
  


  


  Blurb for The Family We Make


  


  At seventeen, Rick Albright left his home, his parents and even his old name, rather than pretend to be straight. But being on his own was hard. When his big brother Sam found him, and insisted on giving him a place to stay, he didn’t resist too long. Living with Sam is better than fighting just to survive, but it’s not easy to find his balance in a simple, small-town life, after his time on the streets.


  


  Travis Brinkerhoff finally managed to come out in college, his second year anyway. It was the one bright side to losing his baseball scholarship and jock status. But without money for tuition, second year came to an abrupt end. He’s back in his small Minnesota hometown, and back in the closet. Travis feels like he’s trying to fit back into a life he’s outgrown. If he’s going to survive, he has to figure out a way to be his own man, maybe even have his own man, without losing the family he loves.


  


  When he left the Marines, Sam Albright wanted nothing more than to find his missing younger brother. Mission accomplished. Now he’s got an independent, possibly traumatized, openly gay young man on his hands, a girlfriend in a war zone overseas, and parents he has to lie to in order to keep the peace. Keeping it all together won’t be easy, but Sam has never backed away from a challenge.
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  Sam glanced at his little brother, Clint, who was stretched out on the motel bed, legs crossed at the ankles, arms folded under his head. Except that this wasn’t Clint, the kid he’d seen close to a year ago, the last time he’d made it home on leave. This was Rick with the old name discarded, his old home lost, and months of street living written on his face. Rick stared back at him, eyes opaque. He looked older than his seventeen years, thinner and dirtier than Sam had ever seen him. And… flatter, like a big weight had squeezed all the life out of him.


  “What?” Even Rick’s voice was colorless.


  Sam figured the kid was waiting to be interrogated about the eight months he’d spent missing, and was probably ready with either lies or a brush-off. But Sam knew enough about young guys to avoid falling into that trap. So far, he’d managed not to ask more than “Are you hungry?” and “Anything you need right now?” on the three-hour drive that had brought them to this little roadside place. Now wasn’t the time he planned to start anything serious.


  “I’m going down the hall to get some ice. You want a Coke from the machine?”


  “Um. Yeah, sure.”


  “Be right back.” Sam stepped out into the dingy hallway and closed the door. As soon as it was shut, he slumped against the wall and took a couple of slow breaths. Rick was alive, safe, here. It was all he’d hoped for during the last eight months. But clearly it was just the beginning.


  He pushed away from the wall, and went down to the vending area. Once he was out of earshot of the room, he pulled out his phone.


  “Yeah?” His newfound half-brother Jesse mumbled the word sleepily, but then his tone sharpened. “Sam? Did you find Clint?”


  Sam suddenly realized how late it was. “Sorry. I bet I woke you.”


  “Well, yeah. But I want to know.”


  “He’s going by the name Rick now,” Sam reminded him. “Yeah. Got him. We’re in a motel outside of Tomah.”


  “He’s okay?”


  “Pretty much. Quiet, though.”


  “Not a big surprise, right?”


  “I guess not.” Rick had never been silent for three hours in his life, as far as Sam knew. But he’d seemed beyond tired, and dozed off and on, between bouts of staring morosely at the darkness outside the truck.


  “How about you?”


  “Me? I’m fine.”


  Somewhere near Jesse’s phone, Sam heard his partner, Devin, say, “What now, Sam? Can we help?”


  “Maybe, yeah.” He’d had five hours driving to get Rick, and three coming back, to think about the what-nexts. “I don’t have a permanent place to stay yet. I was living at home since I left the Marines, but I’m not taking Rick there. And I don’t think staying in a hotel long term is good for him right now, even if I could afford it.”


  “Bring him here,” Jesse said, before Sam even had to ask.


  “Are you sure? You should check with your mom. Our mom. It’s her house, and Rick is, well, maybe not gonna be the greatest house guest.”


  “I already asked before she went to bed. She said if you think this is a good place for your little brother, he’s welcome for as long as he needs a place to stay.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. And despite the way she acted about me and Devin, she really is pretty okay with the gay. Although if he’s got problems with drugs or something else hardcore, I won’t say that the welcome couldn’t change.”


  “I can’t say for sure.” Sam blew out a breath, and clamped his phone with his shoulder while he started getting the ice that was his excuse for standing out here. “He told me he did hard drugs at least once. He doesn’t look really strung out, but we haven’t talked much. Or at all.”


  “Bring him. Sort it out later. It’s Christmas. You both should be here.”


  “Thanks.” Sam blinked a couple of times. Damn, he was tired. “That’s nice of you to say.”


  “I’m never nice,” Jesse quipped. “It’s just true.”


  “So, tomorrow the stores will be open.” Sam fed a bunch of quarters in the vending machine. Two dollars for a Coke? Really? “I’ll buy him a few things, and then we should be at your place maybe by lunch?”


  “Mom will be happy to feed you.”


  “We’ll be happy to eat it.” His birth-mother had a major talent for cooking. If anything could put those pounds back on Rick, her food would.


  “Anything Rick won’t eat?”


  “I don’t know.” Sam grabbed the can as it rattled into the bottom of the machine. “I really don’t know him like I should.”


  “Anything he loves?”


  “He used to like mac-and-cheese.” How many years ago was that, though?


  “I’ll tell her. I won’t mind if she’s inspired to make her version. Mm-mm.”


  “I have to get back to the room. I’ll let you know if we’re not going to show up for lunch. If Rick doesn’t want to.” He wasn’t sure what he would do if his brother didn’t like the idea, but he’d figure out something else.


  “Okay. Get some sleep, right? Take care of the kid.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.” He stuck the phone back in his pocket. Watching his little brother’s back from now on was basic, although how to do it was a mystery. One day at a time, obviously.


  When he opened the door, Rick sat up fast. He looked startled, even scared for a moment, before that mask of indifference came down again. He rubbed his sleeve across his eyes.


  “Here.” Sam handed him the Coke. “Either there was a fuckton of inflation while I was gone overseas, or this place is making a mint off their Coke machine.”


  Rick shrugged, and popped the top. He drank like he was parched.


  “Supply and demand, I guess.” Sam opened his own. He’d got sugar and no caffeine for Rick, caffeine and no sugar for himself. The diet stuff tasted like crap, though. Better to just run an extra mile than drink this sweetener crap. He grimaced, but took another swallow. “So you want a shower?”


  “Sure!” Rick frowned. “Not that I’ve got clean clothes to put on after.”


  “I can loan you something. Boxers to sleep in anyway.”


  “You don’t mind my gay ass in your underwear?” Rick tilted his head and gave Sam a hard look.


  “Kid, I don’t want to hear about your ass, gay, straight, or rainbow-striped. But if you don’t mind that they’re clean but not new, I’m willing to share with my brother.”


  Rick’s sharp gaze faltered. He swung up off the bed with a pained grunt that might have been stiffness from sitting in the pick-up for three hours. Or something else that Sam really didn’t want to think about right now. Sam turned away and dug into his bag. He’d run out the Calhouns’ door without much gear, but there was a clean pair of shorts in a pocket and he tossed them over. “Take your time. Best thing about a motel is unlimited hot water.”


