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TO CHRISTIAN






PART I






CHAPTER 1 HOWARD


In my nightmares, my locker is a fortress guarded by a lock with an impossible combination. Once I get it open—if I ever do—the inside is stuffed with books at odd angles, crushing loose papers, stained with spilled coffee. On the door, creased photos hang alongside my class schedule and a whiteboard marked with former attempts at organization.

In reality, my locker looks exactly like that. Not because I want it to, but because this hallway is an active war zone for queers, and if I spend more than five seconds trying to organize it… Oh, thank god. Here comes Sue. Two bodies are always better than one; plus maybe he’ll remember where the hell I shoved my math homework this morning. We were literally talking about problem six together when—

“Looking for this, Howie?” A hand plunges into the depths of my locker and grabs exactly what I’m looking for. Of course.

My heart sinks as I turn to see not Sue, but the familiar blonde buzz cut and square jaw of the guy I’d call my archnemesis if I thought he considered me a rival at all. “It’s—”

Christof Holley crumples my homework in his fist and shoves it against my sternum so hard, I stumble backward and bang my head on the shelf in my locker. His hand lingers, hot and meaty, against my floral shirt. Then, just as fast, it’s gone and he’s gone, and my math homework drops to the floor, soon to be trampled.

Sue stops beside me, scooping up my ruined homework, then hurls “Eat shit, Christof!” down the hall before offering me a less aggressive “Howard, I’ve told you a million times—you can’t let these assholes push you around.”

He offers me the wrinkled assignment, which I take before any worse can happen to it. Knowing my luck, Christof will loop back around and dump his red sports drink on it or whatever. Shouldn’t have lost focus. After twelve years at this school, I should know better.

“Howard.” Sue says my name loudly as he tries to get me to agree with him. In the hall. Where other people can hear.

“You’re right,” I mutter, and it’s not like I don’t agree with him, but also it wouldn’t have happened if I’d stayed on task rather than let myself grow complacent with Sue’s impending arrival. I should just keep everything in my backpack from now on and carry it to class. Except that bags were banned from classrooms during school hours for safety. Not my safety, that’s for damn sure. I rub the back of my head, trying to fix my hair. “I should be better about it.”

“You’re literally the secretary of the QSA.”

“Sorry, Mister President,” I say, managing a smile.

I almost earn one in response, but his mouth shifts into a serious line. “I know I just told you to be confident and all,” he says, “but I’m nervous about the upcoming board meeting.”

“Don’t be. We’ve built a solid list of demands, and Gray and Tiana have both emailed me, like, a dozen relevant articles and statistics to support them. I’ve got the raw information in a doc—I shared that with you, right?”

“All three of you shared it with me.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. I mean, when is Tiana not sharing something she read? And when is Gray not online?”

“And when have you not pulled together a great speech?”

“Fair…” His voice hangs on indecision, which is wild, because Sue’s nothing if not sure of himself.

Sue’s always seemed to have that quality, even back in freshman year when we first met at the Spring Fling. Christof was making this big, public show of asking me to dance, and I, like an idiot, thought he was serious—no, I wanted him to be serious, because he was taller and had muscular arms and didn’t have acne but did have a lacrosse haircut. He’s since buzzed that off, and I’ve since realized he’s a complete ass, but that doesn’t stop either of us from remembering how he humiliated me in front of the whole school. Laughing and scoffing. Throwing a “Gross, dude!” at me as he crossed the school gym, only to call me a fag a half dozen times to his friends. My favorite way to be reminded that Wyndhurst Preparatory School is really only preparing me for how queerphobic the world is.

Sue had appeared as Christof slinked off to high-five the other kids. Literally slid up beside me, dressed in a vintage suit he’d tailored himself. I was also wearing a vintage (read: thrifted) suit, but my oma had done most of the tailoring. He was totally at home under that tacky gym mirror ball, while I was ready to disappear. Without saying a word, Sue offered me his hand, twirled me beneath the glittering lights with a smile, and then led me out to the school courtyard, where we talked until Oma came to pick me up. Almost three years later, we’re doing about the same, except everyone thinks we’re a couple because he transitioned and most straight people cannot conceive of queerplatonic relationships.

“What—what’s that tone?” I ask, still staring in the direction Christof has disappeared to. In case. “Wait, did you not—”

“Tell my mom I’ll be reading our queer agenda? No. She’s going to shit herself when she sees me up there, but I don’t want to start a whole thing about it ahead of time—like, it’s already hard enough living with her. And I don’t want her having any advance notice. Not that she’ll research our issues anyway…” He sighs. “I can already hear her ranting about how ‘we can’t just alter construction plans for the new gym to make the bathrooms and lockers gender neutral,’ as if it’s more than sticking an ‘All Gender’ sign on the door. I love her, but it’s like she doesn’t see me at all sometimes. Like she doesn’t have a whole trans kid living under her roof.”

