
        
            
                
            
        

    
Murmuration

 

By TJ Klune

 

In the small mountain town of Amorea, it’s stretching toward autumn of 1954. The memories of a world at war are fading in the face of a prosperous future. Doors are left unlocked at night, and neighbors are always there to give each other a helping hand.

The people here know certain things as fact:

Amorea is the best little town there is.

The only good Commie is a dead Commie.

The Women’s Club of Amorea runs the town with an immaculately gloved fist.

And bookstore owner Mike Frazier loves that boy down at the diner, Sean Mellgard. Why they haven’t gotten their acts together is anybody’s guess. It may be the world’s longest courtship, but no one can deny the way they look at each other.

Slow and steady wins the race, or so they say.

But something’s wrong with Mike. He hears voices in his house late at night. There are shadows crawling along the walls and great clouds of birds overhead that only he can see.

Something’s happening in Amorea. And Mike will do whatever he can to keep the man he loves.
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For J.E.I.

Brain freezes and park swings

See you later, alligator





I am profoundly enchanted by the flowing complexity in you.

John Keats, “Letter to Fanny Brawne”





Dramatis personae





I

 

 

BEFORE HE opens his eyes, he thinks, My head hurts and What happened? and Who am I?

That last thought stutters and trips all over itself.

Because he shouldn’t be thinking Who am I? He should be thinking I am—

He pauses.

Tries again. I am—

He can’t finish the thought. It’s there. It’s right there, but he can’t hold on to it. It slips through his fingers like it’s water, and he wants to try again. He does. He does.

I am—

Pause.

I am—

He hears the sound of glass shattering. Metal crunching.

He opens his eyes.

He winces at the bright sun overhead against a perfectly blue sky.

He’s outside… somewhere. On his back. And he thinks, I am I am I am, and it’s a mantra in his head, it’s getting worse because he can’t finish it, he can’t fucking finish—

His head hurts. It’s a heavy ache, buried deep inside. He wonders how much he drank last night. He’s hungover. He has to be. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

Except his stomach isn’t rolling. His tongue doesn’t feel thick in his mouth.

He wonders how he can know what a hangover feels like but he can’t remember his name.

He doesn’t think he’s ever seen a sky this blue before.

He rolls to his side before pushing himself up with his hands. His head throbs.

He’s on a two-lane road. Trees line either side, their leaves swaying in a faint breeze.

The road itself looks freshly paved, the asphalt shiny and black, the painted white and yellow lines vibrant. There are no cars coming from either direction, and if he stops and listens, really listens, he can hear birds in the trees, hear the sounds of the branches moving in the wind, like bones knocking together, hear bees buzzing in the violets that line the road.

He stands.

He’s not in any pain, aside from the throbbing in his head. His limbs are intact. His feet work just fine. He’s wearing a pair of dark jeans. A white shirt. Gray sneakers with white shell tops. He’s clean, his clothes are clean. His forearms are thick, covered in a thin layer of reddish gold hair on top of pale skin.

And isn’t it funny, then? Isn’t it?

Because he can’t remember his name.

And he also can’t remember what he looks like.

He laughs, and it’s slightly hysterical, a tinge of panic filtering through, and he knows he should stop. He knows he should stop before he can’t, and now’s not the time for this. Something is wrong, and he just needs to find someone, anyone, and get this sorted. It’s not as if he can’t—

He stops himself from going further.

“Okay,” he says, and he’s so surprised at his own voice that he takes a step back. The word comes out in a deep croak, rusty and broken. He clears his throat. He tries again. “Okay.” It’s better. “Okay.” His voice is deep. Foreign. There’s that panic again, whispering, You don’t even recognize the sound of your own voice, but he pushes it away. He can’t right now. He just can’t.

He says, “Okay,” and that throb in his head lessens slightly.

He doesn’t see a single cloud in the sky. It’s odd, he thinks, because he doesn’t know if he’s ever seen a cloudless sky. But then he remembers that he can’t remember, and he doesn’t want to think about it anymore.

What’s the first thing a person should do if they don’t remember who they are?

They should find out who they are.

“Simple,” he says aloud, and he marvels at the sound. He rumbles when he speaks. “Simple. I find out who I am.”

His heartbeat slows. His breath evens out.

It’s good. He’s good.

A wallet. He should be carrying a wallet. That would tell him who he is.

Except he doesn’t have one. He checks his back pockets. And the front. Nothing. He looks down at the ground, thinking maybe he dropped it.

There’s nothing there, either.

Okay. He doesn’t have wallet. That’s okay.

It’s fine.

He doesn’t know what to do.

He looks down the road one way. He thinks it’s east because the sun is coming from that direction and it feels like morning, like it has to be morning. The road stretches for as long as he can see, and there’s nothing but trees and asphalt and those birds calling out.

He looks west and it’s more of the same, except it’s not, because there is something in him, something that’s telling him yes yes yes, that west is the way to go, that he should beat feet, should put the pedal to the metal, make like a banana and split.

“Go west, young man,” he says, “and grow up with the country.”

He doesn’t know what that means.

He looks east again. That feeling fades. His headache intensifies. A curl of nausea flits through him.

The sun is bright. He brings his right hand up to shield his eyes and—

He stops.

There’s something on his wrist.

It’s written on his—no. Not written.

Tattooed. There’s a tattoo on his wrist that he doesn’t remember ever getting.

He doesn’t understand what it means.

It reads 4221552082 in black ink.

He runs his thumb over the numbers. Too long for a date of birth, not that he’d know what his was to begin with. Too long for a social security number, not that he’d remember it anyway. He tries to break it down, to split it up, and it’s 422 and 15, but that means nothing to him. It’s 52 and 082, but there isn’t anything there. He could be reading the combination of numbers wrong. It could be 422 and 155 and 2082 for all he knows, because it’s useless. It means nothing to him, no matter how hard or how long he stares at it.

He doesn’t have any other tattoos, at least that he can see. He supposes there could be others underneath his clothes, but he doesn’t think trying to find them now is a good idea. Someone might come along, and he doesn’t want to be naked when that happens. They might not help him then.

He thinks about walking east, but there’s no question that he won’t.

East makes his head hurt.

It’s probably because the sun is so bright.

He’ll go west.

“It’ll be fine,” he mutters to himself and takes the first step.

 

 

IT’S TWENTY minutes later and everything is the same.

The trees are the same, the violets are the same, the goddamn road is the same. He feels like he should be whistling while he walks, that it’s a beautiful summer morning and his headache is almost gone. He should be fucking whistling because he should be fucking jolly now. It’s not too hot. The breeze is nice and cool. The air smells sweet. He sees robins and hummingbirds and summer tanagers, and the thought that he knows the names of birds crosses his mind, but it falls away when it feels like he hasn’t actually taken any steps because everything looks the same.

The road doesn’t curve. There is no grade to it. It’s flat and straight and he’s just taking a summer stroll, so of course he should be whistling.

He tries to whistle.

He knows how his lips should form. He knows the puff of air that should follow, and he does it, because why not?

Except he blows and no sound comes out.

He tries again.

He can hear the air, feel the stretch of his lips as he purses them together, but no sound comes out.

He thinks, I’ve lived for however long I’ve lived and never learned how to whistle.

He thinks the first part again.

I’ve lived for however long I’ve lived.

He feels some disbelief. He may not know how the world is supposed to work, but he’s sure this isn’t it. There is supposed to be an order to it, a definition in the chaos.

He tries to whistle again. He’s just blowing air through his lips.

I could learn, he thinks. Teach an old dog new tricks, but then he laughs because he doesn’t know if he’s old or not. He doesn’t feel old. His bones don’t ache. He’s strong. He’s big. He needs a mirror. He needs to see what he looks like. Just to be sure.

He’s going to learn to whistle, he decides. He’s walking down the road in only god knows where, he doesn’t remember anything about himself, but he’s going to learn to fucking whistle.

He licks his lips, getting them wet.

He takes in a breath.

He puckers right up, not caring how ridiculous he looks.

He blows.

Two things happen at once:

He whistles, a short sharp blast,

and

a horse walks out of the tree line and onto the road.

He is surprised at whistling and so surprised at the sight of the horse that he stops walking without realizing it, still exhaling.

The horse’s hooves clop against the pavement. It’s a deep chestnut brown, with white on its forehead shaped almost like a star. It eyes him curiously, tail swishing, right eye blinking against a fly that buzzes around it.

