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Prologue

	 


Lost

	From Nik’s point of view.

	Shawn lay flat on his back on the tile floor of his tiny house. My knees were dug deep into his arms, cutting off the blood flow to his wrists. 

	He was laughing. “I told you so! Nobody loves me the way you do. Nobody loves you the way I do. We were meant to be together. Stop lying to yourself and be with me!”

	I held a kitchen knife in my hand.

	Why?

	I didn’t remember. It was all blank. 

	Completely blank. 

	I sat on top of him, looking down at his beautiful, perfect porcelain skin, no longer pink, but slowly turning blue. I wondered if I had ever looked down at him like this before. Is this how he felt every time he looked down at me?

	This sick sense of superiority.

	Every moment of fear and sadness, every tear that I had ever shed for this man, had turned into heat. My entire skin burned so hot that Shawn’s blood seeping through my jeans felt cold. Every one of my pleas for forgiveness and affection had transformed into a desire to plunge the knife in my hand into his eye socket. 

	“I hate you!”

	“I can’t feel my fingers, you’re so desperate to save me. I knew it. Jaimes means nothing to you.”

	“Shut up!”

	“You’re desperate to save Jaimes? You love him? I don’t believe you, because there’s only one way you can save him. It’s the only way, and you won’t do it.”

	“You’re wrong!”

	“Really? You said I wasn’t safe with you. What a joke. You’re so funny.”

	“You think I’m joking? I’ll fucking kill you. I’ll rip off your pretty face with my bare hands and stuff it down your throat.”

	Blank.

	Blank.

	Blank.

	There was no knife in my hand anymore. Where did it go?

	Hands grabbed at me, pulled at me, tried to lift me up. I heard screaming – so much noise. 

	Was I in Hell? Was I being reincarnated? Thrown into purgatory? 

	No. Of course not. There’s no life after death. Death is the end. 

	The noise resolved into people talking. Jaimes! I heard Jaimes’ voice. Jaimes was here to save me.

	But there was only one way for me to save Jaimes. Shawn needed to die. It was the only way. I had to kill Shawn. 

	So, I did.

	With effort, I slipped through the arms that were trying to drag me away. This time, I refused to leave this angry and scared little boy, who had since grown into a pitiable man who couldn’t live without me. I had to stay close to Shawn’s face, so he would hear me.

	“I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I lied! I learned my lesson. You’re so beautiful. Your skin’s so soft. You’re perfect. I’m for you. I’m yours. I love you. Wait for me, and we’ll be together forever.”

	Blank.

	Blank.

	Blank.

	Jaimes was pressing my head against his chest. The world was full of noise again. Sirens. People talking on radios. Yelling.

	I closed my eyes to focus on the sound of Jaimes beating heart. I ran my hand against his left arm and shoulder. His scars were so deep that I could study them through the fabric of his shirt.

	I tried to tell myself that we were safe. I tried to tell myself that we could live happily ever after. If we could get through this, we could get through anything. Right? All lies.

	Jaimes kept muttering, “You’re okay. You’re okay. Shh. Shh. You’re okay. Shh.”

	I knew it wasn’t that simple. 

	It never was.

	But I was determined to try – to be okay. 

	I had to.

	“I was so worried. I was scared to death.” The vibrations of Jaimes’ voice resonating in his chest felt deep and soft. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I don’t know what I would have done if…if you…please, be okay.”

	Shh.

	Shh.

	Shh.

	
Book One:
Crazy and in Love

	 


Joy

	From Jaimes’ point of view.

	“Jaimes. Jaimes. Jaimes. Jaimes. Guess what? Guess what? Guess what?”

	I woke up to Nik literally jumping on me. We were both on weird schedules now that I was 100% remote and Nik didn’t have a job. I stayed up late to meet a deadline, so I slept in. 

	“What?” 

	“Guess!”

	I tried to sit up in bed while it was bouncing up and down. The moment I lifted my head the sun hit me in the eyes. “Jesus, Nik. Did you have to open the curtain?” I raised my right arm up to shield myself from being blinded. “What time is it anyway?”

	“Time to save the date!”

	I successfully lifted myself upright, so I could clearly see Nik’s face, smiling ear-to-ear.

	“For what?” I asked. 

	“Jaimes.” 

	“Yeah.”

	“Traci and Mandi …” He paused for dramatic effect. “… are getting married.”

	“What?!” I squealed like a little girl. I’ll never forgive myself. I lowered my voice a few octaves. “Fuck! Really? I thought they called it quits a long time ago.”

	“When Mandi flew down to Australia to say goodbye, they got back together … thanks to me.”

	“What did you do?”

	“I sent Mandi a huge bouquet of flowers.”

	“What? Why? Since when does Mandi like flowers?”

	“Traci likes flowers,” he said, as if he was being clever.

	“So, you’re going to take credit, huh?” I smirked.

	“Yes,” he declared triumphantly. “C’mon, I bet she takes credit for us.”

	“You mean, the blame,” I joked.

	He didn’t laugh. Instead, he stared off for a moment. I tried to hide how much that disturbed me.

	“Let’s celebrate,” I suggested. “I’ll blow off work. No job hunting for you. Let’s take the day off and go out to eat.”

	“No can do,” Nik grinned. “I have a job interview today.”

	“Really? For what?”

	“Medical billing.”

	I guess I didn’t fake a smile fast enough.

	“I’m desperate.”

	“Nik …” I took a breath while deciding if tough love was the right choice. “Cancel it.”

	“What …?” he fumed. “I get to … It’s not …”

	“Nik, you won’t be able to do it. You’re not ready for something like that, and I don’t want to watch you fail.”

	He tensed up and stormed out. 

