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Chapter One

 


It never once occurred to Blueford “Blue”
Mason, amidst the uncertainty and heartache he’d endured, that
Danville, the small Texas town where his grandmother lived, would
be the one place on the planet he could start his life anew.

At eighteen, he was much like a caged bird,
unsure of anything in the world beyond his small little niche in
the universe. After two long years of being so sick that even
breathing had become a chore toward the end, his mother, Amelia,
was gone. Knowing she wasn’t in pain anymore made it a little
easier to accept, but the grief sometimes gnawed at him like a
bleeding ulcer in the pit of his stomach, catching him off-guard,
stealing his breath away.

He tried not to think about it, but
sometimes when it was too dark or too quiet, his brain went there.
Or maybe it was his heart. Either way, he didn’t like the way it
felt.

The past year had been difficult at best,
but lots of things were hard. His life might have been rougher than
most, but his mom always told him that trudging through a little
bit of bullshit was just what some people needed, and as long as it
worked out in the end, it would all be worth it. Her own version of
what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

Blue still had a lot to
learn, and there wasn’t exactly anyone around to explain,
especially the direction his
life was headed. He shouldn’t have been surprised
by change though, not even when life decided his would take yet
another turn. One very different from any he’d experienced
before.

The air felt a little thicker that hot,
summer afternoon, but he still walked the seven country blocks down
to the library where he volunteered, despite the scorching
heat.

He hurried past Ms. Mable Lawson’s house
where she sat on her front porch fanning herself and chatting away
with Isobel Martinez, her neighbor’s housekeeper. She’d waved, but
Blue only smiled and went on his way. One summer, when he and his
mom visited his grandmother, Alma, he’d made the mistake of
actually speaking and ended up mowing Ms. Lawson’s lawn three
weekends in a row. Ruined his whole summer break. He wouldn’t make
that mistake again.

The next block up was the fire station. Most
of the dozen or so firemen were volunteers, but Stanley West and
Chris Johnson were the only full-time firefighters in town. They
rotated shifts with a handful of volunteer firefighters, but
despite having only one fire truck and one ambulance, they’d
managed just fine. The County had fire stations nearby, ready to
assist in the event of a serious fire or emergency.

Fortunately, there hadn’t been much need for
backup.

Blue should have kept walking, but as usual,
his inquisitive nature prevailed. Alma would have likened him to a
curious cat and would have promptly reminded him of the macabre
endings known to befall nosey felines. In her world, wives’ tales
weren’t mere parables; they were a way of life and good rules to
live by, but as Blue already knew … his lessons would inevitably be
learned the hard way.

He paused as he passed the fire station,
noticing a new, unexpected face that caught his attention. The guy
didn’t look much different from anyone else. Same wholesome, small
town air about him, but at the same time, a hint of adventure,
maybe even danger, seemed to radiate around him.

His chocolaty brown hair was thick and wavy,
the kind Blue imagined when reading those old paperbacks his mom
kept hidden in one of the boxes stored under the foot of her bed.
The same books he sneaked out and read while she slept. Somehow,
those old, weathered novels made the long nights after her
chemotherapy treatments a little easier to bear. They’d helped pass
the time anyway, a welcomed distraction from the melancholy
silence, if nothing else.

The guy hadn’t noticed Blue standing there,
at least not until Stanley West called his name.

“Hey, Blueford.” Stanley
waved him over.

Blue hated it when people called him by his
given name, but he rarely corrected anyone, remembering one of his
grandmother’s rules about always being polite and respecting his
elders.

At first, his legs wouldn’t move. His only
thought was what the new guy with Stanley would think of him, so he
stiffened his shoulders and made sure he stood tall and moved with
purpose. The way Alma and his mother always said a grown man
should.

Blue nodded to Stanley, doing his best to
avoid the other man’s gaze, as if looking him in the eye would be
his own undoing. An irrational thought considering he was a
complete stranger, but for some inexplicable reason, Blue already
wanted him to be more.

Thinking back, his mom
never once told him that the way he looked at other boys and the
way they made him feel was right, but she never said it was wrong
either. She just said it was what it
was, and he never thought to question if
other people thought differently.

Some did, though, and those lessons would
probably be the hardest to learn, but he somehow knew they would
also be the lessons he wouldn’t want to take back even if he could.
Blue accepted this.

“I’d like ya to meet my
nephew, Jack, from up around Lufkin. He’s the first of a couple new
guys we hope to hire on this year.”

Blue held his breath,
convinced it was the only way he could look him in the eye. His
stomach rolled, and a flutter he’d never experienced tickled deep
in his gut. Maybe even lower. Damn.

Instinctively, Blue reached out, hoping like
hell his palms weren’t as damp as his armpits felt.

