
  [image: The Distant Hills and Other Stories]


The Distant Hills


And Other Stories


Kaje Harper


Copyright © 2023 Kaje Harper

Editing by Willow Board

Cover © Kaje Harper

Formatting by Beaten Track Publishing – beatentrackpublishing.com

License Notes

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the original purchaser of this book ONLY. No part of this e-book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission of the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

Image/art disclaimer: Licensed material is being used for illustrative purposes only. Any person depicted is a model.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Author Note

I’ve always loved writing short stories, riffing on a photo prompt or random idea or lurking plot bunny. For a decade, I’ve been posting Young Adult short stories on my Goodreads Young Adult LGBT Books group monthly, and when I started an author Facebook Group, that was a logical place to post stories that are not YA.

For the most part, the things I post online are unedited, unproofread, just for fun. Intended as a pleasure for me and a little gift for the group. But as the number of stories grew, (over 90 now,) group members asked for a collection of their favorites— something they could read on an e-reader or in paper, with easier searching than the unpredictable randomization of FB.

This collection includes group favorites, and a few favs of my own, plus the unpublished short stories for Life Lessons and Changes. I did have these stories edited and they’re proofread, but they remain at heart something just for fun between us. A huge thank you to everyone who read these on the group, commented, asked for more, and encouraged me to release this collection.

Here are thirty stories, mostly contemporary but with a mix of genres included. Main characters range from teens to seniors, and they’re low on heat, high on love, but sometimes with more serious themes— there are content warnings at the end of the author note for some stories.

I hope readers enjoy these brief adventures with the characters who live in my imagination. Join me on my Facebook Group – Kaje’s Conversation Corner – for more Sunday Stories.
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Hello Darkness, My Good Friend

This story was written on a Goodreads M/M Romance Group prompt thread, where the prompt title for flash fiction was a song lyric, (which I had to modify slightly.) I’m not sure this was what the prompter expected, but he apparently liked it.

* (A brief scene, no HEA.)

* * * * *

I stretched, carefully. Something sharp pierced one hand, and I bit down on my tongue till I tasted blood, so as not to cry out. I felt again, more carefully. That point was the end of a nail, driven carelessly through the wood when they sealed my coffin.

I grinned, and knew that there would be blood on my teeth and murder in my eyes, if anyone were there in that pine box to see me.

They thought they had me caged. Crated, bound, confined and hedged around with religious symbols. As if the faith they all professed loudly, and broke secretly, would hold me. As if the ancient gods themselves didn’t delight in what I was.

For a moment longer I lay still, gathering strength. I didn’t know if they’d found Julian, in his resting place mere yards from my own. They’d taken me in the daytime, when the sun’s heat held me paralyzed and almost insensate. I hadn’t been able to turn my head to see. I’d barely felt them handle my own flesh.

Surely they hadn’t found him. Or if they had, he must be here with me, in another coffin. I didn’t sense his mind, but he was far younger and woke later in the evenings. Surely he isn’t gone.

The men would know. I’d break this box, and ask them. They wouldn’t lie to me. I’d taste the truth in their hearts’ blood.

I could feel the cool of evening sliding over me, feel the strength returning as the sun hid her lethal rays below the horizon. I blinked, sucked in air, flexed my hands. The buzz of returning power made my flesh tingle. My ears picked up men’s voices, the clop of hooves, and the way the wagon under my prison creaked and rumbled.

With one blow, I drove my hand through the lid. Wood shattered, nails screeched. Dark blood ran down my wrist, but I didn’t care, as I tore apart the pine boards, tossing crosses and rosaries aside, and stood. Balancing easily on my feet amid the ruins, I glanced at the nearest man, the driver of the wagon. Stunned, white-faced, he thrust a crucifix up at me, his hand trembling.

I snatched the cross from him and looked around. There was no other box in the wagon, no sign of Julian. Had they burned him there, while I lay unknowing? Or left him out for the sun to do the deadly deed? Surely not. We were worth far more enslaved, and these hunters were greedy, if ill-informed.

We were half a day from our resting place by now. I still couldn’t sense my lover’s mind. No matter. The men would know, and soon, so would I.

A last ray of sun flashed between the trees and I winced as it struck my wrist, raising a wisp of smoke.

One of the men yelled, “More crosses! See how the crucifix burns him!”

I laughed and kissed the Christ on his cross, as the light faded. “I am Tiberius Aurelius,” I said cheerfully. “And I have a few questions for you.”

As the last leaf in the tops of the trees lost the sun, my full strength swept over me. The men sensed it, as humans do, and fell silent. “You will answer me,” I told them.

Hello, darkness.