  Rick caught the boxers, gave him a quick nod, and disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later the shower came on. Sam sat on the other bed and rubbed his face tiredly. Okay, break the problem down. He liked to plan things out, list short- and long-term objectives, organize his next moves. So.


  Well, the first three goals had been to find Clint, make sure he was safe, and see if he needed help. Check, check, and check. But from here it got more complicated.


  He pulled out his phone. The bathroom door and the muffling rush of water would cover him. He keyed in the speed dial for his parents, but didn’t hit send. He could picture Mom, sitting in her favorite chair, just staring at the Christmas tree with her hands limp in her lap. Or Dad, heartily reading out his favorite humor columns from his tablet, and laughing loudly, as if that would make everything normal. It had been so bad, he’d gone looking for his birth-mother to get away.


  So, despite the fact that it was their fault Clint had run off, well, ninety percent their fault, didn’t they deserve to at least know he was alive?


  They might be asleep by now. Or not. It was still Christmas day in Texas, just barely. Was hearing good news the gift he should give them, or a really bad idea? Or was this not actually his call to make? He still had the phone in his hand, undecided, when the water shut off and Clint— no, Rick— Rick came out of the bathroom, rubbing at his hair with a towel.


  Christ! Without clothes, he could see every one of the kid’s ribs. He noticed some bruises but nothing that looked serious, which he was going to take as a plus. He definitely should have gone through the drive-through, though, despite Rick saying he wasn’t hungry. Sam’s shorts hung really loose and low on Rick’s bony hips, and his chest was practically concave.


  “Hey, they had some way-overpriced snacks in those vending machines too. I’m gonna get myself, um, cookies. You want chips or mini-donuts?”


  Rick shook his head, and pulled down the covers on his bed. He slid between the sheets and tugged the blanket up to his neck with a little sigh. He’d left the towel around his hair, and the folds screened his face from view.


  Sam tossed his phone from one hand to the other. “Okay. So, before I do that, um, do you want me to text Mom and Dad that you’re safe with me?”


  Rick sat up fast, the towel sliding to the floor. “No! Hell, no.”


  “Okay. Just a thought. Keep your shirt on. So to speak.”


  “Don’t you fucking tell them anything about me, you hear?”


  “Your call. I just thought…”


  “No! They don’t want to know anyway.”


  Sam raised an eyebrow. “I talked to them this morning. They asked if I’d heard from you.”


  Rick shook his head hard. Sam thought about pushing a bit. Wouldn’t Rick want to know that his absence had left a hole, however much Mom and Dad seemed determined to cover it up? But he couldn’t be sure what that wild look in Rick’s eyes meant. Better drop it for now.


  “All right. Just you and me then.”


  Rick slid slowly back down in the bed, his eyes still wary. His whole body seemed tensed to move.


  Sam debated giving up on the vending machine idea, but if Rick was going to run at the first hint of trouble, now was the time to find out. “Those Chips Ahoy are calling me. Back in a bit.” He went out into the hallway.


  The room door was visible from the vending area. Sam fiddled with his wallet, flattening bills to feed into the machine, one eye on that door. By the time he’d persuaded the bill-reader to accept his least-battered money, and scooped up an assortment of snacks, he figured there’d been time enough for Rick to try to run if he was going to, and the door hadn’t opened. So far, so good.


  He fumbled his way in with magnetic key, cookies, chips, plastic-wrapped cupcakes, cheez-puffs and animal crackers in his hands. Rick was a quiet lump on the farther bed, deep under the covers, his back to the room. Sam dropped the snacks on the desk. “Got some sugar and some salt,” he said quietly. “Grab whatever.”


  There was no sign that Rick had heard him. Maybe he actually was asleep. Sam chose a packet of cookies, kicked off his boots, and stretched out on top of his own bed. For a while he ate and scanned the news on his iPad. He was neither noisy nor especially quiet. Rick didn’t turn over, but his very stillness and the careful silence of his breathing suggested he wasn’t sleeping. Sam got up, trashed his cookie wrapper, and tossed the packet of cupcakes onto Rick’s bed. He picked out a batch of bright-orange cheese-food for himself, and settled back down to browse the Net. But when he finally stripped off his jeans and went to bed an hour later, the cupcakes still lay there untouched on the covers.
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  Rick pulled his knees in closer to his chest, and listened to Sam getting ready for bed. The room went dark with a click, and then Sam sighed heavily. The bed creaked as Sam moved, but the “Good-night” that Rick was steeling himself to ignore never came. Sam’s breathing slowed and deepened.


  Rick should have been diving headfirst into unconsciousness too. For the first time in, well, a while, he was clean, and not cold, and safe, and yet not alone. Sam was smart and big and tough. Rick knew for sure no one could come in that door and get past his big brother. It should have been his chance to finally sleep without one eye open all the time. And here he lay, completely awake.


  His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he was hungry. The dinner he’d told Sam he’d eaten was a lie. But there’d been a twist of nausea with his hunger that had made him reject Sam’s offer of McDonalds, unsure if he could keep it down. He told himself it was probably a touch of the flu, because after everything he’d faced and seen and done, a drive with his big brother should have been a walk in the park.


  No reason for his hands to shake until he’d tucked them under his arms for warmth. No reason for his voice to catch and choke in his throat, until all he could do was stare out the truck window and not even ask where they were going. No reason for this hotel room to feel like a trap.


  He rolled over, and the crackle of a wrapper reminded him of whatever Sam had tossed his way. Stealthily, he felt around on the covers, until his fingers encountered plastic. He pulled the packet close. A corner gave way when he ripped it. The smells of chocolate and the oddly-chemical sweetness of processed snack cakes made his mouth water. Still silent, not lifting his head from the pillow, he pinched off a fragment and brought it to his mouth. Oh yeah, cupcake goodness.


  He ate them bit by bit, and it did settle him. As he licked the last of the chocolate-ish frosting off his fingers, his whole body shuddered and relaxed. He had a soft bed— well, hard really, but good enough— and the long months of tension seemed to finally seep away into the mattress, sucking him down in a gravity well where moving was impossible. He dropped the wrapper aside, not worrying about where it landed, and let himself fall into the darkness.


  When he woke, he surfaced slowly, struggling back up from the depths. He could hear the small sounds of a cellphone, probably Sam texting, from the rhythm. The room was warm, and through his closed eyelids he could see a little light off to the right. He vaguely remembered the window was that way, but didn’t open his eyes to find out. As long as he lay there, he could hover between worlds, hanging quietly in a moment where he knew he was okay and he didn’t have to do or say anything.


  Sam wrecked that by knocking on the top of the nightstand by his head, making him jump and look up fast.


  “Sorry, but someone’s going to come by with breakfast.” Sam wasn’t grinning, although a hint of amusement seemed to lurk in his eyes. “I went down to the lobby to get it and they were already closing up, but one of the servers said they still had some stuff in the back. She offered to run it by our room when she was done cleaning up. I thought you might want to know before she knocks on the door.”


  “I… um, yeah.” Rick swallowed, his mouth thick and sticky with sleep and stale chocolate.


  “I said whatever they had left would be fine. As long as there was coffee.”