The guy’s face slowly came into focus
through the blurry haze caused by the sun’s relentless rays. His
slate-gray eyes were cool and soothing, and his lashes were so long
Blue wondered how he could see whenever he blinked. “Nice to meet
you.”

Blue’s heart skipped a beat the second they
touched. He shook Jack’s hand, careful not to hold on too long.

For the first time in his life, Blue found
himself utterly captivated. His ears rang, and his pulse raced. It
felt like an odd dream. A dream he’d had before—or maybe he just
thought he had.

Blue had been attracted to a boy or two in
high school, but there had always been too much on his mind and no
time for socializing considering his mom’s failing health.

Jack’s mouth turned up into a perfect smile.
Even the laugh lines radiating away from the corners of his lips
were flawless. His square jaw was firm, but not too bold. His
features were just masculine enough to make him handsome, rather
than simply cute. He couldn’t have been much older than Blue, but
was definitely more mature. Blue could tell by the confidence he
seemed to possess.

“Nice to meet you, too.”
Blue pulled his hand back and wiped his palm on the side of his
pants leg to relieve the itch tickling his skin.

“Jack’s gonna help train
the other new guys and cover for us when we need to take time
off.”

Blue heard Stanley, but the sound of his
heartbeat booming in his ears drowned out whatever he’d said.
“Cool.” He wasn’t sure how he’d managed to utter another word, but
somehow he had.

“You should stop by some
time. Bring him a book or two from the library.”

Jack’s expression brightened. “You work at
the library?”

“Yeah.” Blue shook his
head. “I mean, no. I, um, I volunteer—for the summer.”

“The guys back home used
to visit the library once a month for a youth program. Kids like
when we come in uniform and read books to them about
firefighters.”

The Danville library rarely had more than
one or two people at a time, but it was a great suggestion
anyway.

“I um … I don’t know if
they have anything like that, but uh…” Blue stumbled through the
conversation. “I’ll ask Mr. Chambers.”

“Good deal.” Jack’s grin
widened exposing more of his pearly whites.

“Now, why didn’t we ever
think of anything like that? Community involvement…” Stanley
scratched the back of his balding head, as he appeared to think
aloud. “I’m gonna talk to someone about that right now.” He
wandered back into the station mumbling under his
breath.

Jack laughed as he watched his uncle amble
away. “My uncle’s been trying to get them to expand the station for
a while, but the mayor and the city council don’t seem to think it
would be worth the extra money. It took a lot for them to approve
me.”

“You think they
will?”

Blue’s grandmother
would have loved to know about that. He’d heard
her talking to her friend, Norma, about complaining to the city
council once when someone on the other side of town caught their
grass on fire burning trash in an old, rusty oil drum. A lot of
folks did that, but according to Alma, not enough people paid
attention to the County’s burn bans during summer
droughts.

She’d said many times over the years that
without a bigger fire station and more firefighters, some fool
would eventually catch the whole town on fire and there would be no
one around to put it out.

“We’ll see soon enough.”
Jack shrugged. “I’m actually an EMT, but a firefighter, too. So, I
guess they got two for one. Stanley convinced them to try it
out.”

Blue nodded, unsure what more he should say.
Conversation wasn’t exactly his specialty until he got to know
someone. Of course, he hadn’t had a lot of experience with that
either. Reading, organizing, filing. Those were the things he did
best, and that rarely required talking to anyone.

“Are you still in high
school?”

Blue shook his head. “Graduated in May.” He
didn’t bother explaining how he’d missed his own commencement
ceremony because his mother died the day before. He was on a
Greyhound bus headed to Danville with his mother’s ashes while
everyone else received their diplomas and celebrated with their
friends and family.

It hadn’t really mattered much one way or
another to Blue. He didn’t have any friends to speak of, and
parties had never been his thing either. Most of high school was
spent in and out of hospitals, sleeping in waiting rooms between
biopsies, blood tests and chemo treatments or long, lonely nights
at home while his mother rested.

Jack gave Blue a friendly slap on the
shoulder then gave him a good shake. “Congratulations, man. Bet
you’re happy that’s over, huh?”

Heat flooded Blue’s cheeks. No one had
really congratulated him for graduating. Alma and her friend,
Norma, were the only people who knew. Norma had given him a nice
card and a gift card to a store at a nearby mall, but when his
diploma appeared in the mailbox a week or so after he’d arrived in
Danville, Alma just smiled and offered him an extra piece of apple
pie after dinner to celebrate.

“Yeah. Glad to have that
behind me.”

“You starting college in
the fall?”