#####


Spot On

I write Young Adult stories monthly for photo prompts in my Goodreads YA LGBT Books group – this was for a fun photo of a young man with a wide grin, Dalmatian spots all over him, and a leash in his mouth.

* * * * *

We all have that friend, right? The one who keeps everyone rolling in the aisles, and sometimes goes over the top? The one you love, but occasionally wish you were sitting farther away from?

Mine is Casper. Yeah, like the friendly ghost. Don’t ask me what his parents were thinking. A great-uncle Casper is no excuse.

The first time we met we were five. Getting on the school bus for the first time for kindergarten, and I was oh-so-serious about my big-boy responsibilities, and here came Casper with deely-bobbers on his head— the big fluffy orange pompom variety. He sat down in the bus seat next to me, said “I’m a bug. Like a lightning bug but Mum wouldn’t let me bring the flashlight. Who are you?”

And my frozen overawed tongue loosened up enough to squeak, “I’m Zack.”

“Cool.” Casper leaned past me to look out the window, one orange pompom tickling my nose. “School’s gonna be fun, right? Want to sit by me in class?”

I had no idea how school was going to work, and if we got to choose, but I was more than ready to hitch my wagon to his confident star. So I said, “Yeah.” And, copying him, “Cool.”

He looked me over. “We’re gonna be friends. I’ll bring antennas for you tomorrow.”

That was how Casper the whirlwind entered my life, and in thirteen years, he’s never left it. He’s dragged me into more messes, and more fun, than I ever would’ve imagined on my own. His mother loves me, and claims I’m a steadying influence on him. Poor Mrs. Gregory is so deluded.

And that’s how I found myself in his bedroom, staring at his naked abs where my eyes really shouldn’t’ve been going. Where I’d managed not to stare for the past, oh, four years or so. Ever since I realized I wanted him that way, and he was oblivious. But it was hard to look away when he’d painted spots all over himself. And when I did look away from those abs, it was at the leash he was holding in his teeth. Or the damned collar around his neck and the whole getup was giving me all the wrong kind of feelings and ideas.

I pulled my feet up on the bed, to hide behind my raised knees, and said, “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.” Casper did a kind of shimmying prance that made his shorts slip lower on his slim hips. Not that I noticed, right? Who was I kidding? Then he let the leash end slip out of his mouth and caught it. “I’m a Dalmatian and you’re my trainer. I got you a lion tamer costume, with high boots and a whip.”

“For a Dalmatian.” I shook my head slowly. “You’re certifiable, Cas.”

“You’ll look hot in high boots.” An odd little flush climbed his neck. “I mean, for anyone who cares.”

“No one cares.” I might’ve been pulled along in the whirlpool of Casper all these years, but it hadn’t changed my own nature. I didn’t date, and not just because I was hung up on my best friend. Opening my mouth to the few other out guys in school had never felt worth the risk.

“Come on. You’re cute. I’d date you.” He tilted his head. “Andy Greenfeld will probably be there.”

“What is with you pushing me at Andy all the time?” A little frustration sharpened my tone. “He thinks books are for propping up the uneven legs of his bed.”

“He’s not that bad. We talk sometimes, changing out for baseball. He’s not as much of a meathead as he—”

“Seems,” I finished. “Wow. High praise.”

“Well, then.” Casper swung the end of the leash in a circle, eyes suddenly not meeting mine. “Who do you want to date?”

“No one. Right now. I’m not against dating, but I’m going to wait till college, I think.”

“Jesus, Zach, college is not some magic spell to make it easy. You should get that first date off your plate now, when you’re not going to see these dudes again once the year’s over.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” There was some appeal to the idea of a throwaway date, because once I was out of this town I was never coming back. Well, unless Cas needed me to, but he was as outward-bound as I was. “Problem is, it’s just October. I have seven more months to endure, and to live with any mistakes. Ask me again around prom time.”

Cas laughed and swung the end of the leash at me, missing by a foot. “You’re just chicken.”

“Braaak, braaak, braaak,” I agreed.

“Okay, how about a trial date with me.”

I blinked, which failed to clear the spots in front of my eyes, considering they were painted all over my best friend who’d just suggested… “What did you say?”

“A trial. With me.” That touch of color was back, spreading across his cheekbones and mottling his neck. He couldn’t mean what it sounded like.

“I go all kinds of places with you. That’s nothing new, and it’s no help.”

“Yeah, but… not like a date.”

“So if we did this trial-date thing.” I couldn’t believe my lips were saying those words. “What would be different?”

“Well.” He stepped closer to me, the grin fading from his face. “Dates involve, um, touching. Like, kissing.”

I swallowed hard. He had to be pranking me, and he had no idea how much it would hurt when he said “gotcha.” Cas was nuts, and pushy, but he was never mean. “Kissing? You and… me? Lips?”