Sometimes I don’t get Sue. It wasn’t hard leaving my parents—they were awful to me, so I left. Life got way better when I started living with Oma. Sue’s situation’s a little different, though. His dad moved to West Virginia when his parents separated, and I can’t blame Sue for not wanting to move somewhere with fewer protections—but at least his dad was cool. At least he helped Sue get HRT and stuff. His mom fully sucks.

“Yeah, I remember when we asked about pronouns in school emails,” I say, “and she gave you a whole speech about how much work it would be and how we didn’t understand the cost or something.”

“ ‘Can’t you just type it in yourself?’ she said.” Sue growls in frustration and kicks the locker next to mine, prompting the stack of books balanced on my shelf to teeter. I slam it shut before disaster can strike. And then in a scathing falsetto Sue adds, “ ‘Why do you even need pronouns?’ As if she doesn’t use them daily.”

“I’m sorry cis people are terrible,” I say, scouring the hallway. Just need to drop off this math homework, and then we can go. Sue to his house. Me to volunteer at my favorite place in the world. “And I’m sorry your mom is among the most terrible.”

“Same.”

Sue walks with confidence alongside me, like he’s my escort or bodyguard, as we head toward my math classroom. He waits outside as I slip my homework into Mr. Redd’s inbox. I like to think of it as him keeping watch, but really I know he’s just enjoying himself—a prince surveying his… “kingdom” isn’t the right word, mostly because he doesn’t believe in that kind of thing, but there is a power to the way he holds himself. Shoulders back, hands in his pockets, meeting the eyes of everyone who walks by him.

“Okay, let’s get out of here,” I say, rejoining my sentry, keeping a close eye on some lacrosse players down the hall. Please don’t notice me. Don’t notice—oh dammit. I feel their eyes on me before I can avert mine. This is why I usually keep my head down. “Sue, can we—”

“Sure,” he says, reassuring me with a glance. Already his attention makes me feel safer. “You’ve got, uh…” He snaps his fingers three times, searching for the words. “Tonight,” he finally concludes, knowing I can fill in the blank on my own.

“Yup.” If I walk behind him, no one bumps into me and almost no one sees me. Ideal. “But let me know if you want help working some of those studies into your speech. I think we have some really strong examples in support of more rigorous and inclusive sex education classes.”

“God, remember that video they showed us freshman year?”

“I’ve tried to forget it.” I breathe in fresh air as we push our way into the courtyard and through a dozen small social groups neither of us belongs to. Almost there…

“There’s my guy!” I barely dodge Kenna as she launches herself at Sue. He and Kenna aren’t together like that, but they’re also not not. She’s had a crush on him for the last two years—ever since it became clear to her that he and I weren’t going to hook up, actually. But Sue gets so much attention from the other queers, I sometimes wonder if hers doesn’t go over his head. To my point, three other QSA members drift our way: Tiana, who actually looks up from her book; Phoenix, who is bouncing alongside her, still dressed in her dance tights and tank; and Gray, who seems to be typing out a novel of a text message. We all watch Gray for a minute before he hits send and looks up like a gopher poking its head out of a hole.

“What essay were you finishing?” Tiana asks, voice dry as she adjusts her round black glasses.

Gray scrunches his face before smiling at me. We had a thing for a minute during sophomore year. Or, it’s less we had a thing, and more we tried to have a thing. He was a cute transfer and also the only other queer guy I knew besides Sue. We even went out a few times, but it was… well, let’s just say we weren’t compatible. Our nights were better spent with him painting our nails while we discussed the men on that year’s Olympics gymnastics team.

Sue’s phone dings.

Gray looks over as if it’s his—he’s always looking at a screen—then says, “Oh,” when he realizes the obvious.

“I was texting Sue a few more references for his speech,” Gray says in response to Tiana’s question. “Specifically, some local orgs that train teachers on how to work with queer kids and be more inclusive, and also examples of other Maryland schools that have implemented their methods with good results.”

“Can you put them in that doc Howard’s compiling?” Sue asks with a smile as he hugs Kenna closer.

“Of course.” And Gray’s back on his phone.