  “Um. What time is it?” He blinked at the clock radio, trying to focus. His eyesight was always a bit worse first thing in the morning. “Does that say nine-thirty?”


  “Yeah. I guess we were both beat.”


  Rick sat up, pulling the sheets around his bare chest. He really didn’t want to get up. He’d have preferred to go back into that oblivious sleep, really, but he had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen. Sure enough, Sam gave the covers a little tug, not enough to pull them off him, but a warning that he could. “Here.” He tossed a couple of items at Rick. “You can put those on.”


  Rick unrolled a khaki T-shirt, size XXL, and a pair of black sweatpants, old enough that the tag was unreadable. He was betting on at least one X though. “I’ll drown.”


  “It’s just till we eat and then find a store.”


  “I don’t have any money.” Rick scrunched the shirt in his fist.


  “I think I can swing for a pair of jeans from Target.”


  “No one wears that crap.” Rick’s mouth seemed to be on autopilot, spewing things he barely recognized. “I am gay, you know. I have some standards.”


  Sam didn’t snap at him or even frown. He just raised a cool eyebrow. “Given that your fancy standards are so dirty they can stand up on their own, I don’t think you have much room to complain.”


  Rick pulled the T-shirt on. The soft cotton slid over his clean skin like a gentle touch. He growled through his teeth and gathered the yard of extra fabric, tying it into a knot that bared one hip. The pants were even bigger, but they had a drawstring. He slid off the bed, and tightened them until they rode low on his hips, dragging the boxers with them and threatening to show his pubes, but not quite falling off. He glanced at the mirror. A band of his tan skin was bare, exposing the deep grooves of his groin above the waistband. He turned and posed, hip canted. “Ooh, walk of shame clothes. Not too bad.”


  In the mirror he saw Sam wince. Hah. Not all that fine with the gay, are you big bro?


  He’d never been a total flamer, although he did like to be loud. But he flounced a couple of steps and cocked his wrist, watching Sam out of the corner of his eye. “Looks like I seduced a football player. A straight one, given the ugly sweatpants.”


  Sam turned to the window and pulled the curtain aside. The harsh daylight in the mirror made Rick squint and wince. He rubbed his face, then scratched the small of his back, feeling the skin under his fingernails come off in dry flakes. In contrast to his zitty, oily chin. He ran a hand through his hair, which at least was now clean but felt like straw. God, he looked like crap.


  He hadn’t thought he made a sound, but Sam said without turning, “You’re itching. Do you, um, maybe need some lice shampoo when we go shopping?”


  “Hell, no!” He hoped not. Been there, done that, twice. Head lice once, crabs once. The crabs were the worst. That shampoo stung like a sumbitch on a sore asshole. He jerked his chin up haughtily. “How derelict do you think I am?”


  “I wasn’t judging. I dealt with a lot of young men in the Corps, and we were posted places where clean water was a luxury. I just meant, better to deal with it now than after you sleep at Gayle’s house.”


  It made sense, but he couldn’t admit that. “I don’t need a flea bath.”


  Sam shrugged. “So after we have some chow, we’ll find you some clothes I can afford and then head out.”


  Rick dropped the pose, since Sam wasn’t looking anyway. “Head where? Do you, um, have a place?” Rick was tempted to untie the shirt and let it cover him more warmly, but he resisted. “You’re out of the Marines now, right?” In those long hours of one-sided talk on the phone as Sam drove from Minnesota to find him, Sam had made that much clear, but it occurred to Rick he hadn’t said much about what he was doing now. “Are you going to make me live with you?”


  Sam didn’t turn away from the window. “You have a better idea?”


  He didn’t. Worse ones, yeah, he’d had a fuckload of those. Maybe it would be okay, staying with Sam. If Sam really could handle him being gay. If Rick could trust himself not to do the wrong thing or say one thing too much and end up kicked out again. He bit his lip and didn’t comment.


  “Here’s the food.” Sam opened the room door. A blast of cold air came inside, raising the hair on Rick’s arms. He shivered and hugged himself while Sam took the tray from the girl, tipped and effusively thanked, and flirted with her for fucksake. She giggled and looked up at him with wide eyes. Like she’d never seen a six-foot-three Marine in a T-shirt before. Sam could make anyone in the world go all googly-eyed. Life sucked sometimes.


  Finally, Sam ushered the girl backward with one last smile, closed the door and set the food on the desk.


  “What?” Rick said, “Couldn’t you convince her to be dessert?”


  “Huh?”


  “Was that hetero mating dance for my sake or hers? She was lapping it up like she wanted to lap you up.”


  Sam stared at him. A muscle jumped on the side of his jaw, right where Rick remembered it from a few younger escapades. He braced himself for some kind of cutting remark, because he knew Sam could take him down with just three or four words. But all Sam said was, “Let’s see what she found us for breakfast.”


  Rick was too hungry to push further. Under the inverted paper plates, Sam revealed four bran muffins, a bagel, three bananas, a stack of toast with jam, and a plastic cup of fruit salad. Sam grunted. “Well, slowpokes can’t be choosers.” He uncapped one of the two coffee cups, took a long swallow, then picked up the fruit salad, and pushed the tray toward Rick. “Dig in.”


  It wasn’t until Rick had mowed his way through the bagel, two muffins, a banana, and was starting on some toast that he realized Sam was awfully quiet. He looked up from the food and met his brother’s indecipherable gaze. Sam still had half a spoonful of fruit in the little cup. Rick swallowed down a big bite, and swiped at his chin, feeling the stickiness of jam. So his table manners had gone downhill a bit. So sorry, big bro. He took another extra-large bite and chewed fast.


  Sam blinked slowly, and then dropped his gaze to his own food. Grossed out, no doubt. Rick was still too hungry to care. But then Sam pushed the tray closer to him. “Have the other banana; they’re good for you.”


  By the time most of the food was gone, Rick was halfway between blissed out and sick to his stomach. Sam picked up the last remaining muffin. “Want this?”


  “God, no.” Rick suppressed a belch, then just let the next one out. Straight boys did that all the time, right? Should make Sam feel right at home. “I couldn’t eat another thing. In fact, I’m gonna stretch out for a bit.” He made his way back to the bed and lay down carefully. He was grateful for the loose fit of the sweatpants now. He closed his eyes.


  Sam said, “Sure, take a few minutes. I’ll get things cleaned up.”


  “I might need more than a few minutes.” The bed was swaying. Rick swallowed hard.


  He tried to think about something other than his stomach. Sam moved quietly around the room, zipping something, bumping something. Rick should have been focused on where they were headed, but all he could think about was all that breakfast, wanting to make a comeback. “Fuck.”


  He made it to the bathroom and onto his knees in front of the toilet before the gagging started. Then he heaved and shook, so off balance he couldn’t avoid hitting the porcelain with his forehead. Gross!


  Sam’s arm came around his shoulders and braced him. “Sorry, kid. I should have thought. When was the last time you really ate?”


  Rick coughed and spat. “It’s all the bran. Too much damned fiber. Clogs everything up.” His stomach protested again, and he held back a groan, and bent over.