His gaze dropped to my mouth, then rose. “Yeah.” His chuckle sounded forced. “That’s kind of how kissing works. Trust me, I know.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that.” The bitter edge to my voice was out of my control. Cas had dated widely among the girls in our class, although never seriously. After I came out to him at sixteen, he stopped kissing and telling, but I figured he’d done a lot more than lips. With girls. No guys.

“So what do you say?”

“To dating a guy dressed in baggy shorts and Dalmatian spots?”

“To a practice date with me, you bozon. Not tonight, because Jason’s party is going to be a crazy crush and, like you said, I’ve broken out in spots. But sometime.”

I pushed up off the bed and past him to go stare out the window. “How pathetic do you think I am? If— when I do date, I want my first kiss to be with someone who wants me back. Not as some kind of new save-Zack-from-himself project of yours.”

“That’s not what this is.”

“No? Sounds like it.” I watched his reflection in the dark window. He stood still, running the end of the leash back and forth through his hands. The stillness was odd for Cas, who was always in motion.

Finally he looked my way, although our eyes didn’t quite meet in the glass. I don’t know if he realized I was watching him. “I went about this all wrong.” The droop of his shoulders seemed even more wrong; Cas never retreated.

But for my own sanity, I couldn’t turn around. “We should drop the idea.”

His voice came thin as a thread. “What if I was a guy who wanted you?”

“Since when? Jesus, Cas, don’t try to spare my feelings or make me like myself or whatever the hell that was. I like myself fine.”

“I like you too.”

“But not like that.”

“Maybe like that.”

I whirled then. “The hell you do.”

“What?” He jerked his chin up and his eyes flashed. “You want to be the token gay guy? No one else gets to maybe realize they’re not as straight as they thought?”

“Fuck you.” That was not the smartest comeback, because we both took a breath. “Are you serious? You and… you want to kiss me?”

“I don’t know.” He met my eyes then. “I think so? I’ve been— lately, when I think about you dating someone else, I don’t like it.”

“That’s just possessiveness. You don’t want to share your best friend. Wanna pee on my leg and mark me?”

“It’s not just that. I keep noticing you. Close, I mean. And I had a dream. More than one. Where when I woke, it was you I’d been dreaming of.” He squished his eyes shut. “Sorry. That sounds creepy. Wow, TMI.”

It sounded less creepy and more like my reality for the last four years, but I refused to say so. Despite the hammering of my pulse in my ears. “Are you saying you think you’re bi?”

“I’m saying I’ve been thinking about kissing you for weeks and it’s making me crazy.”

“Crazier.”

“Yeah, okay.” He choked on a laugh and opened his eyes. “I’ve been trying to figure out what it means and what to say and if you’d even be interested, and I was going to kind of sneak up on the topic after the party tonight, but then you were sitting there looking at me—”

“At your spots. You have freaking Dalmatian spots.”

“Was that all you were looking at?”

After a long, breathless pause, I admitted, “No.”

“Maybe my mouth got ahead of my plans, and stuff came out wrong, but if you want, if you’re interested… yeah. I want to kiss you.” Quickly he added, “Or trial date you, with no kissing yet. I know you haven’t, and this is weird, and perhaps you don’t think of me that way because I’m such a clown and…” He let the words trail off as I took a step toward him.

This was probably stupid, and it might damage the one friendship that kept me afloat, but it had been four years of wanting him, and he had asked, and experience or not, I was only human.

I took the four slow strides that brought me up in front of him. Reaching down, I took the end of the leash out of his hand. My breath caught short. His lips parted. I pulled lightly on the leash, because to go with his bigger-than-life personality, he’d also shot up past me to six-foot-three. He bent toward me, lips still open.

I looked into his eyes, as I closed the gap. I needed to know, to see if there was a flicker of hesitation, of doubt. Or of humor, in which case I was going to knee him in the balls. All I saw was his pupils blown wide, and a steady gaze. Then I brushed his lips with mine.

The world didn’t stop. He didn’t pull back. Our breaths hitched, steadied, and he leaned further and kissed me back. Somehow, my hand ended up clamped behind his head. His hands landed on my ass. And between us, I felt proof that both of us were into this moment. Fantasies hadn’t done justice to this. The little chapped dryness of his lips, the odd smell of the black body paint dot on his nose, the way our faces didn’t quite fit together at first, just made this thing real. I was kissing Cas. And he was kissing me back.

After a moment, I wriggled free of his grip and stepped back. “Okay?” I made my voice dry on purpose, because the answer could hurt. “What did you think of your walk on the gay side?”

“Don’t do that.” He touched my shoulder, then my neck. “You’re not an experiment. And I think… I think we should take it slow but, yeah, trial dating. No, not trial. Real dating. And see.”