Tiana glances back down at her book. Phoenix is suddenly as tall as I am as she rolls up onto the toes of her sneakers, one arm outstretched as she balances with the other on Gray’s shoulder. She’s regularly cast as the lead in performances but has never been brave enough to audition for the parts she really wants. Instead of getting to wear tutus, she’s costumed in black tights and a coat. Instead of being lifted, she lifts. Like, just because she has great arms doesn’t mean she doesn’t deserve to soar. The dance department might be more liberal than the athletics department, but it’s still stupidly gendered.

Christof bangs through the doors with a few of his friends, and I tense. Sue glances between me and him. “I should go,” I say. Read: I should run to my car before I can attract any more attention.

Sue sighs before nodding me off. “Go, then.” He watches Christof whack someone on the helmet with a lacrosse stick. “But I will bother you about my speech tomorrow.”

With a “Please do,” I slink out the interior courtyard and back inside, trying not to glance over my shoulder. Sue’s superpower is commanding attention, and mine is hiding from it. Often that means he’s the only one who sees me. Even within what is ostensibly our friend group, everyone’s eyes and ears are almost always on him, unless he calls on me at a QSA meeting or something. Which is fine with me, really. I have quiet moments with them, like when it’s just me and Tiana reading silently beside each other or Gray trying some new nail art on me while I watch an old movie. Phoenix and Kenna, outside of meetings, I only really ever see on the stage or the field, but we’re all so busy with extracurriculars. And besides, what’s the point of drawing positive attention to myself when it’s only ever been joined by negative?

I hurry as the lacrosse team hoots and hollers behind me, their voices growing louder. But I’m through the school’s front doors before I can attract another ounce of attention.



“Oh, these are so beautiful, Howard. I just love pansies!” Despite her gloves and apron, Barbara has dirt all over herself. To think I’d suggested potting flowers as an indoor craft series. Last week, while painting her ceramic, she almost glazed Walter’s wheelchair.

“You keep your dirty hands away from me, Barb,” Walter says, giving her a sly look.

Those two have been flirting since I started volunteering at Spring Meadows my freshman year. I’m kind of hoping they’ll get together before I graduate this spring. Depending on how my college applications go, I might be off living my best gay life at Ithaca, Columbia, or hell, even Princeton. And then who will hang out with the local over-eighty crowd on Wednesday evenings?

Barb presses one of her dirty fingers against Walter’s cheek, and I just roll my eyes, giving them space. To be honest, the two of them finding each other after a lifetime of love and loss gives me hope. Like, maybe I’ll find a boyfriend by the time I’m eighty. Maybe by then some of them will finally share some of my current hobbies, like horticulture. Then who will be cool for having been president of his high school gardening club? Yours truly. Assuming we haven’t totally destroyed the planet by then.

“—and so late! When I moved in, I was told no movers after sunset, but I guess men don’t have to follow the rules.” I cock my head at the words. Rosalie is a retired journalist and certified gossip, and I love her. When she realized I was gay, she pulled out all her old articles about Stonewall, the removal of homosexuality as a psychiatric disorder, and the evolution of cross-dressing laws. “I even kissed a woman or two in my time!” she’d added, as if to her résumé.

“Oh, I saw him,” says Gladys, Rosalie’s partner in crime—I mean, in journalism. She presses soil around the roots of her purple pansies, of which she has managed to cram three into her small pot.

“Um, Gladys…” I reach over and rescue them before she can smash the roots. Just because pansies are hardy doesn’t mean they’re immortal.

“He’s very handsome.” Gladys pulls off her gloves to reveal a perfect set of pink nails. She reaches out to me, and I feel the press of her delicate skin against my hand, think of the day when my hands will become stiffer and bonier like hers. Hope I’ll also have a great manicure. I bet Gray will. “I wonder if the new gentleman might like to join us for evening crafts.” By which she means: Howard, would you go ask the new guy to join us? I want to flirt with him. Also hope my libido is still going this strong when I’m their age.

“I’ll go ask.” I make a show of standing so they know I’m cooperating. Rosalie fishes a small notepad out of her purse while Gladys winks at me. “Please, no one kill your pansies while I’m gone. Maybe just…” I airlift Barb’s and Walter’s pots from between them before they can knock them over. It’s a wonder those two ever pay attention to anything besides each other.

I can still hear Rosalie flipping through flimsy pieces of paper as I wash my hands and dry them on a towel that’s as soft as construction paper. I toss it toward the bin and miss, of course. I swear I’m coordinated—more in the direction of cultural dance than basketball, though. If Kenna were here, she’d have showed me the proper form. Instead, I place the crumpled towel into the bin directly, then head to the front desk.