  “No doubt.” Sam propped him up until the spasms eased off, then let him sit back. When Rick proved he wasn’t going to fall over, Sam got up, disappeared for a minute, and came back with a bottle of water. “Drink it slowly.”


  “No shit.” Rick took it, rinsed his mouth, then sipped a little. Fuck. His first full meal in three days, and look what happened. Pathetic. He should have gone to the shelter on Christmas Eve and had some turkey with all the other losers. No matter who else might have been there.


  He sat against the cabinet and took a longer swig of the water.


  Sam leaned on the wall beside the shower, looking calm, maybe a bit bored.


  He decided he actually was feeling a lot better. “I’ll be ready to go soon.”


  “No rush. Lie down for a bit.”


  “No. I’m good.” He pushed to his feet and spit another mouthful of water in the sink, avoiding any kind of glance in the mirror. He didn’t want to see his dark scrawny reflection next to the blond perfection of Sam, even without the way his face felt hot and blotchy. He’d done enough puking for one day. “So, where to, Kemo Sabe?”


  “That kind of depends on you.”


  “I’m okay with your place, y’know. For a while, anyway.” Rick ran a hand through his hair, although it felt like a lost cause. Going to bed with wet hair had been a loser move, but it wasn’t like he had any kind of product to fix it with. Or any kind of anything.


  “The thing is, I don’t really have a place. Not yet.” For the first time, Sam sounded uncertain. “I’ve been living with Mom and Dad, but I’m damned well not taking you there. And I don’t even have a job yet, so…”


  “So?” Was this offer of sanctuary going to be an illusion too?


  “So right now, I’m visiting with my birth mom and her family, like I told you, and they said you’re welcome for the holidays too. And then we can figure something else out afterward.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously what?”


  “You said, ‘I have this kid brother you’ve never met, no relation to you, who’s been living on the streets for months and I want to move him into your guest room’ and they just said, ‘Sure thing, great plan?’”


  Sam said, “They’re good people. And I think Gayle wants to prove something maybe, not so much to me but to other people, about how okay she is with you being gay. So yes, they said, ‘Sure thing.’”


  Rick frowned. He didn’t like the sound of being some kind of poster boy for a suburban housewife’s venture into tolerance-land. But he didn’t have a lot of people beating down the door to take him in either. At least, not without expecting him to put out in return. “And what are you gonna do after you dump me there? Head back to Texas?”


  “No dumping.” Sam moved closer. His size was more impressive than Rick remembered. “I promise. I’m not handing you over to someone else. I’m looking for a civilian job somewhere we both can live, and I’ve got your back while we figure this out.”


  Rick blinked hard, and looked away. Must be the puke-acid in his throat making his eyes water. “I guess. Okay.”
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  Sam pulled into the driveway of the Calhouns’ house with a silent sigh of relief. Part of that was how glad he was to be done with the last three hours of driving over slippery, snowy roads. Most of it wasn’t. He was in way the fuck over his head here. There was a difference between being in charge of eighteen-year-old recruits who had to follow orders, and a seventeen-year-old who seemed to go out of his way to drive Sam crazy. It was enough to make his head ache.


  They’d gone into a Target outside Rochester, to get Rick some clothes. Thank God it hadn’t been some smaller-town Walmart full of rednecks. For the rest of the drive, Sam had kept his eyes averted from the purple ski-jacket Rick’d picked out. Christ. He’d seen drag queens who swished less than Rick did. And who were less loud in front of total strangers.


  “So this is it.” He nodded at the house and bit his cheek hard to avoid telling Rick to mind his manners. “Grab your stuff.”


  Rick picked up the plastic shopping bags slowly, but didn’t open his door. Sam turned away, got out, lifted his own bag out from behind his seat, and headed up the walk. Ordering Rick around had been risky enough back when he was a contrary little kid. It felt even more so now. Sam had the impression that everything he did was being weighed behind those dark opaque eyes that seemed too old to belong to his little brother.


  The problem was, he couldn’t tell what Rick was thinking, what decisions Rick was considering, or even whether running away again was on Rick’s go-to list. Sam had screwed up more than once in the last twelve hours, especially with the big breakfast. He should have known better. He should’ve believed those protruding ribs, not Rick’s claim of a full-course holiday meal at the shelter. Damned kid.


  Gayle opened the front door as he reached it. “Sam. Welcome back. Come on in out of the snow.” She glanced at the truck, where Rick still sat in the front seat, and lowered her voice. “Is he coming in?”


  Sam wished he knew. But half of the trick to leading people was to seem confident. He knew how to fake it. “Sure he is. He’s just getting his act together.” He waved at Rick to get his ass over here already. Something in his impatience must have shown, because Rick climbed out and sauntered over. Gayle backed out of the way, and Sam ushered him inside with a mutter of, “We’re letting the cold into the house. Come on.”


  He closed his eyes for just a moment when the door clicked shut with Rick on the inside. Step four complete. Steps five through a thousand yet to go.


  Rick stood in the entry, clutching his bags with a stillness that reminded Sam of a deer caught on the edge of the forest, deciding which way to jump.


  “Rick, this is Gayle. Gayle, my kid brother, Rick.”


  Something shuttered down even more in Rick’s wide eyes. He nodded slowly and said, “Hi, Mrs. Calhoun. Thanks for having me. Don’t worry, I’m not that much of a kid and I’ll be out of your way soon.” He tossed his hair and cocked his head, his chin jerking up.


  “Don’t worry. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need to. After all, Sam’s family, so you are too.”


  Sam glanced back and forth, gauging the unexpected tension. He should have said something to put them at ease, but he was damned if he knew what.


  Gayle said, “Sam, why don’t you take him upstairs. We put an air-mattress in your room for now. After Emily heads back to college, he can use her room, if you’re still here.”


  Rick said quickly, “An air mattress is fine.”


  “You’ll get the bed, runt. It’s too short for me anyway. I’ll take the floor.”


  “Show him on up.” Gayle turned away toward the kitchen. “Lunch is in about forty minutes. I made plenty if you’re hungry.”


  Rick whispered to Sam, “And that’s it? Just like that, I’m family and come down to lunch in forty minutes. Did you even tell her I’m gay?”


  “Well, given that Jesse and his boyfriend are too, it’d be pretty uncool if she made a fuss about that, right?”


  “I guess.” Rick hefted his plastic bags, then shifted the backpack over his shoulder. “Although if I was her, I wouldn’t let me put these clothes in her washing machine.”


  “That’s a different story. Maybe we won’t let her see your stuff till it’s clean.” Although really, how bad could it be, as long as he was telling the truth about the nits? Probably just Rick looking for obstacles. He’d always made heavy weather out of everything. “Come on, let’s go up and get you settled.”


  Sam ushered Rick upstairs into the small bedroom and closed the door. Rick dropped his stuff in a corner and looked around silently.


  “It’s Jesse’s old room.” Sam knew he was babbling but couldn’t seem to shut up. “The bed’s not bad, just short. I don’t have a lot of stuff. The closet is all yours.”


  Rick set a hand on his hip and laughed brittlely. “I’m sorry, but the previous owner of this room is sooo not gay.”


  “Isn’t that the pot stereotyping the kettle?”