“See what?”

“See if I’m finally smarter than you about something.” A grin he couldn’t suppress slipped out. “Yeah. I called it. You and me, Zack. We’re gonna be awesome.”

I fought to resist an answering grin. “This isn’t a joke to me.”

“But do you want it? Want me?”

Hell, yeah. “I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

“Not even to gain an awesome boyfriend?” Trust Cas to bounce back fast. Bouncing, he pretend-panted and yipped. “Gonna give a dog a bone?”

“Jesus, you dork.” I shoved his shoulder, pushing him back two steps. “What happened to trial dating and maybe a kiss?”

“You’re a fast learner. We got the kiss thing figured out already.”

I had to laugh, and dropped to the bed because my knees weren’t quite steady. “All right. Okay. Trial dating, and we’ll see where it takes us.”

“Awesome.” Cas came over and reached a hand down to me. “And now you have to get changed for the party.”

“Why changed? I’m going like this.” I hadn’t worn a costume the last couple of years, no matter how Cas nagged me.

“Um, I don’t think so.” Cas touched my nose, shirt, my shorts over my right hip and groin. “Either you need to add a bunch more spots and commit as another dog, or you need to change.”

I looked down at my front, liberally splotched with black body paint. “Dammit, Cas!!”

And that’s how I ended up at Jason’s Halloween party dressed as a goddamned lion tamer, with a slightly gray nose, a smile I couldn’t suppress, and a heart that was flying high, following my best friend Cas, one more time.

#####


Through All the Years

a Life Lessons coda

Life Lessons was my first series, and Mac and Tony remain one of my most popular couples. Writing these two men was a joy, and despite giving them a solid HEA in book 4, I always wondered if I’d revisit them someday.

This is a short holiday moment, set ten years after the series. I had great fun spending time with Mac and Tony again, and I hope readers enjoy a glimpse of their little family, a decade later.

Readers who haven’t tried the series told me this story worked for them too, so it can serve as an introduction to my compassionate high school teacher and his strong, protective cop. (Some global but not unexpected series spoilers as part of the ongoing HEA, but nothing that should IMO reduce enjoyment of the books.)

* * * * *

At some deep level, Detective Jared MacLean knew he was dreaming, but everything felt so real. My little room under the rafters of a drafty old house in Minneapolis. A precious evening off from chasing murderers. The Minnesota winter’s chill dropped off his single-glazed window despite the quilt he’d hung over it. His bed of stacked mattresses took up a quarter of the floor, a tiny Christmas tree stood on a milk crate, and his three-and-a-half-year-old, Anna, sat beside him with the colored lights reflecting in her eyes.

“It’s pretty, Daddy. Prettier’n Aunt Brenda’s.”

“Shhh,” he said automatically. No good ever came of praising him over Brenda.

“S’okay, Daddy.” Anna patted his hand with her small one. “I told her the white lights is all pretty like snow. But I like our colored ones better.”

They’d picked out the tiny tree together in a last-minute stop at the grocery store, when the cheapo from two years ago suddenly gave up the electrical ghost. Clearly, choosing this one herself and getting to drape the little branches with a whole box of cheap tinsel must’ve given Anna an immediate attachment. He was sneakily glad she loved its two-foot sparsity better than the ceiling-touching, heavily-adorned pine he’d spotted through Brenda’s front window when he picked Anna up. “I’m glad you like it, Princess.”

“Yep!” She gave a decisive nod. “When do we open presents?”

“In the morning. Early, though.” Before work. Before taking her back to Brenda’s. Our time together is never long enough. He didn’t figure early would be a problem for Anna, though. She was up with the birds, any time he had her for a sleepover, and what kid didn’t bounce out of bed on Christmas morning?

“After Santa fills my big sock.” She glanced at the red felt stocking he’d hung by the door, since there was no chimney.

“Stocking, hon.”

“It looks like a sock. Why doesn’t Aunt Brenda believe in socks?”

“Um.” An image of staid, middle-aged Brenda running around the house barefoot came to mind, and he bit his lip until he could say evenly, “Aunt Brenda doesn’t want us to get too excited about Santa, and forget about Jesus.”

“I can like Santa and Jesus.”

“I’m sure you can. Besides, Santa only fills one stocking per kid, and if you have one here, you can’t have another at Aunt Brenda’s house. That wouldn’t be fair.”

“Oh. Well, then I want it here.” She bounced up off the edge of the bed where they were sitting and danced over to pat the empty toe of the stocking. “Soon you’ll be fat and full, Mr. Sock. Santa’s coming.”

