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  Attitude & Acetone

November 17th


He hated this. Each trickling second that led up to this explosion of a moment, where he regretted every choice he'd made in the last two months. All of them. Worst decisions he'd ever thought up, and he was fighting so hard to keep from somehow dragging up that feeling of abandonment that he'd finally kicked out of his head four months ago, when Jack told him that he was moving. Moving, well, moving was a loose term for relocating overseas in a foreign exchange program, but if he thought of it as moving somehow, that made it feel like his best friend was just a long drive away and not an ocean away. Made it feel like he could pack up and go visit when he needed to scream about that fucking smell in his first class every Monday morning that was somewhere between stale urine and wet paint that just never stopped being there. Moving. Right. Moved. Jack moved. Moved, and that meant he had to get a new roommate, not that he'd really wanted a new roommate, but he couldn't bring himself to pack up and go home. He liked his space, liked his flat where he could look out over the city and throw paint on a canvas in the early morning hours with the windows open and coffee brewing. It was his place, his apartment, that he'd been paying for by himself, well, splitting with Jack.
Now he wished he had just caved in and talked to his parents about helping cover the remainder of the rent because then he wouldn't be in this situation. Then he wouldn't have had to pass off finding a new roommate to the realtor, with his twelve-page list of requirements for hopeful applicants to meet, because he just didn't have the fucking mental capacity to sit through conversations with complete strangers for more than two minutes. He hated small talk, and they always reverted to it, or they smelled, or they had bad habits and didn't clean their teeth, or they smoked, or—right. Spiraling. Reminding himself why he'd passed off filling the vacancy to their family realtor and not tried to juggle his work and fake liking people wasn't helping him right now. Right now, he had to sit with the realization that somehow this son of a bitch had met and agreed to all of his criteria.
How? There was no way. No fucking way that this was happening. That he was staring at who he was staring at, and he was this close to slamming the door in this mother fucker's face. This close to calling the realtor and telling them they fucked up. Maybe he could talk to Papa? Make them void the contract if it was signed, or something, because there was no way that his parents would be okay with who was standing at his door. Especially not his parents, since the last time he'd laid eyes on Lucas Campbell was at the end of his 10th-grade year, and his Dad was trying to fight Lucas while his Uncle Liam was trying to remind his Dad that fighting a teenager would land him in jail.
"Lucas," Max spat. His grip on the door tightened, and the thought of just slamming it grew heavier in his mind.
"Maximus," Lucas said, drawing the name out like it left a bad taste in his mouth.
Nope, that was it. The first and final, well, second and final, straw. Max glared, grabbed the door he'd been barely clinging to to keep himself upright, and then slammed it in the other man's face. He'd reached up and was twirling one of the stray black curls on his head around his finger in a mild panic because he'd not been able to bring himself to go more than a few centimeters away from the door. He could do that, right? He could refuse a roommate, right? Maybe? Shit, he didn't know. He didn't want to call either of his fathers right now to see if he could, because they would ask questions. If his Dad started asking questions, then he would inevitably show up at his door, and if Lucas was still there, what the fuck would happen? Maybe Lucas would just leave? Right? That could happen. Maybe.