Spring Meadows isn’t one of those fancy new retirement communities with multiple buildings and sprawling grounds. It’s “cost-efficient,” according to my parents, which is why they moved my dziadzi here when he needed more support than he could get at home. That’s why I started volunteering here. But even after Dziadzi passed, I stayed because the residents had grown on me, as had the building: a big mansion built in the sixties that was previously occupied by a hippie commune with a green thumb before being turned into a retirement home in the eighties. Their gardens are where Dziadzi and I spent much of our time and where I befriended Walter and Barb, and then a bunch more folks. It’s impossible not to bump into Rosalie and Gladys when they’re always hanging on open doors, Gladys cranking up her hearing aid. Got to scoop the hot goss.

“Hey, Ada.” I lean onto the wooden counter and make eye contact with the overworked woman. She needs a real office.

“Oh.” She straightens her glasses, tucking their beaded chain behind her ears. “Hi, Howard. You need something, hon?”

“I’ve been instructed to ask the new resident if he wants to join us for crafts.” I glance down the hall, where Rosalie pretends to enthusiastically admire a painting that’s been hanging on the wall since before she moved in.

Ada looks between her and me, then shrugs with the energy of someone who has a thousand more important things to care about. “Why not? He’s in suite 217, west tower. Name’s…” She clicks through a database that looks like it was created in the nineties. Actually, the computer also looks like it was created in the nineties. “James Bedford.”

“Thanks.” I make a point to smile, since I distracted her from the pile of papers on her desk, and head west. Don’t have to look behind me to know Rosalie and Gladys are watching—maybe even following.

The west tower used to house the main bedrooms in Spring Meadows during its commune days. Now, of course, there are bedrooms everywhere, some even with little kitchenettes and vintage appliances that make my heart sing. Barb once joked that I’d be the facility’s youngest resident if I could. She wasn’t wrong.

I run my hand along the thick wooden banister that leads to the tower. There are elevators that are somehow both new and rickety, but I prefer the stairs. The big spiraling stairway is lined with photographs of the commune members who lived here until the state kicked them out over a scary number of housing violations, which have since been mostly remedied. Rosalie swears it’s haunted, but I find it cozy.

I pause on the second-story landing. At the opposite end of the hall, a neat stack of broken-down boxes rests against the wall. That must be it. Down at the end of the wallpapered hallway, a door is ajar.

I’m good at approaching residents. Part of my volunteer work is literally recruiting them, getting them out of their suites to spend time with one another, keeping their bodies moving in healthy ways and their brains active and creative. And they like me here! Usually all it takes is a glimpse of my vintage aesthetic to spark their interest, but if it’s not my fashion, it’s my excitement for movie night—always something black-and-white and romantic—or needlepoint or gardening.

But for some reason, tonight I can’t move. My beeswax leather boots stick to the floor as if they aren’t well worn by my feet and the feet of those who owned them before me. Wood creaks behind me, and I turn quickly, hoping to catch Gladys or Rosalie sneaking up on me.

Nothing. No one. Didn’t I just remind myself how cozy this place is? How unhaunted? I’m not scared. Don’t know why I’m still standing here. Get on with it, Howard. Before the folks downstairs destroy their pansies.

I put on my best smile, check the collar of my shirt, and walk. The hardwood creaks with every step as I draw closer. I catch the eye of a photographed hippie before stepping in front of the open doorway.

Huh. The overhead lights are off; the collapsed boxes all say “Bedford 217,” so James must be in here. I rest my hands on the sides of the doorway and peek in, not daring to step a foot over the threshold. This is someone’s home, after all. I can’t just walk—

A click sounds from the darkness before a soft light shows two silhouettes. Two. I flatten my back to the wall beside James’ door, hiding myself as whispers sound from inside the suite. Snippets of a conversation I shouldn’t be listening to. A deep, breathy, “I’m sorry, I…”

And a brighter, younger, “Don’t.” Before their voices hush again. “… to be okay.” Shoes squeak over old, creaky floorboards.

I let out the breath I’ve been holding. Time to go. Tell Rosalie and Gladys—ping!

Oh no.

Ping! Ping, ping!

I fumble for my phone—the freaking sound is on. I glance at the screen; the ladies are blowing up my texts asking me to… “Sneak a pic?” I whisper incredulously to myself, before realizing I’ve said that out loud and that I’m holding my phone like a creep beside James’ open doorway.

I peer around the edge of the door, into the suite, freezing as a figure steps into the light. A boy who looks my age, with silver eyes like a predator’s at night. I face him fully, entranced as if I’m his prey. Can’t help but stare as a wave of black hair falls across his pale, unblemished skin.