“After you’re asleep,” he pointed out. “It’s bedtime—”

“No!” She stomped her foot, reminding him that her terrible-twos weren’t far in the rearview. “I’m staying up! I don’t want to sleep when I have Daddy-time.”

A wave of guilt hit him. She should have more of his time, should be secure to sleep knowing he’d be there every morning. If only there’d been a way to reconcile Aunt Brenda’s religious fanaticism and his need for childcare at a moment’s notice. When he was on call, there was no time to hunt around for a sitter or a day care center open in the middle of the night.

I could apologize. I could make nice with Brenda and her God, confess whatever she wants, repent whatever. Maybe she’d be willing to share her house, raise Anna together… But as always, the idea of knuckling under, of spending his free time under Brenda’s gimlet eye, hedged in by her narrow-mindedness, made him shudder. I’d probably say something that would make her throw me out a week later anyway.

And if she ever suspected he was gay… a wave of anxiety hit him.

What he was doing worked. Anna was happy living with her Aunt Brenda most of the time, and she visited with Mac whenever he had a moment off work to take her.

Right now, Brenda thought Mac’s biggest sin was getting his late wife pregnant before they were married— a wrongdoing to be severely chastised, but not utterly despised. She kept him out of her house, since he refused to repent sufficiently, but she still met his supposedly-straight eyes when he arrived to pick Anna up.

With Anna safely cared for, Mac could say “I’m on it,” when his partner called at two AM with a new murder case, or when he was asked to cover for another detective’s shift. And month by month, dollar by dollar, he was paying off all the medical debt left when Anna’s mother, Mai, died.

It all works.

Sometimes he felt like he was juggling half a dozen balls, and one was a grenade. As long as I don’t come out, as long as no one knows I’m gay, it all works.

Anna jumped onto the bed beside him and snuggled up. Her little-girl sweetness was perfect comfort. Anything for Anna.

He wrapped an arm around her. “It’s bedtime, even on Christmas. But I’ll be here all night, and I’ll be here when you wake up.”

“I guess.” She put a finger on her chin, then nodded. “Will you read me lots of books and tell me the Christmas story, Daddy?”

“Sure. Get in your pajamas and into bed, and we’ll have story time.”

When she was dressed in a white nightgown, a new one Brenda’d bought that made her look like an angel, she stood by the bed while he brushed out her long black hair. The strokes of the bristles through that shining fall made him think of Mai. His wife had spurned chemotherapy, and kept her own hair to the end, and many nights, he’d sat on her bed behind her and done the same thing, running the brush scalp to hip, long after the tangles were gone. It’d been one of the few forms of physical comfort that hadn’t made her tense up and pull away.

“I bet your Mommy’s looking down right now, so proud of you,” he murmured.

“Aunt Brenda says not everybody gets to Heaven.”

“Your mother was a wonderful woman and if anyone goes to Heaven, she would,” he said stoutly, not mentioning that his belief in Heaven was worn very thin by ten years on the police force, and longer as a gay man. Anna deserved comfort, and a version Brenda wouldn’t object to was best. “Mommy loves you, and watches over you.” From wherever our spirits go when the body is dust. “I’m sure of it.”

Anna twisted to wave at the ceiling. “Hi, Mommy! It’s Christmas. I get presents. Can you say Happy Birthday to Baby Jesus?” She turned to Mac. “If she’s in Heaven, she can talk to Jesus, right?”

He wasn’t about to untangle theology. “I’m sure she can. Snuggle in your bed and let’s do books.”

He’d set up a small air mattress beside his bed for her, piled high with Disney quilts he’d scored from Goodwill. She loved a big nest of covers. He read several of her favorite books, including And Tango Makes Three, because someday, if things went wrong, he might need that love of two gay penguins and their chick to extend to him. He thought she’d fallen asleep, but when he set down Goodnight, Moon, she murmured, “And now the Christmas story, because it’s really Christmas.”

The version he had was another child’s story, with cute illustrations of sheep and donkeys and angels, and he showed her the pictures as he read. Anna stirred enough to ask, “What’s a major?”

“Manger, hon. It’s where they put hay for animals to eat.”

“Why’d she put a baby in it? Wouldn’t the animals eat him?”

“No, the hay’s for the donkeys and sheep and horses. They’re gentle and only eat plants.” He showed her the illustration of a chubby blond baby in a wooden hay-trough— Note for next year, find a non-blond version. Mai had given Anna her golden skin tone and uptilted eyes. Mac needed to make an effort to show Anna that non-white was beautiful. Next year. He rubbed his eyes. “Hay’s all soft and comfy. They used to stuff mattresses with hay, before we had cotton and things.”

“So it was comfy for Baby Jesus in the major?”

“I’m sure it was. Mary loved him very much.”