There was a knock at the door, and Max huffed as his grey eyes yanked over to it and stared it down. He waited, hoping that the guy on the other side of the door would just leave, but he had no such luck. There was another knock. Max exhaled, nearly growling, and yanked the door open with a scowl. "What?" he spat, glaring.
"Can I come in?" Lucas asked, shifting a box holding what looked to be a potted plant and an old lamp.
Max stared, eyes trailing up and down the man darkening his door. "Can I say no?" he said, less of a question than an exasperated plea.
"Not really. I signed the lease this morning, and quite frankly, you have no one but yourself to blame for not knowing who I was before that happened. The realtor tried to set up a meeting with you three times," Lucas replied, blue eyes flicking up and down Max. "How was I supposed to know it was you. There could be thousands of people named Max in this city," he said.
Max wasn't going to let that make sense, because he didn't have the will to allow this asshole to make sense. There were no points that were going to be earned by Lucas. Zero. "Did you read the list?" he said, still blocking the doorway. "Did you actually digest it, not just glance over it and half-ass it like you used to do in Pre-Cal?" he asked.
Lucas huffed, shifting the box in his hands a bit more. "Yes. I read the twelve pages of things you didn't want in a roommate. Hell, that should have tipped me off to who the fuck it was," he said.
"Where's your room?" Max asked, testing the knowledge that was being claimed.
"Are you serious?" Lucas spat, jerked when he saw Max start to close the door on him again, and shoved his shoulder between the edge of the door and the frame. "Before the kitchen! First door on the right! The second door is my bathroom! Your space is anything upstairs, and the only areas we share are the den and kitchen. I read the fucking papers, Alexander!" he snarled.
"Do you touch my food? Do you bring people over after 8 PM? Do you use laundry soap that smells like lavender or linen?" Max asked, slinging out the barrage of questions so quickly he started leaning forward as each left his lips. He checked back into his body, realized he was leaning halfway into the door, and that Lucas was shorter than him now. That, well, that was at least laughable because he'd been the short one for years and had to put up with this son of a bitch for three years. Three.
"No, and you don't touch my food. I don't want to bring people over after 8 PM because if I wanted to fuck anyone I'd go to their place—I sure as hell don't want them around you," Lucas spat, leaning forward as he spoke till he was inches away and glaring up. "No. I like tropical scents, which the realtor said you were impartial to, so it was acceptable. Anything else you want to fucking quiz me on, or can I come in to the place I just put my half of four months up on?" he asked.
Max stared, processing the last few words, and finally stepped back. "You prepaid two months in full?" he asked.
"No. I prepaid for four months of my part. So make sure you tell your parents not to default. I'm sure they're paying for the place," Lucas snapped back.
 Could he close the door? He could. Maybe if it slammed hard enough, he'd dislocate this shitty son of a—No. No, no. Couldn't do that. Didn't need a lawsuit. Max glared, shoved out of the doorway, and then turned without responding. He didn't have time for this. He had to finish a painting he'd been unable to touch for nearly two months that had to be handed to his professor bright and early in eight days. Eight fucking days. He grabbed the black oversized Bose headphones he'd had thrown around his neck and slammed them over his ears just as he heard Lucas starting to complain about helping move in. No. He wasn't helping. He wasn't the one moving in, and he'd be tempted to drop Lucas' shit on purpose. Absolutely not. Max reached up as he passed the kitchen, turned the volume on his headphones up to a deafening level, and started taking the stairs two at a time up toward his area of the apartment. 