  Rick flicked a finger at the dark maroon and brown curtains. “Okay. But if Jesse’s the kind of guy who picked those out, then we’re not going to have anything more than liking dick in common.”


  Sam took a careful breath, and reminded himself that the comment wasn’t bad manners since Jesse hadn’t heard it. “I think maybe Gayle redecorated.”


  “Decorated the gay right out of the room then.”


  “You prefer going back to that dump I found you in?”


  They glared at each other for a moment. Sam reminded himself that he had no idea what Rick had been through in the last eight months. Helping him wasn’t going to be as simple as a place to live and three squares a day. “Sorry. Listen, why don’t we just rewind that, okay? You can hang up your new clothes, and I’ll ask Gayle if it’s okay to wash your old stuff, and then we’ll have some lunch. All right?”


  Rick shrugged, and turned to look out the window at the snowy lawn. Sam let himself out the door and took another deep breath, before heading downstairs.


  Everyone was in the kitchen sitting around the table, reading or online, except for Gayle who stood at the counter chopping onions. The sharp smell tickled Sam’s throat and made his eyes water. Five heads turned when he came in.


  Devin said quietly, “How is he?”


  “Okay, I think.” Sam rubbed his palm on the back of his neck. “I don’t really know. Quieter, thinner, dirtier. Speaking of which, is it okay if we toss his old clothes in the washer?”


  “Sure,” Gayle said. “Jesse, maybe you can show Sam where things are?”


  “Yep.” Jesse bounced to his feet. “C’mon. Basement.”


  Sam followed him out, down a narrow flight of stairs, and into a utility room.


  “Washer. Dryer. Detergent’s there. Dryer sheets there, which you’ll want to use because the static in a Minnesota winter-dry house can blast you out of your socks.” Jesse cocked his head. “So how’s the kid, really?”


  “He hasn’t said.”


  “Listen, if it would help, Devin and I know a couple of guys who went through shit like that, getting kicked out young for being gay and making it on their own. We could probably arrange for a Skype or chat with one of them, if you think it would help Rick.”


  “Maybe. I don’t know.” Sam wished he felt less out of his depth. “Thank you. Maybe once he starts to talk. If I can figure out…” He let the sentence trail off.


  “And how are you?”


  “Me? I’m… scared.” And how fucked up was that, that he’d gone through whole tours in a war zone, and never felt as panicked as he was now? “What if I screw this up and he runs away again?”


  “You think that’s likely?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve been with him what? A little over twelve hours now? Used to be, he’d have talked my head off nonstop, but now he’s not saying much and he just watches me. Like he’s trying to decide whether I’m worth his time.”


  “You think?”


  “Any tips?”


  “Going all the way to Milwaukee to get him has to count for a lot.” Jesse shrugged. “Feed him. Listen to him? Plant a tracking device on him?”


  “Not funny.” Although Sam felt a smile cross his lips.


  “Sorry. I know.”


  “I’m so grateful to your family for letting me bring him here.”


  “Find out if he does dishes. Or windows.”


  “Not if the place I found him in was any indication.”


  Jesse sobered. “Bad?”


  “Small, dirty, empty. Could have been worse, I guess.” He’d seen worse— kids living in bombed-out rubble and cobbled-together shacks.


  “Yeah, or he could have been out on the street. Well, if you throw all his clothes in the wash, he’ll have to wait till they’re dry to run.”


  “Not helping.” But it was comforting to have Jesse bantering with him like a friend, or even a real brother, not a stranger. “I’ll go get his things.”


  When he got up to the room, Rick was stretched out on the air mattress, with the blanket over his head. Sam hesitated, then said quietly, “Laundry now or later?”


  For a moment there was no answer, then Rick muttered, “Later,” without coming up for air.


  “Your stomach okay for lunch?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Just don’t overdo it.”


  Rick answered that with a wordless snort of contempt.


  Okay, maybe that had been a bit obvious. Sam sat on the bed and stared at the grey winter sky outside. He’d spent the second three hour drive working on his game plan, but maybe that was the wrong approach. Maybe it would be smarter to include Rick in the planning from the start. “So other than a safe place to stay, what’s the first thing you need from me?”


  “Some fucking quiet so I can catch a nap?”


  Or maybe not. Sam stood and headed for the door. What the hell did he know about trying to parent a kid like Rick? “I’ll call you when the food’s ready.”


  His head throbbed, and his stomach felt tied in knots. But then, as he pulled the door closed, he heard Rick say, softly, “Thanks.”
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  Travis Brinkerhoff put his sunglasses on, hoping they would help ease his headache. Although they might just become a tempting target for the twins’ snowballs. Every time he came back from college, he was reminded how loud it was at home. You’d think a dorm full of freshmen and sophomores would be worse, but his five younger siblings could outdo any college students.


  He leaned against the porch rail, and watched them tumbling in the snow like puppies. Even Hannah, who was eleven, was white from head to foot as she tried to show Mason how to make snow angels. Last year, when Mason was three, he’d had an unreasoning fear of snow and tried to stay indoors all winter. This year he apparently was over that. But being Mason, he was paying no attention to Hannah at all, just sitting tasting snow off the thumb of his mitten. Noah and Nathan clobbered Hannah with a couple of well-placed snowball throws, and she gave up on Mase and charged after the twins.


  “Travis?”


  “Yeah?” He glanced down at Jasmine, his six-year-old sister.


  “Are you going to come down and play?”


  “I’ve kind of stopped liking snow so much.” He shivered, as the wind picked up. Washington State wasn’t tropical, but it wasn’t this cold. His body ached. Enough. He raised his voice. “Come on, guys. Inside. Last one has to make the hot chocolate.”


  Ten years of having little brothers made him duck instinctively as Nathan turned, and the snowball splattered on the front door.


  “I mean it. Come on. With marshmallows, if you hurry.”


  The lure of the chocolate was enough to bring the older four stampeding past him. Mason sat oblivious, tracing snow down the wrinkles in his snow pants. Travis sighed, and went out to him. He knew better than to grab Mason, just squatted beside him. “We’re going inside.”


  It took a moment before Mason turned his way. “Inside?”


  “For hot chocolate.”


  Another minute, while Mason weighed that, bringing his snowy thumb so close to his eyes that they crossed. Then he said, “Okay.” He stood up, staggering in the snow with his big boots. Travis held out his hand, but Mason ignored it. He made his way to the steps and up into the house, with Travis staying a foot behind him.


  Travis pulled the door closed with a sigh of relief, and stuck his fogged up shades in his pocket. The house smelled like toast, with a slightly burned edge that made his stomach lurch. His step-mom was a decent cook, but it had been Hannah’s turn to make lunch. The grilled cheese had been just barely edible. He’d done it better than that, back when lunch had been one of his jobs.


  There was a trail of outerwear on the floor— mittens, a hat, Jasmine’s jacket. Mason wouldn’t want help with his things, no matter how slowly he was easing the zipper down. Travis bent with a sigh to pick up some of the debris. “Come on in the kitchen when you’re done, Mase,” he said. “Hot chocolate, okay?” Mason nodded, one tiny motion to show he’d heard, and pulled the zipper down another inch, intently watching the teeth separate.


