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Moving Day

	This story takes place before The Same Bones.
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	“What’s left?” Jem asked when he passed Tean on the stairs.

	Mostly hidden behind the boxes he was carrying, Tean said, “A couple more in the bedroom.”

	“Sweet.” 

	Jem took the last flight of stairs two at a time—the end was in sight. Loading the moving truck by themselves had taken hours, but none of it had actually been hard. When they got to the new house, they’d have to unload it all again, but he wasn’t going to think about that yet.

	He did a quick walkthrough, checking the cabinets in the kitchen, the refrigerator, the coat closet near the front door.

	He was shutting the closet when something caught his eye. A shadow at the back of the shelf that wasn’t right. He stretched up, reached, and brushed the papery softness of aged cardboard. A couple of shimmies brought the box to the edge of the shelf, and he pulled it down.

	It was full of calendars from Hollister, the clothing line that featured pretty blond twinks as their models—more or less exclusively. 

	Jem had known about the calendars. He’d done his fair bit of snooping around Tean’s place, and this was one of the more interesting items he’d turned up. There wasn’t any porn stashed around the apartment. No dildos. Nothing to party with except the zannies that were long gone now. But the calendars, yes. Years out of date. 

	Not that long ago, in a casino bar, he’d had a conversation about these calendars with Ammon, Tean’s ex. Or whatever the absolutely most fucked-up version of an ex could be. And Ammon had told him that the calendars were proof Tean couldn’t let go—not of the past, not of any of the things that had meant something to him once, not of Ammon.

	Jem folded the cardboard flaps shut and lifted the box. He’d slide it back onto the shelf. And Tean could carry it downstairs when he—well, when he thought Jem wasn’t paying attention.

	But when Jem turned toward the closet, Tean was standing at the front door, watching him through those new glasses that were still big and still black but looked so much better on his face.

	“Uh—” Jem said. And then, with one-shouldered shrug: “I was looking for some weed?”

	Tean’s expression didn’t change. He stood with his arms folded across his chest.

	“I wasn’t snooping,” Jem said. When Tean still didn’t say anything, Jem added, “Although, full disclosure, I may have done, like, a little snooping some of those days that Scipio was dog-sitting me. Or we were dog-sitting each other, I guess. But only because I love you. And because I got bored and there was nothing on TV. And Scipio thought he heard a rat, so we definitely had to check that out. Also, I just remembered Scipio gave me permission, so I’m summing up this explanation by saying that it was all totally cool and I didn’t do anything wrong.” He pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth, smiled, and added, “Ever.”

	“Oh my gosh,” Tean muttered.

	“I’m sorry!”

	“Jem, it’s fine. It’s not like they’re a secret. Well, they are. But not from you. Or Hannah, who is the absolute nosiest.”

	“Oh, I can totally see Hannah snooping through your closet.”

	“She claims she was looking for an umbrella.”

	Whatever tension the moment had held, it fizzled away now. Jem adjusted the box in his arms. “I’ll put them in the truck.”

	But Tean opened the flaps. He thumbed through the stack of calendars. A hint of color surfaced under the soft brown of his cheeks. “I didn’t—it’s not like—um, I know it’s not any of your business, but it’s not like I kept these to, um—”

	“Franken your wienie?”

	“What?”

	“Wax the carrot?”

	Horror grew slowly in Tean’s face.

	“Uh, race your mule? Do the five-knuckle shuffle? Milk the monster?”

	“Oh my gosh. Please stop talking.”

	“Tean, babe, I don’t care. I’ll show you what I like if you want. There’s this site where you can click on their clothes and they pop off, and the dongs are top-notch—” Jem stopped at the look in Tean’s eyes. Cleared his throat. Squared up his voice before saying, “I mean, I heard about—”

	“Ammon gave me one for my birthday,” Tean said. “It was stupid. We were still in high school then, and it was a joke.” He paused. “Kind of a joke.”

	“Some joke.”