And then he’s walking toward me slowly—slower than I think is even possible for someone to move—and we’re only twenty feet apart. Fifteen feet. Ten.

I realize then that I’m gripping the doorjamb, holding myself in place so I won’t—I don’t know, trip over my own feet? He is beautiful and more so the closer he comes, and I cannot move. Cannot speak.

The boy reaches out and closes his hand over mine—over the edge of the open door. His touch sends fractals like lightning through my arm. No one’s touched me—I mean, I haven’t been touched—like this ever. And by “like this,” I mean gently and with purpose.

Even though his purpose is prying my hand from the frame and slamming the door in my face.






CHAPTER 2 GEORGE


I never learned how to drive. My parents didn’t have the money for me to learn—or for a car, for that matter—and I was saving every dime for college. So here I am, roughly sixty years later, riding the bus to visit James in the county. Technically two buses, and—I glance at my watch—almost an hour and a half so far. How much time that we could have spent together will I instead spend making this trip?

Too much.

It’s hard thinking of time in days when we’ve gotten used to spending nights together. It’s hard thinking like a mortal. A day ago, James and I could still pretend our lives were normal. That we shared a house and a life and a bed.

Our bed. Before leaving for the bus tonight, I went upstairs and lay down on it—on my side, on strange sheets because I insisted he take ours. Warm flannel for the winter, though we used them year-round. Curling up with a vampire tends to lower the temperature beneath the covers.

Last night—the last we would spend together in our home—it was like we were back in high school. But instead of beer, James drank coffee, and I drank his blood. Not as much as I used to, now that his body has grown delicate and his mind has begun to fade. But honestly, all I wanted to do was talk, hold him, stay awake until sunrise.

James almost made it. Been harder for him to stay up as late as he did even five years ago with his health deteriorating, regardless of our lifestyle changes. When I felt his body settle into sleep—pulse slowing, breath steadying—I fit myself against him, pretending it was like every night before, rather than our last.

I make myself smaller on the plastic bus seat as a woman slides in beside me with four shopping bags, their boxy paper scraping against my knees. Only one more stop until I get off, but I don’t tell her that. I sit quietly, watching out the window as the houses thin and the road narrows from two lanes into one. Until I see it: a big old mansion at the end of a long driveway, surrounded by grass and gardens. The brochure made it seem like a nice retirement community, but from where I sit, it reminds me of a crypt. The place where James has gone to die alongside a bunch of strangers. Without me. Quickly I reach up and pull the cord to signal my stop, then shuffle over the woman who just sat down.

“Sorry.” I squeeze between people who don’t bother to move out of my way as the bus pulls over. When the doors finally open, I step onto the cracked sidewalk and into the moonlight carrying nothing but a pillow, which feels a little ridiculous but also comforting. Even though it’s mine, it still smells like James—how could it not? Our lives were infused, and now… they’re going to make James live by the sun now, aren’t they? Change his whole schedule, and then we’ll have even less time together. I check my watch again as the bus pulls away, just to be sure. Six thirty. I left as soon as I could. I had to stop for a bite, though; I really didn’t want to mess up my first visit to James’ new place by showing up hungry and distracted. Of course, now it’s six thirty.

Early this morning, before the movers arrived, I got out of bed. I didn’t wake James up. Debated it. Waking up with the man I love has been one of the simplest and most perfect joys of the last twenty years. Lingering in bed, pressing kisses down his neck to its pulse point. My evening drink before his evening caffeine. But I wanted him to sleep—he needed the sleep given how much energy moving was going to take. So instead I shut off the alarm before it went off and slipped away.

Most couples don’t have a secret blackout cubby in the basement, but most couples don’t have a vampire in them. I lay awake down there, listening as the door above swung open and our life was carried away in boxes. James lingered on the stoop above me—I’m not psychic, but after living alongside his heartbeat for two decades, I can pick it out from a crowd.

As I approach the gates of Spring Meadows, I close my eyes and listen for it, as if I might hear it through the thick stone walls amid a hundred other heartbeats. Up close, the mansion looks like the kind of place where Dracula might live. But he doesn’t and neither do I, so I sneak around the side.

The grounds are dark and quiet, the evening air crisp. November is my favorite month. That Baltimore humidity is gone. It’s cool but not too cold. The clocks are set back, and the sun sets earlier. It’s darker and cozier. Really makes me miss hot coffee. I wonder if James can brew it in his room—though I don’t remember packing the coffeepot. There’s no reason I would’ve kept it for myself. Was it on the list of prohibited items?