He says, “Hello,” because he’s unsure of what else to say. The horse is large, its chest muscular. It doesn’t have a saddle on its back or a bit in its mouth, and he knows that there are still wild horses in the world, but he doesn’t know if they are skittish or violent. He catalogs it away as something else his mind can supply without being able to give him his name.

The horse nickers at him quietly.

“Easy,” he breathes, unsure of what to do next. Part of him wants to turn and walk back the way he came. Maybe even just lie down on the road right there and wait until he wakes up, because he’s halfway to convincing himself this is all a dream. The sky is the bluest he’s ever seen, there are no clouds, and every color around him pops harshly, like everything has been soaked in a Technicolor haze. Everything is perfect and wonderful, and he can’t remember his name, and here is a horse, a horse, just happening by right when he learned how to whistle.

“I’m dreaming,” he tells the horse.

The horse doesn’t agree one way or another, but then he didn’t expect it to because it’s a horse. Or maybe he did, because then that would prove this was a dream and that he could soon wake up.

He doesn’t want to walk back the way he’s come. His head hurts just thinking about it.

And he doesn’t want to lie down, either, because that would mean he’s given up.

He doesn’t know much about himself—or really, anything at all—but he doesn’t think he’s the type to give up, to quit just because things got hard. It doesn’t feel right, deep in the core of him.

That doesn’t help him with the horse.

“Easy,” he says, because even though this is probably a dream, he doesn’t want to take the chance that it’s not.

The horse doesn’t move aside from its slow, lazy blink against the fly, and the flick of its tail.

He takes a step toward the horse, hand outstretched, fingers twitching and palm sweating above the tattoo. He wonders at it again, but now his fingers are close to the horse and its nostrils are flaring, as if it is trying to catch the scent of him.

“Easy,” he says again, because he doesn’t know what else to say to a horse that might be part of his dream. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Which might not be true, because if the horse comes after him, he’ll do what he needs to do to protect himself. He knows this just as sure as he knows anything.

His fingertips touch velvety-soft hair on the horse’s muzzle, and for a moment, he thinks himself electrified, but it’s so quick that he can’t be sure anything happened at all. It doesn’t hurt. The hairs on his arms do not stand up. The horse feels as real as anything, small hairs and skin under his fingers warm to the touch. The horse bows its head just a little, letting him run his hand up its muzzle to its forehead and forelock. Its ears twitch side to side and he can’t be sure anymore if this is a dream, because he can’t remember a dream ever feeling this real. There’s a weight to it, a heft, and even though he can’t really remember anything at all, somehow he’s certain he’s never dreamed like this, not with such startling clarity. He can smell the horse this close, something wild and musky, and he can feel its breath exhaled onto his arm, its lips pulling back to show teeth.

His hand is shaking as he touches the mane, and he has to pull away, has to take a step away, because if this isn’t a dream, if it is real, he can’t remember anything.

“Shit,” he mutters, and the horse snorts as if in response.

There is panic again, but the horse begins to walk away, distracting him from his clipped breathing, his sweating brow. Its hooves are loud against the road, sounding almost cartoonish, and it pays him no mind as it crosses into the trees on the other side. He watches it until it disappears from sight.

He pushes himself to keep walking. The first step is hard, but the ones after come easier. He looks over his shoulder every now and then to make sure the horse doesn’t try to sneak up behind him.

It doesn’t.

And that doesn’t make him feel any better.

 

 

IT’S ONLY another ten minutes before he sees it.

For a moment, he’s not sure what he’s seeing, not sure that it’s truly what it looks like.

He quickens his pace, just short of running. But he won’t run, because running implies panic, and he doesn’t need to panic, because it could be just a mirage, okay? It might not even be there; it might just be something his mind is conjuring up just because he wants to see it.

He fully expects it to fade away the closer he gets.

But there it is, set in front of him off the road to the right when he comes to a stop in front of it.

A sign.

It’s large and warmly painted, curved at the top. There’s a sun cresting a horizon, with rays coming out of it shaped like thin triangles. He almost expects it to have a face drawn on it, with big eyes and an even bigger smile, but it doesn’t. It’s just a funny-looking sun, and below it are little trees and a little path that leads to a little town with little houses.

He thinks quaint and sweet and where am I what is this words, there are words.

This is where he learns the next thing about himself.

He can read.

Because underneath the sun and the trees and the path and the little houses where he’s sure little people live inside, there are six words:

 

☺ Welcome To Amorea ☺

Happiness Lives Here!

 

He doesn’t understand.

He’s never heard of Amorea.

You don’t actually know that, a little voice whispers.

Which—okay. Yes. That’s true. For all he knows, he lives in Amorea. For all he knows, he has a life here where people know his name, people who love him, people who will say, “There you are, we’ve been looking for you, we were so worried, but now we’ve found you. This is your name. This is who you are. This is your life. Welcome. Welcome home.”

Maybe his happiness does live there. In Amorea.

(And underneath all of this, underneath the burgeoning hope, the sharp sense of relief, there is something else, something more, and it’s saying, Are you sure? Are you sure this is where you’re supposed to be, because something doesn’t quite fit, and why can’t you remember, and who are you, who are you, who are you? but every step he takes past the sign, that voice trails off quietly until it’s like it wasn’t there at all.)

The little road changes. There’s a hill ahead. It’s not steep, but it’s big enough that he can’t quite see over it, can’t see what’s on the other side. He knows it’ll be Amorea, and in his mind, he’s already imagining what it looks like, and he thinks it’ll feel like home the moment he sees it and maybe something will click. Something will click and it’ll all come back to him. He’ll see people he knows and they’ll laugh about it later on. He’s tired, and he just wants to go home and lie in his bed, and how nice would that feel right now? He’ll take a shower first, because he’s sticky with sweat, but then he’ll curl up under the blankets, and it’ll be nice. Everything is going to be just fine.

And if it isn’t, well. He doesn’t want to think about that part.

But.

If it isn’t fine, someone in Amorea will know what to do.





II

 

 

HE TRIES to temper his expectations as he nears the top of the hill. For all he knows, Amorea could be miles away. Or empty. Or it could be burnt to the ground. He’s trying not the think of the fact that, aside from seeing the horse and hearing the birds, he hasn’t yet seen another sign of life on the road. No cars out for a leisurely drive. No people out for a walk on a beautiful summer morning. Aside from the sign, there’s been no evidence of anyone else at all.

But that’s silly, he tells himself. There have to be others.

He pauses right before he crests the hill, steeling himself.

Because what if?

He learns he’s not a fan of the what if.

At this rate, he’ll know everything there is to know about himself by nightfall.

He tells himself to just do it, just take those last steps.

He almost doesn’t.

He almost turns around, because what if?

But he can’t. Not when he’s this close.

He takes the final steps to the top of the hill.

And there, on the other side, is Amorea.

He can see it amongst the trees, nestled in the foothills of a small mountain range that rises in the background, the peaks dusted with snow, and it’s summer, he knows it’s summer, and everything is so green and alive, but the snow is there, perfectly capping the tips in white.

The town itself is made up of buildings that stretch along a main thoroughfare. He’s still too far away to make them out individually, but he can see the awnings that are fitted over doorways, the small, ornate streetlamps that line the sidewalk on either side of the road and that he knows, he just knows will have garlands and wreaths hanging from them come Christmas. There’s a strange shiver of hope that crawls through him, wanting to see that happen, wanting this place to be where he’s from.

Farther into the trees outside of the main street are houses nestled into small neighborhoods, and for a moment, he thinks how odd it is that he can’t see any cars, that no one is driving, but it’s gone when he looks closer and sees people walking on the sidewalks. In and out of the shops under the awnings. In the neighborhoods.

He starts down the other side of the hill.

 

 

IT HAPPENS the moment before he crosses into Amorea.

He can see the town now, can hear the people. He can read the signs above the awnings, the striped awnings that are green and blue and white and red. The signs say things like Happy’s General Store and Valley Food and Drug and Bookworm. There’s a movie theater with a marquee that’s lit up, even in the daytime, and an old-fashioned diner with a neon sign that reads simply that: Diner.

He thinks idyllic and charming, and wants nothing more than to be in this place. It’s like a hook has buried itself far into his brain and is pulling him toward Amorea, pulling him along and he can do nothing but follow it.

He’s in the middle of a thought when it happens.

