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      This book contains both off and on page mentions of abuse and neglect from an addict parent of teenagers, false arrests, false prison convictions, and off-page vague mentions of assault in prison.  This book also contains sudden hearing loss, and C-PTSD recovery.  While this book ends in a happily ever after, it is an emotional journey getting there, so please take care if any of these things are triggering for you.

      

      The character in this book, while he takes pride and accepts his hearing loss, he does not belong to the Deaf community or Deaf culture, therefore identifies as deaf.  To learn about the differences between Deaf and deaf, please visit this link.  The primary language used in part two of this book is ASL, however it is written in English grammar.  To read more about ASL grammar, please visit this website, Lifeprint, for a lesson.
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      Not for the first time that night, Regan found himself distracted by the sound of waves.  Not actual waves though.  More like the kind his granny told him you could hear out of the massive conch shell she’d found on her honeymoon.  She always kept it on the windowsill, and every time he was feeling agitated or frustrated, she’d perch him on her knee and press the cool, smooth curve to his ear and tell him to listen to the ocean.

      Regan had known her exactly four years and three months before she died, and that was the last time he’d known kindness from someone who shared his blood.  In spite of only being four, he remembered staring at the little urn on the mantle in his father’s house and wondering how she fit in there.

      It had disappeared one night too, but by that point, Regan was far too terrified to ask his father what happened to her.  He didn’t have the conch either.  Everything she owned had been sold off, and all he had left were fractured memories.

      The odd part was, though, Regan had no idea why was hearing those roaring waves now.  Or why the sound of them had been popping up more and more over the last few months.  The roar was accompanied by a high-pitched whine deep in his inner ear, but he’d had that ringing for a good long while.  Two years before, he’d gotten into another fight with his dad, stepping in when the drunk asshole had tried to come for his little brother.  Reid had been mouthing off, and Regan knew that he could take the blow better than the twelve-year-old, so he stepped in front of him.  All it took was a smirk, and his dad punched him in the ears so hard, he hit the ground as the world started to spin.

      It was his dad’s favorite punishment.  Regan was pretty sure the old fucker got off watching him crawl around on the floor while he fought the urge to puke all over the bastard’s crusty, filthy feet.

      Of course, his dad’s behavior was nothing new.  It started with small things—screaming in his face, shoving him across the room when he was little.  As he started to gain height and bulk, his dad got braver, and Regan learned to hide what was going on because no one was ever going to help him.

      The town hated his dad, and by extension, they hated Regan and Reid.  So he grinned and he bore it, and he kept his head down as best as he could.

      After all, he had no fucking time to bother with stupid shit like concussions or split lips.  He was finally done with high school, which meant he could take on a third job.  It meant he could start squirreling away money so he could move out of his dad’s shitty, condemned shack.

      It meant he could afford to pay for things like food instead of dumpster diving outside the gas station for their day-olds, and new clothes shoes for Reid who was outgrowing all of Regan’s threadbare hand-me-downs like it was his job.

      The kid was fifteen now, and Regan could see him spiraling.  Reid was a little too much like their dad with his hot temper and his pathological need to make the worst decisions he could possibly make.  But Regan figured if he just tried hard enough, if he just had enough patience, he could get Reid away from that old bastard and show him that life not only should be better, but that it could be.

      That they both deserved it.

      Regan might have only been three years older than his brother, but those extra years felt like decades.  He’d been taking care of Reid since their mom bailed when he was an infant, making sure his diaper was changed and he had warm bottles.  He’d also been working since he was thirteen—first an under the table paper route, then as he aged out of the strict child labor laws, he started at the pizzeria, then the café.  When he was nineteen, he could get a job at the diner since he’d be old enough to serve booze, so he was just biding his time.

      He wasn’t going to just lie back and accept that this life was it for him.

      And shit, maybe he was just lying to himself, but unfortunately he had a best friend who spent all his free time trying to convince Regan that there was something better out there for him—for them.  While Regan wanted to shake Isaac until he saw reason, he couldn’t help the dangerous spark of hope that he put in Regan’s chest.

      The real problem was, Regan was in love with him.  He’d known Isaac since they were six, and they’d been inseparable since then.  Regan knew he could be content with the friendship they had, but he also wasn’t so unaware of his feelings.  But of course, Regan also didn’t know how someone couldn’t be in love with him.