I try to picture our kitchen counter as I slip around the back of Spring Meadows, but everything blurs together: stand mixer, coffeemaker, stovetop, knife block, cooking utensils. Dammit, I can’t remember. Doesn’t matter. What does matter is getting into James’ room undetected. At some point very soon James will add me to his approved visitors list, and I’ll be able to enter through the front door. But for now I climb, searching for footholds along the stone outer wall, my ascent made slightly challenging by the pillow. But only slightly. Two stories isn’t that high, and what’s the worst that can happen—I fall? I’ve survived worse.

I tumble forward through the only open window I can find and land in a hallway with a decades-worn carpet; the air boils with radiator heat. I follow the path to suite 217 and stand in front of the nondescript wooden door. I don’t knock or close the door behind me—nowadays the sound startles him, and after so long James is used to my quiet comings and goings. Besides, he knows I’m coming to visit.

The scent of peppermint hits me as I slip inside. James looks up from his little dining table, a mug steaming between his hands. He smiles and nods to the chair across from him.

“Took your time,” he says, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

I kiss the top of his head through his thin white hair and take the offered seat.

“It’s been dark out for a while, George. I was starting to worry.” His smile widens.

“Sorry, did I miss curfew? I got hungry.” I lick my lips exaggeratedly, biting the bottom one to show off the point of my fang. It digs into the soft skin, and I taste my own blood.

“Guess we’re both full now, then.”

“Guess so. Plus, public transportation in this town isn’t what it used to be.”

The moment hangs somewhere between flirtation and hesitation. We let it as James takes a long sip of tea. I wonder how long he’s going to be able to stay up with me while a light breeze billows the floral curtains he brought from home. Home.

“Let me put that into a travel mug so we can try out your new bed. Did you get the flannel sheets on okay?” I steal the mug before he can even think about stopping me and don’t look back for his reaction. Probably one of protest. Probably put-on.

His chair scrapes across the floor. “Oh—well, they didn’t fit,” he says with unusual sheepishness. “Our bed back home is a queen, but this one…”

I screw the lid on the fancy warming travel mug I bought James for his birthday last year, despite having insisted we stop celebrating mine. (Felt kind of rude, me being immortal and all.) But when I turn to join him, I see what he means. It’s one of those hospital-style beds. Twin-sized. I don’t comment, though. Don’t want him to worry about what I think. And besides, after so long we can make anything work, right?

Framed photos already hang on the walls of his room—pictures I recognize but which I have little personal connection with. His daughter, Jacqueline, when she was a child, wearing a paper crown and blowing out birthday candles. Him and his wife, Theresa, kissing on their wedding day. Her dress was beautiful. Makes me wonder what James and I would have worn if we’d ever been able to get married. (Of course I survived long enough to see marriage equality laws but didn’t actually live long enough to be able to legally marry. Can’t submit a death certificate to the courthouse as identification.)

But we made our own life exactly as we wanted it. Those decades with Theresa and Jackie belong to him. And if I’m being honest, they still hurt a bit to think about. We never got to graduate from college together. Never got to go out to the gay bars in New York, never marched hand in hand at a Pride parade.

The two of us certainly never had any children. When we first reunited and I learned about Jacqueline, I remember wishing more than anything that I could be part of her life. Not as a parental figure—she was in her twenties by then—but as someone. But James more than implied she wouldn’t understand me, much less the immortality, so I only ever saw her in pictures or occasionally from a distance.

“Come here, you.”

I realize that James has beaten me to the bed. He’s arranged my pillow on it alongside his. In the dark, if I squint, I can pretend we’re home. With determined steps, I walk around to the other side of the bed as he sits on “his side” and I on mine. The mattress crinkles as I rest my weight on it—a plastic cover. Right. Because this is a place where people go at the end of their lives, while their bodies are deteriorating.

I climb in, reaching over to set his mug on the nightstand, and then scoot until the sides of our bodies align as if they were joined. James takes a sip of his tea, then offers it to me. We both know I rarely indulge in human food or drink anymore, but a little tea, lightly steeped, without milk or sugar? Mostly flavor to my body. And warm—warm where I am always cold.

He takes the mug back and cuddles against me.

But I’ve come for more than a cuddle. Might as well get out with it. “Didn’t know you were planning to sell the house.”

“What?” James turns his head toward mine, but I can’t quite meet his eyes. Not with the fresh flush of embarrassment on my cheeks. “No.”

“There’s a sign out front. I saw it as I was leaving.”

“I might be losing my mind, but I think I’d remember—”

I click my tongue, furrow my brow. “We’re not joking about that. Not right now, please.”