He thinks, I’ll go to the diner first, maybe. I’m hungry. I’m really hungry. I bet they have meatloaf in there. With mashed potatoes. There will be pie for dessert, fresh pie that they’ll serve with coffee and it’ll be safe and warm and I’ll—

There is the screech of metal crumpling, of glass shattering around him. For the briefest of moments, there is a scorching pain that rips through him, his skull feeling like it’s imploding. There’s a voice in his head, and it’s saying, Oh my god, this is it, this is it, this is it, and he’s just nailed with a dizzying sense of vertigo, like the ground has been pulled out from under his feet and he’s spinning upside down, falling up and falling down, and he feels wet, like he’s being splashed with water, and he’s in pain, so much pain, and he can feel his blood pouring out from him and he can’t breathe and everything is spinning round and round and round and—

And it just… stops.

He’s staggered forward across the town line into Amorea.

There is no collapsing metal.

There is no breaking glass.

He is not upside down, feet pointed toward the sky.

The pain fades, as if it were never there at all.

He has not been sliced open.

He is not bleeding.

He looks up.

And it hits him.

His name is Mike Frazier.

He’s thirty-six years old.

He’s a large man, a strong man. He has dark auburn hair, full and wavy, tucked loosely behind his ears. He has a full beard that needs to be trimmed. He sunburns easily, and in fact can already feel the thin stretch of heat on his skin. He has five freckles on his right cheek that make the shape of the Big Dipper. He has big hands that know kindness.

He’s a good man. Or, at least, he tries to be.

He lives in Amorea.

He has a little house.

He has an old crusty cat named Martin.

He works at the bookstore.

He likes people. He knows everyone in town.

He has friends. Good friends. Even best friends.

There’s one he puts above all others. Just the thought of him makes him flush, his heart tripping all over itself. He needs to finally work up the courage to do something about it before everyone else tries to meddle.

He likes many things. Listening to radio serials. Pulling weeds in his sorry excuse for a garden. Shooting the shit at the diner while trying not to stare too hard at the man moving in between the tables, a devilish smile on his face. He also likes reading and sitting out on the back patio in the sun and watching the stars come out at night.

He’s lived in Amorea for a very long time.

In fact, he can’t think of a time he didn’t live in Amorea.

He’s safe here.

He’s happy here.

He loves everything about this place because it’s home. The people here are home.

Mike Frazier breathes in deep the air of the town he loves and promptly forgets every moment he spent outside of Amorea. Like a dream, it fades the moment he comes awake.

 

 

MIKE SHAKES his head as he walks toward the bookstore, wondering how time got away from him this morning. The clock outside of the bank has its hands pointed just this side of noon, and he’s a little embarrassed. He doesn’t know why he wasn’t at the bookstore right at eight, when most of the businesses open in Amorea. Sean is probably wondering why he didn’t stop in for his morning cup of coffee. He hopes Sean didn’t worry too much. He hates when Sean worries about him. He’ll stop by later and—

There’s a note on the door of the bookstore, slid into the space between slats and the glass of the window. He sees a familiar scrawl and he can’t help but smile at the sight of it. He plucks the note from the door and reads:

Hey. Didn’t see you this morning. Everything okay? You probably slept in, lazy bones. If that’s the case, you earned it. Come see me later.

It’s not signed, but doesn’t need to be. He knows who it’s from.

He’s about to push open the door (for a moment thinking, What if it’s locked? which is an odd thought because doors in Amorea are never locked), when a friendly voice calls out, “Mike!”

He looks up with a grin.

It’s Happy of Happy’s General Store fame, a barrel of a man in his sixties with a sloping gut and great tufts of white hair sticking out haphazardly from the top of his head. He’s dressed today as he usually is, in wrinkled tan slacks and a stiff white collared shirt, open at the throat with little wiry hairs curling out. A black apron sits on his front, cinched back around his middle. It says only Happy in embroidered red lettering.

“Happy,” Mike says in greeting.

“Just getting in, then?” Happy asks, holding his hand out for a shake. It’s a good grip, a firm grip, and it’s three pumps as per the usual before Happy pulls his hand away.

“Looks like,” Mike says.

“Everything okay?”

And Mike… well. Mike frowns. “Sure,” he says while thinking, It is, right?

Happy nods. “Just… it’s just that you’ve never been late before, and I guess I was worried.”

“Yeah, I was….” And he trails off because he was what? He can’t quite remember what he was doing to be late this morning, but he’s sure he was doing something. There’s the briefest remnants of a headache, and he remembers having a beer last night with dinner. Maybe he had a couple more after that? He doesn’t drink to excess, not usually. But it’s hazy.

Happy waits, brow furrowing slightly.

Mike says, “Took the morning off,” because Happy is waiting for some kind of answer and Mike has to give one. People have already noticed. He has evidence of it in the note in his hand.

“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that,” Happy says, face relaxing. “Everyone should get a bit of a lie-in every now and then.”

And any unease Mike feels is gone at that, because he doesn’t really have a headache, now, does he? It’s like the ghost of one, and maybe he can’t quite remember what he did this morning or when he got up or if he remembered to feed Martin, but that’s okay. It’s not like he was blackout drunk. He’s not as young as he used to be. It’s possible that time just… slipped.

“We still on for the poker game tomorrow night?” Happy asks.

Mike nods. “Thursday as always. We’re at my house this week, right?”

“Oh sure,” Happy says. “You gonna make beans and weenies?”

Mike chuckles. “Always do for you, Happy.”

“Good man,” Happy says, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ll let you get to it, then. Just wanted to make sure everythin’ was all right. You should probably stop in and see that fella of yours. I know he was worried when you didn’t come in this morning.”

“He’s not my fella,” Mike says, though he knows he’s flushing brightly. It’s the Irish curse, something he’s never been able to escape.

Happy rolls his eyes. “Don’t we all know it. You’re sure takin’ your sweet time. Reminds me of my own courtin’ days, when we pretended to be all innocent about things. You two are slower than molasses.”

“It’s just,” he says. Then, “It works. For us. We have time. Slow and steady, I guess.”

“That right?” Happy says. “Well, I’ll be a pig in shit. Any slower, you two’d be goin’ backward.”

Mike groans. “Happy.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Happy says, waving his hand at Mike as he turns back toward his shop. “Just don’t be surprised if the ladies around town try to push it along. You know how they feel about this kind of thing.”

He does. He knows that very well. So well, in fact, that every time the book club meets at his store on Monday afternoons, discussions about Wuthering Heights or Rebecca fall by the wayside as the ladies of Amorea prod and needle him about Sean Mellgard, cooing when he blushes and stutters over what to say.

It’s just… it’s nice. What they have now. And both of them know where they’re headed. Mike figures it’s not about the destination, but the journey there. He’s good with the way things are now. They’re good.

Which isn’t to say he doesn’t worry, because he does. Sometimes. He worries he might be moving too slow, even for Sean. He worries that maybe what he can offer right now isn’t enough. He doesn’t know quite how to say this, doesn’t know how to put it into words, but sometimes he doesn’t have to, because Sean is there with a hand on his arm and that little smile on his face he gets when he knows. Sean knows him. Probably better than anyone.

They’ll get there.

He sighs as he opens the door to Bookworm, the shop he’s owned for… a long time. He tries not to think about how long, because that usually gives him headaches, and if he’s just been getting over one, he doesn’t want to help it.

The bell at the top of the door jingles lightly overhead. He flips on the lights to the shop, even though they might not be necessary, given the sunlight that filters in through the front windows.

Bookworm smells like it usually does, paper and ink and dust, and it’s comforting to him. He knows this place, and any unease he’s felt about his hazy morning slips away as he turns the sign in the window to Open.

He thinks about waiting until later, but he’s still got the note in his hand, that sweet little note with the handwriting he knows so well. He doesn’t want to wait. He wants to hear Sean’s voice, just to say hey and hi and I didn’t mean to worry you. He’ll pop over later when he’s closed for the day, but that’s still hours away.

He picks up the green handset and slips through the rotary dial with a practiced ease, the number familiar. It’s PY6-0520 and he puts the handset to his ear, listening to the chirping through the line as it goes across the street and down a few doors. He knows what it sounds like, that phone in the diner, it’s a bright and blaring ring, given that it needs to be heard above all of the hubbub of the kitchen and the patrons themselves.

It’s Oscar who answers, the owner and head cook. He’s a gruff black man with wild and bushy eyebrows already going gray even though he’s barely older than Mike. He’s also one of the regulars in the weekly poker game, and even though he’s intimidating as all hell, it’s all on the outside. He actually does give two shits about most things.

It’s funny, Mike thinks, because that could be said about almost everyone in Amorea. It really is a wonderful place.

