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Chapter 1

The Gift







Felix Boni kneeled in front of the grave marker with the name and life date engraved on it. After an intense gaze, a tear rolled down his cheek. The cemetery was the only way he could “see” him. He’d never expected this. His best friend—his only friend—was gone. Death had called the shots after six bullets in the upper body had led to Craig Rotter resting underneath the lush earth of Viridianville Island in Lake Michigan.

The perpetrator—he’d been the island’s only resident to try to bring heteronormativity back in an otherwise socially progressive community—was being dealt with. Justice was served, but it didn’t change the fact that Craig would never return. He really was gone. Forever.

It was a Friday evening in late June, Felix’s nineteenth birthday. He hadn’t been able to finish his hearty meal at one of the vegetarian restaurants in downtown where his parents had treated him. He’d left sooner than planned just to see Craig, to be with him. Felix even wore a T-shirt Craig had given him that read, Tall + Dark = Sinfully Handsome, only because Craig had admitted that that was how he’d seen him.

Felix and Craig had finished their freshman year of college last month, and they’d had so many plans together. They’d even talked about dating after finally confessing their feelings for one another. Craig hadn’t had the chance to make it on their first date, and his last text was full of saccharine enthusiasm. He’d asked Felix out last week, and after Felix had finished getting ready to go out with him, Craig had been murdered. No first embrace, no first kiss, no first sexual experience, no first relationship, not even the continuation of a cherished friendship that had lasted since elementary school.

“You must miss him terribly, young man,” said a male voice with an old-timey dialect.

Startled, Felix turned his head.

A white-haired man with a dark purple cloak stood with an expressionless face covered in deep wrinkles. His blue eyes were mystically pale.

Felix nodded, then shifted his gaze back to Craig’s grave. He couldn’t move away from this spot. Going back to his downtown studio apartment would make him feel lonely, and he wanted to stay here with Craig, forever if possible.

“Craig’s death was all over the news. It still is.”

“Yeah.” Felix’s tone was too weak to have enough strength for any conversation.

“At least the police investigated the case as quickly and heavily as they did. We rarely have murders happen here, and it’s a relief to know they take their jobs seriously to ensure a safe community on the island.”

When would the old man go away? This was Felix’s time with Craig, a time of many to come, and he needed his own space for all the solace he could have. His heart sank deeper the more he eyed the grave. More tears shed, and he tried to control his emotions, since he wasn’t alone at the moment. Sometimes, he couldn’t breathe well from his heavy heart.

“You’re deeply saddened, aren’t you?”

Felix suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. Obviously. He gave the old man a curt nod without lifting his eyes off Craig’s grave.

“Would you do anything to have him back in your life?”

What kind of question was that? But being polite felt like an obligation. Felix’s parents came from a small town in Italy where the residents wore smiley faces and acted like one large family. No wonder they smothered their only child.

Felix nodded. “Anything.”

“I see,” the old man said in an intrigued tone.

What Felix would do if he could kiss Craig’s grave marker and watch him rise from the dead as if he’d never been dead to begin with, like the fairytales Felix’s parents had read to him during his childhood that he’d never admit to anyone. To have the love of his life back in his life, to see him alive again…

“Your name is Felix, correct?”

Felix lowered his eyebrows. “How did you know my name?”

“Are you surprised that everyone in town knows each other?”

“No, but I’ve never seen you before. You seem new.”

“That’s because I am. Why do you think I was concerned about Craig’s death just after traveling here?”

Felix nodded. “I bet. Not something a newcomer wants to face when moving to a new place.”

“Exactly. Just like your parents came here from Italy on their honeymoon and decided to live here permanently years later.”

Felix’s eyes widened. “How did you—?”

“Relax. I was getting to know the residents here and I came across them. That’s how I learned plenty of things about you. They tend to overshare, I take it?”

Felix’s cheeks flushed. “What did they say about me?”

“Oh, nothing terrible, of course. Just that you keep to yourself and that you like to make people happy, among other nice things. They’re good people. I can see why they moved here because of the freethinking mentality the residents have.”

Felix swallowed. What more had they told the old man? Knowing them, they’d show off his baby pics.

“I suppose they fell in love with this isolated island. It is in the top twenty places across the globe to live. Did you know that?”

How long was this old man going to stay? How much longer would the conversation be? “I guess,” Felix said in a curt tone.

“It’s unfortunate Craig’s death occurred shortly after I moved here. But the good news is that I can make things livable to my satisfaction anytime I want.”

“You mean, you can get over something like this real quick?”

“That too.”

Felix frowned. “I wish I could.”

“Oh, but you could.”

Felix’s eyes watered some more. He shook his head. “I’m not strong like you. I was depressed for a long time when my red parrotfish, Ariel, died. Imagine my best friend.” He placed a hand on Craig’s grave marker with quivering lips.

“There’s no reason to cry when I just said I can make things livable.”

“And I…I said I can’t.”

“You can. You just don’t know it yet.”

Felix kept his hand on Craig’s grave marker, more tears falling down his face. Controlling his emotions was beginning to be challenging. At times, it was as if his breathing were vacuumed out of him, only to come back like a wave of unwanted emotions.

“Suppose Craig were to rise from the dead.”

Felix scoffed. “That’s not funny.”

“I didn’t say it was. But suppose he did. Maybe looking…not so alive, but alive enough. Would you still love him regardless?”

Felix swallowed hard, his eyes bulging. “How did you know I—?”

“Loved him? Do you think I’m oblivious? I see it on your face. I see it in the way you touch his grave, the way you look at it. You have this longing that you can’t hide. Maybe you don’t want to hide it because your love for him is too strong for you not to care about what I think.” The old man had said it so apathetically. The only noticeable emotion he seemed to have was intrigue.

Felix’s hand was still on Craig’s grave marker, and at the moment, he couldn’t remove it if he wanted to. He released a series of clipped gasps until he burst into heavy sobs. “I loved him with all my heart.” He barely said it in mumbles. Why was he breaking down in front of a stranger? He’d never done that before. His parents and Craig had been the only ones to see his tearful outbursts. They’d never judged him for it. If he were still living at home, his parents would cuddle him in their arms, regardless of his age. But that was the point of moving out just before starting college almost a year ago. He needed to be the grown man he had yet to become. And just when he’d been on his way there, the love of his life couldn’t have joined him on their journey through life, a life they were supposed to share with each other.

“I’ll tell you what,” the old man said. “Why don’t you go home, get some rest, and clear your head, all right?”

Felix gave him a headshake and sniffled. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. And you will. Because I have a special birthday gift for you.”
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