College? Crap!
Blue clenched his jaw, not sure how to answer.
He’d begun the process along with his high school counselor, but
hadn’t followed through. The grant they’d applied for was there if
he needed it, and he had plenty of money from his mother’s life
insurance policy. Other than thinking to buy a car, he hadn’t given
it much more consideration with everything else going
on.

“I wanted to, but I don’t
know yet.” He kicked at a pebble under his foot. His GPA was
decent, but because his mom had been so sick, he had no idea where
they would be by the time the fall semester began. His mom hadn’t
had the time or strength to plan for things like that. Keeping food
on the table and a roof over their heads had always been much more
important.

Then again, Blue never really expected her
not to be around when it was time to decide, much less not make it
to his high school graduation. His stomach twisted, and that empty
feeling began to gnaw again threatening a hint of nausea.
Perspiration beaded on his upper lip.

“You okay?”

Blue shook it off, realizing he’d let the
pain back in again. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m good.”

“Don’t worry, man. There’s
always time.” Jack shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked
back and forth on his heels. “I didn’t know what I wanted to do
either. I became an EMT…” He glanced behind him. “But then I set my
mind on becoming a fireman like my uncle, so I applied to our local
Fire Department. I completed all the training and worked there for
a year until my uncle offered me a spot here.”

As Jack explained, Blue did the math in his
head to keep his mind off the tornado of nerves still spiraling in
his gut. Jack was possibly a little older than Blue first
speculated. Counting all the time he’d spent in school, he had to
have been at least twenty-two, maybe twenty-three.

“I hope they decide to
expand the department permanently.”

“Me, too.”

Realizing he’d been standing there a while
and didn’t know what more he could say, Blue pulled out his cell
phone and looked at the time. “Well, I better get on over to the
library. Mr. Chambers has a thing about punctuality.”

“No problem. See ya
later.” Jack stepped back as though he were going to walk away, but
suddenly stopped. “Hey.”

Blue held his breath.

“You do much fishing
around here?”

“No.”

“Do you
like to
fish?”

Blue shrugged. “Never been.”

Jack’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

There were a lot of things most guys did
that Blue never had a chance to do. His life had revolved around
his mother for so long, he had no clue about what he’d missed. He
could hear Alma in the back of his mind though saying, “You can’t
miss something you never had in the first place.”

Having never met his father, Blue knew the
statement wasn’t entirely true. He’d missed a lot, but now wasn’t
the time to worry about that or another one of Alma’s sayings.
“Never had much time for it.”

Jack nodded. “I hear ya, but if you ever
want to go some time, just let me know. Maybe we can catch enough
for decent fish fry.”

Blue’s heart skipped a beat at the thought
of spending time with a guy like Jack. Maybe making friends
wouldn’t be so hard after all.

“Sure.” Excited by the
offer, his mind flooded with a list of other things he’d never
done. He pushed them all away before he did or said something
foolish. “That’d be cool.”

“Great.” Jack glanced back
at the fire station bay where his uncle was fiddling with something
on the fire truck. “I better go help him before he breaks
something.” He shook his head and chuckled. “See ya.”

Blue waited for Jack to walk inside before
checking the time again. As he headed to the library, the burn on
his cheeks from the wide grin he’d sported reminded him how nice it
felt to smile again. It felt good to be noticed and even better to
feel the anxious flutter tickling his insides.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had
a day this good.

 



Chapter Two

 


Jack wandered to the back of the fire truck
where his uncle checked over the equipment and supplies. “Seems
like a nice guy.”

Uncle Stanley drew in a deep breath. “Yeah.
Sad story though.”

“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” A
pinch of curiosity blossomed in that part of Jack’s brain that
usually warned him away from trouble. The same part he, more often
than not, usually chose to ignore.

“His mother passed away a
few weeks back.” Stanley checked some things off the list on the
clipboard as he spoke. “He lives with his grandma now, Mrs. Mason.
She’s not the friendliest old bird in town, but she’s good
people.”

“Where’s his
dad?”

Stanley paused as a curious looking smirk
spread across his face. “Some say his dad was a kid who used to
live around here named Thomas Blueford, who the boy’s supposed to
be named after, but I have my doubts about that. Others say crazy
things like his dad was some guy passin’ through when the Spring
Carnival came to town. People like to romanticize and speculate.
Nobody but Amelia knew for sure. I suppose she took that secret to
the grave.”

“Were you friends with
them or something?”

“Not really. She moved
away when Blueford was just a boy. They came back for a few weeks
every summer and for holidays to visit her mother, but this is a
small town. Secrets don’t stay hidden long when gossip’s a favorite
pastime.”

“Humph.” Jack raked his
fingers through his hair slicking it back as he considered the
reality of small town life. His hometown was small, too, but people
minded their own business for the most part. “Remind me to watch my
Ps and Qs around here. Not everyone is gonna like some of my
secrets.”