“I’m not joking.” His hand covers mine. Fingers wrap around mine delicately. If I were to squeeze too hard, I could snap his bones. “I didn’t put the house up for…”

He’s quiet a second too long. My dinner flops in my stomach.

“I’m sorry, I—” he whispers, as if afraid I might overhear. “I didn’t think she would—Jacqueline. She insisted on ownership when I was diagnosed, you know, to make things easier.”

“Right.” I’d be lying if I said I found that comforting, but it’s more comforting than James entirely forgetting that he’d put his own house up for sale. “Well, it was just a surprise, is all. Almost fell down the stoop doing a double take at the realtor’s sign. New neighbor across the street gave me a look.” Our neighborhood has changed a lot in the time I’ve lived there, and I know it’s old-guy stereotypical of me to not like change, but the new construction has brought the kind of people to Locust Point who file complaints with the city if your little garden or façade isn’t just so. The same kind who call in noise complaints on the college kids who’re home partying during summer break. I miss the early years when we mostly knew everyone.

“No, it’s my fault.” James shakes his head, presses his lips into a hard line. His dark blue eyes look away from mine and up to the ceiling. “The way you’ve taken care of me lately, and I couldn’t even—I should have done better by you.” He presses the heels of his hands into his forehead.

“Hey, don’t.” Gently I take them in my own and bare his face to mine. I refuse to let James leave this world scared for me. The dementia’s given him plenty to be scared of on its own. “I took care of myself for forty years, and I can do it for another forty.” Thousand, I think. “And I’m sure your daughter was just looking out for you. Spring Meadows is…” Nothing comes naturally to mind. I don’t like it here. Don’t like James here. Don’t like my house sold out from under me. That I can’t even stand up for myself without tearing the remainder of his life apart.

Immortal. Invisible.

“Well.” I try for confidence. “They’ve got medical professionals here and staff around the clock—you know, who don’t spend daylight hours locked in a dark room.”

James winks. “You mean your coffin?”

Our little joke—what I used to call the blackout room in the basement. I recently stopped using that word, since James is so close to his own.

“I’ll be locked in a coffin before you ever are,” he adds with a wry laugh.

The death jokes have been harder on me lately, but I let this one slide for his sake. He’s all that matters now. “Scoot over. You know I like to spread out.” And I do, spreading my limbs like I can make a snow angel in his sheets.

That earns me a chuckle. James picks his tea back up. He kisses my cheek. “Whichever lucky bastard lands you next is going to have a handful in bed—between your energy and literally how much space you take up,” he says, giving me the hardest shove he can manage. “I’ll make sure to mention in my references that you’re a kicker.”

“Oh, please. That’s the least of my strange bed mannerisms.” I nudge his toes playfully with mine. “And who says it’ll only be one bastard? Some of us messed around during the sixties. And seventies. And eighties and—” I stop suddenly as the avalanche of memories hits me. Fucking around wasn’t quite the same in the eighties and nineties. Not for mortals, anyway. And how could it be for me when I held so many of the dying in my arms? Those no one else would touch? But I suppose no one else was immortal. I never knew for sure whether I could catch or, worse, spread HIV, but I knew I could hold people. So I did.

Beside me, James’ soft, familiar voice. “I wish things were different.”

“So do I.” Barely a whisper now. I’m afraid if I admit that, he’ll feel bad, and there’s nothing I want less. I glance at the clock, keenly aware that Maryland is no New York. That I can’t catch a bus home anytime I want before sunrise. “But it’s going to be okay. I’m going to be okay.” An electronic ping highlights my final word. Confusion crosses James’ face. Concern creases mine.

I’m on my feet faster than I intend—faster than should be possible. Slow. Slowly I step toward the figure peering through the doorway. The light reveals him to me: a boy not unlike me, except in every way. Tanned skin where mine is pale white. Golden brown hair combed back where mine hangs in dark curls. Young and alive where I am old and dead. When I say he stands like a deer, I do not mean one in headlights, but one alert to danger. To the threat of me.

With my cold fingers, I pry his from the wooden doorjamb. How dare he. I have half a mind to sink my teeth into his neck and make a mess of his blood on the hardwood floor.

But I don’t. With immense control, I release the boy’s hand and slam the door shut on him. The sound plays over and over in my head, so loud that I can barely—can barely hear James call me back to bed or the boy’s footsteps as he leaves us.






CHAPTER 3 HOWARD


The following week, James is not at craft night. I’m not even the first to notice; Gladys and Rosalie have been on the case since he arrived. Apparently a young man has been visiting him. And I’d be lying if I said the mention of him didn’t warm me. Literally. A full-body flush and tingle as I recall the feeling of his hand on mine—imagine the same certain touch on my waist and sliding down my—

“If you ask me, he should get out more. See some sun.” Rosalie flicks a lighter in the general direction of her cigarette.