“Like you love me.” Hopefully, Anna was oblivious to how that made Mac’s heart ache. “But I like princess quilts better’n hay.”

He forced words through his tight throat. “I’m glad, since I gave you princess quilts.”

“Snuggly.” She wriggled down deeper in the covers, and waved a finger at him. “Read more, Daddy.”

By the time the wise men were giving gifts, Anna’s eyes had closed. Mac figured next year he’d be explaining frankincense and myrrh. He might need to refresh his memory on myrrh. Setting the book aside in the crate he used for Anna’s library, he turned off the bedside lamp. Anna’s bunny nightlight illuminated her way to the bathroom, six feet away, and tonight, the colors from the tree shed a new glow around the bare space.

A bachelor space. Clothes, books, his old TV. A space no other adult ever saw.

Mac kept his eyes on Anna, blocking out the sparse room. Every penny he earned went to Brenda for Anna, or to the debt, or to a tiny but growing college fund. He gave his job a hundred and ten percent when he was on duty, and Anna everything else. Right there was his reason why, his reason for living and trying. A precious child, one of a million in his city tonight, safe and warm and asleep. His Anna, and beyond her, so many more who counted on him.

He and Oliver had wrapped up a gang shooting last week and taken a remorseless killer off the streets. A month ago, they’d worked with Narcotics to nail a dealer who was deliberately cutting his product with sometimes-lethal amounts of fentanyl. One of the deaths had been a woman with two small children. His work mattered. It saved lives.

This stripped-down existence, orbiting around work and Anna, was the only answer.

So why does it feel like there should be something more? Why do I feel so empty?

It wasn’t even that long since he’d been to a Vegas bar. He’d picked up a six-foot-tall guy who’d been happy to let Mac pound him into the hotel mattress. He’d scratched that itch very thoroughly. He should be fine for months yet. He didn’t need more. Didn’t need anyone else.

Why does my life echo around me?

He focused on his little daughter, on the sweet curve of her cheek, the long, dark lashes that fluttered as she dreamed. Anna should be enough, was enough, simply the look in her blue eyes full of the love that fed his soul— Anna doesn’t have blue eyes!

He jolted awake with a garbled sound. Warm arms caught him and a male voice said in his ear, “Hey, careful, you’ll fall off the couch.”

He blinked up at bright blue eyes. Tony! Past and present crashed together and tangled his tongue, so all he could do was grunt and mouth words that wouldn’t emerge. Before he could get frustrated, Tony kissed him, occupying his lips and tongue very thoroughly. By the time the kiss ended, he had his wits and his language back and was able to say, “What time is it?”

Tony freed a hand to look at his watch, strapped over one scarred wrist. “Almost ten.”

“Anna should be home by now.” Mac pushed up off Tony’s shoulder and rubbed his eyes.

“She has a few more minutes.” Tony brushed a thumb across Mac’s cheek. “What were you dreaming? Something sad?”

Mac looked across the room at the tall pine tree they and the kids had decorated. The mismatched ornaments ran from blown glass to popsicle sticks, but the boughs were still heavily iced with tinsel, and the lights shone in a rainbow of colors. “Shouldn’t have been sad. Just a Christmas when Anna was small. Nothing bad happened.” But the echo of that bleak emptiness in his chest made him rub over his breastbone.

Tony seemed to recognize his lostness, because he grabbed Mac in a tight hug, pulling him close. “Long ago, babe. You’re stuck with all of us now, ’specially me.” He kissed Mac’s temple and nuzzled his neck.

Mac relaxed against him. Tony might be inches shorter, and fifty pounds lighter, but his arms were strong and his body gave a sturdy support. To cover the rush of emotions, Mac grumbled, “And a good thing, since we seem to have been ditched by Anna.”

“She’s sixteen. She has a boyfriend. They get to have some holiday time together.”

“They could’ve gone out yesterday. Or tomorrow.”

“Don’t be a grouch.” Tony nipped Mac’s ear. “She’ll be home soon. Then we’ll get our traditions.”

“Yeah, well, she’d better be. I don’t like that boy. He’s not good enough for her.” Mac carefully didn’t imagine what two sixteen-year-olds might be doing, out on a romantic drive to see the holiday lights.

“Superman wouldn’t be good enough for Anna in your books. Hiro’s a good kid.” Tony gave him a squeeze, then wriggled out from under him and stood with a groan. “I’m not even forty. Why is my hip starting to seize up like this?”

“Too much athletic sex?” Mac joked, looking up at his favorite sight, even if the bad holiday sweater did dilute the effect of snug jeans.

“You wish.” Tony nudged his knee and bent to clear their empty mugs off the coffee table. “I need to start working out again. I’m getting flabby.”

Mac pushed to his feet and grabbed Tony’s butt-cheeks with both hands. “Doesn’t feel flabby to me.”