Stanley lowered the clipboard and stared at
Jack, his expression quickly turning serious. “You have no need for
secrets, son.” He gripped Jack’s shoulder. “I promised my brother
you’d be treated fairly without any of that bigoted bullshit you
dealt with before. You got me, boy?”

A ball of air lodged in the back of Jack’s
throat as the tremor in his uncle’s tone echoed, assuring him that
Stanley meant what he said. “Yes, sir. I got it.”

Stanley took a deep breath, and his
shoulders relaxed. “Good. Now let’s get this baby checked out.”

Jack followed his uncle. The stationhouse
was much smaller than his former station. His old department had
four bays, two for fire trucks and two for the ambulances.

Here, they only had two bays. One for the
fire truck and the other for the older model van that doubled as an
ambulance and the SUV his uncle drove. Stanley was the Fire Chief,
so he often led the trucks on calls no matter what they were.

In the short time Jack had been there, the
only emergencies included one case of anaphylactic shock from
someone eating shellfish. The other was an exploding BBQ pit, which
would have never happened if the idiot owner hadn’t used gasoline
to light the fire.

With any luck they wouldn’t have to deal
with a major emergency until the department had more employees and
updated equipment. The bare minimum they had now simply wouldn’t do
in a serious situation.

Jack could handle pretty much anything, even
by himself, as long as he had the right supplies. For now, he was
just happy to be somewhere he felt welcome and an opportunity to do
what he enjoyed most—helping others.

The last year hadn’t been what he’d
expected, but he’d made it through. Not entirely unscathed, but at
least in one piece. He’d never been naïve by any means. He knew his
sexuality would eventually come into question by others beyond his
family, and until he found the career he’d always wanted, they’d
been the only people who mattered.

His life had fallen into place, and he had
been happy for the first time. He was dating a nice guy, nothing
too serious, but comfortable. The guys at work liked him, and he
liked them. His confidence level had hit an all time high. Life was
good.

Then everything changed.

While leaving a movie theater one night,
Jack and his date ran into one of the guys he worked with. He and
his date were holding hands, and the disgusted look on his
coworker’s face said all Jack needed to know.

At first, Jack wasn’t sure how to handle the
difficult confrontation, but he shook it off and decided the
revelation was for the best. Not that he’d been hiding his
sexuality from his squad, because that wasn’t at all what he’d
intended.

The events that came later were a complete
surprise. Jack honestly figured after a few days, the initial shock
would have worn off and nothing would have come of it.

He was wrong.

Suddenly, the other guys at the station
began avoiding him. They wouldn’t eat with him, they stopped
inviting him along for drinks after shift, and some even went so
far as avoiding eye contact completely.

No one showered if he was on shift, and the
bunks next to his became vacant. He’d been totally and completely
ostracized.

Jack took it hard, and his physical and
mental health suffered greatly. He lost everything, including his
job and the guy he was dating.

He never understood why it didn’t seem to
matter to anyone that he was the same person he’d been before
anyone knew his personal business. Naturally, he’d expected some
resistance, maybe even some confrontations, but nothing as drastic
as being completely shut out.

After taking all he could, he gave his
two-week notice. A couple of days later, the fire chief, under
pressure from the commissioner’s office, offered Jack all of his
vacation days in lieu of finishing out the remaining shifts.

Leaving the station that day was the worst
moment of his life, and it took all he had to walk past the guys,
get into his car, and drive away without speaking his mind. So much
to say, but nothing anyone there wanted to hear.

Jack tamped down the nagging thoughts that
generally twisted his insides in twenty different directions. None
of the “should haves” or “could haves” would make a difference. He
was in a new place now, starting over with a clean slate and
surrounded by people who supported him regardless of his sexuality.
That was all that mattered.

As Jack left the building, headed for the
parking lot, he found his uncle sitting in his idling truck behind
where he’d parked.

Stanley lowered the driver’s side window.
“You coming to dinner tonight?”

Jack slowed his pace as he made his way to
his car, pondering the request. Aunt Sharon was a great cook, but
Jack still needed to unpack the rest of his stuff. He didn’t have
much, but digging in boxes for a clean t-shirt was becoming a pain
in the ass. Besides, he’d had his heart set on trying out the pizza
place on the corner near his duplex.

“Nah, I better head on
home, Uncle Stan. I still have a lot to unpack. I’ll just order a
pizza or something.” He unlocked his car door and tossed in his gym
bag. “Tell Aunt Sharon I’ll definitely be there on Sunday
though.”

“You better keep that
date, son. I’ll never hear the end of it if you don’t.”