      Sweet, sensitive Isaac with his big eyes and dark hair.  Isaac, who was terrible at lying but would feed bullshit to anyone if he thought it would keep Regan out of trouble.

      Isaac was probably one of the only the reasons Regan survived his childhood.  He was the reason Regan bothered to graduate, scraping by with a two-point-five GPA which wasn’t going to get him into any college anywhere, but that was fine.  He never planned to do that anyway.  He sucked at reading and the only talent he really had besides cooking was creating wood and metal sculptures which had been the only class in school he aced.

      But there was no career in that—according to his guidance counselor.  Granted, she was one of the few people who believed he was a good for nothing just like his old man, but there was probably a decent amount of truth in her words.  He sure as shit didn’t know anyone who’d gone into art for a living.

      Isaac was the one who’d make it in life.  He got into his three top schools without even trying, and he wanted to be a teacher, and a writer, and a thousand other things that fit him so perfectly.  He’d end up well off and happy, and with any luck, he’d remember Regan on the major holidays and call to say hi.

      Regan would just stay in Dover—in some shitty apartment which would feel like a palace because he couldn’t remember the last time he had running water or heat.  He’d work, and he’d sleep, and he’d eat.  He’d spend his days keeping watch over his brother so Reid didn’t continue down the path he was currently on.

      The buzzing in Regan’s head was getting louder, pulling him out of his thoughts, but he ignored it as he slapped the newest batch of pizza dough onto the proving tray, then shoved it into the walk-in.

      He was feeling antsy, but not because he had anywhere to be.

      No, tonight was meant to be special.  It was the end of summer, and it was the last time he was going to see his best friend before he trekked up to New York to get his degree in something that involved writing or reading or some other nerdy shit that Regan found so grossly endearing.

      He’d asked Isaac to meet him after his shift, and he knew Isaac assumed they were just going to sneak a couple of the damaged six packs from the restaurant and go drink up on the hill, but he had other plans.  Plans that could either lead to the best night of his life, or the worst, but he was ready to take the risk because he owed Isaac.

      Part of it was to make up for the fact that Regan had missed Isaac’s eighteenth birthday thanks to his dad knocking him around.

      And part of it was because Isaac and Regan had been dancing around each other for the last two years and before Isaac went away to start his new life, Regan needed him to know just how much Isaac had saved him.  How much he’d made life there bearable.

      Regan saw the lights in the front of the house flicker, then die, and over the buzzing in his ears, he heard the last of the servers call out their goodbyes.  None of them would bother to check on him, and he was grateful for it.  He walked over to the oven and checked the little aluminum container that was reheating—nothing special, just one of the house lasagnas—and when he turned, his heart nearly jumped out of his chest.

      There was a face in the back window.

      It took him a second to recognize the little smirk on the figure’s lips, and he scowled, in spite his heart beating just that little bit faster.  Jerking his chin to the door, Regan hurried over and wrenched it open, grabbing Isaac by the front of his t-shirt.  Regan fought off a full body shiver at the sound of Isaac’s deep rumbling laughter which sounded off coming from the eighteen-year-old.

      Isaac was slight and weedy.  He was pretty as he was, and Regan knew he’d grow into probably one of the most gorgeous men he’d ever set eyes on.  Assuming he had both the privilege and luck to know him for that long.

      He felt Isaac’s gaze on him, an appreciative up and down glance which was a recent thing, and the sole reason Regan felt confident about his plans that night.  He knew he didn’t look good at the moment, all sweaty and covered in pizza sauce from his nine-hour shift, but Isaac seemed to like him anyway.

      “Took you long enough,” he said, gently elbowing his friend.

      Isaac scoffed and elbowed him back.  “I was here, like, half an hour ago.”

      Regan frowned and he swiped the inside of his wrist over his forehead when he felt a bead of sweat trickling down.  “Why were you standing outside like some loser?”

      In the dim light, he saw Isaac flush, and he shuffled his feet a little sheepishly.  “Because Chris was out front.”

      Regan grimaced.  Chris was a year older than them, home from college for the summer, and had spent his senior year alternately tormenting Isaac with queer slurs, and paying him to write papers for him so he could stay on the soccer team.  Chris had been convinced he’d get a full ride to some university on the west coast…and he had.  He was hoping Chris would just stay over the summer and do whatever the fuck people did on that side of the country, but no.