From the doorway, a young male voice said, “Aargh. Should I go back upstairs?”

Mac let go of his husband’s ass.

Tony grinned at seventeen-year-old Ben. “No, son, why don’t you get the popcorn started. I’ll come make the hot chocolate. Your sister should be home any minute.”

Ben pushed his hair out of his eyes, returned the grin, and disappeared into the kitchen.

Tony hip-bumped Mac, before following Ben. “That’ll teach you to keep your hands to yourself until the latch is on the door, Mister.”

“Yeah, uh huh.” They’d never been caught in a really compromising position by the kids, but he worried a hell of a lot less about it these days.

Mac had a flash-memory of the man he’d been in that dream, so afraid anyone might think he was gay that he’d stripped all the personality and warmth out of his life. Poor fool. He sent a mental message back. Keep a watch out for those blue eyes. That’s your future.

Although, if he hadn’t been so afraid, so closeted, would he have been desperate enough to overcome his scruples and get close to Tony as a murder suspect? Would he still have had the empty space inside him that Tony had so lovingly filled? Maybe everything was for the best.

Or not quite everything. There was a photo of Ben’s mother on the mantel with a candle by it, and a hole in the boy’s life nothing would ever quite fill. Mac’s head bore a scar that was emerging as his hair moved back at the temples, and he wasn’t sure all of that had a bright side. Making friends with Sinclair? A brilliant-pink-wrapped gift under the tree told him that even the worst times of his life with Tony had come with compensations.

I’m so damned lucky.

The front door opened, letting in a blast of cold and a beautiful girl. Anna waved behind her, slammed the door, and kicked off her boots.

Mac firmly refused to look her over for signs of being rumpled. “Hey, Princess, you made it by…” He made a production of checking his phone. “…a minute and a quarter.”

“Still counts.” She gave him a wide smile as she hung her coat. “The lights were awesome. Also tacky sometimes. This one place looked like the Ghost of Christmas Past puked all over the yard. I have pictures.”

“Hey, Anna.” Tony stuck his head out of the kitchen. “You sure you don’t want to do Creative Writing next semester? You could improve on ghost puke as a description.”

“And have my dad as a teacher? No, thanks.”

“I thought her word choice was very… evocative,” Mac defended her.

Anna laughed. “Ten-point word. Good one, Daddy. I’m gonna run upstairs and change.” She thumped off up the stairs that somehow never got carpeted.

“Five minutes,” Tony called after her. “Mac, marshmallows?”

Mac needed a second to catch up. “Oh, in the hot chocolate? Hell, why not.” It was Christmas, after all. Even if his days of being able to eat anything and burn it off were gone, he still stayed in good shape. He patted his flat stomach to reassure himself.

Tony moved behind him, kissed the back of his neck, and ran a hand over his abs. “Still hard as rock,” he murmured in Mac’s ear. “Oh, and your muscles are too.”

Mac was saved from an unfortunate response by Ben’s groan. “They’re at it again.” He brushed past them with a big bowl of popcorn.

Tony said, without any obvious remorse, “One day you’ll fall for a girl or boy or enby, and then you can embarrass us.”

“Not half as much.” Ben set the bowl on the table and added, “D’you want me to help with the hot chocolate, Dad?”

“Sure, thanks.” Tony released Mac and followed the kid out.

Mac wandered over to the tree, touching an ornament here and there. Our first real Christmas all together, when Tony’s mom tried to compensate by buying out Bloomingdale’s Holiday section. Our second real Christmas… The round ornaments marked “Dad and Daddy” in sparkle glue wouldn’t win any art contest, but he remembered unwrapping one from each kid, under Tony’s fond gaze, and fighting back tears. Ben’s elementary school graduation. That ornament had a picture of Ben, so serious, inside a frame of holly.

Our life. Eleven years together. Not one minute he’d trade for anything different. Well, maybe that first first-Christmas, when he was still pretending Tony was just convenient sex with a bit of friendship on the side. When he thought never coming out would make him happiest. I was an idiot.

Tony slid both arms around Mac’s waist and set his chin on Mac’s shoulder. “Hot chocolate’s ready.”

“How did you know?” he murmured.

“Know what?”

“I was such a fool. How did you know I was worth waiting for? Worth fighting for?”

“You? Mac, please.” Tony set a palm on Mac’s chest. “Under here is the biggest, truest, most caring and protective heart I’d ever met. Even at your most oblivious, you were always worth fighting for.”

Behind them, Ben said, aside, “I don’t know why we do this every year. It makes ’em so sappy.”

Anna replied, “Yeah. But we get the good hot chocolate with lots of marshmallows, and we get to laugh at Daddy’s singing.”