Jack laughed and got into his car as Stanley
waved and drove away. He blasted the air conditioner a few moments
to cool off the staggering temperature inside the car. How people
survived summer without air conditioning was mind-boggling. This
year was especially brutal.

He pulled out of the driveway and headed
down the street toward his house. It wasn’t much really. Four
clusters of duplexes situated behind the old Danville Mercantile
which all used to be owned by the family of the current mayor. He
only knew this because the old man who rented him the apartment
filled him in on several interesting facts about the small
town.

For instance, although hardly big enough for
a few scattered red lights on the main streets, at one time the
town had been the thriving hub of the tobacco industry in southeast
Texas. The railroad ran right through the middle, stretching from
Houston up to Dallas. Looking at it now, no one would have guessed
the historical significance the sleepy little town had on the
nation’s economy in the years before and after the Great
Depression.

The mercantile had its own
charm and draw, carrying products the larger grocery stores didn’t,
like handmade soaps and medicinal potions, but they also stocked
kerosene lanterns and other things usually only found in large
sporting goods stores. Where else could you find homemade candles
being sold next to Catfish Charlie fishing bait and novelty tin
cans of mystery meat, labeled Road
Kill?

Jack liked the people. Much friendlier than
his hometown. Diverse too, especially in the duplexes surrounding
his.

An elderly black man and a young white
couple lived in the farthest duplex from Jack’s, while two Latino
families lived in the duplex next to his. The first duplex had one
apartment vacant, but a single mother of two occupied the other
one.

Jack shared the fourth duplex with two
single young women closer to his own age. They both had boyfriends,
but they were pretty quiet. One worked for a pipeline company on
the outskirts of town, while the other worked in the mailroom at
one of the prisons in Huntsville about thirty miles north. He knew
this because he’d joined them one evening on their shared front
porches, the girls and their boyfriends enjoying a beer or two
while Jack just hung out for the conversation.

All good people though.

As he continued toward the pizza place, Jack
caught sight of the kid he’d met earlier walking down the street,
head down and not really paying attention to anything around
him.

Jack rolled down the passenger window and
pulled alongside. “Hey.”

Blueford stopped dead in his tracks,
wide-eyed, like a deer caught in headlights, obviously
startled.

“Need a ride?”

“No.” Blueford shook his
head. “I live just a few blocks over.”

Stifling heat billowed in through the open
window. “It’s seriously freaking hot out here, man. I was about to
grab some pizza. Wanna come along?”

Blueford’s brows tugged inward, and Jack
could tell he wasn’t too sure. “Just offering pizza and a Coke,
dude. I’m not going to murder you and dump your body in the
woods.”

Blueford’s lips slanted upwards into a
crooked smile. “Okay.” He opened the door and got in.

Jack pulled away from the curb and continued
down the street. He glanced over at Blueford, finding himself a
little curious. Possibly more so than he’d been about anyone else
he’d met since he arrived. “So you live nearby, huh?”

Blueford shrugged. “Just down there.” He
pointed to the mouth of a long street as they drove past.

“It’s Blueford,
right?”

His nose scrunched into a sour expression.
“Yeah, but I don’t like that name much.”

Jack smiled. He couldn’t blame him. It was a
strange name, even for the south. “Eh, it’s not so bad, is it?”

“I prefer
Blue.”

“Now that’s a cool name.”
Jack gave him a friendly, backhanded slap on the arm. “Bet all the
girls like it, huh?”

Blue shrugged again, but didn’t reply.

Jack didn’t take it personally despite the
awkwardness. “You don’t talk much, do you?”

Blue shook his head.

“I get it. Sometimes a
little silence says more than all the words in the
dictionary.”

Blue offered another crooked smile then
strummed his fingers on the car door as he gazed out the window.
Blue might not have had much to say, but Jack felt a strange sense
of compatibility.

A few blocks later, they pulled into the
parking lot at the Pizza Shack. “Hope you’re hungry.”

“I could eat.”

“Come on then.”

They exited the car and went inside. Jack
liked the place the instant he saw the old arcade games standing
off to the side. Tetris, Donkey Kong, and Pac-Man. Some of his
childhood favorites he hadn’t seen in a long time. The one arcade
in the town where he was from was destroyed during Hurricane Ike
when he was in high school. The owners never rebuilt.

A petite young woman with auburn hair and
freckles splotched across her nose approached them. “Two?”

“Yeah.” Jack motioned to
Blue, and they followed her through the restaurant.

There were only a few customers in the
dining room. An older couple seated in a booth to the left, a group
of teenagers in the middle taking up two tables, and a woman with
two small children sat near a window on the right.

The girl led them to another row of booths.
“Is this okay?”