	I stayed in our bedroom and waited for him to start crying. He always started crying once he was done pacing, throwing his arms around, and screaming. 

	Episodes like this were our new routine. I learned not to comfort him or try to talk about whatever made him upset until he “deescalated”.

	I did the right thing. It would be worse if he tried and failed – again.

	Medical stuff was a trigger for him. What the hell was he thinking? Medical billing? With all my surgeries and time in the hospital, I couldn’t even deal with medical billing. 

	I heard my cue. 

	The moment I walked out into the hallway, his wet face collided with my chest. 

	“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he kept repeating. “I’m sorry.”

	He rarely dissociated these days and seemed to be improving, but when he weaned off his meds, his moods got completely out of control.

	I was told I had to grow thicker skin to avoid overreacting to his outbursts and losing myself in the whole thing. We were both taught “coping skills” and “techniques”. 

	So, I read off the damn script, like I was supposed to. 

	“I understand that what I said upset you. Thank you for calming down before talking to me.”

	“I don’t like when you tell me what to do. I hate being dependent on you. I get to decide …”

	“Nik, please. Think it through. I understand you want to work. I understand what your resumé says. But anything medical is going to make you miserable, you know that. Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t do this to me. Figure something else out.”

	“It’s the only thing that pays …”

	“Fuck the pay.”

	He stepped back from me and took three deep breaths while staring at the floor. 

	I knew that meant I needed to give him space. 

	“I understand that you want to help me,” he said, “but please let me finish my sentences.”

	“Okay.”

	“It’s the only thing that pays regularly and is remote. I don’t have to interact with any patients or anything like that. It’s just paperwork. I already know most of the language they use. I could eventually get a certification or become a coder.” He wiped his face with his forearm before tensing his arms at his sides and glaring at me. “I did think it through. Could you please be happy for me? If it doesn’t work, I’ll quit. I won’t push myself too hard. Okay?”

	“Okay.” 

	I reached out. 

	He quickly closed the gap and wrapped his arms around my waist. 

	I started rubbing his back and his body softened.

	“Okay,” I said again as gently as I could. “Let’s get you ready for your interview. When is it?”

	“Three o’clock. Online.”

	“I’ll make lunch and get coffee. Then, I’ll help you pick out something to wear. We’ll celebrate after your interview.”

	“Thank you … for everything. Thank you.”

	He said “sorry” constantly. He said “thank you” too much. He apologized for being who he was and thanked me for staying with someone like him. 

	He didn’t say he loved me very much anymore. 

	I hated it. 

	“I love you,” I said, trying to convince myself. “I love you.”

	He didn’t say it back, but he held me tighter. He grasped at the back of my shirt and sobbed like a scared child.

	“I love you,” I told him again. “I love you so much.”

	“I’m sorry.”


Happy

	From Nik’s point of view.

	“It should have been a great day. Our best friends are getting married, so we were going to celebrate, but when I told him I had a job interview, instead of being happy for me, he told me not to bother. I was pissed. I completely lost it. Look, I don’t want to…”

	“First, when you say you ‘lost it’, what do you mean?” my fourth or fifth psych asked. Sixth? 

	“I didn’t hurt him, if that’s what you’re asking. I tried to calm down, but I ended up running out of the room and screaming like a crazy person. You know, because I’m a crazy person.”

	“Do you think there may have been a way to avoid …”

	“I don’t want to go back on meds, okay? I just don’t. Please, don’t make me go back on meds.”

	“You seem very agitated today.”

	“No shit. I’m very aware of how irrational I’m being, but I can’t help myself. There’s this malignant, angry thing right behind my lungs trying to claw its way out of me, but I don’t know what it is! I keep going through every horrible thing that’s ever happened to me, and everything I’ve done and everything that’s ever gone through my head, and I wonder if that’s causing me to feel this way, because it won’t stop ripping me up until it gets out, until I look right at it and admit what I did.”

	“We talked about …”

	“Don’t you think I know that? Working through shit is one thing, and obsessing about it is another. I get it. I should be happy. Why do I still feel like I’m a horrible person? Why am I still acting like this? I’m putting Jaimes through so much, but… I can’t stop.

	“Why can’t I stop?! All those rich old guys who were on the boat are dead, except the one who’s already in prison. My stalker’s in prison now, too. My best friends are getting married. I have an amazing long-suffering boyfriend who’s stood beside me for who-knows-why. Heck, I finally have a job, but I’m having temper tantrums like I’m a goddamn toddler.”

	“Nik, please.”

	“What?”

	“You’ve been through a lot.”

	“Did you need a degree to figure that out? Were the student loans worth it?”

	He didn’t even crack a smile.

	“Sorry.” I always said that, even when I didn’t mean it.

	“You’ve been through a lot. Consider giving yourself some grace.”

	“You think this is about forgiving myself?”

	“Is it?”

	“I told you. I don’t know.”

	He let me sit for a second to stew. So, I breathed deeply like I was supposed to.

	Slowly and steadily.

	Slowly and steadily.

	Slowly and steadily, until an old familiar thought embedded itself back into my skull. I gasped, and my eyes grew wide. 

	My psych eagerly held his pen over his yellow legal pad with anticipation.

	Figure this one out, buddy.

	“I killed Shawn.”

	He was pretty good at not rolling his eyes or letting slip insensitive sighs, unlike my last psych. Instead, he lowered his pen, put down his tablet, and stared at me.

	“I’m not delusional. I’m not slipping back into denial. You don’t have to worry. I know he’s in prison. I know he’s alive. You don’t have to convince me.”

	“Then …”

	“I still feel guilty. And yes, I know how stupid that sounds. How could I have killed someone who’s still alive? I have no idea, but I did. I’m guilty. I killed Shawn.”