      [image: ]Max sighed, wiping his arm across his cheek in an attempt to keep the blue paint that he'd practically drenched his hands in off of it. He looked the 12x16 canvas up and down, still not happy with it, and frowned as he wiped his hands with a cloth he'd had stowed in his back pocket. How long had he been up here? Three, maybe four hours, but it was definitely hours. Hours that, surprisingly, Lucas had not once come upstairs and bothered him during. He'd also not heard anything downstairs. That was probably because of the headphones, though; he couldn't give him that much credit. Max pulled the headphones from his ears and paused when he heard the city's muted sounds spill into the apartment. His brow furrowed, and he focused on the cars, the sound of birds, and the faint distortion of people below chattering. He looked at his arm, watched the goose pimples on it, and then stepped over to the edge of his dominion to gaze into the shared space far below.
The door was open to the balcony, and the windows were cracked to let the winter chill in and air out the apartment from … Max sniffed, and looked back over his shoulder to the bottle of acetone atop the white tarp that he'd been using to clean for the past twenty minutes or more. His gaze fluttered back down, searching the den for a sign of Lucas, and he spotted him on the balcony, sitting with a cup of coffee and a pair of large headphones on while curled over an open MacBook. The den, from what he could tell, looked the same, and there was no lingering smell of burned toast or anything else that he could pick out of the smells of Atlantic Station. Max frowned and leaned forward against the metal railing to watch the man sitting out on the balcony, as if Lucas had been there for months. Quiet, to himself, and oddly not interrupting his everyday life. Nothing like the Lucas that … No. No points. He'd decided on that already.
Yet. Not interrupting his life yet. He had to remember that little voice in the back of his mind, dragging him back to those years in high school and middle school, where he'd been bullied endlessly because ... He didn't know the answer to that question, not really. He'd assumed it was because of his parents being gay. Regardless, it was daily. By who? This son of a bitch. He and Lucas had been fine, what he'd considered friends up through the end of 7th grade, until something changed and Lucas was suddenly not okay with him, his parents, or anything having to do with their friendship. Then everything … fell apart. They'd been as close as he and Jack one day, said goodbye, and when he'd rolled into class the next day, Lucas was not the same. Like he'd gone to bed and woken up a completely different person. He'd even asked Quinn, his Uncle's husband, if changelings took older kids at random and just started being little shits because he hadn't understood what he'd done. Now? Now he knew he'd not done anything and that some assholes were just that—assholes.
Lucas looked the same, though. Well, sort of. They were both taller, but Lucas was about three inches shorter than him. Maybe 5'7" or so? He looked thicker, like he'd been working out, which wouldn't have been much of a change since high school. Football. Lucas had played football in their Freshman year. The only year, he didn't know why, and he really didn't care. All he knew was that he found frogs in his locker, spoiled milk in his bag, and the thing that had finally sent both Jack and his Dad over the edge in 10th grade was a painting. It ... got ruined. Jack had fought Lucas, and his Dad had nearly done it, too. He remembered talking to his Dad about it, crying, because it had been less about the painting and more about trying to understand why things had changed. Why everything was so broken. … He hadn't seen Lucas since then, because summer had come, and when they returned to school, Lucas hadn't been there. Jack had said he'd moved, and something about his parents getting divorced, but he'd not really cared.
Max stared, committing the sight to memory for later. Maybe he could think about it when this son of a bitch inevitably pissed him off, and try to talk himself down from losing it. File it away as the one time that Lucas Campbell hadn't burst into his life and made it a living hell … yet. Stupid blue eyes. Stupid, dirty blonde hair—long hair now. Long enough for Lucas to have it pulled up in a messy bun. It looked like it had gradually gotten a few shades darker in some places, be it naturally or unnaturally. Lucas still wore the same clothes, too. Dark jeans, pristine, spotless brown loafers, and some weird mix of a button-down and oversized button cardigan. Like someone barfed on a guy coming out of a record store and slapped an indie label on him to mass market him as the new and improved 'Hipster Ken'. Max groaned, rolling his eyes, and shoved off the railing so he could curl back into his space for his glasses. He wanted food, his food.
Pasta? Probably pasta.