“Yeah,” Oscar growls in greeting.

“Hey, Oscar.”

“Mikey,” Oscar says, voice softening considerably. “How you been?”

“All right.”

“Yeah? You got some of us thinking about you this morning when you didn’t come in.”

“Oh, Oscar, you miss me that much?” Mike teases.

“Fuck off with all that nonsense,” Oscar says. “I ain’t got no time for your shit.”

“Jive talk,” Mike says, because he can get away with it.

“Yeah, yeah,” Oscar says. “But seriously. You all right?”

“Fine,” Mike says, and he almost believes it. “Long night.”

“That insomnier thing?”

“Insomnia,” Mike corrects gently. “Maybe. Never did sleep much. Just needed a little more this morning.”

“You check yourself with Doc,” Oscar said, voice firm. “Make sure it’s not nothing else.”

Mike says, “Yeah, sure, Oscar,” because if he doesn’t, everyone will be hounding him within a week—the ladies in the book club, the rest of Amorea. Sean will frown at him, and Mike hates it when Sean frowns at him. Doc will eventually show up on his doorstep or at the store, and it’s just easier to get it done and over with.

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

“You wanna talk to your boy?”

“He’s not my—”

Oscar snorts. “Keep telling yourself that, Mikey. See how good it gets you. Damn fool kids.” Like they aren’t only a few years apart in age. Then it goes muffled and Mike hears Oscar shout for Sean, voice hoarse but strong. There’s some hollering back at him and Mike knows the people in the diner are laughing and hooting at Sean. It’s how it always goes when Mike calls. It’s even worse when he’s there. It’s almost like they want this… this thing between him and Sean almost as much as Mike does.

The phone changes hands and Mike hears Sean tell Oscar he’s got it, to get out and give him some privacy. Oscar retorts that it’s his kitchen, but anyone could hear the fondness in his voice. It’s well known, the soft spot Oscar Johnson has for Sean Mellgard.

“Hello?” Sean says into the phone, like he doesn’t know who it is, like it’s a question, and Mike doesn’t even try and stop the warm feeling burning in his chest.

“Hey,” he says, scuffing the toe of his Chucks against the carpet. He feels oddly shy in these little moments, like he’s unsure about what to say.

But Sean’s voice is sweet when he says, “Hey there. We missed you this morning.”

Mike clears his throat and says, “We?”

Sean laughs softly, and it’s a sound Mike never gets tired of hearing. “I,” he says. “Me. I missed you this morning.”

“Yeah,” Mike says. “Me too.” Because he did, and there’s this strange and sudden urge that fills him to flip the sign from Open to Closed and to make his way across the street and just sit at the lunch counter, watching Sean as he moves between all the tables. But he doesn’t, because he was late this morning, and that’s going to be his punishment.

Sean hums his agreement, because he knows Mike gets awkward when feelings are brought up. “You okay?”

And it should irk him, grate a little bit that he can’t even take the morning off without everyone assuming something’s wrong. But it’s Sean, and he could never be mad at him. Not for this. “Yeah,” he says.

“Yeah,” Sean teases him.

“Sorry,” Mike says, running a hand over his face. He really needs to trim his beard. “Just been a weird morning.”

“How’s that?”

“Don’t rightly know,” Mike says. “Just one of those days.”

“You can have those,” Sean says.

“Can I?”

“Cheeky,” Sean says, and Mike can hear the smile in his voice. It’s not the devilish smile he has for most others. It’s not the soft one he gets when he sees a dog. It’s not even the one he gets when he’s excited about something, hands flailing as he works himself up. No, this smile is the one solely reserved for Mike Frazier. It’s soft and quiet and filled with wonder, and whenever Mike sees it, whenever it’s directed toward him, his mouth dries up and his tongue feels thick. The hairs on the back of his neck stand up.

Like now.

He swallows. “I aim to please,” he manages to say.

Sean laughs again. “Walk me home tonight, big guy?”

“Yessir,” Mike says. “I’ll be there.”

“Looking forward to it,” Sean says, and Mike believes him. He believes everything Sean tells him, because he’s Sean. Maybe the others are right. Maybe it’s time to see about something… more.

“Gotta get back,” Sean says. “Oscar’s starting to get that scowl on his face.”

That scowl means he’s had to serve a few tables and is getting annoyed. Oscar likes the kitchen. Oscar doesn’t like to be in the dining room.

“See you tonight,” Mike says.

“Yeah,” Sean says again, and it’s mocking but not mean. Sean Mellgard doesn’t have a mean bone in his entire body, even if he has to deal with someone like Mike. Mike’s a man of few words. Sean knows this, and he still wants this… this thing. Mike doesn’t know what’s wrong with Sean that he could still want Mike, but it doesn’t really matter. He’ll take whatever he can get.

Mike is smiling when he hears the click and the dial tone. He puts the phone back on its cradle and thinks that Sean is ready too.

There’s an itch on his right wrist. He looks down and there’s something fleeting that shoots through his mind, something he doesn’t quite understand—a number—but it’s gone before he can latch on to it. He scratches at the itch. There’s no bug bite or anything to explain the irritation. His wrist is unblemished and unmarked as always.





III

 

 

THE REST of the day is busy for Mike. He has the usual people who come in to casually browse (they are the ones who touch the titles on the shelves with vague interest and leave without buying a thing), the people who come in only to chat (“Everything okay?” they ask, and by the end of the day, Mike is really rather tired of the question), and the people who come in to buy (Pride and Prejudice, the Iliad, The End of the Affair, The Maltese Falcon, and the new Philip Marlowe mystery The Long Goodbye by Raymond Chandler—Mike hasn’t read that one yet).

It’s how it is most days. People come in and people go out. There are usually always at least one or two people in Bookworm, and he knows all of their names. All of their faces. Some come in on their lunch breaks. Others come in on their way to work. The elderly crowd comes in throughout the day. The ladies in the book club giggle at him when they appear, sometimes together and sometimes by themselves. They wear their brightly colored dresses, cinched at the waists. Their hair is done up in large buns or fat curls tight against their faces. They are the epitome of modern women, with their bright red nails and expertly applied lipstick.

When he isn’t being talked at, he is in the back, sorting through the shipment of new books, scanning over the manifest, trying to remember when he saw the delivery driver. He doesn’t think on it too hard, because there is his signature at the bottom of the invoice, clear as day. He tells himself he’s just getting older, and they say that memory is the first thing to go. There’s no date on the invoice next to his signature, but it must have been yesterday. He remembers yesterday being very busy, so it would be easy to have forgotten new books being delivered. No matter. The shipment was on time, and people are loving the new Chandler. It’s a good thing he thought to order more.

The afternoon passes quickly, and it’s half past five when he flips the sign on the door to Closed, the bell still tinkling slightly overhead as he sees his last customer out. He’s in his back office with the till from the register, depositing the money in the safe. It’s almost unnecessary, the safe, because nothing bad ever happens in Amorea. People don’t steal. People don’t break in anywhere. It’s why they all leave the doors to their homes and businesses unlocked. If someone needed something after hours, you could bet your fur there’d be a note and the payment left on the counter down to the cent.

Sure, they have a constable, but Willy Foreman is more apt to fall asleep in his old chair with his feet up on his desk than he is to solve any crimes. Not that there is any real crime to solve. People in Amorea don’t have to worry about that. It’s safe here. Everyone knows that.

It was a good day for sales, Mike thinks as he makes a note of the tally in the ledger he keeps in the safe. A little bit better than yesterday. That’s what he likes to see.

He puts the ledger back in the safe and spins the dial after closing the door. It’s locked now, and he stares at it for a moment, trying to remember a time when he’s ever heard of any type of crime in Amorea. He can’t remember a single instance.

It’s remarkable, really. Amorea really is one of the greatest places in the world.

 

 

IT’S GOING on six by the time he’s out of the bookstore. The sky is starting to streak a little pink and orange, and it’s cooler than it was earlier that afternoon. Most of the shops along Main Street are closing down. The dress shop. The men’s suit and clothing shop. The malt shop that serves the best chocolate shakes in Amorea, even though Oscar would beg to differ. Some of them stay open later on the weekend, when people feel like an evening out. The neon marquee of the theater is already lit up and flashing, the block lettering advertising From Here to Eternity. Sean mentioned it a couple of weeks ago. Maybe Mike could ask him if he wants to go see it.