	He didn’t say anything. He was good at that, too.

	“Do you know why I feel this way? Can you tell me?” 

	I asked but didn’t get an answer. I wasn’t going to get one. 

	“I know, I know … it doesn’t work that way.”


Coffee

	From Jaimes’ point of view.

	The leaves were starting to turn and the drive to Rainbow Coffee was pleasant. I rolled down my window with my left hand without too much effort. I still couldn’t type reliably with it, but my hard work was paying off.

	I was almost as strong, if not stronger, as I was before everything went to hell. I had gym equipment at home, which helped. My OT appointments were down to twice a month. My pain was rarely above a four.

	Progress. 

	Before I left, I woke up Nik to tell him where I was going. If he wakes up to an empty bed, he panics – another entry in a long list of things to remember. It wasn’t like I was unaffected. I was still afraid of the dark, which was embarrassing, but Nik was broken. 

	As more time passed, what was going to heal and what we had to learn to live with became clearer.

	I found a place to park three blocks away from the coffee shop and took my time walking down the gray concrete sidewalk, only peripherally aware of all the people surrounding me, going to work, going to school, hanging out on city benches on their phones. I felt strange, disconnected, as if I didn’t belong in their world anymore.

	The barista, a stout butch girl who knew everyone, smiled at me when I walked in. There was a line, but by the time I got up to the counter she had a small flat white and a large mocha latte already waiting for me.

	“What should I put in the latte today? Pumpkin spice?”

	“That sounds nice.” I got out my card. “He’ll like that.”

	“Jaimes.” She came back with the latte, now complete with three full pumps of flavored syrup. “Jaimes?” She leaned over the counter slightly to get a good look at my face. “Are you okay?”

	I nodded and smiled. She put the drinks in a cardboard holder so I could carry them with one hand. 

	“I’m fine,” I lied. 

	“I hope you have a good day,” she told me pointedly, as if she knew there were bad days.

	“Thanks. You too,” I responded automatically before I left.

	I appreciated her intentions, but her concern made me uncomfortable. Ever since I became “the guy who got shot” I understood why Nik didn’t want me to think of him as “the boy on the boat.”

	That was who people saw when they looked at us now, and that was who we were. We had to accept it.



	



	Data

	From Nik’s point of view.

	Jaimes was taking too long to get back from the coffee shop. I had to keep telling myself that he was fine. He was probably talking to the barista or looking at the trees. Maybe they had a long line. I kept my anxiety in check, but that’s all I had the energy to do. 

	I stared at the cursor on my screen. I was doing data entry work that a trained pigeon would be better at.

	“For Pete’s sake, work on your handwriting. Don’t they pay you enough?” I muttered as I tried to decipher whatever the hell that squiggle was. “I can’t believe they’re still writing this stuff down on paper and faxing it. Who does that?”

	I’d completed about half a dozen entries in the last hour. At that rate, I was going to get fired. 

	I heard the door open. We had a fancy security system installed so the door opening made a very pleasant melodic dinging sound. 

	Our house was really nice. 

	It had a fenced-in backyard, a detached two-car garage, bamboo floors, and huge triple-paned windows. There were three bedrooms on the main floor, one that we slept in and two that we used as computer rooms. The kitchen was open to the great room. There was an exercise room in the basement, a laundry and utility room, a guest room, a second bathroom, and storage.

	We knew it was our new home the moment we saw it. It was perfect.

	Thankfully, a useful person, who didn’t care about resale value, painted the outside dark gray, covered the great room in paisley wallpaper, and let the flower beds go wild, so it went for a good price. 

	We pooled all the blood money Janice gave us to cover up for Shawn trying to kill Jaimes and bought it outright. I would have much preferred to buy the house with ransomware money, but the fed froze the account Mandi stashed it in and was pursuing asset forfeiture. Thieving bastards.

	“I got us coffee!” Jaimes announced as he walked into my office. Since I had a job, I could call it my “office” now instead of my “game room”.

	I almost said, “You’re finally back!” but I stopped myself and simply said, “Thank you.”

	Jaimes put my drink in front of me. “Butch Barista says hi.”

	“You mean Chris.”

	“Wait, is he a guy?”

	“No, she just has a boyish name,” I laughed.

	“Oh. Okay. I wonder what it’s short for.”

	“Don’t ask her. I guess she hates her given name.”

	“Is it Bartholamew?”

	“Very funny. Maybe you can bond over having given names you hate.”

	It dawned on me that Jaimes was going by his last name, the last name of a family he no longer belonged to. I wondered if it bothered him, but I wasn’t going to ask. The morning was going so well.

	“Anyway, I should get back to work,” I said. “It’s easy but really tedious. They want me to go faster.”

	“I get paid the same if a project takes me 3 hours or 3 days, as long as I make the deadline. Couldn’t they do that for you?”

	“I don’t think so. I’m paid hourly based on how long I’m logged in. I screwed up today by logging in and getting distracted, so I need to make it up.”

	“Well, that sucks. I’ll bring you some lunch in a few hours. What would you like?”

	“Philly sandwiches from Jack’s.”

	“Sandwiches, with Phil and Jack? How adventurous. Am I invited?”

	“Literal sandwiches.” I laughed. “Don’t get me going, I have to work.”

	“Fine. Your loss,” he joked.

	I looked back at him as he started leaving. “Thanks, by the way, for everything, for the coffee and for getting lunch.”

	“No problem. Hey, why don’t we go out tonight for a little bit?” 

	When he said that, I felt heavy. I enjoyed being around other people, but I felt more comfortable staying home. “I don’t know if I’ll be up to it. It’s okay if you go without me.”