Even though the image of a retired feminist journalist balancing a six-inch vintage cigarette holder between her fingers is the stuff of my gay dreams (minus the likely lung cancer), I shake my head at her affectionately. “You know you can’t smoke on Spring Meadows’ grounds, Rosalie.”

“We’re outside!” She gestures as if I hadn’t noticed the fresh air, hadn’t smelled the remnants of the earlier rainstorm. “And you’re not my father, no matter how much you dress like him.”

“Yeah,” Gladys says, though she steals Rosalie’s cigarette, snuffs it out, and tucks it into her breast pocket. “Respect your elders, Howie.”

I flinch when they call me Howie. Christof’s the only other person who does. But one of their remaining joys, besides gossiping and flirting with each other, is teasing me, their willing victim. So I breathe out the tension in my chest and relax. I’m safe here. At home.

“I do,” I say, “which is why I don’t want any of you to get lung cancer and die.”

The two of them smirk at each other. Then at me. Then at the west tower, second floor.

“What?” I ask, even though I know. Je refuse to give them a lead for their next story. Is no one interested in Barb and Walter? She wheeled him off down the walking path five minutes ago, and they haven’t reemerged. I don’t even want to go after them for fear of what I might find.

“Second week in a row the new guy isn’t at craft night.” Rosalie slips her fingers into Gladys’ pocket like she’s picked it before and replaces the cigarette in its holder. “Better go check on him, or we’ll have to tell Ada you’re slacking on the job.”

I stand defiant for a long thirty seconds before sighing. “I will, but not because you two have made it your mission to harass James.”

“You know his name, I see,” Gladys says.

I ignore her. “Because I would encourage all residents to join extracurricular activities like craft night. Because I’m good at my job. Which is a volunteer position, by the way. It’s not like I get an annual review or a raise.”

Rosalie flicks her lighter. “And what’s his young visitor’s name, hm?” I’m already halfway to the door when she shouts, “Come back when you figure that out!”

The last thing I see as I step inside is a puff of smoke. The first thing I feel, as the silence settles in, is butterflies in my stomach. I could easily have ignored Gladys and Rosalie’s bait, but deep down I didn’t want to, and they knew it.

My phone vibrates, and I open it to a text from Gladys.

Gladys: Found Walter and Barb……… turned around immediately. Yikes !!! Take your time in there Howie.

That’s followed by three winking emojis. I spent a whole craft night earlier this year teaching them how to text and what the various emojis meant. Ever since then I’ve been regularly receiving messages from multiple residents. I wish I could say I regret it, but besides Sue, no one really texts me. Not outside of QSA business.

I slide my phone into my pocket and stride down the hallway with as much confidence as I can muster past Ada, who doesn’t even look up from her ancient computer, and—into him.

Standing in front of a vending machine in an oversized cardigan and high-waisted pants, he’s trying to flatten a dollar bill between his palms. (It’s not working.) In the mundanity of the hallway, I could almost mistake him for a resident. But there’s no mistaking the pang of pleasure that pierces me when he bites his lip. A white canine almost breaks the rosy skin. I wonder what they would feel like biting mine.

“You again.” His gaze startles me even more than his implication.

“Every Wednesday,” I say.

I watch as he straightens up, not quite my height but somehow as imposing as someone with a few inches on me. He licks his lips, his glossy eyes trailing over my body, and again I feel like he might eat me. I wouldn’t say no.

When he doesn’t reply, I step forward and pluck the worn bill from his fingers, absorbing the spark of contact as if it’s static electricity. His brow furrows, but he doesn’t stop me from pocketing the dollar and producing a crisp flat one from my wallet, which used to be my dziadzi’s.

“These things are finicky,” I offer, stepping into his space.

Like Ada’s computer, the vending machines haven’t been updated since the nineties. When I say I’m into vintage, what I mean is fifties, sixties, seventies, and eighties fashion, art, and culture. That and the history, of course. I can—and have—spent hours poring over images of the queer and civil rights movements, inspired not only by their spirit but also by how everything looked. What I’m not into are thirty-year-old vending machines that absolutely won’t accept money that a person has dared to touch.

I’m in this now. I want to know more about this guy who dresses like a hot grandpa—why is that doing it for me?—and who stares into my fucking soul every time he looks at me. Even if it’s only to learn that he’s not interested. But from the way he lingers behind me, giving neither of us the space we’d give a resident, I’d wager he is.
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