      He showed up and gotten his server job back since the pizza place was his uncle’s.  He was still a dick, and still a liar if his stories were anything to go by, and Regan wanted to knock him out knowing that Isaac was still afraid of him.

      And he would have—if he could have afforded to lose his job.

      He shook himself out of his thoughts and turned back to Isaac.  “Go over to the storage room and wait for me.”

      Isaac blinked at him.  “What?  Why?  What’s in there?  Is it fucking gross?”

      Regan grabbed him by his shirt again, wanting to pull him into a kiss but shoving him toward the swinging doors instead.  “There’s nothing gross in there.  Just…go, okay?”

      The storage room was actually a former dining room that the owners had used to host large parties.  But the more people started leaving Dover, the less the room was rented.  Eventually, they just used it as additional space for busted equipment and the old tables they decided to keep even though they updated the dining room.

      A few years back, someone had found a mouse skeleton on the floor, and since then, Regan was the only person brave enough to go in that room, which he appreciated.  Most of the time he just wanted space from everyone who judged him by the shitty person responsible for why he existed, and he was willing to risk dead animals to have it.  After all, it was hardly worse than the shit he found in his dad’s place.

      He’d take his breaks in that room, leaning against the wall near the open window as he sucked down the cheapest cigarettes he could afford, and he dreamed of being someone else who wasn’t shackled to this place.  On weekends, Isaac would sneak in during his lunch hour with a sandwich from the deli, and they’d get lost in conversation. For just that little while, Regan could forget his life sucked.

      He’d been written up twice for being gone too long, but those lingering moments with Isaac were worth it because they were so precious.

      Turning back toward the oven, Regan put on the mitts and pulled the tray out.  It didn’t look very good—but then again, it wasn’t exactly a huge seller.  It was made in bulk every Thursday, then frozen in portions and reheated.  Regan wasn’t Italian or anything, but he was pretty sure this was an affront to the country’s name and food.

      Either way, he knew Isaac wouldn’t complain.  He’d treat it like it was some five-star gourmet shit, and Regan was banking on that because he wanted tonight to feel special—even if he could only offer scraps.

      Putting the lasagna on a plate, he set it on one of the serving trays, then added the tiramisu which was made fresh the day before—one of the recipes he’d learned to perfect, and he was damn proud of it.  He snagged a half-open bottle of Chianti a customer had sent back, then took two wine glasses because fuck if they weren’t going to be as fancy as possible.

      Balancing the tray on his hand, Regan made his way down the hall, then kicked the door of the storage room open with the edge of his foot.  The room was decorated with a picnic blanket and cushions, a little warm from all the candles he’d meticulously lit, bathing the room in a dull glow from the flickering flames.  Isaac was standing in the middle of the blanket with wide eyes, and his mouth worked a little when he set his gaze on Regan, but he didn’t make a sound.

      “It’s dumb, I know,” Regan muttered.

      He almost tipped over when Isaac marched across the space between them and yanked the tray off his hand.  “Shut up.”

      Regan blinked at the weight of Isaac’s tone.  “Look, we can just grab beer and go to the hill if you—” the rest of his words were cut off by the press of dry, firm, thin lips against his own.

      Before he could even process what happened, Isaac had stepped away from him and was gingerly lowering the tray to the blanket.  He dropped to one of the cushions with a quiet oomph, then looked at Regan expectantly.

      “Are you going to sit, asshole?”

      Regan still wasn’t able to take a full breath.  He licked his lips, then finally forced his body to move, dropping next to his friend and staring at him because Isaac had kissed him.

      He’d kissed him.

      And okay, yes, getting kissed had been the goal, but he expected to do a lot more romancing before they got to that part.

      “Just so you know, you’re my first kiss,” Isaac said a little viciously after a beat.  “I hope you’re fucking happy.”

      Regan knew that.  It wasn’t the first time Isaac had talked about his sorry lack of a love life.  He bit his lip, then bowed his head.  “Are you mad that it was me?”

      There was a long silence, then Isaac sighed.  “No.  I’m frustrated because I’m eighteen and my best friend was my first kiss.  How pathetic is that?”

