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      Joshua pulled the large envelope out of their mailbox and wandered back into the house. It was addressed to both him and Colin, in handwriting he didn’t recognize. He squinted at the postmark. “Hmm. Charlottesville address…”

      He found Colin in the kitchen, smearing an extravagant glob of peanut butter across a slice of bread. A jar of cherry preserves waited nearby.

      “Peanut butter and jelly for lunch?” Joshua asked, leaning on the counter.

      Colin spun around with the jar in hand, grinning. “Want one?” He leaned in to kiss Joshua’s cheek. “I’ll smear a little on my dick if you like.”

      Joshua arched a brow, deadpan. “Crunchy or smooth?”

      Colin barked a laugh, then nodded toward the envelope. “What’s that?” He turned back to his sandwich, adding the preserves in a ruby layer.

      “An envelope full of something,” Joshua said. He shook it. “Feels like more envelopes. See?”

      Colin took a huge bite of the sandwich and waved a peanut-buttery hand in a clear ‘open it’ gesture.

      Joshua chuckled and dropped into a kitchen chair. “All right, all right.” He tore the flap open and shook out a jumble of postcards and letters. “I think these were filled out after camp ended,” he said, sorting through them. “Return address says Verdun Adventure. They must’ve forwarded them because I was the coordinator.”

      Some were addressed just to the counselors. Numerous others had single or multiple names scrawled across the envelopes. Joshua paused at a card with a single word scrawled in the address area: Colin. He passed it over. “This one’s yours.”

      Colin set his sandwich aside and read the card. His grin softened; the humor fell away, replaced by a stillness Joshua knew well.

      “You made me feel safe. I didn’t think anyone ever would.”

      Colin’s thumb brushed the words. For a long moment, the kitchen was silent except for the faint tick of the clock and the clink of the jelly spoon. Without speaking, he opened his wallet and slid the card in behind his driver’s license, as if it belonged there.

      Joshua reached across the table, curling his fingers around Colin’s wrist. His voice was soft.

      “Guess they saw the real you.”

      Colin’s eyes lifted, glimmering. His smile was smaller now, but truer.

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Guess so.”

      “Was it signed? Can you tell who it was from?”

      Colin shook his head, biting his lower lip. “No. There was no name, no ID of any kind.”

      Joshua traced the edge of Colin’s hand with his fingertips. “I wonder which boy wrote it,” he murmured.

      Colin was quiet for a moment, then gave a slight shrug. “Far as I’m concerned, they all did.” He glanced up at Joshua, who was reading a note addressed to him.

      Joshua read the card slowly, lips moving without sound. His breath caught, and he lowered it to the table, staring at the words as if they might disappear if he looked away. “You didn’t try to fix me. You just listened. No one’s ever done that before.”

      Colin leaned forward, watching the faint tremor in Joshua’s fingers. “What does it say?”

      Joshua’s voice was barely above a whisper. “That I listened. Just listened.” He gave a quick, shaky laugh, brushing at his eyes with the back of his hand. “God, they don’t know how much that means to me.”

      Colin reached across the table and covered Joshua’s hand, squeezing until Joshua finally met his gaze.

      “Of course they know,” Colin said quietly. “That’s why they wrote it.”

      Joshua’s throat worked as he swallowed, eyes shining. “Maybe so,” he murmured, curling his hand over Colin’s. “But still… it feels like the first time anyone’s ever said it out loud.”

      He turned the card over in his hand, thumb grazing the uneven scrawl. For a long moment, he just stared at it, the words settling deep inside him. For all the years he’d counseled others, he realized, he’d never once been told the thing he wanted most to believe — that listening alone was enough.

      “You going to keep it?” Colin asked.

      Joshua nodded. “Yeah. But not here.”

      “Not here?”

      “I’m taking it to the clinic,” Joshua said. “I’ll slide it under the glass on my desk, where I can see it every day. Remind myself that listening matters more than anything I’ll ever say.” He met Colin’s eyes, steady now. “That’s the real treatment.”

      Colin’s expression softened, pride written plain across his face. “Then it’s right where it belongs.”

      Joshua slid the card back into its envelope, smoothing the flap with care.

      “Read another one of yours,” Colin said, pointing at the pile with Joshua’s name on them.

      Joshua opened an envelope and read: “Dear Josh, I thought talking about my stuff would make everything worse. You didn’t push. You just sat there and waited until I was ready. I kept thinking you’d get bored or mad, but you never did. I don’t remember everything I said, but I remember you saying, “You’re not too much.” Nobody ever told me that before. Thanks. Love, M.”