Since the stores are closing, the sidewalk is a little more crowded than usual. The townsfolk greet Mike, the men tipping their hats at him, the women tittering like little birds as he passes them by. He grins easily at each of them, but no one stops him for a chat because they know where he’s headed. If they wanted to talk to him, they’d come by the bookstore during the day. They smile at him knowingly. It’s not much of a secret in Amorea where Mike goes in the evenings.

It only takes him five minutes to make his way down and across the street to the diner. Inside looks bustling, the tables filled as people eat an early dinner or smoke their cigarettes over cups of coffee that always seems to taste a little burnt, no matter what Oscar does to it. He can see two of Oscar’s girls inside, Wanda and Mary, working quickly and efficiently between the tables. They usually come in and work the dinner rush so Sean can start winding down to leave for the day. Oscar’s usually still in the kitchen, though he’s hired on Walter to help out so he could start leaving earlier in the day or even take a day or two off during the week. Or so he’s claimed. It isn’t uncommon to see Oscar there from open to close every single day, eyeing Walter like a hawk, critiquing every little thing he does until he’s certain Walter’s got it right.

Mike can’t see Sean, though. Which means he’s either in the kitchen or in the back office.

He pushes open the door to the diner and is immediately hit with the smell of eggs and grease and coffee and cigarette smoke. It’s a smell he’s used to, more so since he and Sean have become… him and Sean. They’ve been friends for a long time, until it started to be something more, and Mike has made sure to be there every day to walk Sean home. The women of Amorea think it is the sweetest thing they’ve ever seen. The men grin at the both of them, but keep their opinions to themselves, at least until they’re out of earshot. Then they show that men can gossip just as much, if not more, than the ladyfolk. Mike knows how remarkably invested everyone seems to be in Sean and him, but rather than feeling overwhelmed, he is comforted by it. Most of the time. Sometimes he just has to roll his eyes at those little laughs and the winks he gets whenever he comes into the diner.

Like now, for instance.

The bell overhead rings out, much louder than the one at Bookworm. The deafening wall of conversation cracks right up the middle as people crane their heads from the booths and the lunch counter to see who’s come in through the door. They smile and wave at him, calling out his name in greeting before turning back to their dinners and coffee. Mary and Wanda swirl up to him in a cloud of pink perfume, snapping bubble gum, and cigarette smoke, kissing him sweetly on either cheek before Oscar hollers at them from the kitchen to get back to work and do their damn jobs.

The diner itself is narrow but long, with fifteen red vinyl booths and ten stools at the lunch counter. The floor is made up of linoleum that Mike is sure used to be a pristine white at some point, but now is stained a faint yellow due to age and smoke.

The walls are covered in Oscar’s crowning achievement (or so he calls it): photos of almost everyone in Amorea. People eating in the diner. People strolling the streets during Spring Fest. People having snowball fights on Longmark Hill, wrapped up in scarves and wool hats. People tilting their heads back and laughing as they sit on blankets at Honeychuck Park during the height of summer. Happy people, smiling people. Oscar may come across as a bit of a grouch, but he doesn’t fool Mike. He loves as much as anyone in Amorea does. It’s there plain as day in the photographs, of which he’s in a few, his usual scowl on his face.

There’s a handful of Mike up there too. Mike surrounded by townsfolk. Mike surrounded by friends.

It doesn’t matter, though, who else is in the picture, because in every picture of Mike, Sean’s right at his side. Just the way Mike likes him. Sean would probably tease the hell out of him for being so sentimental. “Sappy man,” he’d be sure to say, smiling that smile that’s only for Mike. “Sappy, sappy man.”

Mike grins ruefully at himself and salutes Oscar across the diner. Oscar’s usual glare softens just slightly as he tilts his head toward the back of the diner, where the office is. He taps the side of his head three times.

Mike frowns. He knows that sign, what Oscar’s telling him. He doesn’t dally, walking quickly through the diner. No one tries to stop him, not that he would have let them anyway. He’s out of the main dining room and down a small hallway in a matter of seconds, stopping in front of a closed door with a frosted glass window with black lettering that reads Office.

His knocks are firm but quiet.

“Come in,” a tired voice says.

He pushes open the door.

It’s darker in this room, the shade pulled down over the only window, the lights turned off. A small rusty metal fan sits on the desk, blowing the slightly stagnant air around the room as it oscillates left, then right.

There’s a man sitting on the chair behind the desk, head tilted back slightly, eyes closed. He’s taking deep, measured breaths, in for three seconds and then out for five. It’s something that Mike knows well, something he’s seen him do a handful of times before. It helps, sometimes, with the headaches. They are few and far between, but when they hit, they hit hard.

Sean’s not as pale as he sometimes gets, so it doesn’t seem to be one of the bad ones. The long column of his throat moves slightly as he swallows. He has a slight grimace on his face, the skin around his eyes crinkled up, making him look older than he actually is, older than he has any right to be. And at only twenty-three, Sean Mellgard doesn’t deserve to look like this, his face twisted in a moue of pain.

Mike still feels uneasy, sometimes, about his age. It was a point of contention between them. Sean didn’t let him get that far with it, though, eyes flashing, saying, “Now see here, Michael Frazier,” using his full name to show he meant business. “I don’t give a damn about that and neither should you. I know what I’m doing. I know what I want. I’m not a child, so don’t treat me like one.”

And that was that, though the guilt is still there sometimes, even if he is the only one who feels it. No one in Amorea bats an eye at them, and nothing malicious is whispered behind their backs, as far as he knows. It’s all on Mike. And he doesn’t care, not anymore, not really. Sure, there are those strange little moments where he has actual memories that are older than Sean is, but such thoughts often fade before he can even be bothered with them.

(He remembers the look of surprise and delight on Sean’s face when he told him about the memory thing, trying not to flush when Sean let his hands rest briefly against Mike’s arms, fingers trailing. “And what memories would these be?” Sean asked, smiling his little smile. “Memories older than me. You silly man, of course you have memories. Don’t we all?” And there went the flush he’d been trying to avoid, because no matter how hard he tried, he really couldn’t think of a time before Sean entered his life. He kept that to himself, because he didn’t want to seem like some romantic fool.)

So Mike is older and Sean is younger, and they mostly don’t care, not anymore. Because for every moment of doubt that Mike has, there’s always something more that fills him up, something so indisputably Sean.

Maybe Mike can’t remember a time when he didn’t know Sean.

And maybe he just doesn’t want to.

He lets Sean breathe. He waits, taking him in.

Sean’s short black hair is artfully messy, like he’s been running his hands through it all day, the ends curled. But given that he works with food, he doesn’t do that. It’s just how it always looks, sticking up at odd angles and still finding a way to curl around his ears. He’s as thin as Mike is strong, a mere wisp of a man, but Mike knows it’s a bit of a façade. There’s steel buried in those thin bones, in those spindly fingers. Sean doesn’t take shit from anyone, not that he has to. Not really, not in Amorea. But if he did, any person foolish enough to try would be cut to ribbons on that razor-sharp tongue. His bright green eyes would flash, the curve of his jaw set. He isn’t an angry person. Quite the opposite, really. But Sean Mellgard doesn’t allow anyone to walk over him and doesn’t have time for bullshit, least of all Mike’s. He tells him as much whenever Mike starts to get dour and broody, as he sometimes does.

He’s handsome, truly. Maybe the most handsome man Mike’s ever seen. He often finds himself staring at Sean for no reason at all, thinking to himself how that could be his, if only he would ask. It causes his heart to thump erratically in his chest, his breath to hitch just the slightest bit. And he could. He really, really could. Just ask. That’s it. But there’s something about it, something about this slow burn between the two of them that he thinks is necessary. He could push if he wanted to, push and take, but he thinks it’s better this way. Slow and steady before it consumes him.

Because there is no question about it. It will consume him completely and fully. It has only ever been Sean. It will only ever be Sean. There are times when he doesn’t understand, times when he can’t believe that he could have something so precious. But then Sean will get that look on his face, that look like he knows what Mike is thinking, knows that Mike’s being ridiculous in his own head, and will tell him to stop, to get over himself.

Mike loves him, more than he could ever say or show. But he’s not ready for that part of it. At least not yet.

And now’s not the time for it anyway. Because Sean is ill and breathing those measured breaths.

Mike waits.

He doesn’t have to wait long.

Sean says, “Hey there, big guy,” without opening his eyes, because he knows who it is. He always does.

“Hey,” Mike says softly.

Sean smiles, just a gentle curve. “One of those days,” he says.