  When Travis reached the kitchen, Hannah already had the big kettle heating and was spooning cocoa into a row of mugs. “Hey, thanks! I was actually last in,” he said.


  “You can pour the hot water. And get the marshmallows.”


  He grinned and stretched to his tallest six-foot-two to reach the bag down from the cabinet over the refrigerator. It was the one place Mason hadn’t figured out how to climb to. At least Travis was still good for something. “What do you do when I’m not home?”


  She gave him a withering glance. “I get out the step-stool. I’m not helpless.”


  “I didn’t mean that.” He stood with the bag in hand, watching as she got out napkins, and handed around dried apple chips to the younger three. Mason wandered in, boots and snowsuit gone, but his hat still on his head. Hannah handed him a chip too.


  Only four months since his last visit home. A year and a bit since he’d left for college. But it still felt like his place here had closed over pretty seamlessly. He’d thought he did a lot around the house, back when. He’d actually agonized over accepting that baseball scholarship and going out of state. But here they were, getting along fine. Mason treated him like a stranger half the time, and…


  The whistle of the kettle broke his mood. He lifted it off the heat and poured each of the mugs. Hannah followed him with a spoon and a milk carton, stirring and then cooling each serving.


  “Does Mason still get half?” He’d been so glad to get out on his own, but he hated that he didn’t know the routine anymore.


  “Yeah. And soy milk.” Hannah doctored his up last, then topped each mug with a carefully counted five mini-marshmallows. The middle three kids grabbed theirs and headed off to the den and the TV, leaving Travis with Hannah and Mason. He picked up his own mug and drank, at a loss for what to say next. Mason chased the marshmallows around his with the tip of his tongue. And then set it down and coughed.


  Hannah paused, head tilted, watching, but Mason just picked up his mug and took a sip.


  Travis relaxed along with her. A cough from Mason could be no big deal, but it could also be a sign he was catching another bout with the flu. In a soft voice he asked, “He still comes down sick with everything?”


  “Yeah. Not quite as bad. He’s actually made it to daycare most days this month.”


  “Gonna be tough when he starts kindergarten. He can’t miss class like he does with daycare.”


  “Uh-huh. Mom might homeschool him.”


  They exchanged a look. “I wish the docs could figure out why he’s sick so much,” Travis muttered. “Sucks to be the little guy so far.”


  His step-mother’s voice behind him said, “They think he’ll grow out of it. We went to Mayo this fall, when he had strep three times in a row. Everything still tests normal. Is there cocoa for me?”


  “I’ll get it.” Hannah reached down another mug.


  Mom leaned up against the counter next to Travis. “It’s good to have you home, son.”


  “Good to be here.” It really was, despite those flashes of not belonging that made his chest ache. “You’re sure things are still okay for spring term?” Money was always tight, and he’d lost his scholarship when he was cut from the team. He held the mug up to his face, letting the warm steam be the reason he closed his eyes.


  “We’ll talk about it later,” Mom said.


  Suddenly he didn’t want one more swallow of the cocoa. Until today, her answer had always been, “Don’t worry about it.” He set his mug down and looked at her. Her smile was tired, but she patted his arm. “Enjoy your holiday first.”


  “I’m going up to my room. I’ll stretch out for a bit, be lazy.”


  “Sure, you should do that. Take advantage of your break. You work so hard during term.”


  He climbed the stairs, hearing her voice and Hannah’s lighter one grow indistinct in the kitchen behind him. His room was in the attic, which his dad had turned into two small finished spaces, one for him and one for Hannah. The heat was iffy, and the ceiling slanted enough that he could only stand upright in the very center of the room, but in this house a private space was worth any discomfort. He closed his door and dropped down on the bed.


  His brother Nathan had taken this room while he was gone. The Avengers and Transformers posters were Nathan’s, although Travis had no real objection to a picture of Chris Evans on his wall. The bed was a little short, but so familiar. He stretched out and closed his eyes for a minute.


  He thought about taking a nap. He felt tired and achy, but also restless and unsettled. Eventually he pulled out his laptop, plugged in the DSL cable instead of trying to make the flaky wireless work, and went online. Nothing seemed to hold his attention, but after ten minutes a chat message from Steve pinged him.


  ~ hey Travis you around?


  He hesitated just a moment. ~ Sure. Taking a break.


  ~ too many Brady Bunch moments?


  ~ Not so much. Too many kids, yeah.


  He wasn’t about to admit he sometimes missed feeling part of all that.


  ~ soooo —Travis could almost hear Steve drawling out the word, eyes sparkling with glee— you want to know the latest scandal?


  ~ OK


  ~ you know that guy you roomed next door to last year, the shortstop


  ~ Yeah.


  Not that Travis wanted to think about Drew or anything to do with him, really. That had been a different life and he’d been a different person.


  ~ well I heard his old girlfriend Ashleigh, the blond one with the big rack, came back to campus right before the break and told him she has AIDS


  Travis stared at the screen. It couldn’t say what it looked like.


  ~ WTF???


  ~ yeah well HIV I guess. Anyway she told him to go get tested


  ~ Shit.


  ~ actually, she told half the team to get tested. It sounds like those parties you guys used to go to were pretty wild. Good thing you’re gay


  Travis bit his lip, hard enough to hurt. So many thoughts tumbled through his mind, he fumbled the keyboard a dozen times before managing, ~ Yeah. Good thing.


  ~ you know that might be a way to sabotage a rival team eh? Send over a hot chick with a disease to tempt the players


  ~ Not funny. You’re gay too. Why the hell are you making fun of someone with HIV?


  ~ I wasn’t. Just thinking of the baseball jocks scrambling to get tested. Guys like that used to say stuff to me all the time in high school about faggots and us giving them AIDS in the locker room. Seems like sweet justice, you know?


  Travis shut off the laptop with one stab at the button, not even bothering to close down his browser, and shoved it aside.


  Shutting his eyes, he leaned back on the pillows, and breathed through his nose. In. Out. Steve was a jerk, and his gossip was wrong as often as it was right. But also right as often as it was wrong. In. Out.


  He remembered those parties, at the end of June when they could finally let loose, when there was beer and weed and drunk guys laughing. A blur he could fall into, as one of the gang. He remembered one party when the laughter got nasty, and then Ashleigh saying, “He’s not gay. He’s just shy. C’mon Travis, let’s prove it to them.” Her hand, soft in his damp sweaty one, as she led him upstairs…


  Not thinking about that. Not. NOT.


  He rolled over, pressing his face into his folded arms. His life was such a mess. He’d stayed in the closet for so long, caught up in the straight world of baseball and school. He’d had reasons. Damned good reasons, given that the scholarship had paid for college. And then over the summer they’d signed some hot-shot freshmen, better than he was, enough that he’d had that meeting— … you had a decent freshman season, but not really up to team levels… we’ll help you apply for other financial aid…


  The only good thing in all of it was that when the meeting was over, he’d been free. Without the team and the scholarship, the only thing keeping him closeted was his own lack of nerve. He hadn’t come out very far, not yet. But far enough to have gay friends who knew he was gay too. Far enough for a few hand jobs, and a couple fumbles of blow jobs. Enough to know this was who he was for sure. Not straight. Not bi. Gay.