	“We’ll talk about it tonight, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	He left.

	Why did he have to say that? Now I was anxious about going out and couldn’t focus. 

	This was ridiculous. 

	I should go back on my meds. I would be easier to live with and more productive. I’d probably paint the whole house and buy a bunch of kitschy furniture, like I did last time I started on an SSRI. 

	But no, I wanted to be me for a while. I didn’t want to be the one who didn’t cry, couldn’t get hard, wasn’t as worried, or said whatever was on my mind. I wanted to know who I was now, who I really was, even though it was hurting me and everyone around me. 

	It was selfish, stubborn, and stupid. Oh well. 

	This couldn’t go on forever though, could it? I needed to get better, but how? Make peace with something that I did, that I didn’t remember doing, and that didn’t actually happen.

	That should be easy, right? 

	I was staring at the cursor again. 

	Oh crap, I lost fifteen minutes.

	Focus. Focus. Focus.

	I put on my headphones to drown out my thoughts with loud music and be the trained pigeon that I was being paid to be. I took a big swig of my lukewarm latte, noticed that it was pumpkin spice, thanked Chris for her contribution to my sanity, and powered through.


Color 

	From Jaimes’ point of view.

	Nik wanted to come with me. I was surprised, because he became a total homebody after we bought the house. I sat on a park bench with a stylus in my hand and a tablet on my lap. 

	The breeze was a little too strong, so there were only a few people out and about. Sweater-weather. Nik wore a blue hoodie, zipped to the top, and a gray stocking cap. I was wearing a bulky black hand-knit top that I found at an art fair. It had white patches that looked like eyes and a mouth, very festive for this time of year. But, unlike Nik, I let my hair blow in the wind and my ears get cold. Total fashion victim.

	Nik didn’t say much. He picked up a leaf and started to rip it into tiny little pieces. I knew it was dangerous to leave him alone with his thoughts for too long. 

	“The park is beautiful,” I said.

	He smiled at me. “Yeah. The leaves are amazing this year.”

	“That’s why I came out here, to capture the colors before they’re gone.”

	“I hope I’m not a bother.”

	“You’re not a bother. I love that you’re here with me. It’s nice.”

	He blushed. So cute.

	I turned my attention back to my picture. It was coming along nicely but doing the reds and yellows justice was difficult. I zoomed in on one leaf and created a mosaic of different shades, then I cloned it. 

	I’m lazy. I mean, I’m efficient.

	Nik looked over at my screen. “It looks great. What’s it for? A book cover?”

	“Sort of.”

	“Sort of?”

	“It’s for the cover of an informational booklet for a treatment center. They’ll probably use it for the website, too.”

	“Oh. Don’t you usually use stock art for that sort of thing?”

	“They don’t know I’m doing it.”

	“Guerilla commercial art?” He shook his head with a big grin on his face. “What a concept.”

	Nik took out his phone to pass the time.

	I kept working until Nik laughed at whatever he was looking at.

	“What?”

	“Guess who the bridezilla is? You have a 50/50 chance.”

	“What is it now?”

	“Traci wants a church wedding. She’s insisting on it.”

	“You’re kidding. What did Mandi say?”

	“She’s threatening to reproduce Piss Christ.”

	I wondered if Nik even knew about Piss Christ. He was obviously taking this news much better than I was.

	“What’s the big deal?” Nik asked, completely clueless. 

	“What’s the big deal? Do you have any idea …” 

	He really didn’t know. He was looking at me, wide-eyed, waiting for me to explain. I wasn’t sure where to start. 

	“You weren’t raised religious, were you?” I asked.

	“No. My parents are atheists.”

	“What about Mandi?”

	“Lutheran.”

	“Traci?”

	“Anglican, I just found out. I guess there’s a church that she’s wanted to get married in since she was a kid.”

	“I hope they’re able to work it out.”

	“Are you worried they can’t?”

	“No, I guess not.” I packed my tablet into my messenger bag. “But you do realize that’s a sore spot for a lot of people.”

	“I guess. I stopped Mandi from burning down her church when she was in high school so…”

	“What?!” He must be joking. “That isn’t funny.”

	“I’m not trying to be funny.”

	“Jesus Christ. That’s … wow …”

	As we walked to the car, Nik was carefree as ever, kicking piles of leaves, asking to pet people’s dogs. 

	His moods were calming down lately, but it was strange that he didn’t seem the least bit concerned. However much he’d been through it, perhaps, in some ways he’d lived a charmed life. 

	“Is something wrong?” he asked me when we got into the car. “Is church a sore spot for you?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Oh.”

	That’s all he said. He didn’t pry. He let it be. Part of me wanted to explain, but he had enough on his plate. 


Turkey

	From Nik’s point of view.

	I put on my best smile. “So, Thanksgiving is coming up.”

	“Should we invite Lars and the guys over?” Jaimes asked. “Caleb doesn’t have a place to go either.”

	I tried to find the best time to bring up the subject. I’d made dinner, penne with pesto and cheese bread. We were sitting at the dinner table instead of in front of the TV. I even opened a bottle of inexpensive wine, which we unceremoniously drank out of plastic tumblers. 

	Lars would be scandalized. Tumblers are for punch.

	I pushed my pasta around with my fork. “I was thinking, this year …” 

	“Yeah? What?”

	“I was thinking … Do you want to meet my parents?”

	“Your parents? You haven’t gone to your parents’ place for holidays before.”

	“We don’t make a big deal out of holidays,” I explained, “but we’re on good terms and I haven’t talked to them in a while. I’m sure if I said I wanted to visit they would …”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay?”

	“I’d love to meet them,” he said before taking a huge bite of cheese bread.