Jack glanced over at Blue, who immediately
shrank at first sight of the kids in the middle of the room. “How
about that back booth other there?” He pointed to a corner, far
away from the other patrons.

“Sure thing.” She smiled
and escorted them to the back of the dining room. “What can I get
you guys to drink?”

Jack waited for Blue to take the seat facing
away from the other tables. He definitely didn’t care for crowds,
which strangely made him even more interesting. What was that all
about?

“I’ll take some sweet
iced-tea, please.” He plopped down in the booth and got
comfortable. “How ‘bout you, Blue?”

“Iced tea’s fine.” Blue
nodded and slid in more than halfway across the seat, positioning
himself even farther out of sight from anyone else in the
restaurant.

“Ever eat here
before?”

Blue shook his head. “Don’t go out
much.”

“Me either.” Jack grabbed
the menu. “I usually pick something up or have it delivered. I
prefer to stretch out on the sofa and watch a little TV rather than
coming in and sitting down.”

“Yeah, that’s more my
speed, too.”

Jack skimmed over the menu, but by now, his
interests were more inclined toward Blue than dinner choices.

There was something about the kid. Something
deep, maybe even soulful, Jack couldn’t quite put his finger on.
Maybe it was the way his sapphire-blue eyes seemed bottomless and
impenetrable. As if looking into them was impossible unless you
knew how to see past the invisible barrier that somehow appeared
obvious as hell as Jack peered into them now. What was it about
this guy that kept him so shut off from the rest of the world?

“I’m thinking I’ll skip
the rabbit food and go straight for the deep-dish heart attack with
extra cheese.”

Blue grinned, and dimples Jack hadn’t
noticed before made deep indentions in his cheeks. He needed a
haircut, but his baby-face and innocent expression made him even
cuter than Jack initially thought. He liked the way Blue’s
sandy-blond bangs kept falling into his eyes.

“Whatever you want to
order is cool with me.” Blue swiped the hair away from his face and
laid the menu on the table.

The waitress returned with their drinks and
took their order.

“One large specialty pizza
with everything and extra cheese.” Jack looked to Blue for his
approval. When Blue nodded in agreement, Jack added, “And can we
get some jalapeños on the side, please?”

“Sure.” She took up their
menus and left them alone.

“You like
jalapeños?”

“Yeah.” Blue shrugged.
“They’re okay.” He glanced across the room to the table of
teenagers making much more noise than they probably would have had
their parents been around. Par for the course, as teenagers
went.

“You know
them?”

Blue shook his head again. “No. I didn’t go
to school here, but I’ve seen the girls at the library.”

Jack watched Blue closely as he eyed the
table.

“They’re cute. Thinking to
ask one of them out?” He cleared his throat, suddenly feeling
uncomfortable with his own intrusive question. “I mean, if you
don’t mind me asking?”

Blue’s cheeks flushed red. “No.” He looked
away and started fiddling with the napkin under his glass of
tea.

“Sorry, man.” Jack sat up
and squared his shoulders. He usually found conversations much
easier, but it was becoming clearer that getting to know Blue would
take some work. “That was a little personal.”

“No. It’s okay.” Blue shot
him a quick glance then looked back down at the table. “I don’t
mind questions. This is the first real conversation I’ve had in a
while that didn’t involve locating a book or explaining how to use
one of the library’s dinosaur computers.”

Jack laughed, relieved that he hadn’t
offended his new friend. “I’m the same way. I have neighbors, but I
don’t have much in common with them.” He took a sip of iced tea.
“My aunt and uncle are cool and all, but they’re kind of old to
hang out with and their kids are still too young.”

“I haven’t been here long
enough to make friends. Haven’t met anyone at all
really.”

“You met me.”

Blue smiled, drawing Jack back in with his
cute dimples and the depth of those mesmerizing blue eyes. There
was undeniably something about him. Something endearing, yet
peculiar.

“Yeah. I guess I did.”
Blue’s attention immediately returned to the table with all the
kids.

Jack looked over, too, and watched one of
the guys stand up and lean over one of the girls. He hugged her and
rubbed his jaw against her cheek forcing her to shriek with
laughter from the obvious tickle of his five o’clock shadow.

Blue laughed, but quickly stifled his
enthusiasm. He seemed uncomfortable with his own reaction, which
only made Jack want to know more about his new mysterious
friend.

The conversation between them flowed
smoothly, especially after the younger customers left. Blue
actually opened up some and told him about his mother and how sick
she’d been. Jack couldn’t imagine going through any of what Blue
had endured, much less doing it all alone. To hear Blue tell it
though, it sounded like any other life experience. He gave no
indication that he’d ever felt sorry for himself and didn’t even
seem angry about the shitty hand he’d been dealt.