  He’d come home for the holiday planning to tell his folks. After Christmas though, so he wouldn’t spoil things. Later. He was all about later.


  And now Ashleigh had HIV. If Steve had his gossip right. There was still no reason he should be worried. He sat back up and grabbed his laptop, his fingers shaking as he ran to Wikipedia for the stats. Transmission rates for topping with oral sex— basically zero. Receiving for oral— not quite as good. He’d done that once. He shied away from thinking about it. For regular sex with a girl— maybe one in three hundred. Maybe less.


  “Come on, cutie. I like it that way too. You can have my ass, if you want it.” He remembered stripping off the messed-up condom and turning her around… For anal sex with a girl— one in a hundred. The numbers varied as he browsed around, sometimes lower, but never got high.


  Good odds, right? He was safe. He had to be safe. He’d hardly done anything. And of course he’d topped that time. God. Ashleigh.


  He closed his eyes. She’d been sweet. He had no idea why she’d been so willing to sleep with anyone who asked her. She’d seemed smart, if a bit of a party girl. That night, she’d seen how nervous he was, how he had a hard time keeping it up, and instead of laughing she’d made a comment about beer and weed. And turned around for him. Maybe she’d done that for a dozen other guys, or two dozen, but she’d meant it kindly, and now she was HIV-positive and would have to deal, for the rest of her life.


  How much courage had it taken for her to come back and tell the team, instead of just letting the health services notify them? He couldn’t imagine it. He couldn’t even tell the people who loved him that he was gay. God, she was stronger than he’d ever be.


  Maybe Steve was wrong. Holidays were a slow time on campus. Maybe someone got bored and made it all up. He could email Drew. He still had some of the other team guys in his contacts list too. But… if he did, they might remember that party.


  He turned off the computer again, and this time he put it. He was home for the holidays. He would do the holiday thing, enjoy it, just not think about… anything else. Nothing would spoil this family time. He set the laptop into the bottom drawer of his nightstand, got off the bed, and carried his empty mug back downstairs toward the rest of his family.
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  Rick stood at the window of the boring little bedroom, looking out at Sam working in the yard below. His brother was splitting wood, his breath coming in frosty puffs in the cold air. Snow was beginning to drift down again, dusting the shoulders of Sam’s shirt and frosting the coat he’d tossed over the woodpile, but he seemed not to notice. His sledge hit the wedge on the head every time, with a clear, even, metallic ring audible through the glass.


  A voice from the doorway said, “He’s kind of impressive, your brother.”


  “I guess.” Rick turned reluctantly.


  He’d met Devin, kind of, at the supremely awkward first lunch where he’d mainly been focused on not eating too much or too fast. He’d seen the way Devin and Jesse were together, and it made him jealous, and then ashamed of being jealous. They were older. They’d probably had their share of jerks and losers before hooking up. But there was so much connection just in the fucking way they passed the potatoes, with a private smile, that it kind of sucked to be on the outside of that.


  “I’m glad Sam found you. He was really hurting, not knowing where you were or even if you were alive.”


  Rick stared silently down at his socks. New, eye-catchingly bright, green and yellow socks. They actually clashed viciously, and he wouldn’t have bought them if he hadn’t seen Sam wince when he reached for them in Target. God, he felt like such a jerk, but he couldn’t help trying to shake Sam out of his Marine Corps cool. At least the socks were soft and warm. It was so long since he’d been really warm.


  Devin waited for him to speak, then sighed. “I just wanted to say, these are good people— Jesse and his family. They have their hang-ups and flaws, don’t get me wrong. But when they say you’re welcome to stay, they mean it.”


  “Okay.”


  There was a long enough pause that he wondered if Devin had silently walked away, but when he raised his eyes, he was still leaning in the doorway, a serious expression on his face.


  “What?” Rick cleared his throat, but didn’t take back the harsh tone. If Devin had something to say, he should just go ahead and say it.


  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry your folks weren’t as willing to bend. Gayle didn’t like it when Jesse came out, but she didn’t yell at him or disown him or anything. Still, each year, it gets easier. Well, maybe with a little backsliding now and then.” Devin smiled wryly. “But give it time, okay? Things do get better.”


  “That’s the official line, right? It gets better?” He’d seen that plastered all over, but you couldn’t prove it by him. As far as he could tell, it just sucked nonstop.


  “Yeah. And it happens to be true. Tell me this isn’t better than where you were.”


  He glanced away. “I guess. This is temporary, though.”


  “And then Sam will help you find something permanently better. I’d think it could never hurt to have a Marine in your corner.”


  “Unless they’re overseas kicking ass for Uncle Sam instead.” When you really need them.


  “Ah. Yeah, I can see where that wasn’t good, but he’s back now.”


  “Hey, it was okay. I did okay on my own.” He stared into Devin’s eyes. Blue eyes like Sam’s, like Jesse’s. Not his own mud-brown. He waited for Devin to laugh, or say something scornful, because it didn’t take a PhD to see what a load of bull that was.


  Devin didn’t even crack a smile, though. “You survived it and you’re here now. That’s not a terrible definition of doing okay.”


  Rick blinked, startled. It really wasn’t. If you went for setting the bar real low.


  Devin said, “I knew a couple of guys who didn’t make it, and a couple who barely did. We hear stories about a lot more. I just wanted to say, you have resources, okay? Not just Sam. You have Jesse and me, and all the family.”


  “Why would you care?” He almost said, “about some gay kid?” but with Devin, at least, it was stupid to go there.


  “Because we like Sam, and you’re his brother. Because Gayle will do just about anything for Sam right now. And speaking for Jesse and me, well, you’re one of the tribe.”


  “Friends of Dorothy?”


  Devin snorted a laugh. “Where did you hear that? Or maybe I should ask, just how old you think I am?”


  Rick couldn’t help a little snigger, because he’d actually heard it from the ancient guy who ran the corner store. “Oh, maybe fifty? Forty-eight?”


  “Smart-ass. You’re family. In more than one way. Even though Jesse’s parents feed us at their table, and my boss is fine with the picture of the two of us on my desk, there’s probably not a gay man out there who hasn’t ever been hit with words, or with fists, for who he is. We’ve all been there, enough to care even if you were no more than some stray kid Sam dragged in off the street.”


  Rick blinked, but kept a fake grin in place. They didn’t know, not really. He didn’t fit into their nice, clean, suburban gayness. “Is this where I say thank you and get all teary-eyed?”


  Sam said from behind Devin, “Probably. If you’ve got any manners.”


  Devin stepped aside to let Sam into the room. “It’s no big deal. I just told him we were around if he wanted to chat with a fellow Friend of Dorothy.”


  Sam turned to stare at Devin, who winked at Rick and turned toward the stairs.


  Sam shut the door and looked back at Rick. “Friend of who?”


  Rick shook his head. “You wouldn’t get it. Are you through with the lumberjack imitation in the middle of a snowstorm?” Sam looked chilled, his shirt wet and clinging to his shoulders and his cheeks flushed while his nose was pale. “You didn’t frostbite yourself, did you?” Rick tossed Sam the sweatshirt that had been draped on a chair.