  
  Punctuality & Prose

November 17th


He probably should have known it was Max, especially given where the apartment was and the list of requests meant to scare off anyone hoping to find a space at a deal close to campus. Should have, probably did in a roundabout way, and yet he still sat through the talk with the realtor, read every single one of those requirements, and … they actually hadn't been too hard to agree to. Most of them were practical guidelines for what would inevitably be asked after moving in together. They were laid out in a standard 12-point sans-serif font for readability. Double-spaced, indented, and with enough line spacing to allow any notes to be made for reference or follow-up questions. He'd actually been mildly impressed by the presentation, and it may have been part of the reason that he'd been interested in meeting this mystery Max before he'd signed off on the lease. He'd tried three times, mind you, and every time the realtor said Max had to cancel because of something coming up. Now that he knew who it was, that something was probably more than likely Max, wanting nothing to do with a roommate.
Max had been trying to sabotage it before he even met a possibly workable roommate, which … tracked from what he remembered about Max.
Lucas huffed, eyes locked up on the screen in front of him as he backspaced a whole paragraph for the fifth time. Didn't flow, didn't sound right. No matter how he twisted that last line, it was wrong, and he didn't know how the fuck else to change it. So, he'd just take it out. Crisis avoided. "Oh, for fuck's sake," he grumbled, voice echoing out and floating off across the fading lights of the city. He didn't know why he was fixated on that fucking line, or why he was taking the time to sit down and write on his fucking blog about this place, or that menace of a … Lucas' thoughts trailed off, and he chewed on his lip in thought as his eyes landed back on the screen in front of him. He reached down, double-tapped the mouse to open up a browser, and then started digging through search results till he found what he was looking for. Bingo, right there, with the simplest username he'd ever seen on Instagram in his life.
Maximilian Alexander. Maximus. … Max a.k.a 'just.m.a'.
There weren't a lot of photos of Max, maybe three or so, and of the three, only one was of him by himself. One was of Max and … Lucas' eyes flickered over the captions, then to the comments, where he finally found a name he was looking for. Jack. Wait, holy shit, that was Jack? Jack was, well, jacked. He was fucking huge, like he could probably pick him up and bend him in half with one hand. Not that Max was small, that fucking bean sprout had shot up and gotten tall, way taller than he'd been in 10th grade. Apparently, soccer had done him good.
Alright, next photo. Lucas clicked back, glancing over the second group photo, and this one had faces he knew. The Alexander family—Mateo and Fallon with Max on what looked to be his graduation day. It was weird, they looked the same as he remembered them. Perfect. Happy. … Like a family should be. Lucas' jaw clenched, and a nerve jumped somewhere as he clicked back, and he went to the image that was clearly used as a reference for the self-portrait that was Max's profile photo. It, and everything else on this damn account, was nothing but art.
High contrast golden hour lighting, and Max had been sitting in front of these very windows a year ago, which meant he'd had this place at least a year. Max had glasses on. Big horn-rimmed glasses that framed his grey eyes and drew attention away from his dimples. His skin looked darker in this photo; the shadows seemed to draw out the cream in his skin. The backlighting made his black curls pop beneath his beanie. Not much as far as a color palette—black jeans, old black Vans, and he swore that was a worn band shirt from the early 90s under that red flannel shirt. Had to be one of his parents’ old shirts. 
It was … Christmas, maybe? Yep, there was a reflection of a tree in the window behind him. Lucas chewed his lip again, eyes flashing down to the date, and he started counting mentally. SCAD. He knew Max was going there from the information provided when he'd signed the lease. An average B.F.A took what, four or five years? Was Max getting an M.F.A? They were the same age, so that would make Max … twenty-five? Had he taken time off, or was he going for his M.F.A?
Lucas groaned and slammed the MacBook in his lap closed before yanking the headphones off his ears to hang around his neck. His space was instantly bombarded with noise, and he grimaced. He could ask, but that would require him to convince Max to talk to him for more than 10 seconds. Which he probably deserved … did deserve that. Lucas leaned back so he could peer through the window behind him upside down. He felt his heart jump into his chest because he spied a head of curly black hair with headphones on, back to him, bustling in the kitchen. Wait, had Max seen him … no, no way. He'd have been shoved off this balcony if that were the case. 
Lucas huffed, grabbed his laptop and coffee cup, and stood, walking inside. His nose twisted; the smell of acetone was still lingering, but it wasn't suffocating anymore. He wiped his feet, habitually, even though he'd not been out in the dirt, and closed the door behind him. He'd almost called out, but then the headphones registered, so he rolled his eyes and walked right past Max and down the hall to his new room.
He didn't know what he was expecting. Acknowledgement? Probably, but he knew better based on their whole reintroduction. Max had been explicitly clear that he wanted nothing to do with him. Lucas shoved his door open, grimaced at the few boxes he still had to unpack, and tossed his headphones and laptop onto his bed. Right, more coffee, and then he could finish unpacking. More coffee, and he could see if he'd get murdered for hanging up a large photography collage in the den. He readjusted his grip on his coffee mug, sipped down the last dregs of caffeine, and then turned to head out of his room. He made it a few steps out the door, but that's as far as he got because he had to stop short to keep from running right into Max. 