      He wanted to tell Isaac that he was Regan’s first too, but it wasn’t true.  Not strictly, anyway.  But the others didn’t count.  The others were filled with a booze and weed buzz and the expectation that he should want to kiss girls.  So, he made out with Allison Farmer and Caitlyn Logan. They’d tasted like pot and mint and kissing them felt dull and empty and wrong.

      They spread rumors about him after—that he went down on them, that he had a big dick, that he was amazing in bed.  He just let everyone assume it was true and they left him alone.

      But he never did forget the hurt in Isaac’s eyes when he asked Regan if it was true, and all he did was shrug.

      It was one of maybe a dozen lies he’d ever told his best friend, but it was the one he felt worst about.  One night, a little tipsy off solen beer from work, he finally cracked and told Isaac the truth.  That was six months ago, and since then, Isaac’s attitude toward had changed.  It wasn’t worse, and it wasn’t better.  It was just…different.

      “Regan?”

      He glanced up and realized that he hadn’t said anything in a long time.  “Yeah?  What’s up?”

      “Is this a date?”  There was a note of vulnerable hope in Isaac’s tone that felt like a physical punch to the chest.

      Regan swallowed thickly again, and his words failed him, and he fucking hated himself.  The buzzing in his ears got louder—stress, he figured.  Isaac said something else, but he couldn’t quite hear it, and as he strained for it, a wave of dizziness hit him.  That wasn’t abnormal, so he swallowed until his ears popped, and then the world righted itself a second later.

      Steady again, Regan leaned over and touched the side of Isaac’s jaw which was fuzzy with the first vestiges of real facial hair. “I want this to be a date.”

      Isaac breathed out—sharp and heavy—his head bowing.  “Oh.”

      “Good oh?”

      Isaac looked up and Regan tried to read the answer in his eyes.  He wanted to hope, as foolish as it was, and as much as it would hurt when Isaac finally left.  But he was a selfish asshole, as much as he tried to repress that part of him, and he wanted this.  Just this one little thing, so he could hoard the memory when he was alone again.

      He moved his hand higher on Isaac’s cheek, cupping it gently.  His skin was cool and firm, and nothing like Allison or Caitlyn.  It was so much better.

      When he leaned in, Isaac met him halfway, and suddenly the space between them was gone.  They were kissing again—a little sloppy and messy because Isaac very clearly didn’t know what he was doing, but when it came to his best friend, Regan was endlessly patient.

      He slowed Isaac down, urging his lips to part with a pressing thumb against his chin, then he dipped his tongue inside to taste him.  Isaac sucked in a sharp breath and let it out on a moan, and Regan surged closer, gripping Isaac by the back of the neck.

      Isaac moaned loudly, and Regan startled back to himself.  “Sorry,” he said, pulling away.  “Sorry, I…I don’t mean to…”

      “Shut up,” Isaac growled, then pushed into another kiss.  It was just as desperate, but better this time.  He was gentler with his tongue, softer with his lips, his breath warm as it rushed from his lungs and fanned out over Regan’s cheeks.

      It went on for a short forever, until Regan had to reach between his legs and adjust himself, and Isaac broke away with a small laugh.

      “I made you hard.”

      Regan’s cheeks flooded with heat.  “Shut up.”

      Isaac grinned and looked down to where Regan’s work pants were tented, then with a careful hand, he grabbed Regan’s wrist and laid his palm over his crotch.  Regan could feel a pulsing hardness under his touch, and he stroked the heel of his hand over the bulge.

      “Holy shit,” Isaac breathed out.

      Regan huffed a soft laugh as he knocked his forehead against Isaac’s.  “This wasn’t how I pictured tonight going.”

      Isaac swallowed so thickly, Regan could hear it click in the back of his throat.  “What did you imagine?”

      “Dinner,” he said, gesturing weakly at the cooling lasagna.  “Dessert.  Some wine.”

      “Thought you’d get me drunk?” Isaac teased.

      Regan glanced up at the ceiling.  “It was for me—so I’d find the courage to kiss you.  I’m…God, I don’t know.”  He rubbed the back of his neck and pulled away from his friend, squeezing his eyes shut.  “I’ve wanted to do this for so fucking long, and I feel like the biggest asshole now.”