	“And then it turned into a thing.” Tean’s soft smile was turned inward. “I mean, it wasn’t a joke after a while because, well, we changed. Ammon and I.” The smile faded. “I should have gotten rid of them a long time ago.”

	“You don’t have to get rid of them,” Jem said.

	Which was, in his opinion, the best, most boyfriend-y thing he’d ever said. 

	Something made Tean smile again—a huge smile that he fought, and failed, to tamp down. “No, they can go. I’ll drop them in the dumpster on the way out.”

	“You don’t have to,” Jem said again.

	For some reason, Tean’s smile got even bigger. But he took the box and said, “It’s okay. I think it’s time to move on. Why don’t you grab the rest of the stuff from the bedroom, and we’ll get out of here?”

	“Right,” Jem said. “Sure.” He ran a hand through his hair. He considered the box of calendars, and he studied Tean’s face, and then he posed the most important question: “You still like blonds, though, right?”
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	Jem got to the little brick bungalow in Federal Heights a few minutes before Tean. Part of that was the simple fact that the old Kawasaki could split lanes and cut through the mid-morning traffic in a way that the moving truck couldn’t. And part of it was because Jem wanted to get there first.

	He rolled to a stop in the driveway and idled there for a moment. Then he walked the bike forward until the front tire was almost brushing the garage door. He looked up and down the block as he killed the engine. The street was lined with similar houses: seventy years old, built when people had somehow managed to stuff eight kids and two adults into a home with three bedrooms and one bath. The lawns were yellow, the grass dormant, but neatly kept. Some rust of the chain-link fences. Cracked sidewalks. But, for the most part, everything well-maintained and neatly kept.

	This was how he came home now.

	He let the engine die and walked up onto the wide front porch. The steps were solid. A board creaked. He’d be in bed some night, Tean coming home late from a trip, and he’d hear the board creak, and by then they’d know this house inside and out, and he’d roll over in bed and think, Oh, Tean’s home.

	The key turned easily. He needed to get the locks changed. They could do something with the old keys, maybe. What did people do with old keys? Frame them? Or just throw them in the junk drawer. They’d have a junk drawer, obviously. In the kitchen.

	Inside, the house was stuffy with trapped sunlight. The last owners had knocked out walls to combine the living room and kitchen, something the builders had probably never dreamed of. But the floors were still the original hardwood, the oak so pale it was almost white. More creaky noises. He’d lie in bed, only half-awake, and he’d hear Tean coming through the house.

	The fireplace, that was the big win. They could hang stockings at Christmastime. And Tean would build fires in the fall. Roasting marshmallows from the comfort of your own sofa—that sounded nice. Plenty of room for a Christmas tree, too, and they’d stack the presents just right so they’d look nice. Jem had seen videos of how to do it online.

	Still a couple of months until Christmas. Thanksgiving first, and even though the kitchen was objectively small, it was still so much bigger than the one in Tean’s apartment. A breakfast bar where they could lay out all the food, buffet style, because obviously you couldn’t fit everything on your plate. And Scipio would need a plate too. Tean wouldn’t make too much of a fuss about the dog getting turkey, but Jem knew he’d have to sneak the mac and cheese when Tean wasn’t looking.

	He followed the hall past the main-floor laundry (a big upgrade). Tean wouldn’t want clothes on the floor, obviously. And they couldn’t have laundry baskets here, cluttering up the walkway. Jem would have to stay on top of the laundry. He’d make it a routine. He’d do it twice a week.

	Okay, maybe once a week.

	The home’s only bathroom had a checkerboard tile across the floor and three-quarters of the way up the walls. The pedestal sink would have to go; they’d get something with storage space. And the toilet still had one of those padded seats that made Jem think of broken tailbones and were super gross. Easy fix, though. 