“True. Almost worth it.”

Mac sighed deeply and theatrically, and turned. “Are you two clowns done?”

Anna tipped her mug at him. “Maybe?”

Tony laughed, grabbed Mac’s hand, and tugged him to the couch which the kids had left free for them. “Sit, Mac. Drink chocolate. Prepare your throat.”

Ben coughed, “Like that’d help,” behind one hand.

“Ungrateful offspring,” Tony chided. “Only I know where the extra marshmallows live.”

Anna piped up, “I saw them over the refrigerator, right side, at the back.”

Tony stared at her. “When did you get that tall?”

Mac had to remind him, “She’s been climbing on counters and ferreting out secrets since she was three.”

“Uh huh.” Anna took a big swallow, dark eyes dancing over the rim of the cup.

“Gun safe,” Tony muttered. “Next year, they’re in the safe.”

Some of Ben’s drink went up his nose when he laughed, and he sputtered.

Anna’s “Yuck, boys are so gross,” was reflex, as Tony passed Ben tissues.

“What about Hiro?” Ben mopped his lip. “If boys are gross, why are you dating him?”

Anna’s eyes flicked to Mac’s, and he braced himself, but she visibly reconsidered and just said, “He’s less gross than the average.”

“Hey, no sexism.” Tony held out the wastebasket for Ben to discard into, then sat back beside Mac and picked up his mug. “We’ll get to singing and adding Baby Jesus to the major soon—”

“Manger.” Anna sighed. “I don’t know where that joke came from, but it’s oooold.”

Mac caught Tony’s gaze. Major. He realized that at some point, he must’ve told Tony about that year when Anna was three. Somehow, Tony had let himself into Mac’s bleak past and reclaimed bits of it. Tony’s eyes held a private smile.

“Moving on,” Tony said. “We’re at that most dreaded part of Christmas Eve. The hot chocolate toast.” He raised his mug. “To the end of the Dad-taxi, now you both can drive. It’s been a good, less-hours-on-the-road year.” He took a sip.

Ben lifted his mug. “To the ghost of the old maple tree, and health and fast growth to the new one.”

They all drank to the memory of the old tree, split by a summer storm to reveal its hollow heart. The new tree was a baby yet, but Mac liked to think he and Tony would still be here, in this house, when it towered over the roof in its turn.

Anna tipped her mug at Tony. “To the end of the Dad-taxi. I can now get to school ten minutes faster than if Dad drives.”

Mac couldn’t hold back a choked, “What?”

Anna always had a wonderful laugh. That sound had comforted him through dark days, and it pulled a rueful smile from him now. “Gotcha, Daddy. Don’t worry, I’m a very safe driver.”

“You’d better be. It’d be damned embarrassing to ticket my own kid for speeding.”

“Like you hand out tickets these days,” Ben said.

“I could. If I wanted to.” He crossed his eyes at Anna, whose laugh became a giggle. Ah, God, Mai, the gift you gave me in your child.

After a pause, Tony nudged him. “Your toast, Mac? Before we get to the real entertainment.”

“Me singing ‘Good King Wenceslas’?”

“Nah, you do a decent job with that one. ‘Silent Night,’ on the other hand…”

Mac fought the twitch of his lips, and gazed around the room. The mantel was lined with photos, despite everything going digital. Tony was all about commemorating the moments, maybe because they both knew the future was never guaranteed. The tree shimmered with the movement of the air, Anna licked the rim of her mug, Ben gazed off into space but he was smiling.

Tony had been smiling too, but as Mac’s gaze reached him and stopped there, Tony’s full lips sobered. He tilted his head, blue eyes steady.

What did I do so right in a past life, to deserve Tony in this one? Mac didn’t know, but he’d do his best to be worthy of Tony for the rest of their lives. Unable to resist, he leaned forward, cupped Tony’s chin, and kissed him, softly and PG for the kids in the room, but with his heart in it.

Then he stood, raised his hot chocolate, and looked at the three people who filled his heart to overflowing. “Here’s to love and laughter, and happily ever after.”

#####

Read the beginning of Mac and Tony’s love story, and the building of their small family, in Life Lessons, Book 1 of the Life Lessons mystery-romance series. Also in audio book narrated by the awesome JF Harding.

Life Lessons Series

Life Lessons (Book 1)

And to All a Good Night (free shorts 1.5 and 1.8)

Breaking Cover (Book 2)

Home Work (Book 3)

Compensations (free short 3.5)

Learning Curve (Book 4)

Through All the Years (free coda)

#####

If you would like to read more of my short stories, over 100 of them can be found on my Facebook group – Kaje’s Conversation Corner. Come on by and check it out.

Thank you for taking the time to read stories in this collection.
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