      Isaac touched his chin and Regan somehow found the courage to look at him.  “Why?”

      “Because you’re leaving,” Regan blurted.  “You’re going to go off to school and meet people, and it won’t be in this little bullshit town where no one realizes how amazing you are.”

      Isaac started to shake his head, so Regan gripped him by the shoulders.

      “Don’t argue,” he ordered, and Isaac met his gaze.  “You’re fucking beautiful, okay?  And you’re smart and you’re funny, and someone better than a small town nobody with three crappy jobs is going to make you feel like a million bucks.”

      Isaac looked heartbroken, and Regan got it, because letting him go made his heart feel like it was shattering into a thousand pieces.  “You know I’m coming back, right?”

      Regan let out a sobbing laugh.  “Don’t fucking say that, Isaac!  Jesus.  This place isn’t worth it.  I’m—.”

      “Don’t,” Isaac snapped. He glanced away, but his grip on Regan softened, and his fingers began to toy with the short hair at the nape of his neck.  It felt so good, he wanted to lean into it and beg for Isaac to never stop touching him.  “I wish you’d come with me.”

      Regan smiled softly, sadly.  “You know I can’t.  Reid…”

      “You can bring him,” Isaac all-but begged.  “Once I graduate, I’ll get a job and we can get a place.  Reid can have his own room and we can find a good school for him.  And you can figure out what you want to do instead of…you know…this.  We could move to New York, and you could become an artist, and I’ll teach and pay all the bills until you get famous.”

      Regan hated himself for laughing, for smiling with even the smallest shred of hope. It was the fantasy he’d been dreaming about since he could remember… but he was also a realist.  He might have been just eighteen, but he’d lived a dozen lifetimes in those years, and he knew better than to reach the stars that would do nothing but burn him the moment he got close.

      When he said nothing, Isaac sagged backward a little and bowed his head.  “Listen, I’ll be back.  Thanksgiving,” he said.  “Then Christmas.  And spring break, and summer.  We can keep talking about it then, okay?”  There was a hint of desperation in his voice that made Regan wanted to make promises he couldn’t keep.

      Before he could reply, there was a loud roar inside his ears, then everything went incredibly quiet. He swallowed again, feeling a click, but this time it didn’t clear up the heavy cotton feeling, and he couldn’t hear any better.

      Shit.  Maybe he was getting sick which was the last thing he needed.  He jammed his finger into his left ear and shook it, then sighed and ignored it when it still didn’t go away.  “Look, I just want you to promise me one thing, okay?”

      Isaac threaded their fingers together which made what Regan wanted to say so much more painful.  “Anything.”

      Regan squeezed back.  “Promise me that if you meet someone—no, when you meet someone—you’ll give them a chance.  Promise me you won’t ignore them because of me.”

      “Regan,” Isaac started to whisper, but Regan squeezed their hands until Isaac’s mouth shut.

      “You deserve good things, okay?”

      “You’re my good thing,” Isaac told him so quietly he mostly had to read his lips.

      Regan scoffed and shook his head.  “I missed your birthday because my old man smacked the crap out of me and my head spun for a week.  I’m not good for anyone.”

      “Fuck that,” Isaac hissed, and there was fire in his eyes.  “You’re not a bad person because your dad sucks, and I refuse to accept that bullshit.  You’re my good thing,” Isaac repeated, clinging on tighter.  “You’re my safe place.”

      Regan shuddered because he felt the same way about Isaac, but he never told him because he knew Isaac would burn down his entire life to keep him feeling that way, and he couldn’t be a burden on him.

      He would never, ever do that.

      “Just promise me you’ll let yourself be happy, whatever it takes,” Regan whispered, and he saw the moment Isaac cracked.

      “I promise.”  His tone was reluctant, but he really was the worst liar, and there was nothing but truth in his words.

      Regan leaned in and kissed him one more time.  It was all he’d allow, for now.  Maybe forever.  But it was enough.
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      “So you’re like, a virgin virgin.”

      Isaac stared at his friend with a blank face.

      “You’ve never even had a handy?”

      Isaac fought the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose, but only because his face was basically a giant block of ice and his hands were just starting to thaw inside his mittens.  He hadn’t understood cold until his first winter up north.