      “Oh my god, Colin,” Joshua whispered, laying the card down in front of him. He looked up to see Colin’s loving smile.

      “Totally deserved, mo ghrá milis,” Colin murmured, then leaned back, gesturing to the cards. “What do Nate’s say?”

      Joshua lifted a card with Nate’s name on the front, read it, then folded over the table, laughing so hard he could barely breathe.

      “What?” Colin demanded. “What does it say?”

      Still giggling, Joshua lifted the card and read aloud: “Hey, Nate. Thanks for teaching us writing skills. I’m using them right now. This is a sentence. This is another sentence. Look at me go. From, Wesley.”

      Colin snickered along with him, shaking his head. “He’s created a bunch of snarky little monsters. Their mothers are never going to forgive him.”

      Joshua reached across the table and grabbed the other half of Colin’s sandwich. After taking a huge bite, he set it back on the plate.

      “Hey!” Colin complained. “I did offer to make you one!”

      “I just wanted a bite. Don’t be so stingy!”

      “Read another one for Nate. I’m loving this.”

      Joshua lifted a card and smiled. “Dear Nate, Thank you for assigning us a million journal prompts and only mild emotional damage. I’m kidding. Mostly. I didn’t know I had anything worth saying until you made us keep writing even when it sucked. Also: “show, don’t tell” is now stuck in my brain forever. If I become famous, I’m blaming you in my speech. ~ From, Your Future Award-Winning Student Who Hates First Drafts”

      Colin leaned over the table, laughing, then waved at the cards. “What do David’s say?”

      Joshua hesitated, card in hand. “You know this feels like snooping, right?”

      Colin waved his sandwich like a gavel. “Open evidence. No expectation of privacy.”

      Joshua rolled his eyes but flipped the card. “Thank you, counselor. And we’ll conveniently ignore the moral inappropriateness of reading someone else’s mail.”

      Colin wrinkled his nose and shrugged. “Small potatoes. What does David’s say?”

      “How ‘bout we read another one of yours!”

      “Fine by me! I’ve taken on a mob boss. I’m tough enough to handle mail from a twelve-year-old.”

      Joshua plucked up a card and shook his head. “Only you, love.”

      He read in his best monotone: “Dear Colin, Thanks for showing us how to play ball on one leg and four wheels. I’m inspired. Also, can I borrow your scooter?

      – Totally serious.”

      Colin barked a laugh, then clutched his chest in mock outrage. “Borrow my scooter? That was medical equipment!”

      Joshua lifted another card, then met Colin’s eyes, his own eyes shining. “This one only has three words. ‘Best coach ever.’”

      Colin went still. For a second, the kitchen noise — the clock, the hum of the refrigerator — seemed to fade. He reached out and took the card from Joshua, his thumb brushing over the simple scribble.

      “Best coach ever,” he repeated softly, almost to himself. His grin this time was smaller, quieter, but it reached all the way to his eyes.

      Joshua leaned across the table and squeezed his hand. “See? They got the real you, too.”

      Colin’s gaze lingered on the card, then flicked back up to Joshua with a crooked smile. “Guess that rental scooter paid off after all.”

      Joshua laughed, eyes bright. “Worth every penny.” He lifted another card and laughed. “You’ll love this one. ‘Dear Colin, Sorry about your ankle. I thought you were just being a drama queen. Oops. Love, Nico.’”

      Colin sat bolt upright. “Nico! That little demon child. I knew he was plotting against me from day one.”

      Joshua was already doubled over. “He did call you ‘Coach Diva’ under his breath once.”

      Colin jabbed a finger at the card. “Drama queen, my ass. I was on a scooter with a busted ankle!”

      Joshua grinned, wiping tears from his eyes.  “Face it, love — even your chief tease couldn’t help liking you.”

      Colin huffed, shaking his head, but the warmth in his eyes betrayed him. “Enough of me! Read one of David’s!”

      Joshua lifted another envelope, smiling before he even opened it. “OK. Here’s a David card.” He read slowly, his tone softening. “Dear David, Thank you for teaching me how to cook something simple that I could actually make at home. I showed my mom how to do it, and for once, we didn’t fight at dinner. We laughed instead. I’ll never forget it.”