	“Great,” I said forcing a smile.

	He finished his bite of cheese bread before pointing out the obvious. “You seem really nervous.”

	“Of course, I’m nervous, I just asked my boyfriend to meet my parents.”

	“Do they know you’re gay?” he asked dryly.

	“Bi.”

	He got a kick out of calling me “gay” because he knew I would correct him.

	“That stopped being funny a long time ago.” 

	“Stopped being funny…to you,” he chuckled. 

	“But yes, they know I’m bisexual. It’s not a big deal to them.”

	“Do they know you have a boyfriend?”

	“Probably. Maybe.”

	He looked at me like I was on fire. “Probably?” He put down his fork.

	“We don’t talk a lot.”

	“Don’t talk a lot? We’ve been dating for years. We live together. They know you’re bisexual, you’re on good terms, but they don’t know about me?”

	He was only asking questions, but it felt like an accusation. Jaimes had a huge family that he was close to before they disowned him. Of course, he didn’t understand a family that simply doesn’t talk for no reason. Did he think I was keeping him a secret?

	I suddenly couldn’t breathe well. I pushed myself away from the table. “I’m sorry. I have to … I’m sorry, I …” I ran out of the room and into our bedroom. I shut the door, crawled into the bed, and screamed into the pillow. 

	Why was I like this?

	I thought that Jaimes would knock on the door after a little while, but he didn’t. I’m sure he was sick of dealing with my crap. 

	I grabbed my phone from my nightstand and texted him: I don’t know why that happened. I’ll be out in a little bit.

	His phone dinged from his nightstand on the other side of the bed. 

	Oh bother.

	I picked up his phone, went to the table where he was still eating his dinner, set it down beside him, and headed back to the bedroom.

	“Seriously?” he asked as I continued to walk away.

	I lay back on the bed and looked at my phone. 

	He texted me a minute later: Come back. Food is getting cold. 

	He was telling me what to do, that made me angry. 

	I didn’t trust my feelings. They were often out of proportion. I needed to think.

	Was he accusing me of something?

	Probably not.

	Was he, in reality, treating me poorly?

	No. 

	Did he think of me as an equal?

	Probably not, but whatever.

	Did it make sense for me to be angry right now?

	No. 

	Am I being rational? 

	No.

	Is my food getting cold?

	Yes.

	I walked calmly out of the bedroom, through the great room, and into the kitchen. I sat back in my chair.

	I avoided eye contact. “Sorry.”

	“You don’t have to apologize. I’m serious, Nik. If you need to take a break, take a break. I’m used to it.”

	“You shouldn’t have to be used to it.”

	“Compared to a couple months ago, you’re doing fucking fantastic. I don’t know what I said or did to set you off. Let me know when you’re ready, okay?”

	“You didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“I know that, and neither did you.”

	“I think I got upset because it seemed that, maybe, you thought that I was hiding you from my parents. I’m not. We don’t talk about anything. Really. We’re not like that.”

	“I didn’t think you were hiding me. I’m just confused. You have a family that accepts you, and you don’t even talk to them? It doesn’t make sense to me at all.”

	“Well, we can talk to them on Thanksgiving.”

	“Yeah. I’m looking forward to it.”

	“Great.” I managed a smile this time. “And thank you for being so patient with me. I don’t deserve you.”

	“Yes, you do. Now, eat your damn pasta.”

	“Yes, sir.” 

	I dug into my food but then stopped abruptly. “Jaimes?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Do … do you still love me?”

	“Jesus Christ, Nik. Yes, I still love you. If that changes, I’ll let you know. Now, eat your food. You’re disrespecting the cook right now. It’s cold.”

	“I’m the cook, and pesto is supposed to be served cold.”

	“Like revenge?” Jaimes joked.

	“Yes, like revenge.”

	As I lifted a fork full of skewered penne to my mouth, a tingle traveled up my spine until it blossomed into a wry little smirk on my face. 

	Where did that come from? 

	Revenge? Like Shawn slitting the throats of the men who hurt me. That revenge? 

	What sort of sick psycho was I?

	For some reason, I was worried that the answer would be written on Jaimes’ face. I looked up at him as I chewed my food. He was taking a drink of his wine. 

	My eyes focused on his lips as he drank and his neck as he swallowed. I felt pressure at the base of my skull, as if someone was pushing me down into my chair. My abdomen seized for a second. I didn’t like it. I kept myself in check. I couldn’t make my feelings not happen, but I could control my actions.

	Lars taught me that.

	I put the dishes in the sink. Then, I pulled Jaimes’ chair back while he was still sitting on it. The wood flooring screamed at me, but I needed the space. I nestled between Jaimes and the table, straddling him while sitting on his lap. 

	He smiled at me and put his hands on my butt. He probably thought I was going to start kissing him, but I wasn’t. 

	I wrapped my arms around his neck and stuck my head between my bicep and his cheek.

	I felt safe.

	He asked me, “Do you want me?”

	His voice seemed lower because our faces were touching. The sound conducted directly into my bones, like it would if I were the one talking. I inhaled sharply and held my breath for a moment before I attempted to answer him.

	“Yes, but I … I um …”

	“What do you want? You don’t need to be ashamed. You never have to be ashamed with me.”

	He knew I was ashamed, but he didn’t know why. Good. I never wanted Jaimes to see that side of me, never. The things I wanted weren’t healthy. They were wrong.

	“Can we stay like this? I want to be close to you. Hold me.”

	He wrapped both of his arms around my back. I knew how difficult that was for him to do.

	“Thank you. You do so much for me. Thank you.”

	“I love you.” 

	“You do?”

	“Yeah, I really do.”


Ride

	From Jaimes’ point of view.