"Holy shit, Alexander! What?!" Lucas snapped, fumbling to catch his mug before it went tumbling to the floor from his grasp.
Max stared, holding a bowl of penne and pesto in one hand and reaching up to pull his headphones down with the other. "Did you unpack?" he asked, completely unbothered.
Lucas' brow furrowed, and he looked over his shoulder into his room. "Mostly. Why?" he asked.
"Boxes. I don't have bugs, and I don't want them, so make sure you finish unpacking and get the boxes out," Max said deadpan.
Lucas sputtered, frowning, and then replied, "I planned on it. I don't fucking want bugs either."
"Good," Max said, grabbed his headphones, and hoisted them back on his ears.
Lucas watched as Max turned and huffed under his breath. 
Nothing. Max just walked out of sight. Lucas heard the thump of Max's feet as he went upstairs, and then the world was silent save for the flicks of traffic through the still cracked window. Lucas ended up standing in the hall for a few minutes, processing the fact that the sole reason Max had come to say anything to him was because of bugs. Bugs. Max had walked his happy ass down the hall, stood a respectful distance from his door, and just waited there to tell him to make sure he got all the boxes out to prevent bugs. He … Lucas stopped as he reached the kitchen, and looked back into the hall and entry that was in front of his room. 
Max could have walked right up to his room, knocked on his door even, but had waited farther back in a space that was technically mutual. Waited in a space that wasn't … his space. Lucas looked up at the ceiling above him, listening for any sign of Max moving around, then pinched his brow. Coffee. He needed more fucking coffee for this shit, and a fucking cigarette. Couldn't have that, though. He'd signed an agreement, and he was now cold fucking turkey. Maybe he'd try lingering on the stairs till he got Max's attention to ask about the photo collage.
Lucas rinsed out his mug, dumped the water, and then slipped it under the spout of their single-serve maker. He fished a small portion cup out of the cabinet. One of the few things he'd brought with him was coffee, and anything else food-related, he'd have to go buy this week sometime. Later. He could worry about food later. Lucas clamped the serving cup in place, then tapped the button to start the brewer before sidestepping out of the kitchen. He started up the stairs, made it about halfway before stopping and trying to figure out some reason to explain why he was even on them if Max began screaming at him. Technically, he had no reason to ever touch the stairs because his realm of existence was down here … all of it. Lucas looked down over the space, taking in the size finally, as the reality that this place was … his. Not a friend's or a soapbox barely big enough for a cat over in Fourth Ward. His. He exhaled, gripping the railing a bit tighter as he settled on that word: his.
"Look, Alexander, I know we aren't exactly friends anymore or anything, but …" Lucas said, trailing off as he turned back around and took another step up. Max finally slid into his line of sight. Not where Lucas had really been expecting him to be, but where he expected him to be he didn't honestly know. Maybe he'd expected Max to be sitting at a desk working on his computer, or on his bed watching TV, but Max was on the floor. On the floor, sitting on a paint-stained cloth tarp, in the center of this space, with his bowl of pasta and headphones on, just … staring at a painting propped up against two old buckets. The kind of big ones that you got from home improvement stores, but were old enough that any sign of which one they'd come from had long worn off or been painted over.
The canvas had been painted a pale, barely noticeable off-white, with spots where it looked like either paint had been splattered or more off-white had been painted over mistakes, so much so that it just blurred into a mess of colors. Most of them were muted, but the blues were bright and almost tinged with metallic pigmentation, making them pop. It looked like Max had tried out various flowers, but finally settled on hydrangeas that had been sloppily painted over roses. He could see the outline of the roses underneath, and Max was reaching up with one hand every so often to touch up places with blue and purple paint. The flowers, just like the rest of the canvas, had a metallic undertone in the blue paint, as if the eye were meant to focus on those points most. Every few moments, Max would shift his hand to put the paintbrush across his knee, stab a few pieces of pasta with his fork, put it in his mouth, and then go right back to the paintbrush.
Lucas sighed and focused on the painting until he couldn't look at it any longer. His jaw clenched, another nerve jerking somewhere beneath his skin like the painting was agitating. He shook his head, turned on his heel, and started down the stairs without saying anything more. He didn't belong up there—that wasn't his space, and he had no business being on the stairs. He'd agreed not to go up the stairs unless explicitly asked to when he signed his lease, and here he was, eight hours into being under the same roof, already doing shit he shouldn't. Lucas hit the floor, turned sharply, and nearly lost his footing when he aimed into the open kitchen. Coffee. Boxes. Then, if he felt up for it, maybe he could finish that blog post. Coffee. Lucas grabbed the coffee cup, took a long sip from the black liquid, and then headed for his room down the hall.
… Max still liked painting flowers.