      Colin leaned back, nodding in approval. “That’s our Davy. He teaches with a wooden spoon and fixes families on the side.” He nodded in a kind of wonder. “I know him. That’s the kind of thing he’ll remember for the rest of his life.”

      Joshua picked up another, chuckling the moment his eyes scanned the words. “And here’s the flip side.” He read aloud: “Dear David, Thanks for cooking class. Sorry I set the pancakes on fire. Also… sorry about the smoke alarm. Uh… and the spatula. Um, and your shirt. – Still hungry.”

      Colin barked a laugh. “That has David written all over it!”

      Joshua grinned. “Oh, he’ll make it part of the curriculum: How Not to Burn Down the Kitchen 101.”

      Joshua reached for another card, already chuckling at the crooked scrawl. “Here’s another one of yours,” he said, lifting the card. “Dear Coach Colin, Thanks for teaching us that ‘pivot’ does not mean ‘launch yourself sideways like a flying potato.’ Also, thanks for proving that grown-ups can wipe out in front of everyone and still get back up (eventually).

      Drama queen or not, you made me braver.

      – Your Favorite Left Fielder, Lucas”

      “I love that kid,” Colin murmured, fingering the card.

      Joshua thumbed through the pile and lifted another. His mouth twitched before he even began reading. “Dear Jeff, Your plant walk was awesome. I showed my mom the terrarium I made, and she said it was the first time I ever kept anything alive longer than a week. Also, Trent, thanks for yelling at Coach Colin when he tried to hop after the ball on one foot. You saved us all from watching him face-plant.”

      Colin threw up his hands. “Oh, for god’s sake! I was fine!”

      Joshua arched a brow. “You were not fine. You were about three hops away from the ER.”

      Colin stabbed a finger toward the card. “Traitors. Every last one of you. Even the plants are against me.”

      Joshua laughed so hard he nearly dropped the postcard. “Don’t worry, love. They still think you’re dramatic and inspiring in equal measure.”

      Colin grumbled but reached for the card anyway, a reluctant grin breaking through as he reread the words. “Guess that’s not such a bad legacy.”

      “Here’s a priceless one for David,” Joshua said, his voice soft. “Dear David, I made your pasta recipe when I got home. My dad said, “Where did you learn to cook like this?” and I said, “From a guy who actually trusts kids with sharp knives.” We didn’t argue at dinner that night. We just ate and talked about camp. It felt… almost normal. Thanks for giving me a night I can remember when things get loud again.

      – K.”

      Colin was quiet for a moment, then let out a low whistle. “Kid thinks he’s thanking him for a recipe,” he said. “David’s going to read that and hear, ‘You made my house safe for one night.’ That’ll go straight into his permanent file.” He waved at the cards. “Read a Trent one.”

      Joshua picked up a card and read: “Dear Trent, Thanks for making us stretch even when we whined and for saying ‘you’re stronger than you think’ like you actually meant it. When you helped Coach Colin off the field, it was the funniest and coolest thing I’ve ever seen. You were like Superman, only grumpier. You looked pissed, but also like you’d carry the whole team if you had to. I hope someday someone looks at me the way you look at Jeff when you think nobody notices.

      Dear Jeff, thanks for teaching us about plants. We liked the poisonous ones best.

      – Love, Cabin 6 (the allegedly “high-maintenance” one)”

      Colin groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “Superman, my ass. More like Sergeant Nag.”

      Joshua snickered. “Better than Coach Diva.”

      Colin peeked out between his fingers with a mock glare. “I’m surrounded by traitors.”

      Joshua leaned across the table, eyes sparkling. “Face it, love—between the wedding and the rescue, Trent and Jeff stole the show.”

      Colin huffed but couldn’t keep the smile from tugging at his mouth. “Yeah, well. They earned it.”

      Joshua picked up another card. “This one’s for both of us.” He read: Dear Joshua and Colin, You two kept walking around like “we’re just doing our jobs,” but that’s not what it felt like to us. It felt like having two extra dads who actually liked being there. One made sure we talked about the hard stuff. The other made sure we laughed anyway. I didn’t know grown-up men could love each other like that and still argue about eating right and taking their medicine. Now I know. Thank you for letting us see it up close.

      – “Trouble,” from Cabin 5”

      “Did we really do that?” Colin asked. He took the card and re-read it several times.

      “Evidently that’s what they saw,” Joshua replied. “Or at least one of them did.”

      Colin gestured toward the pile of cards. “Read.”