      He breathed out a sigh and watched the puffs of steam float up past his eyeline.  “No.” His tone was flat, but mostly because it was too cold to emote.

      “Kissing?”

      He almost tripped over his own feet because pretty much every night he was alone in his dorm, he sank back into the memory of that night at the pizza parlor with Regan’s plush lips against his.  He’d come close to coming in his jeans, but Regan pulled away before anything could happen, and it was obvious from his body language that even if Isaac pushed the issue, he’d be rejected.

      Those two kisses and that single, pressing touch were all he had.  After that night, there was a wall between them, and nothing Isaac did seemed to be able to pull it down.

      Regan had seemed to think that the moment Isaac set foot on the university campus, he’d have guys begging to be his boyfriend.  Instead, he was casually asked out by two girls before midterms, and after that, people just sort of forgot he existed.  He joined the local queer club which was a small collection of eight people—three of whom were graduating in the spring—and they’d become friends, but he never really connected to them.

      At least, not the way he’d moved through Regan’s orbit.

      But that was probably because no one in the world was like his best friend.  He was rough around the edges with a smart mouth that always got him in trouble, but he was the most fiercely loyal person Isaac had ever known.  Isaac’s parents pitied him, which was why they invited him and Reid over for holidays, and had even thrown them a couple of birthday parties in their younger years.

      But they didn’t really understand what Isaac felt, and Isaac was a little too afraid to tell them he was batshit crazy in love.  Now he’d spent almost three full months without Regan and he was ready to just confess exactly how he felt and what he wanted.  Yes, the distance would suck, and yes he knew it would take time to get Regan to trust that Isaac would be happy to stay in their little crap town and live however Regan needed to live.  But he could be patient for that.

      And it all would have been perfect, he was convinced of that, except now he wasn’t going home.

      He'd spent the first half of the semester making plans of seduction, then his parents dropped a bombshell on him.  “We’re going to Cincinnati to spend Thanksgiving at your sister’s, and don’t worry, we already picked up your ticket,” his mom said over their weekly phone call.  “Just make sure you bring warm clothes.”

      No questions, no room for argument, and Isaac was still struggling with that in-between stage of being a legal adult but still a teenager and not quite sure how to go against his parents’ wishes.  He called Regan’s work at the pizza place, but they said he had three days off, and since they never had electricity or a working phone in his house, he left a message with the manager begging Regan to call him so he could explain everything.

      But he didn’t.

      Isaac tried not to take it personally, but it wasn’t easy.  He knew Regan struggled with his feelings and with communication, but he wished Regan would try, even if it was just a little.  Even if it was to tell Isaac to go fuck himself.

      But for now, all he had was Regan’s silence.

      There was a hand waving in his periphery, then Christle raised her hands to sign, ‘Hello?  Listening?’  Their rudimentary ASL 101 was getting a little bit better, but he wasn’t even going to try signing back in mittens.

      “Yeah, what?”

      She scowled at him.  “I asked you a question.”

      “I know.  I’m just tired of answering them  I’m trying not to freeze to death here, and I’m not in the mood for conversation.”

      Christle sighed.  She was never really put off by his blunt attitude, though she always snapped back when he started to approach being rude.  “Where are we going, anyway?”

      He jerked his chin toward the tall string of buildings with the various shops on the bottom floors.  There was a bank, a burrito place that hadn’t been open in a few days, and the commissary—which wasn’t the actual name since it was a convenience store sponsored by Target, but everything was in military rations and all the products were generic brands, so that’s what everyone called it.

      “I’m going to my sister’s for the holiday and she’s going to have all her tree-hugger, anti-fluoride toothpaste crap, and I can’t live that way,” he said.

      Christle laughed.  “She’s the one who married that Greenpeace guy?”

      Isaac didn’t talk about his family much, but only because he wanted to hoard his personal life to himself.  Everyone around him seemed to enjoy over-sharing about their high school years, but he wasn’t ever going to talk about how half his Saturday nights were spent putting an ice pack on Regan’s various bruises because his dad had beat the crap out of him again.

      They stopped in front of the open sign and waited for the sluggish automatic doors to creak open.  There was a rush of too-hot air which gave way to a tepid breeze floating around the store.  Isaac pulled his mittens off with his teeth, shoving them into his pocket as he grabbed a hand basket.