“You okay earlier?” Mike asks. He hadn’t heard the strain in Sean’s voice when they spoke on the phone.

“Yeah. Just hit a little later on. You know how it is.”

He does. Maybe better than anyone. “You take your Ercaf?” Ergotamine tartrate, a new drug Doc had prescribed to him. Said it was the latest thing.

Sean shrugs. “Couple of hours ago. Takes a bit. It’s getting there. Not as bad as it sometimes is.”

“Good,” Mike says. He doesn’t like it when Sean hurts.

The smile widens just a tad as he opens his eyes. They’re not bloodshot, which is a good sign. It means Sean is being truthful about how bad it was. “Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” he says. “We missed you this morning.”

“We?” Mike asks.

Sean says, “Yeah,” like it’s their joke, like it’s just between the two of them.

Mike shakes his head, because he knows Sean is trying to distract him. He steps around the desk until he’s standing beside Sean. Sean only tilts his head back again and arches an eyebrow up at him, but Mike can hear him in his head, saying, Whatcha gonna do, big guy? He tries not to think about just how much he hears Sean in his head, because that’s just ridiculous and sentimental, and everyone knows Mike doesn’t do sentimental. Well, most everyone thinks that. Sean knows different, much to Mike’s dismay.

Mike raises his hands until his fingers are curled into Sean’s short hair, pressing gently against his scalp. He begins to massage, increasing the pressure as his fingers move over Sean’s head.

Sean groans, low and short, slumping down in the chair, eyes fluttering shut. Mike doesn’t know how much this helps, but Sean says, “Magic hands, Mike, I swear you’ve just got magic hands,” and he thinks maybe just the touching is enough. It’s something he rarely allows himself to do, touching Sean, because he’s worried that if he ever starts with any regularity, he won’t be able to stop.

Because touching Sean is nice. The weight of him, the heat of his skin, his scalp slightly oily from the smoke and the scent of the diner. Mike doesn’t care about stuff like that. He wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.

Sean lets this go on for a few minutes more, but then sits up, forcing Mike to drop his hands. “That’s real good,” he says, and maybe it’s just wishful thinking, but Sean does have a bit more color to his cheeks and doesn’t look as peaked as he did when Mike first walked in.

“You should go back to Doc,” Mike said, suddenly unsure what to do with his hands now that he’s not touching Sean. He drops them to his sides and feels slightly awkward because of it. “See if there’s anything else he can do.”

Sean rolls his eyes. “He’ll just want to put me in some contraption that looks like one of those cheesy science fiction pictures you love so much. Where the aliens enslave mankind and make them wear a motorcycle helmet covered in wire and glitter.”

“I don’t like those,” Mike says.

Sean waits.

“Okay,” Mike says. “Maybe a little bit. But we have to see what else he can do.”

“We have the Ercaf. We can see how that goes. It takes a while. You know that.”

He does know. He just hates waiting. Mike Frazier can be patient about most things, but not about this.

And then Sean says, “Besides, if I go, then you go as well.”

“Me? For what?”

“I think he called it your insomnier.”

“Busybody,” Mike mutters. “Always talking without saying anything at all.”

Sean shrugs and bumps his knee against Mike’s, and only then does Mike realize how close they are, Sean still seated in the chair, Mike towering above him. It’s intimate, quiet, the noise of the diner a dull murmur underneath the rotating fan. He thinks that for propriety’s sake, he should take another step back, but can’t find within him the will to do so. “He worries about you,” Sean says.

“Maybe he should mind his own business,” Mike counters.

“Uh-huh. And where were you this morning?”

Mike pauses. He pauses, because he’s always told himself that he never wants to lie to Sean if he can help it, that of all the people in the world, in Amorea, Sean always deserves to know the truth.

And so he says nothing at all, and hopes it’s not lying by omission. Because he doesn’t really know where he was this morning.

“Right,” Sean says. “Probably with the mistress, then?”

Mike sputters. “There’s no…. I can’t—I would never do that to—”

Sean laughs, that raspy chuckle of his crawling along Mike’s skin. Mike loves the sound of his voice, could listen to it for ages. It reminds him of the jazz records he sometimes plays, the horns and the bass husky and just sliding out of the black spinning discs, scratchy and warm. He can see Sean like that, like some kind of hepcat, a long, filtered cigarette between his lips, the smoke curling up around his face, snapping his fingers along with Dizzy Gillespie as he wails on his trumpet.

And he loves it even more now, because it’s saved him from further embarrassment, the horror probably evident on his face that there could ever be anyone else. The thought alone is enough to make him anxious.

And Sean is joking, dragging him along just a little bit, but he can’t have him thinking there’s even the tiniest bit of truth to that. He can’t have that. He won’t have that.

So Mike says, as earnestly as he can, “There won’t ever be anyone else like that.”

And Sean stops laughing, his eyes widening just ever so much as he stares up at Mike, and Mike refuses to avert his eyes, refuses to look away, because he’s learned in those pulp detective books with the dime-store covers that that’s how liars work, that they have little tells. They look away. He can’t have Sean thinking he’s lying. He’s not. Never about this.

He thinks he sees Sean’s breath hitch just the tiniest bit before he smiles that smile only for Mike. “I know,” he says. “I know that, Mike. I’m just messing with you.”

“Okay,” Mike says, because he doesn’t know what else to say.

But Sean knows. He always does. He says, “You want to walk me home, big guy?” and of course Mike says yes and yes and yes.

 

 

THEY MAKE it out of the diner okay, and even though there are fewer people, they still get those knowing looks, those looks that say We know how you two are, you can’t hide from us. Oscar waves from the kitchen, a short dismissive thing, barely tearing his scowl away from Walter, who can’t quite stop from rolling his eyes at whatever invaluable life lesson Oscar’s imparting upon him.

They’re out the door and into the summer twilight without much fuss. The sky above is pastel and fire, the air cooling the barest amount. There are people lining up at the theater, waiting to pay their forty-one cents for a ticket away from Amorea for a couple of hours. There are people lounging in the park on checkered blankets, wicker baskets open between them.

It’s a normal evening here in Amorea, and except for Sean’s migraine, everything feels just fine.

Mike’s feeling a bit brave after his display in the office and crooks his elbow out toward Sean. Sean looks down at it, then back up at Mike, amusement clear on his face. Mike blushes, but that’s par for the course these days. Sean hums a little under his breath and slides his hand around Mike’s arm. Mike holds his elbow close to his body, Sean’s hand trapped against him. They do this sometimes. But it’s always been Sean who latched on first. Mike feels something loosen in his chest.

They start walking together, Sean pressed up close beside him. The top of his head comes up to Mike’s chin, and Mike can’t help but find it overwhelmingly endearing. He’s a big guy, and not just in the way that Sean always calls him. He’s bigger than most others in Amorea, but he never uses his size to intimidate. It’s not in him. It’s not how he is.

The townsfolk out and about smile at them knowingly, but aside from a greeting here and there, leave them to each other. There’s the tip of a wide-brimmed hat or a gloved hand raised, fingers wiggling slightly in their direction. But Amorea knows the evenings, these little stretches of time between the diner and home, are meant for Sean and Mike.

Sometimes they talk to each other in hushed voices, little murmurs that can’t be overheard. Other times they’re quiet, just enjoying each other’s company. Mike can do both, and he tries to follow Sean’s lead. Sean’s better at this sort of thing, and Mike still worries he’ll say something that’ll screw it all up. He’s not good with words, though he’s trying to be better.

Sean says, “I think this is my favorite part of the day.”

Mike’s not quite sure what he means. “Nightfall?” he asks.

There’s that smile. “Sometimes I think you’re willfully dense.”

“What’s your tale, nightingale?” Mike says, and Sean laughs at him for that. God, how that makes Mike happy.

“What’s my tale?” Sean says. “Yeah. You know what I’m talking about, you wet rag.”

“Me?” Mike says, shocked.

“You.”

Mike… doesn’t know what to do with that. He knows what he’d like to do with that, but he doesn’t know how. Maybe it wouldn’t be right, here in the open where anyone could cast an eyeball on them, but he wants to press Sean up against the side of the nearest building, bodies together, and just bury his face in Sean’s neck, breathing him in and breathing him in and breathing him in.

Instead he says, “You’re my favorite part of the day too,” and hopes that it’s enough.

It is. From the slow-blooming smile on Sean’s face, it is, because for some reason, some goddamn reason Mike doesn’t understand, he’s always enough for Sean.