	Nik turned off the highway onto narrow winding roads surrounded by woods. He grew up in the middle of nowhere, about an hour’s drive out of the city, near a small town where he went to school. The trees were mostly bare now, but the countryside was still stunning. There was a slight dusting of snow covering everything except the blacktop. Whenever we got to the top of a hill, I could see forests and fields for miles. 

	My phone rang.

	“Hey, Mandi!” I answered. “What’s up?”

	“Traci and I are going to be flying in next Friday. I was wondering if you’d pick us up.”

	“Sure. How’s everything going? Did you iron out the whole church thing?”

	“Oh, the fucking church thing …”

	“I heard that!” Traci voice called out from the background. 

	“I mean, the beautiful historic church with great acoustics that I’m going to tour and magically fall in love with,” Mandi said sarcastically. “That church thing.”

	“Not thrilled about it either, but you’ll live,” I said. “So will I.”

	“Are you sure we’ll live? Haven’t you heard that we’re abominations onto an all-loving God and deserve to be put to death? Especially you.”

	“Yes…yes I have,” I answered. “Many times.” 

	“My church doesn’t believe that!” Traci interjected.

	“Hey, are you on speaker?” I asked.

	“No.”

	“Is it true that you tried to burn down a church once?” I asked. 

	“Oh that, yeah. They pissed me off. Nik talked me out of it.”

	“Holy Mother, you were really going to do it? Burn a damn church down?”

	“We were kind of intense in high school,” Nik interjected. “A lot intense.”

	I chuckled. “Are your parents going to tell me stories?” 

	“Wait,” Mandi said. “Are you going to visit Nik’s parents?”

	“Yeah.” 

	“Are you on speaker?” she practically whispered.

	“No.”

	“Okay. Just smile and nod and let everything bounce off you.”

	“What?”

	“Nik’s parents are eccentric. They are also very old.”

	“That’s not a surprise.”

	“His parents are actually his grandparents, and his sister is his mom.”

	“What?”

	“His grandparents adopted him, so they are his legal parents. Their daughter gave birth to him.”

	“Oh. Was she really young or something?”

	“Is Mandi giving you the rundown?” Nik interrupted. “Hey Mandi, maybe let me decide when to tell my boyfriend personal stuff! Huh!”

	“Well, send me the info about the flight so I can pick you up,” I said as upbeat as I possibly could.

	“Okay. Good luck.” She ended the call. 

	Nik was still fuming. What the hell was I in for?

	“Do you need me to drive?” I asked.

	“No, I’m okay.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yeah, don’t worry, I won’t kill us if that’s what you’re worried about. If I need to, I’ll pull over.”

	“Okay.”

	“What did she tell you?”

	“She told me that your grandparents …”

	“They’re my parents! My mom and my dad. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“My sister isn’t my mom. She never was, and she never will be.”

	“Okay. Got it.”

	He was doing the whole take-deep-breaths routine. I certainly wasn’t going to press too hard. 

	“What else did Mandi tell you?” 

	I considered telling him about her advice to “smile and nod” but quickly decided against it. “She told me they’re old and eccentric. Do Mandi and your parents get along?”

	“Nope.”

	All those times Nik got upset at Mandi for acting like his mother and treating him like a kid weighed on me. The way they interacted was always more like family than friends.  

	My father was strict and had a temper. My mother always backed up my dad, even when she thought he was wrong.

	I had three sisters and a brother. My brother left home when I was young. I was often expected to be the “man of the family” even though I was the youngest. There was a lot of pressure on me. 

	For some reason, I assumed that Nik’s family was easygoing. I was jealous. Now, I was worried.

	“Are you on good terms with your sister?” I asked.

	“No, I mean, we’re not on bad terms … just … It’s a long story that I don’t want to talk about. At least, not right now. I was going to tell you about all these things when I was ready. Why does Mandi have to stick her nose into everything?” 

	“Are you upset that I know?”

	“I guess not.”

	“Is there any advice that you want to give me before we get there?”

	“Smile and nod.”

	I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing.

	“Mandi told you that, didn’t she?”

	“She sure did.”


Home

	From Nik’s point of view.

	The plan was to celebrate Thanksgiving tomorrow. We’d gotten a late start, so it was already getting dark by the time we arrived the night before. 

	When I slowed down to make the turn into the driveway. Jaimes got quiet. 

	“Are you nervous?” I asked.

	He looked over at me like I was asking a stupid question.

	“They won’t bite,” I assured him. “Just don’t take anything too personally.”

	“Take what too personally?”

	“Here we are!” I announced, as we came to a stop in front of the garage.

	I hadn’t been home in years, but everything still looked familiar. 

	We lived in a small ranch style house in the country. The large garden in the back was filled with dying goldenrod, quack grass, and thistles. 

	The front yard was littered with my father’s projects. He was always trying to fix old things but would abandon them after swearing at them a lot. There was a broken reed organ, a washing machine, and an old tractor, all surrounded by a variety of baby trees holding onto a few lingering autumn leaves. 

	The house plants in the picture window were mostly dead. 

	It looked abandoned, but obviously I knew it wasn’t. 

	“Are we …?” Jaimes started to ask but then he saw the look on my face.

	I answered his unspoken question. “We’re in the right place. This is where I grew up.”

	Jaimes got out of the car and stretched. “The sunset through the trees is amazing.”

	I headed toward the trunk to get our backpacks. “It is, isn’t it? I used to run around in the woods all the time when I was a kid. We should go on a hike tomorrow. You’ve never been out of the city much, have you?”

	“Nikola!” my dad called out from the front door. “You’re here!”

	He wore blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and a brown cardigan. He had less hair on his head than I remembered, but his beard was undeniable.