      Joshua lifted another one and smiled. “Dear Trent and Jeff, Your wedding made me cry in front of people, which I usually avoid at all costs. When you said “I do,” I felt something click inside, like, oh—maybe I’m not broken for wanting that too. The world still feels scary, but now there’s this picture in my head of you two under the trees, holding hands and not apologizing for it. I’m going to keep that picture for the days I can’t see my own future.

      – One Hopeful Camper

      “Here’s another Jeff one,” Joshua muttered, then read: “Dear Jeff, My terrarium is still alive. Read that again. Still alive. Every time I water it like you showed us, I hear you saying, “Gentle, not drowning.” I stuck the little rainbow flag you gave us in the moss. It’s like a tiny gay forest on my dresser. Thanks for proving I can take care of something and not screw it up.

      Love, J.”

      Joshua huffed out a soft laugh. “Tiny gay forest,” he repeated. “He’s going to absolutely melt.”

      Colin smiled. “That’s our Jeff. Give him one kid who believes they’re not a screw-up, and he’ll be floating for a month.”

      Joshua sighed. “That’s all of them,” he said, beginning to stuff the postcards back into their envelopes. “Think I’ll schedule another movie night and pass them all out then.”

      “Great idea, babe!” Colin leaned back in his chair, sandwich forgotten, eyes sweeping over the scattered cards. “Hell of a haul, huh?” His grin was crooked, but there was pride behind it, and something more profound. “Better than any medal I ever got.”

      Joshua nodded slowly. “They saw us, Colin. All of us. Not just the nice parts we put on display. The hurt. The clumsy. The grumpy. The broken. All of it.” He tapped the envelopes with one finger. “That’s the kind of proof you can’t buy.”

      The kitchen fell quiet for a moment, the clock ticking, the faint scent of cherry preserves hanging in the air. Then Joshua smiled. “Guess Camp Pride did its job after all.”

      Colin’s eyes glimmered as he squeezed his husband’s hand. “Yeah, bud. And so did we.”

      Joshua chuckled, throwing Colin a wink. “Even if your big contribution was teaching them how to roll like a champ, even with a broken ankle.”

      Colin barked out a laugh, grabbing the last crust of his sandwich like a trophy. “Hell yeah. Best coach ever, remember?”

      Joshua’s grin was gentle. “Don’t worry, love. They’ll never forget it. And neither will I.”

      Camp Pride might be over, but the postcards would stay—scattered ink and crooked scrawls that proved family wasn’t bound by blood or name. It was something you built in campfires and laughter and letters that said, in every way that mattered: you belong.
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      Colin sighed in his sleep, breath a soft whisper against Joshua’s bare shoulder. One arm draped across Joshua’s waist, his hand resting loosely against the curve of his hip. The room around them was still and quiet, filled only with the steady rhythm of two men breathing together.

      He’d fallen asleep thinking of Camp Pride—of the firelight, the laughter, the way the stars felt so close you could almost touch them. And that was where his dream carried him.

      He was back at the fire pit.

      The logs were arranged just as they had been—weathered, familiar. The fire crackled in front of him, warm and bright, and the woods beyond whispered with wind and memory. There were voices in the distance—campers, counselors, music drifting through the trees—but here at the fire, it was just him. Still. Centered.

      Then someone else sat down across from him.

      A boy. Seventeen, maybe eighteen. His hair a little longer, his frame a little thinner. A guarded, restless tension in the way he sat—arms folded, shoulders hunched. But the face was unmistakable.

      His own. His younger self from long, long, ago.

      They stared at each other in silence for a while. The fire popped between them, sending sparks tumbling skyward.

      “You’re older,” the boy said.

      Colin gave a quiet smile. “That’s how time works.”

      The boy didn’t return the smile. He was watching closely, eyes wary. “You know me. You know who I am.”

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Letters from Camp
      


      		
        2. Campfire Echos
      


      		
        3. The Haircut and Other Saturday Stuff
      


      		
        4. What Love Changed - Joshua
      


      		
        5. Holding Sunlight - Colin
      


      		
        6. Campfire Wish Renewed
      


      		
        7. Movie Night
      


      		
        8. The Scent of Home
      


      		
        9. Orange Soda and Midnight Talks
      


      		
        10. The Camp Pride Blanket
      


      		
        11. Wish Jar
      


      		
        12. Extraordinary Grace
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/rainbows-still-glow-cover.jpg
N,
t s
storie:
€S,