      “Mark’s not a bad guy.  He just grew up, like, hella rich so he could do whatever he wanted.”

      “Building houses in Costa Rica like a white messiah,” Christle said with a wink.

      Isaac snorted a laugh and shrugged.  “Something like that.  His sister got polio while they were there, and he had his whole come to Jesus moment and decided to start some foundation for vaccines.”

      Christle’s attention had already wandered, not that he blamed her.  His stories were only interesting for a minute.  She started perusing the clearance make-up, so he made his way into the aisle with all the travel toiletries and loaded up his little basket.

      He had plenty of cash on his account card, but he knew his parents would be annoyed if they had to do a refill because he spent it all on tiny bottles of shampoo, so he did his best to choose wisely.  He grabbed a few snacks to get him through the last of his history paper he had to finish before his flight, then added some extra chocolate for his reward for finishing it all.

      By the time he was checking out, Christle was at his side again, and she was yammering on about the drag show they were all heading to while Isaac was out of town.

      “Seriously, you should fake sick,” she said as she dumped her items on the counter in front of the annoyed looking cashier.  “Tell your parents you caught the black plague and come with it.  It’s going to be hella better than Thanksgiving dinner.”

      Isaac hitched his bags up into the crook of his elbow and shook his head.  “My parents would murder me.”

      Christle scoffed.  “You’re a grown adult now.  You gotta cut the cord sometime.”

      He knew that, but he bristled and felt defensive and irritated because he didn’t think it was anything like that.  He just enjoyed his family.  The only reason he was irritated now was because he wanted to go home—not to Isla’s new condo in Cincinnati.  Or, if he was going to be dragged there, he wanted Regan with him.

      Passing a hand down his face, he did his best not to think about it.  Every time he did, he fell down the rabbit hole of what ifs.  What if he’d just confessed to being in love with Regan that night.  What if he said fuck it and decided to go to school closer?  What if he told Regan he was being a dumbass, and the showed him with his lips and his hands exactly what he could offer?  What if he refused to let Regan bully him into making promises he didn’t want to keep?

      Isaac’s life felt like a series of missed opportunities though, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever get the chance to make up for this one.

      He and Christle parted ways at the commons—his dorm on the opposite side of the student living apartments where Christle and a few other people were staying.  He appreciated the reprieve because his roommate was already gone which meant he had the whole place to himself.  He’d already learned to live with the constant smell of weed, Axe, and Panda Express—which was the worst mix—and he’d even learned how to tune out the thirty different thumping CD players vibrating through his walls.

      And it wasn’t like he hated his roommate.  Will was an alright guy.  He didn’t smoke, he only drank on weekends, and he didn’t bother Isaac much when he was trying to cram.  But he also wasn’t his family.  He wasn’t even really a friend.  He was just some jock on the baseball team who probably would have trash canned Isaac if they’d gone to high school together.

      Isaac made the walk in double time, mostly to keep warm, though he regretted it when his heart started pounding by the time he reached the third floor landing.  He took a short break, then finished the fourth and fifth, but his hands were shaking by the time he turned his key in the lock and stepped inside.

      His dorm was, unfortunately, one of the only things they got right about college on TV.  The rest was all hot nonsense.

      He’d never been to wild parties, he only had two massive lecture hall classes—and the TAs actually did take attendance.  His professors gave a shit about the students passing—which he realized was probably due to them wanting to keep a good pass/fail record—and the food was edible.  It was nothing like high school in all the ways that counted, but he still had to raise his hand in class and show up on time, and even his three-hundred level history class still got grammar lessons and a short module on how to write in the Chicago manual format.

      But the dorms were another world.  They were tiny, and the beds were uncomfortable, and he wasn’t allowed to settle in because the moment the semester was over, they were kicked out and moved around.  He likely wouldn’t see Will again—he’d be saddled with some new guy in a new hall with a room barely cleaned apart from a fresh coat of paint on the walls.

      No one threw wild parties and the RA was up everyone’s ass all the time, but there was never any quiet.  At least, not until the holidays when everyone was gone, but it was only a moment of reprieve.

      Flopping on his bed, he kicked his shoes off, then buried his toes under the thick fleece blanket his mom had sent after he’d complained about how cold it was getting and how crappy
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