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"THIS IS THE THIRD TIME you've canceled on me!" William groaned. "We never get to do cool Halloween things together."

"Sorry, baby," Mitchell let loose a wet sniffle that sounded so thick even through the phone, William felt both guilty and a bit disgusted. William could picture Mitch’s skin ashen from sickness, his deep brown eyes reddened from coughing and sneezing, and a blush of fever on his bearded face. "There's something about this season that just makes my system go crazy. Maybe there's a party that'll get delayed and we could go to that one?"

"Maybe," Frowning at this costume still in a garment bag, William did his best not to sound too put out. It wasn't his boyfriend's fault he got sick so easily in the fall. And William knew Michael would never forgive himself if William ended up sick as well and passed it on to his ailing mother; to whom William was her primary caregiver. "Do you think you'll feel better before the parade?"

"I don’t know, sweetheart." Fuck, why was his sick voice so sexy? The usually low timbre was now deeper and rougher but strained.

'Don't be horny for your sick boyfriend.' William scolded himself, giving the twitch between his legs a dirty look. "You just get some rest, okay? I have to take Ma to the hospital for some tests but I'll give you a call after, alright?"

"Is something wrong? Is she okay?"

The protectiveness in Mitchell's voice did not help dissuade his nether regions but William tamped it all down and focused on forming a coherent sentence. "She's fine. Her new meds are messing with her sleep so they want to observe her overnight to see what adjustments they can make. The last thing she needs is less rest."

The way Mitchell grunts is strange as if he's weighing heavy options. "If you really need me, call me, okay? I'll do whatever I can to be there."

Heart fluttering, William shook his head. "You both need your rest. I'll talk to you soon, okay?"

Mitchell made a snotty noise followed by a high-pitched whine. He was such a baby when he was sick; needy but somehow still stubbornly enduring it all alone. "Okay, baby. Love you."

"Love you, too." William sighed and let the phone fall from his hand, letting his face fall into the soft comfort of his blanket. He felt silly allowing such disappointment to weigh him down when the two people in the world he loved the most had much bigger problems than money lost on one half of a couple's costume. Luckily, he wasn't stupid enough to fall for the classic overpriced flimsy crap they sell at Halloween stores and his half of the animal couple theme by having his craftier friends help him put together a doe costume to match Mitchell's cartoonishly beefcake version of a hunter costume. It was supposed to be a funny reversal of how relentlessly William had pursued Mitchell, who joked that William had the persistence of a starving hunter after the next meal. Mitchell had been so shy and hesitant that if Will didn't know the man as well as he did before they'd started dating, he'd say Mitch was scared of the whole thing. It took months to get a kiss on the lips much less to be more intimate. And even now years later, Mitchell held back as if William was too fragile to enjoy himself.

'Maybe I'll stop by and surprise him once Mom is comfortable.' William stood and stretched, his lips curling into a grin when his spine made several satisfying pops. There was no time like the present to help his mother pack for the sleep study.
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"I WISH YOU WOULDN'T hover so much. It's just some simple tests."

"You never know what you might need." William sat on the duffle bag to try and get the teeth of the zipper to meet. "It's better to pack it and not need it than not pack it and need it." He said, giving one final tug before breathlessly claiming victory over the stubborn zipper.

"I regret teaching you that." His mother winced when her son hefted the heavy bag over his shoulder and it landed on his hip with a deep thud. "You're gonna end up in a room next to me with a hernia."

William smiled at his mother, the little worry lines around her mouth gave him more motivation to treat the burden on his back as if it was light as a feather. "C'mon, I'll be fine. And so will you once we get you sleeping right again."

Unlike his father, who'd been almost unbelievably strong he felt otherworldly and distant until an overtired truck driver flattened his car against a guard rail, Carol had always been soft and kind; too much of a decent person to let anything get to her but also maintained a cold, logical core that kept her going and present for William after her husband's sudden death. He may not remember much about his father but William was certain he'd want his wife to be well taken care of.

Much like his father, William would take any hernias and more to make sure his mother was healthy. "I just have to get it to the car and to your room. If it'll make you feel better, I'll ask the hospital staff to give me a hand. Okay?"

"You inherited double the stubbornness." Carol stood, heedless of her shaking knees. "Let's go then. You know I don't like to be late."

When he felt her slim hand slip into his offered elbow, dusted with freckles just like his own, William felt an overwhelming sense of relief. 'Still as strong as I remember.' He smiled, grateful she finally listened and they could make their way to the hospital.

Despite the nurses echoing his mother's sentiments as he set everything up, William was satisfied with the comforts he'd managed to bring, ensuring his mother had the best chance at replicating how she slept at home. At least the doctor gave him a nod and pat on the shoulder. "It's a good idea to eliminate those variables. Your mom is in good hands."

Doctor Hellard had been treating his mother for years; long enough to be considered a family friend and William took her words to heart. "Thank you, ma'am. I won't be far from a phone so don't hesitate to call me if she needs anything else."

"Boy, take a night off." His mother groaned, her exasperation making the nurses laugh. "My job is to go to sleep. I think I can handle that on my own. Why don't you finally go nurse your man, instead?"

"It's been a while since you've had a completely free few days, right?" Doctor Hellard was about the same age as Carol so was easily able to mimic the same good-natured but scolding tone. "You should spend them with your boyfriend. I bet he'd love some quality time."

"He's sick." William shrugged. "Something about this time of year, he always catches something."

"That can happen when the weather starts to change." Carol sighed. "You should visit him. Bring some soup or something. I know he'll appreciate it and give you something else to do than fret after me."

That didn't sound like a bad idea. With his mother in the hospital for a longer stay, William would have time to recover if he caught whatever Mitchell had and maybe get to use at least the ears of his costume as a fun way to play nurse. "Alright, fine," He said. "But I will have my phone on no matter what, okay? And I'll be here in two shakes if you need me."

"I'll make sure I don't." Carol pulled her son in for a tight hug and kissed him on the forehead. " You know I'm in good hands."
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WHEN HE GOT BACK TO their apartment and felt the crushing silence of a space devoid of the soothing din of his mother's shows or her just moving around, William knew he'd made the right choice to at least visit Mitchell. There was no way he'd be able to stand being alone for so long and he didn't want to run off and party with his boyfriend sick at home. He went right to the kitchen to take the given advice and make some soup for his man.

William let his thoughts wander as he chopped, grated, and seasoned until the entire apartment smelled so good, that his stomach rumbled.

'Did I eat this morning?' He got up early and made breakfast and coffee. He knew his mother ate because he put the plate in front of her but didn't he make a cup of coffee at least?

William put the wooden spoon he was using to stir the pot aside and looked around the kitchen, catching sight of his abandoned coffee
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