Jack admired Blue’s natural acceptance of
life and death. The way he simply shrugged off the part about
getting on a bus and leaving behind the only life he’d known, made
Jack wonder why he’d stressed over his own bullshit problems. Jack,
at least, had his aunt and uncle. He even had a town full of family
back home. Blue had no one other than a grandmother who didn’t
sound very friendly from the way Stanley described her.

They’d eaten nearly the entire pizza, and by
the time they walked out to the car, Jack already felt the fatigue
from the long day settling in.

The drive home was short—too short if Jack
were entirely honest. “You should come by one night. I could
barbeque. Maybe invite my uncle and cousins.” He pulled the car to
the curb in front of the house where Blue lived.

“Yeah. Maybe.” Blue slowly
nodded. “Should I bring something? I mean isn’t that what people
do?”

“Nah. Just bring
yourself.”

Blue got out of the car and walked toward
the driveway.

Jack rolled the window down and called out
to him. “I could find out who those girls were and invite them if
you want?”

A bright red streak spread across Blue’s
cheeks along with the same crooked smile that had snagged Jack’s
attention when they first met. “Thanks, man, but I don’t think
so.”

“Are you sure? It probably
wouldn’t take too much asking around to find out their
names.”

“That’s okay. Trust me,
I’m good.”

“All right, man.” Jack
laughed and waved. As he pulled away from the curb though, he
adjusted the review mirror and caught an unexpected glimpse of a
smiling Blue still standing in the driveway watching him drive
away.

A flutter of excitement
dashed across Jack’s stomach as he allowed his mind to think things
he shouldn’t have. Something in Blue’s gaze felt familiar … almost
longing, as if—No. That couldn’t be
it.

Jack shook his head,
arguing with himself. Could that be why he
wasn’t interested in meeting the girls?

More questions and
speculations crept into Jack’s mind. Even
if he was—he’s too young. Right? Wait. What am I
thinking?

It had been a while since
Jack contemplated dating again, and considering Blue’s age,
thoughts like that could lead to trouble.

His mind raced as he pondered what he felt.
Jack liked him. That was obvious, but he didn’t even know if Blue
was gay. And even if he was, it wasn’t like they were the last two
gay men on the planet, or even the only gay men in Danville.

Jack’s head told him not to read more into
the look on Blue’s face as he watched him drive away, but his gut
had him replaying every moment he’d spent getting to know the
younger man. Maybe the ease he felt with Blue meant more than Jack
thought.

He turned up the stereo
and gripped the steering wheel. Shit, looks
like it’s gonna be another sleepless night.

 



Chapter Three

 


Blue rinsed his cereal bowl in the sink and
placed it on the drain board. Staring out the kitchen window behind
the sink, he smiled as he watched two squirrels racing up and down
the pecan tree in his grandmother’s back yard. Fluffy tails flicked
up and down, swishing to and fro, they flirted and danced around
the tree without a care in the world.

“Remember to take out the
trash before you leave.”

Blue turned around as his grandmother came
into the kitchen and sat down. “Yes, ma’am.”

His grandmother was a unique individual.
He’d never called her “grandma” because she’d declared long before
he was born that she’d never be old enough to be anyone’s
grandmother. Instead, he called her Alma. He’d never known anything
different.

Alma wasn’t a particularly warm woman, but
she loved him the best she could. He’d always known that. She never
let him go hungry and never said anything about the late hours he
kept at the library or reading under the mimosa trees down by the
creek behind the house. As long as he wiped his feet before coming
inside and didn’t slam the screen door, he managed to stay on her
good side, and they got along fine for the most part.

Alma was in her early sixties and kept
pretty busy. Blue often wondered what she was like when she was
young. He’d seen photos of her taken over the years. Not many, but
a few, and even some with his mom and her together. Those were his
favorite. They looked a lot alike, his mother and Alma, both slim
and tall with auburn hair. Alma kept hers shorter though, while his
mother’s had grown out, before she lost it all to chemo. Both were
stunning in their own right, but naturally, Blue had always been
more partial to his mother.

They’d lived a very mundane life, but Alma
was the type who couldn’t keep still. She stayed in constant
motion, even at home when there didn’t seem to be much to do. She
didn’t take any crap off of people either and wasn’t one to back
down from a fight. Just like his mom.

Blue recalled the way his grandmother cut
her eyes sideways at the snobby church ladies on Sunday mornings
when they entered the Danville Gospel Church. Alma simply marched
in as if she owned the place and took her seat right in the middle
of all the people she called born again hypocrites.

He had a feeling that under her breath, his
grandmother probably told them all to kiss her grits. Sometimes
though, he wished she’d tell them out loud, if for no other reason
than to see the mortified, pinched expressions on their bitter,
wrinkled faces.