Sean tightens his grip on Mike’s elbow and tilts his head until it’s laying on Mike’s shoulder, and they take their time walking back to Sean’s house. Because they’ve got it. They’ve got all the time in the world.

 

 

THE FIRST stars are coming out by the time they stand at Sean’s door. Mike lives a couple of streets down and over, and he’s looking forward to the walk home, given that he’ll have some time to think about what to do to take the next step with Sean. It needs to be something special. Something just for him, so that there will be no misunderstanding about what Mike wants.

But that’s for later.

Now, now is about standing in front of Sean’s little bungalow, trying to find the words to say I miss you when we’re not together and I think I might be in love with you and Let’s do this forever and for always without actually saying the words.

Mike has opened his mouth to say something when Sean says, “Did you hurt yourself?”

Mike snaps his mouth shut. Then, “What?”

“Your wrist,” he says, trailing his fingers down Mike’s arm. “You keep scratching at it.”

“Oh,” Mike says. “No. I’m not hurt. Just itches, I guess.” Truth is, he wasn’t even aware he was scratching his wrist again.

He startles, just a little, when Sean grasps his hand and pulls it up toward his face. He wants to laugh at the look on Sean’s face, the studious expression, like he’s going to find the problem right here, right now.

He starts to say, What’s your diagnosis, Dr. Mellgard? because he’s in a good mood and nothing is wrong and everything is fine.

But the words dry up in his mouth when he feels warm breath against him, and Sean’s eyes are on his as he presses the tenderest of kisses to his wrist. Mike swallows thickly at the scrape of Sean’s lips, how they rest against him for one and two and three before he pulls away. He feels branded. He feels marked, like he’s been given a promise tattooed on his skin.

Sean looks amused again, as he often does with Mike. “You okay there, big guy?” he says.

Mike just nods, not trusting himself to speak. His face has to be a flaming red right now, and he hopes his beard is doing enough to cover most of it up. He knows it’s not.

“Good,” Sean says and finally lets go of Mike’s wrist. “You have poker night tomorrow with the boys?”

Mike nods again.

There it is. The smile just for him. “I’ll see you in the morning, then? No mistress, right?”

Mike finds his voice. “Yeah,” he says quickly. “Yes. You’ll see me in the morning. I won’t miss it. I wouldn’t miss it.”

Sean laughs and it’s all Mike can do to stop himself from taking him into his arms right then and there. He thinks, Well, there’s nothing stopping me, but the kiss on the wrist was enough for now. He wants to do this right. He always wants to do right by Sean.

“I know,” Sean says. “I’m just trying to rattle your cage.”

Mike mock scowls at him and says, “Right-o,” but then smiles to show he’s in on the joke too.

“You know what’s funny?” Sean says, pushing open the door and taking a step inside.

“What’s that?”

Sean looks over his shoulder back at Mike. “Migraine’s gone.”

“Good,” Mike says. “The meds must be working fine.”

“The meds,” Sean says. “That must be it. Yeah.” He winks at Mike and closes the door.

And if Mike stands there on the porch for a few minutes looking a little awed?

Well.

That’s his business and no one else’s.





conditional statements





IV

 

 

HE’S IN his bed, hands behind his head, Martin purring like a rusty old motor on his chest, when he hears a voice coming from the kitchen.

It says, “—it’s like you’re not even trying, Julienne, Jesus fucking Christ, don’t you see what’s happening here? He’s—”

And then it’s gone.

Mike Frazier can be called many things. A nice guy, a good friend. A pillar of the community. He’s well-liked, even loved by some people. He’s kind, courteous, and respectful.

But Mike Frazier is also human, and he’s heard a voice in the dark in what should be his empty house.

There’s a buzzing in his ears as gooseflesh prickles along his arms. Martin acts like nothing has happened at all, and that should give Mike pause, should tell him that maybe he was dozing and partway into a dream, but then he hears another voice, this one distinctly female, and it’s angry when it says, “—know what I’m doing. I always know what I’m doing. You can’t expect it to be flawless all the time, there are limits—”

It too cuts off.

Mike is awake.

He knows he’s awake.

This isn’t a dream.

He pushes Martin off his chest, much to Martin’s great, growly displeasure. He pulls the blanket off himself, sliding out of bed wearing loose-fitting cotton pajama bottoms that are getting a little short at the ankles. He stands in his darkened room, trying to keep his breathing even and calm, and just waits.

There’s nothing aside from the creak of the settling house. No voices. No footsteps. No movement in the house.

For a moment, there’s a flash of regret that he doesn’t have a pistol, but the very idea of needing something so vulgar in Amorea makes him uneasy. Pistols are for Marlowe and for the silver screen. Not for their little town.

Instead, he opens the closet door as quietly as he can and reaches toward the back for the old wooden Slugger he hasn’t touched in years. He has to dig for it, but keeps an ear trained toward the rest of the house. His finger brushes wood, and he wraps his hand around the ash handle. He pulls it from the closet, comforted by its weight.

Martin stares at him as if he’s the most perplexing thing to have ever existed. And the stupidest.

And he might be, since he moves toward the bedroom door, trying to think of who could have possibly broken into his house, what they could possibly hope to get from him. Mike’s a man of simple means. He doesn’t have many things. The only thing of any value is probably his book collection, or the wooden console radio in the living room, something he splurged on to listen to the serials.

But despite any fear he might feel, he’s also offended. He’s offended that someone would even think of entering his home uninvited, whether or not for nefarious purposes. He’s offended that something like this could happen in Amorea. He knows the people here, and chances are he’s going to know who it is in his house, and that offends him. There’s a little voice in the back of his head, buried deep, deep, deep that whispers, What if it’s an outsider? What if it’s a stranger? but the thought is preposterous, because there are no strangers in Amorea. And if there were, he’d have met them by now and they wouldn’t be strangers anymore.

No. It’s someone he knows. It has to be.

And that offends him.

He won’t hit them with his bat. He’s not a violent person. He’ll scare them, sure, whoever it is, this man and woman. Maybe it’s someone playing a joke, but until he knows that for sure, he’ll just brandish the bat and puff himself up real big. It’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.

He opens the bedroom door quietly.

The hallway is empty.

He steps out of his room.

He thinks, kitchen, kitchen, kitchen.

He avoids that one spot in the hall where the floorboards under the carpet always squeak. He’s been meaning to fix that. It bothers him.

The door to the spare bedroom is open.

It’s empty too.

As is the bathroom.

There’s bland art hanging on the wall, a bowl of fruit, a sailboat on an open sea. He doesn’t remember where he got them, but he’s always had them. He doesn’t even really like them, but can’t seem to find the will to take them down.

The hallway leads to the living room. The kitchen is off to the left. The front door is to the right. There’s an aluminum-framed sliding glass door at the rear of the kitchen that leads to the small fenced backyard. Sometimes they have barbeques out there. Burgers and beer and everyone is happy.

The radio sits where it always has, next to the bookcase, heavy and silent and dark.

In the living room is his Barcalounger chair. Sean teases him that it’s his old-man chair because he takes naps in it while listening to his radio on Saturdays. There’s a small couch next to it that Mike will sometimes stare at, wondering how it would feel to lie on it with Sean on his chest, their voices quiet as they whisper little nothings to each other while the jazz plays low in the background. Sometimes he imagines it’s snowing and there is a fire in the fireplace, a heavy wool blanket covering them, and they live together. They come home to each other. He thinks about that a lot.

There’s no one in the kitchen.

The sliding door is closed.

The front door is closed.

He says, “What the hell.”

He’s at the front door. Opens it. There’s no one there. There’s no one on the streets, and why would there be? It’s after eleven and everyone is at home. There’s lights on in some of the houses on the street, but most are dark.

He shuts the door.

He thinks about locking it for the first time.

He doesn’t.

He’s at the sliding door. He’s in the backyard, the concrete of the patio warm under his feet. There’s nothing back here, no one hopping over the fence. He can hear a dog barking in the distance; it sounds like Rex, who belongs to Harvey Beckman, and Rex is loud, louder than a dog his size has any right to be.

But that’s it.

Aside from Rex and the stars and moon above, there’s nothing there.

He turns back to the house.

His feet whisper across the patio.

He starts to slide the aluminum door shut.

He stops.

He stops, because on his kitchen table sits a tiny bird, bathed in moonlight.

It’s barely moving, just little minute flicks of its wings, head cocked as it stares up at him.

Its neck is violet, its chest an emerald green flecked with white specks. Its wing tips are a mix of violet and green and brown.