  
  Sentimentality

November 25th


Jack

What the fuck do you mean LUCAS is your new flat mate?

Max

There isn't a way to elaborate more on that. It's a very straightforward statement.

Jack

I … Give me two mins. Dropping Ellie off at work.



 Max huffed, tossing his phone to his bed so he could pull his bag from over his head and place it on his desk. He'd dropped off his painting with his professor; it was done, and there was nothing else he could do to change it. He'd run out of time, and hopefully, he'd be able to be okay with that. Especially with the three days of nothing because of a shitty holiday. Was it a holiday? No, not really. Not a holiday he liked, or his family celebrated. If they did anything, his Papa was usually working, and his Dad would go down and help Quinn at Mocha & Magic. Oh. Wait. He could see if they were doing that painting night again this year. Max dove for his phone, flopping on his bed in a flurry of messy sheets and overstuffed pillows, and opened up his messaging app to shoot off a text to his Dad. 

Max

Dad, is Quinn hosting the painting thing this year?

Dad

Hey Maxie! Um, I think so. Give me maybe ten minutes and I'll check and give you a call?

Max

Okay.

Dad

Love you! Papa says hi!

Max

Love you. Tell Papa hello.



Max sighed, dropped his phone, and face-planted into his bed. It was quiet, so quiet he could hear the low hum of the ice maker downstairs, and he didn't know how he felt about it. He hated the quiet, and it made him think about Jack and Ellie being in Seoul. Jack wasn't downstairs playing a game on the TV, and Ellie wasn't coming over later to make food. They were … Max jumped when his phone started ringing, and the photo of his best friend lit the screen. He scrambled for it, tapped the green button, and then lifted it to his ear. "Hello?" he said.
"What the fuck do you mean Campbell is your roommate? How? Why?!" Jack snarled over the receiver, agitation twisting his usually monotone tenor. 
"The realtor found someone. I didn't know until he was at my door," Max muttered, pulling the phone back to his ear from where he'd removed it because of the sound. Too loud. It made his brain scramble, and his face twist up because yelling was still a sound he didn't like. There had been a lot of yelling when he'd been in the orphanage, before he got taken in by his parents, and his aversion to it had stuck with him.
"You didn't meet before they signed the lease?! Have you told Uncle Matty? There's no way he'd be okay with you not meeting with them before you both signed the lease, Max!" Jack snapped.
Max winced and said, "You're loud. Stop screaming."
Jack sighed, voice lowering, "Sorry. I just … I fucking hate that guy. Why is he even in Atlanta? Didn't he move?"
"Don't know. Don't care. The realtor tried to set up a meeting, but I didn't want to meet," Max replied, chewing his bottom lip. He knew why he didn't want to meet, but he didn't want to say why. Jack would get upset if he said why, and he didn't want Jack to get upset because he was proud of Jack. Really. He just … wanted to be proud of him and have his best friend still downstairs and not in another country. His brain kicked in finally, latching on to something that Jack had said, and he jumped up. "Don't tell Papa!" he yelled, eyes wide. 
"You haven't told them? … Maxie," Jack said, sighing. "Max, why didn't you want to meet with the realtor? What did you do? Just sign your part of the lease on the computer?" he asked.
"Yes," Max replied, shoving off his bed so he could run downstairs. He felt queasy all of a sudden. He needed ginger ale. "No. Don't tell them," he said, yanking the fridge open and pausing. It was full. Super full. He couldn't even see where things were; it meant that Lucas had gone shopping and … there was too much. How? No. It would spoil. He didn't like the smell of spoiled food. He inhaled and sank down in front of the open fridge so he could lean back against the cabinets and stare into it. There was so much fresh food. It looked like he was home, but Papa never let food spoil, so it was safe. Lucas might let food spoil, and he'd be trying to sleep and smell a rotting onion in the middle of the night, and then have to deep-clean the whole apartment. Max inhaled, going quiet. 
"Maxie, are you okay?" Jack asked, soft like he'd heard the shift in his best friend's voice. "What happened?"
"Fridge is full. Like home," Max muttered, thumb in his mouth so he could chew on his nail. "Onion. Pepper. Romaine. Avocado. Three days. It's going to spoil. I won't be able to sleep this weekend, and I might miss my alarm and miss my class. We find out what we made on our semester project when we get back to class, so I can't miss my class. It's not my food, so I can't touch it. It's going to smell, and I'm going to have to clean the apartment at 2 AM because it's going to spoil, Jack," he muttered, rambling as his eyes darted over the offending fresh food bags.
Jack sighed. "It might, yeah," he said.
Max chewed his thumbnail harder, wincing when he caught the edge of his finger between his teeth. 
"Even if it does, and it smells, you wake his ass up and tell him to clean. Not your food, so Lucas cleans it up. Do you still have some of the baking soda boxes we bought before I left?" Jack asked.
"Yes," Max replied; Jack was upset. Not angry. Worried. He heard the little huff that added to the end of his words, and the way his inflection changed because his brain was trying to problem-solve from so far away. Jack was like Uncle Liam sometimes—he tried to fix things. Tried to make everything okay, even if it wasn't his fault. This wasn't Jack's fault, not really. Even if it never would have happened if Jack hadn't gotten that fucking opportunity overseas. No. Nope. Not Jack's fault. Jack getting that opportunity was a good thing, and he would not make it into a bad thing. 