	He passed the stairs to the basement—unfinished, which meant a lot of possibilities, plus Jem liked the idea of food storage, and Tean sending him down to check if they had any, well, any of whatever Tean needed. The smaller bedroom was on the left—that could be Tean’s office or his study or his den, or whatever he wanted to call it. Sometimes, Tean liked to read stuff for work. At the apartment, he’d used the little dinette table, but they’d get him a good desk. And a recliner, too, so he’d be comfortable. God, it was a shame Tean didn’t smoke a pipe.

	The bedroom at the back wasn’t much larger, hardly enough of a distinction to call it the primary bedroom or the owner’s or whatever. The carpet would have to go, but that wasn’t hard; Jem could pull out carpet. And they definitely needed a new bed. Jem wasn’t sure how long Tean had owned his current mattress, but the number was somewhere in the double digits. They’d sleep here. And they’d wake up here. Sometimes, at night, he’d had have to ask Tean to turn off the light because Tean liked to read, and sometimes he got lost in a good book. And in the morning—when Jem didn’t have to go to work—there’d be those slow, lazy, wonderful waking-ups, when it came on by degrees, and you didn’t have to beat four other kids to the bathroom or be downstairs by seven or you wouldn’t get any breakfast, when you didn’t have to worry about anyone charging into the room and shouting at you and dragging you out of bed. Tean would get up first, obviously, but Jem and Scipio would just lie there, listening to the sounds of Tean moving around the house.

	Around their home.

	The sound of the door came, and a moment later, Tean called, “Jem?”

	“Yeah,” Jem said. “Back here.”
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	They carried the boxes in without any problems. The straight-backed dining chairs too, and the dinette table. The bookcases. The bed frame. The mattress and the box spring. 

	It was mild for November, and Tean was sweating, turning to wipe his forehead on his shoulder, trying to keep his glasses clear.

	In the backyard, Scipio was conducting a full inspection of the fence, of the lilacs, and of every suspicious tuft of grass.

	And then they got to the sofa.

	It was too wide for the front door.

	“Flip it on its side,” Jem said.

	It still wouldn’t fit.

	“I mean it’s other side,” Jem informed Tean.

	But it wouldn’t fit that way either.

	The back was too high. And the feet stuck out too far.

	“If these came off,” Jem said.

	“They don’t,” Tean said.

	“I know,” Jem said, with a hint of waspishness that was distinctly un-Jem. “That’s why I said if.” He hoisted the sofa, shifting its weight so that he could mop his forehead. He had nice shoulders, great arms—not like the gym gays, but solid and strong and real, which was so much better. “Let’s try the back.”

	So, they made their way around the house, Jem walking backwards with the sofa—when Tean suggested changing his grip so he could face forward, Jem pretended not to hear him. At the gate, Jem did that casual hoist of the sofa again so that he could fumble the latch, and then a moment later he was shouting, “No, Scipio, no! Get back in the yard!”

	“Scipio!” Tean added.

	Scipio, for his part, was weaving around and between Jem’s legs, sniffing ferociously, his tail alternately thumping Jem’s thigh and the gate.

	With some gentle squishing and nudging, Jem worked the dog backward into the yard. Then they were moving again, and once they were through the gate, Tean kicked it shut behind him. Scipio chose that moment to show off for them—sprinting as fast as he could from one side of the yard to the other, over and over again.

	“Guess he likes the yard,” Jem said with a grunt.

	Tean didn’t answer.

	When they got to the back door, Jem said, “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

	The first drop of sweat had gotten on the inside of Tean’s glasses.

	“How can it be smaller?” Jem asked.

	“I guess we try the front door again,” Tean said.

	“We already tried the front door.”

	Tean counted to five before he said, “What do you want to do?”

	The air seemed to vibrate for several seconds. And then Jem said, “Let’s take it around front.”

	They made it about ten feet before Jem shouted, “Fuck!”

	“What? What happened? Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine. God fucking damn it.”

	“What?”

	“I stepped in dog shit.”

	On the other side of the yard, Scipio was starting to dig.

	“I’m sorry, Jem,” Tean said.

	“You
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