have a serious talk with my mom. Or maybe my stepdad. It’s still weird as hell to call him that, even a year later. But he and my mom are so good together I can’t be mad about it. He gives great, thoughtful advice, and he doesn’t make shit up when he doesn’t know the answer. I like him a lot, and my mom’s been... not better, but more herself than I’ve seen her since I was a kid. And that thought brings me back to whatever the hell happened to Grey when he saw that piano stool in the storage room.

The way he went stiff and blank for a second? That’s how my mom looks when she’s caught in a flashback. The way it took a minute for him to register I was there? That’s all too familiar as well. A spear of guilt stabs through me again, even though I know I shouldn’t feel guilty. He made his own choices. I still can’t help but feel like I drove him into something awful. 

I’m tired of the death spiral in my head, so I heave up off the couch. I grab my phone and book an appointment with my therapist for next Friday. I can wait eight days to talk about this. It’ll be fine. Then I crawl back into bed and try my best to seduce my goddamn boyfriend.

––––––––
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, I’m working on my final project for my degree, trying to chase a very small purchase through the labyrinth of a shipping company’s books, when Van bounces in from work. “Hey, cielo, you want to go clubbing tonight? Marcus and his gang have tix to an invite only underground. Thema pirata. It’s gonna be lit.”

I hold up one finger, make a note about my next steps, and get off my computer chair to grab him in a proper hug and go in for a kiss. He turns aside at the last second and I end up planting the kiss behind his ear. I look at him quizzically, but he just says, “Onions for lunch.” I let it slide, like I have a hundred times in the last few months.

“I could be down for a club night. DJ or house band?”

He dances in place a little like a kid with a big surprise to drop. “It’s a private set with Jeremy Dava.”

“Shit. He’s amazing. I’m not gonna ask who Marcus had to fuck to get tickets to that.” I swing my hips against Donovan’s where they’re trapped by my forearms. “And maybe after we can head back up to that viewpoint and I can spread you over the hood of the car...” I let my voice fall away suggestively. His hips roll against mine and I get a low rumble from him, but no other indication he finds the suggestion appealing. I nuzzle into his neck, biting the pulse point. His hips roll again. “But first we dance.”

We argue playfully over dinner about outfits and who gets to wear the leather pants. I win that one, and we get ready to go out. I touch up my nails with a UV reactive polish. I offer it to Van, but he declines. I pull out the silver-accented tooled leather wristband that matches the embroidery on my favorite blue vest and slip it on my right wrist. Van’s wearing the matching armband on his left bicep. Wedding rings it ain’t, but lately I feel better when we signal that we’re together in public. He’s stolen my favorite lace-up white pirate shirt, wearing it open with black 501’s and he looks edible as fuck. We head over to Marcus’s place to pre-game and that’s where I get the first hint of trouble.

Marcus and his friends are heavy into PnP, and it’s clear that they’re planning to hook up at the event. I don’t have anything against casual hookups; God knows I’ve had my share. I just don’t understand the need to be high while you’re hooking up. I guess I’m a sensualist at heart. I like to savor the feeling of a partner under my hands and against my body. And I like to remember the experience. I’ve had a few hookups on molly or acid, but they felt unreal compared to the ones where I’m sober, or just a little drunk. To each their own. It’s just not my scene.

Van heads for the party drugs spread out on the table like a kid digging into a candy bowl. He passes me a half dozen tabs of molly and I raise my eyebrow at him. He rolls his eyes back at me and I take two, leaving the rest with him. He shakes his head and shrugs, dropping the tablets back into the bowl. I pop one, washing it down with the beer that Marcus offered me when I walked in. I tuck the other one into my hip pocket for later. I’m chatting casually with Simon, one of Marcus’ friends when I clock Marcus having a tense conversation with Van. His eyes keep flicking in my direction, and Van shrugs. 
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