  Sam caught the shirt, and began toweling his hair off with it. “Nah. I kept moving. Although it’s damned fucking cold out there. I’m not sure my heat-adapted carcass can handle it for long.”


  Rick couldn’t help asking, “Were you planning on staying here long?” What about me? He wanted to just drift in limbo a while longer, like he’d let himself ever since he’d heard Sam’s voice on the phone, but he couldn’t manage not to care.


  Sam gave his hair another rub and then began unbuttoning his shirt. “That’s partly up to you. Like I said, I don’t have a job yet. I have some skills, and some money saved, although not a lot. I’ve sent out a few letters, but I didn’t want to seriously job hunt until…” He stopped and pulled off the shirt, then the T-shirt underneath.


  “What the fuck?” Rick touched the big rough scar across Sam’s chest before he even realized he’d reached out. Sam had kept his T-shirt on in the hotel last night, and he’d never imagined… “What happened? When?” It looked like an old wound, well healed, but deep and ugly.


  “Piece of shrapnel.” Sam dug into his drawer and pulled out a new shirt. His voice was muffled through the cotton as he pulled it on. “A couple of years ago.”


  “Before I left home? I never heard anything.”


  Sam looked sheepish. “I didn’t tell the ‘rents. It was nothing, really. I was back on active duty before a letter would have made it home.”


  Rick made a buzzer sound. “Wrong answer. Email is pretty much instant.”


  Sam shrugged and dug out a heavy sweater. “I didn’t want to worry them. It was pretty minor. A lot of people died over there, you know.” A bleakness flashed through his eyes and was gone. “Anyway, my girlfriend thinks it’s sexy.”


  His girlfriend probably had heart palpitations every time she saw it. But Rick played along. “That’s Dora, right. The Drill Sergeant? She probably thinks you look good in baggy camo too.” Although Sam would. He was tall and blond and ripped and would look good in anything, the bastard.


  Sam grinned. “She’s a Staff Sergeant, and yeah, she does.”


  “When is she coming home again?”


  “Six months. God willing.” Sam rapped on the wooden dresser.


  “So that’s when I’ll be out on my ear?”


  “Are you gonna stick around at least that long?”


  They stared at each other. Rick looked down first. “No promises.”


  “So we play it one day at a time.”


  “I guess.”


  Sam sat heavily on the bed, making it squeak. “So. Do you want to tell me your goals?”


  Rick didn’t really have any. He went back to the window. “You go first.”


  “Okay. I like to split things up into short, medium and long goals.”


  “You would.” Sam had always been the organized one, the planner.


  “Short term. Make sure you’re somewhere safe. That’s done. Have a nice holiday and get to know Gayle and my half-sibs. That’s ongoing. Get you clean, fed, and checked out by a doctor.” Sam’s tone left that hanging.


  “I’m okay.”


  “You still should get a check-up.”


  “Not now.” He shuddered.


  “Okay. We’ll put that on the medium list. It will happen though.”


  Rick could imagine Sam’s boss-man stare aimed at his shoulder-blades. But if he didn’t turn around, he didn’t have to meet it. He shrugged instead.


  “The rest of the medium list is stuff like finding a job and a place to live and getting you back in school.”


  “Don’t wanna.” Okay, that came out more whiny than he’d intended. He added, “I don’t think I’d fit back in high school.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. We’ll see. Either way, you’ll get your diploma. And go to college in the long term if there’s a way to make that happen.”


  Rick shrugged again. Once he’d been all over the idea of college, planning his escape from Texas to somewhere gay-friendly where he would make amazingly gorgeous movies and have a one-man show of his photos. Daydreams of a dumb kid who didn’t know better. Photography was a dead end, money-wise. Vic said so. Everyone stole pictures and posted them all over and you never got paid. He’d lost his camera the second week, anyway. The only thing he took with him, and that sumbitch had probably pawned it for a couple of bucks. “I don’t need college.”


  “Like I said, long term goals. Don’t worry about that now.”


  “So what am I doing here?”


  “Eating. Sleeping and getting healthy. Buying really ugly clothes.”


  “You have no fashion sense.”


  “And I thank God daily.”


  Rick went for an amused chuckle. “You sure we’re brothers?”


  “Better be, boy. I don’t pay good money for green-striped socks for just anyone.”


  Since Rick couldn’t defend that particular item with a clear conscience, he went for an end run. “You said this place has a washer? Can we wash my clothes now? I really want to wear something that has more class than Target.” And not talk about how to fit me back into a regular life.


  Sam sighed, but said, “Sure. Stick your dirty things in one of the bags, and I’ll show you.”


  Rick bent over his pack, pulling out his Cheap Monday jeans, his Diesel T, his Insight shirt— all the good stuff he’d managed to hang onto, through everything. They were crusted and grubby, but the dirt would come out with a bunch of soap and tumbling. Too bad you couldn’t say the same for him.
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  Travis sat uncomfortably on the edge of the spare chair in his father’s study. He’d expected to be taking care of the kids, while Mom cooked for New Year’s Eve. Instead here he was, on this familiar hard seat, staring at Dad across the desk.


  This was the place where the serious stuff happened, and he was more than a little spooked by having Mom lead him in here, to find Dad waiting for them. If he were still a kid, he’d have been running through all his sins, wondering which one had been found out. Right now, he didn’t want to even think about that. He’d done far worse than eat the last of his sister’s Easter candy, and if his parents knew… He gritted his teeth and tried to breathe normally.


  Mom brought in another chair and sat beside him, across from Dad. Dad folded his hands on the desk and sighed. “Travis. This is really hard. But you’re a man now, and I know you’ll understand.”


  “Huh?” It wasn’t the opening he’d expected.


  “Money’s tight, son. Tighter than I hoped it would be.”


  Mom said, “Mason’s been sick a lot, and Dad had to take some unpaid days off to watch the other kids while we were in Rochester at the clinic.”


  Travis nodded, to show he was onboard with this.


  “Now I know it wasn’t your fault you lost your scholarship.” Dad
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  Kaje Harper grew up in Montreal, and spent her teen years writing, filling binders with stories. But as life got busy, the stories began to just live in her head. The characters grew up, met, endured, and loved, in any quiet moment she had, but the stories rarely made it to paper. Her time was taken up by work in psychology, teaching, and a biomedical career, and the fun of raising children.


  Eventually the kids became more independent and her husband gave her a computer she didn’t have to share. She started putting words down in print again, just for fun. Hours of fun. Lots of hours of fun. The stories began piling up, and her husband suggested if she was going to spend that much time on the keyboard she ought to try to publish one. MLR Press accepted her first submission, Life Lessons, which was released in May 2011. Kaje now has many novels and short stories published, including Amazon bestseller The Rebuilding Year, and a selection of free short stories and novels available on Smashwords and elsewhere. She currently lives in Minnesota with a creative teenager, a crazy omnivorous little white dog, and a remarkably patient spouse.


  


  Website:


  kajeharper.wordpress.com
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  Or find Kaje moderating the Goodreads Young Adult LGBT Books Group:
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