"Jack?" Max asked.
"What's up?" Jack asked immediately.
"It's okay. It's not your fault," Max said quietly, still chewing on his nail as he locked onto the lettuce. That would go first, so he just had to make sure that Lucas ate it soon. He heard Jack sigh deeply, so much that he could almost see his shoulders sink and his body relax. Jack had been blaming himself for moving. "I'll put a box in the fridge," Max said, trying to mentally coax himself to get off the floor. "Don't tell Papa, or Dad. I haven't told them."
"Why? They could get rid of Lucas, probably. Uncle Fallon is going to be pissed if he finds out, and finds out you didn't tell him, Max," Jack said, groaning. "Like, really pissed."
"Don't tell them. Please?" Max said, almost begging. "Dad will try to fix it. Will complain so much that Papa will fix it. That isn't fair. I should have met with the realtor. It's not Lucas' fault either. It's my fault. I didn't want to meet with the realtor. I wanted to figure it out and keep the room empty in case you came back. I know you're not coming back, but what if you did? What if it was weird or people were cruel or things happened like when we were younger? What if they found out you were trans? What if you needed to come back to be safe? I was going to leave it open, so I tried to make the realtor quit. They didn't quit. Papa probably talked to them, and they filled it without us meeting. It's my fault, so—" he heard his name on the other end and went quiet. 
"Max, you know I'm not going to just never come back, right? I'm not there, but I'm not going anywhere. You know that, right?" Jack said softly.
Max inhaled, lips twisting into a grimace as he shifted his attention to the avocado in the refrigerator. Did he know that? Maybe. Maybe not. "Promise?" he asked, swallowing down whatever that was trying to kick up the back of his throat. It was annoying, and he heard his voice teetering on the edge of that stupid shit he didn't do. No. Nope. None of that shit. Not happening. Not anymore. He got a headache when he cried, and he would not allow himself to cry because he didn't have the time or the patience for a migraine. Dad was calling soon, and he didn't want to get quizzed on what was wrong and then have to talk to Papa because Dad wouldn't let it go. "Can I come see you and Ellie soon? I miss you," he said, eyes closing so he could press his hands over them. 
"Yeah. Do you want to come over spring break, or summer?" Jack asked, voice twisting like he was frowning. "I miss you, too, Max. It's weird not being able to show you what I'm working on. El doesn't have the same eye; she's more tech-focused, so when I show her my sketches, she can't give as much feedback as you could. It's weird having leftovers, too. She still makes food like she's cooking for all of us," he said. 
Max frowned, biting his lip hard to keep that fucking annoying emotion from spilling out. No. He would not cry. He heard it in Jack's voice—Jack was beating himself up again. Jack was worried. Sad. His voice twisted like he was trying to hide it when he got sad because Jack always tried to make some out-of-the-ordinary joke about it to hide the fact that he was upset. "Hang on. Don't hang up," Max said, tapped the mute button on his phone, and took a long shuddering breath. He needed to breathe, let it out for a second, and then he could be fine. He squeezed his eyes again, placing the phone on the floor beside him so he wouldn't unmute himself. He curled in, knees up, and buried his face in them almost violently. No. He would not fucking cry. No. He reached back and clamped his hands over his neck and just pushed. Pushed his face into his jeans, forced his eyes to clench, and made his forehead shudder under the pressure of his own weight. 
He'd had Jack since he was small, since he'd gotten into this city. Jack had been there for every moment of his life that had been terrifying for him. He'd had Jack when he was new, and was trying to understand what it meant to have a family. He'd had Jack when his Papa got into that accident and was in a coma for six months. He'd had Jack when he was struggling to understand his Dad, and the pressing reality that he may lose his Papa. That he may lose a parent he was just getting used to having, and understood him most. Jack had been the one to punch bullies in school, and go spend too much money on art supplies with him when they'd gotten paid the first time from their shitty first job at the local theater. Jack had been there for everything—for him through everything, and the thought of him just never being there again was debilitating. It was nonsensical, and he knew it, but Papa always said emotions didn't make sense. They were just a lot, especially when you didn't want them. He didn't want them. Not right now. Not when Jack was beating himself up over something that wasn't his fault. Not when Jack was an ocean away, and he couldn't redirect the conversation to one of Jack's shirt designs or one of his new paintings. He—
Max jumped when his text tone chimed. He inhaled and looked down to see a notification from his Dad. Shit, that's right, he was going to call. Max scrambled for his phone, unmuted it, and then pulled himself off the floor. Max closed the fridge and said, "Sorry. Bathroom. Tell me about Seoul. How is your internship?" He dodged around the kitchen counter, headed for the balcony, and then shoved out the door into the noise of the city to continue the conversation.