	“What was your boyfriend’s name again?” he asked.

	“Jaimes,” Jaimes answered and offered my dad a firm handshake. “Hello, Mr. Devin. It’s nice to meet you.”

	“You’re tall,” my dad astutely observed. “He always liked them tall.”

	Out of the gate. 

	Jaimes smiled and nodded. 

	“You’re tan.” My dad continued to look Jaimes up and down. “Are you Hispanic or something?”

	Jaimes took a deep breath. “I don’t know very much Spanish, but my grandfather on my dad’s side is from Puerto Rico.” 

	“I knew it!” my dad declared as he ushered us inside.

	Jaimes smiled and nodded.

	“I’ve never been to Puerto Rico,” my dad continued.

	“Neither have I, sir.”

	“Sir? So polite! I like you already.”

	“I’m glad to hear that, sir.”

	“You could teach my son a thing or two.”

	“He already has.” I blushed. “Very fun things.” 

	Jaimes shot me a panicked look. Hilarious. I guess talking about sex in front of your elders was verboten in his family.

	We took off our shoes in the entryway and walked into the open space between the kitchen and the living room. 

	Stacks of magazines reached the ceiling in all corners of the living room. Dad’s books were piled up on every available flat surface. Mom’s drafting table was littered with battered tubes of oil paints and half a dozen drying canvases were perched precariously anywhere that worked. Blue glass bottles of various shapes and sizes lined the tops of bookshelves under a blanket of spiderwebs and dust. 

	The clutter I was used to, but I noticed a smell likely coming from the refrigerator. There were dishes in the sink and a vase full of moldy flowers on the kitchen table. I noticed a couple holes through the drywall near the floorboards and a slight stench of death presumably from dead mice.

	“You two must be tired. I’ll show you to your room,” my dad said with a smile. “Excuse the mess.”

	Jaimes seemed to be taking everything well. Good. I wasn’t.

	My dad led us into my old bedroom, where my old full-sized bed was clean and topped with two pillows and an old quilt. Most of the room was filled with piles of old wood siding. It looked like he was storing the remnants of a deconstructed shed in the house for some reason. 

	We put our backpacks down at the foot of the bed. 

	“Thanks Dad,” I said. 

	“I’ll see if Mom is awake.”

	“If she’s sleeping, we can talk to her tomorrow,” I told my dad. “It’s okay.”

	“Well, once you settle in, if you’re hungry there’re some pizzas in the deep freeze.”

	My dad left, leaving Jaimes and I sitting on my bed staring at the indoor wood pile. I didn’t know what to say. 

	“Your mom’s an artist?” Jaimes asked.

	“Yeah. They sell her paintings at fairs and stuff. She gets confused with money, so my dad goes with her.”

	“I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

	I’m not sure why, but that did it. I put my elbows on my knees and buried my face in my hands. Jaimes put his arm around me to comfort me. 

	“Nik, do you think it would be okay for us to help them out? We could clean the kitchen and …”

	I nodded vigorously. “Yeah. Let’s do that. I didn’t realize things had gotten so out of hand. My mom has a lot of trouble, and my dad isn’t always up to dealing with everything.”

	“Do they have anyone else checking in on them?”

	I shook my head. 

	“Your sister …?”

	“My sister hates them. She got pregnant when she was in high school. They adopted me and moved here from, I don’t even know where, and hid that from everyone, even me. My sister left home and went to college. I barely even remember her. I was so young.”

	“When did you find out?” 

	“She came back when I was eight and told me she was my mom, had a huge fight with my parents, and left again. I overheard some of it, but I was a kid, you know.”

	“That’s awful.”

	“It was really confusing. But to me, she’s not a person I know. She’s not part of my life or my parents’ life. I have no idea where she is.”

	“Do you ever wonder?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“What about your …”

	“Biological father? I heard that he wasn’t a nice guy, and it would have been better if I never knew he existed, at least, according to what my parents told my sister, you know, when she came back.”

	“Oh.”

	“It is what it is.” I stood up and stretched. “My parents aren’t bad people. They did what they thought was right. I try to think that my sister had a hard time and has her reasons for staying away. Now that I’m older, I try to be forgiving. But I was angry at everyone and everything for a long time. I was a handful.”

	“A handful?”

	“Mandi and I raised some hell. I’d disappear in the woods for days. Petty vandalism. That sort of thing.”

	“But Mandi doesn’t get along with your folks?”

	“She doesn’t have a high opinion of them. I’m not even sure why, to be honest.”

	“Personality conflict?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Well, I really, really have to pee, and I’m sort of scared,” Jaimes joked as he stood up. 

	“You and me both. I have to pee like a racehorse.”

	“If you want to check on your parents more often, I’ll come with you and I’ll help.”

	“Thank you, so much. That means a lot to me.”

	That’s what I wanted to hear. He had a brother and sisters and a ton of aunts and uncles. My parents and I weren’t close, but I was all they had. I wanted to stay with Jaimes for the rest of my life, so he needed to know what that really meant.


Bathroom

	From Jaimes’ point of view.

	The bathroom was disgusting. The grout was full of mold and the floor was caked with dried piss and beard hair and – I really didn’t want to know what else. Nik had already relieved himself and gone to the kitchen to start cleaning up. I would have taken a deep breath, but I was worried I’d get a respiratory infection. 

	Smile and nod.

	Smile and nod.

	I put the toilet seat down, had a seat, and called Mandi. 

	Wait. What time is it in Sydney? Whatever. I didn’t care. 

	She answered the phone laughing.

	I tried to be quiet enough that Nik wouldn’t hear me. “It’s not funny.”