But that’s how people were in the south.
They said one thing on the outside while telling folks off on the
inside. It was the polite thing to do.

Hatefulness was something Alma never
tolerated, and she reminded Blue of that often. She’d said, “It’s
nobody’s business what you think of them, and saying so doesn’t do
anyone any good, except ourselves, which pretty much boils down to
pride. And pride’s a sin.”

He never understood exactly how she’d come
to that conclusion, but he listened and respected her all the same.
Besides, according to Alma, his opinion wasn’t any of her business
either, so why mention it?

Blue often contemplated why people did the
things they did, but no matter how much he considered the peculiar
inconsistencies of human nature, he’d yet to find an answer.
Probably never would.

He’d discovered one certainty in
life—nothing ever stayed the same.

Blue, of all people, understood that. He’d
witnessed it firsthand. Seen the devastation left in the wake of
change. Felt the finality of death. Heard the flutter of loneliness
as it entered a silent room. He’d endured the wrenching pain of
loss shredding his insides like a grizzly on a rampage, as fate
marched in, changing him forever.

“Did you register for
those classes yet?”

He poured Alma a cup of coffee and placed it
on the table in front of her. Blue had no idea she was interested
in his plans. It’s not like they’d talked about it. “No, ma’am. I
plan to do that this afternoon with one of the computers at the
library. They have Wi-Fi.”

“Why what?”

“Not why like the question. Wi-Fi is a
term for wireless Internet. Like for cell phones and laptops
without wires. A lot of people have it in their houses. If not,
they have to go to a hotspot to pick it up.”

“A hot spot? Shouldn’t
have any problems finding a hot spot ‘round here. It’s gonna be in
the nineties again today.”

Blue sighed and shook his head. He could try
to explain, but she’d only give him a hard time, and probably on
purpose. She didn’t really care about technology anyway. Of that
much he was sure.

He did need to register for school though.
He’d put it off too long. He’d given some thought to what Jack said
and decided to take advantage of the help he’d gotten from his high
school counselor. With the college grant and the life insurance
money he’d barely touched, Blue had more than enough to pay for
everything he’d need.

Deciding what he wanted to do with his life
was a different story.

“I’ll be out this evening.
Goin’ down to the VFW hall to play bingo.”

“Do you need me to drive
you?” Although he hated driving her car, he offered because she’d
complained a few days before about difficulties driving at night.
The car wasn’t very old, but it was too big and wasted a ton of
gas. It did have air conditioning, so that was a plus.

“No.” She sipped her
coffee. “Norma’s coming to pick me up early so we can get a good
spot.”

“Okay. I’m going to the
library then.” Blue walked past and paused just behind her. He
wanted so badly to pat her shoulder or show her some token of
affection, but the uncertainty of how she would react kept him from
following through. He wasn’t afraid of rejection exactly. He just
wanted to avoid the possibility of awkwardness between them. “Good
luck tonight, Alma.”

“Thank you, Blueford.” She
glanced back and offered a hesitant looking smile, perhaps feeling
just as cautious.

Blue thought about it as he headed outside
and down the street. For all the wisdom Alma doled out, she’d be
the perfect grandma if she offered an equal amount of warmth.
Nobody said she had to wear flowery aprons or bake cookies. She
took good care of him. Always had, especially when he and his
mother lived with her when he was younger. The relationship between
the only two women in his life had been contentious at times, but
Alma had never taken their mother-daughter issues out on Blue.

His mom had a wild spirit. He’d always known
that about her. She was beautiful, determined, and definitely
hardheaded. That was probably why it took the cancer so long to
take her. She’d fought it tooth and nail until the very end.

Blue hurried past Mrs. Lawson’s place, but
slowed down as he came to the fire station. The bay doors were
open, but no one was around. He hadn’t seen Jack in a few days, but
hoped he’d be outside so he could thank him again for the pizza. Of
course, by the time they’d finished their meal that night, Blue
realized he preferred the handsome man’s company to the food any
day.

He’d never spent so much time with anyone
like Jack. Good looking, smart, and a plan for his life. Blue found
it easy to open up, and he’d even told Jack about his mother and
how he’d come to live in Danville. No one had ever asked Blue
questions about himself. Not like Jack had.

He didn’t tell him the one thing he should
have though, the part about the group of kids sitting in the middle
of the dining room. If he’d had any balls at all, Blue would have
told Jack the truth. He had no desire to ask either of the two
girls out, as Jack had mistakenly assumed. Instead, he would have
given anything to feel the tickling scratch of a cute guy’s whisker
against his own cheek, exactly as the girl had.

God, just the thought of it did things to
Blue he could never put into words. He’d already tried. He’d
written
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