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"The city is the same, but it's weird," Lucas said, shifting around a group of girls standing outside of a record store. He'd gone out to sit in a cafe and write because he couldn't focus on writing while he was in the apartment. Not this. Not what he was trying to write. Not after what he heard yesterday. So, he'd left and ended up not being able to write still because he had forgotten that everyone was losing their fucking minds because Christmas was coming. It wasn't even December yet. National Day of Mourning hadn't even passed yet. "Is it me, Tato? Am I the weird thing?" he asked.
"You are weird," Diego, Lucas' grandfather, said on the other end of the phone. His English rolled out rhythmically. Fast. Slightly broken. Definitely not his first language.
"Oh? Is that what we're calling it now?" Lucas said with a laugh and shoved his hands in his pocket as he slowed to a stroll. He was ten minutes away from Atlantic Station; he could take his time. He shifted and pinned his phone between his shoulder and ear so he could adjust his laptop case, so it was in front of him. So, he could keep an eye on it. He'd never had a MacBook before, and it had been a present from his Mamá for school. He'd scolded her for days because it had been way too expensive, and he could have just kept his old Chromebook. It didn't matter that it was too old for updates; he used it for writing. That's it. … Which was probably why Mamá wanted him to get the new one. 
"I remember an old man telling me on the beach it was 'okay to be gay, '" Lucas said, teasing.
"Yes. Why are you out? How are your studies?" Diego said, ignoring the teasing.
"Anxious. Study…ish? Fine. School is fine, Tato," Lucas replied. "How is Mamá? How is Claudia?"
"Isabella-ish. Claudia-ish," Diego replied, deadpan.
Lucas laughed wholeheartedly. "La Tunda hasn't lured them away? Good."
"She would lure you first," Diego replied, laughing. 
Lucas laughed again, turning down the block. "Ah, probably. If I smelled Mamá's shrimp recipe, I would go willingly. ... Really, Tato. How is Mamá?" he said.
"Isabella is okay. Tired. Her memory is still no good," Diego replied, exhaling.
"Are you smoking? No fair. I can't even have a cigarette, and you have a cigar," Lucas replied, brow furrowing as he tried to refocus for a moment. Her memory wasn't improving then. The doctors said it may not, but they'd been hoping. "Has Mamá gotten lost anymore?" he asked.
"Yes. This week," Diego replied, exhaled again, and then asked, "Why can you not smoke?"
"Ah, long story. Roommate. It's fine. I should stop anyway," Lucas replied, opening the building door and stepping inside. He slowed till he stopped altogether and shifted to lean against the wall. "Um … Tato. Can I ask you something?" he asked. 
"Yes?" Diego replied. 
"Do you remember the star? From the story, a long time ago?" Lucas asked, chewing on his lip. He was focused on the world outside, watching people pass through the small windows and trying to sort through what he wanted to say and why he was even saying it. "The one I used to tell you about all the time?" he asked.
"Ah, yes," Diego replied. "Did you finish your book?"
"No, it's not right yet. Still," Lucas replied, and ran a hand through his hair anxiously. "Do you—"
"Lucas. Isabella called. Call back soon," Diego said, cutting Lucas off. "Te amo, mijo."
"Te quiero mucho, Tato," Lucas replied, and waited till the line went dead before shoving his phone into his pocket and exhaling. He leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling because, of course. Why would he get a chance to ask Tato about this? About fucking how to fix this. Tato would tell him something practical, tell him he was overthinking it, and then start talking about the weather. Then, he'd laugh it off, get annoyed, and then a few hours—maybe days—later, he would realize what his Tato said made fucking complete sense. All of it. Lucas shoved off the wall, grumbling under his breath as he yanked open the stairwell door and started climbing. Back to the apartment with the weird vibes that he felt strange about. The place he couldn't quite call his, despite having technically paid two months in full. So, it was his. Sort of. … Just weird. Off. Not quite right. Not the apartment, the apartment was perfect. More than he'd ever expected to have by himself, honestly … it was the other person. Max. That's what was weird. Well, not Max, but ... Max being there.
"Mierda. Your fucking ego so big you need to be validated, Lucas?" he muttered to himself, trying to think of what his Tato would say. Something like that. Tato would make it make sense. Help him unpack the invisible box he'd been letting sit in the center of his room since he'd moved in. "Like you don't deserve being uncomfortable, estúpido," Lucas huffed and shoved out of the stairwell to his floor. He headed down the hall, muttering under his breath like somehow saying anything at this point was better than nothing. Like, even incoherent thoughts would fill the void of the world around him. Which was utter fucking bullshit, because he didn't want incoherent thoughts … but he didn't fucking understand how to even start communication either. Lucas unlocked the door, shoved it open, slipped inside, and locked it behind him. He immediately took a right into his room and put his things on his bed, took off his coat, and then headed for the kitchen. Coffee, then music, then shut his door and try to fucking figure some shit out. He had schoolwork to do and had been hyperfocused on that fucking line, which wasn't for school.
Lucas shoved his mug under the brewer
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