	“Did his dad start talking about politics?” she asked, still having a laugh. “Did he try to guess your ethnicity?”

	“Mandi, shut up, okay? I didn’t know I was coming into a hoarder situation.”

	“Their place is always a mess, it’s not a big …”

	“I think it’s worse than you think. The place is unhealthy.”

	She finally sobered up. “Oh?”

	“I’m in the bathroom. It looks like it hasn’t been cleaned in years. Anyway, I called you to ask you why you don’t get along with Nik’s parents.”

	She was uncharacteristically silent for a long time.

	“Please tell me.,” I insisted.

	“I had to take care of Nik, because they didn’t. His mom isn’t capable, and his dad is overwhelmed, but that’s no excuse. I’m just a little bit bitter about that.”

	“Oh.”

	“So, it’s bad? The house?”

	“Yeah,” I confirmed. “It smells like rotten food, mouse shit, and mold. Anyway, I should go.”

	“Okay. I guess I’ll let you go and deal with all that. Better you than me.”

	I walked into the living room to see Nik’s dad sleeping in a recliner with an open book resting on his chest. 

	Apparently, Stranger in a Strange Land wasn’t riveting enough to keep him awake. 

	It was only about seven o’clock, but I guess his mother had already gone to bed.

	I took a moment to look at the drying canvases. She was using oils. I hated working with oils. Half the paints are toxic. You often have to work in stages because they take forever to dry. I failed at oil painting. Well, that’s not true, I got a C. 

	She was succeeding, and I understood how difficult that was.

	The canvases were in different states of completion. First, she created a background of striated colors, then covered that with a moon and a spattering of stars, and the last was a dark silhouette of a bare tree. She made the effort to make each unique, but there was no mistaking it. She created an assembly line of safe, boring, commercially viable works meant to sell. Good for her. 

	But then I noticed the painting currently on her desk, a distorted face in blue, with white daisies filling the bottom lefthand corner and a grasping hand coming from the upper right side, ripping away the skin and leaving the eye socket vacant.

	I went to art school. I’d seen plenty of edgy works that juxtaposed pretty things and violent imagery, but it shocked me. 

	Something was taken from her. 

	I found Nik in the kitchen trying to scrape some unidentifiable mass out of a bowl and into the garbage. Apparently, he had started the unenviable task of cleaning out the refrigerator. 

	He smiled when he saw me.

	“I’ll start wiping down the cabinets,” I suggested. 

	Nik found me a rag and an ice cream pail. I filled up the pail with perfectly aged Palmolive and scalding hot water and went to work. 

	“Anything gain sentience?” I joked.

	“No, but I’m pretty sure we could get drunk on this apple juice.”

	He handed it to me, and I took a whiff. “Oh wow.” I lifted it up like I was going to take a swig.

	“Don’t! You might die of botulism or something.”

	“Seems like a waste.” I poured it out in the sink. “Are your parents going to be okay with us doing all this?”

	“Let’s get it all done before they wake up.”

	Seriously? This was going to take all night. 

	“Please,” Nik added when I didn’t respond right away. “I need to do this, and I can’t do it alone.”

	“Okay. I’m in. Let’s get it all done.”

	We cleaned out the refrigerator, wiped down the kitchen, and disinfected the bathroom. We did a load of laundry since we used so many cleaning rags and towels, and took out three bags of garbage, mostly expired food.

	When we went to the garage to get the frozen pizzas from the deep freeze, we discovered the turkey sitting between the pizzas, three gallons of vanilla ice cream, a dozen freezer bags full of stewed tomatoes, and a banana cream pie. We moved the rock-hard bird to the newly cleaned refrigerator even though we knew it wouldn’t thaw in time.

	Nik was about to go buy groceries, but I stopped him. 

	It was three o’clock in the morning by the time we were done. We were both exhausted.

	“I need a shower,” I said, “and we both need to get some sleep.”

	“Okay, but let’s save water,” Nik suggested. 

	“Sure.”

	I had no energy to protest. We stood naked in the recently disinfected bathtub shower. We were too tired to do anything, but it was fun. Washing each other felt like an extension of cleaning the house. We could never do something like this at my parents’ place. Sleeping together, showering together … this was wild.

	We wore fresh towels around our waists to sprint down the hall and into Nik’s room. 

	Nik dug a blue LED out of his bag he’d bought for me on the way here. He turned it on and hung it from the bed frame before turning off the light. It wasn’t very bright, but it did the job.

	The bed was small, the covers felt cold, and I was creeped out by the pile of boards, but I slept like a baby. 


Kitchen

	From Nik’s point of view.

	I think I was woken up by a noise, but I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I was in my old bed lying beside my boyfriend, with my eyes open.

	I could hear someone in the kitchen, opening and shutting the refrigerator door and turning on the faucet. We had worked all night to clean the place up, and my parents slept through the whole thing. We tried to be quiet, whispering and closing doors slowly, but I was still impressed that my parents were so dead to the world.

	The sun was poking through the edges of the window blind in my room, but very little light was shining through the big pile of wood. 

	Jaimes’ face looked fuzzy and flawless in the low light. His morning breath was offset by his spicy deodorant and the slight whiff of bleach that permeated the whole house.

	I wanted to kiss him. I wanted more than that, but I didn’t want to wake him. So, I moved my body toward the edge of the bed so I wouldn’t disturb him and started to rub one out.

	My attempt at subtlety was unsuccessful. 

	“Nik,” Jaimes groaned as he woke up, “Nik, seriously, we’re at your parents’ place.”

	“We’ll wash the blankets before we leave,” I muttered without stopping. “Anyway, it’s not like I haven’t done this before. It’s my bed.”

	“Weirdo.” He nuzzled the side of
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