He’s never seen a bird like this before.

He knows that for a fact.

And yet.

“Common starling,” Mike Frazier says in a rather breathless voice.

He doesn’t know how he knows this, but he does. And there’s something about—

Time slows down around him as the tiny bird spreads its wings. Its feet slip slightly on the table as it pushes forward, wings pumping up and down. It lifts from the table, shooting forward, in line with Mike’s chest in a matter of seconds. He’s dropping the bat and moving to the side even before he knows what he’s doing. He can hear the bird’s wings as it flies by him. The tip of one brushes against his shoulder and then the bird is out the sliding door and Mike can’t breathe because all he can hear is the thunderous flap of wings, which is impossible because it was just one bird.

He turns toward the door. Every single part of him feels heavy.

The moonlight fades. The stars blink and disappear.

But not because they’ve gone out.

No. Because they’re blocked out.

For above the home of one Mike Frazier swirls a massive cloud of birds.

He’s never seen anything like it. There have to be tens of thousands of them, moving in sync with each other, the great cloud shifting as if it’s made of smoke. The birds form a large ball, which collapses in on itself as soon as it takes shape, spreading outward until the birds stop seemingly in midair and change direction almost at random.

Mike has never felt so small, so insignificant at the sight of something.

He has no words.

He stands in his backyard at 133 Sunlight Way and watches starlings above him dance and dance and dance.

It goes on for three minutes. Then four.

And he’s thinking, he’s thinking there’s more to it than this. He’s thinking that if something like this cloud of birds could exist, there has to be more out there. Something bigger. Something greater.

Outside Amorea.

He needs to tell someone. Sean. He needs to tell Sean. And everyone else. Anyone who will listen. Because he’s not dreaming, and there are starlings above him, thousands and thousands of starlings and he—

 

 

AT 6:00 a.m. on a Thursday morning, Mike Frazier’s alarm clock goes off as usual.

He groans and twists in the sheets, reaching over and hitting the top of the clock.

The alarm falls silent.

He opens his eyes. Stretches, back popping and toes cracking.

Martin blinks at him with disdain from his spot on the other pillow.

Mike sighs and rubs his eyes. He’s rested, but not as much as he thought he’d be. He turned in early the night before, knowing he’d be up later the next night for poker with the boys.

He needs to get a move on if he wants to spend any time at the diner this morning with Sean over a cup of coffee.

He’s up and out of bed.

He does five hundred jumping jacks.

Two hundred push-ups.

Jumps rope for fifteen minutes.

Two hundred sit-ups.

He’s sweating by the time he’s done.

He needs a shower. Maybe a glass of juice after. Or maybe Sean will have some orange juice for him with his breakfast, the pulpy kind he loves so much. Sean always makes a face when he drinks it.

So he’s distracted by thoughts of a secret smile just for him and scratching absently at his wrist when he stubs his toe and trips over something lying on the ground near his bedroom door.

He grunts out a curse, something so rarely done that it surprises even him. That’s okay, though. It’s to be expected. That hurt.

He winces and hops on one foot for a moment. The pain fades almost immediately, as these things often do. The initial burst was the worst part of it.

He looks down.

On the floor lies his old wooden Louisville Slugger, its handle wrapped in peeling tape.

He frowns. He doesn’t know how the hell that got out here. It’s been sitting in the back of his closet for years.

“Did you do this?” he asks Martin.

Martin ignores him, as cats often do.

“Losing it,” he mutters as he bends over to pick up the bat. For a moment, he thinks the handle is warm, like it was clutched for hours, but he shakes his head. That’s just crazy talk. There’s no one else here. Martin must have dragged it out from the closet at night. Maybe he lay on it. Yeah, that sounds about right.

“I’ve got my eye on you,” he says to Martin.

Martin flicks his tail and does nothing more.

Mike leaves him to it.

 

 

THE MILKMAN’S already come and gone by the time Mike steps out the front door. There’s two bottles of milk and a small dish of sour cream that Mike had asked for special for tonight for a dip for their snacks. He picks up the metal crate and takes it inside. The milk and sour cream go in the refrigerator and he’s ready to start his day.

He shuts the door behind him and thinks, Maybe I should lock it, and then shakes his head. He doesn’t know where that came from. He doesn’t need to lock his door. He never does. This is Amorea, after all.

It’s a quarter till seven. The shop opens at eight. It’ll take him ten minutes to get to the diner. That’s a good hour of time he’ll have with Sean if it’s not too busy. He’s looking forward to it.

There’s a feather on the ground near the end of the walkway to his house. It’s violet and green and brown and very pretty. He’s never seen anything like it before.

No matter, though.

Sean’s waiting for him.

Mike says “Good morning” to his neighbors as they walk toward town.

It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day.





V

 

 

“YOU’RE STILL scratching your wrist,” Sean says as he comes to refill Mike’s coffee mug. He leans against the table as he does it, and Mike’s fingers brush against his hip—whether by accident or design, he doesn’t really know.

“Just itches a bit,” he says. He didn’t even realize he was doing it again.

“You’re going to rub it raw.”

“Nag, nag, nag,” Mike says.

And Sean looks startled, then throws his head back and laughs like he does when Mike surprises him—raucous and loud. Mike feels inordinately pleased with himself, though he tries to keep it off his face. He doesn’t know how well he succeeds. He finds he doesn’t care much about hiding anything.

“You,” Sean says, wiping his eyes, “are the best thing I know.”

And Mike… well. Mike chokes on his coffee, having chosen that moment to take a sip. It sprays out on the table, and he’s trying to sit back at the same time so it doesn’t drip on his shirt. He’s wearing a plain white T-shirt again, not that he really owns much else, and he doesn’t want to have to go home before he goes to his shop.

Sean’s already got a rag out and is wiping down the table with one hand while he uses the other to rub Mike’s back in slow circles.

Mike’s got a napkin from the holder and wipes his mouth. He’s embarrassed, but doesn’t want to be. Because Sean’s hand is heavy and warm and he likes to be touched. Sean’s the only one who touches him these days, for the most part. He’d like to keep it that way, for as long as he possibly can.

“Was it something I said, big guy?” Sean asks, hunched over the table, mouth near Mike’s ear, like he knows what he’s done to Mike, that he’s ruined him for everyone else.

“Yeah,” Mike croaks.

“Yeah,” Sean says, and Mike can hear the smile in his voice.

Which is why Mike cannot be blamed when he blurts, “Saturday.”

Sean leans back a little, hand now on Mike’s shoulder. “Saturday?”

Mike nods. “Saturday,” he says, trying to stop himself from repeating it yet again and making things worse. “We could… do. Something.” And he berates himself internally, because could he sound any more ridiculous?

“Could we?” Sean says. “You only open in the morning.”

“And you don’t work at all,” Mike says.

“You checking up on me, Mike?” Sean asks, squeezing his shoulder.

He hadn’t been, no, but Oscar had given him this information pointedly when Mike first walked in, telling him that something should probably be done about that, given “you’ll both be free and all, don’t be a goddamn pussy about this, Jesus.”

Mike says, “I just….”

Sean gives him a break. “I suppose I haven’t sat in the park in a long while. Watched the clouds go by. I could even pack a picnic, if you’d be so inclined.”

Mike’s already nodding by the time Sean finishes. “That’s… that’s swell. That’s real swell.”

Sean looks over his shoulder and scans the diner. When no one tries to get his attention, he sits down opposite Mike in the booth with a little huff, tossing the wet rag to the side. He’s chewing on his bottom lip and he looks nervous, and Mike has no idea why. The hard part’s over. Mike fumbled his way through an invitation and Sean rescued it and here they are. He shouldn’t have any reason to be nervous.

Mike waits, because whatever Sean has on his mind will come out eventually.

It does. He says, “You’re my best friend.”

“Yeah,” Mike says. “Yeah, I know. Me too. I mean, you. You’re mine too.”

“Okay. Good.”

Mike waits again. He doesn’t wait for long.

“You’re… more than that,” Sean says. “To me.”

Mike Frazier doesn’t like talking about feelings, but this is Sean, so he swallows past it and puts on a brave face. He says, “Yeah, okay, me too,” because this feels like the beginning of something.

Sean’s cheeks pink a little. He’s smiling that smile when he says, “Do you remember when you first came in here?”

He does and he doesn’t. It’s odd, this disparity. He can’t remember a life when Sean wasn’t some kind of driving force that moved him, but there has to be. Sean’s younger than him. Mike hasn’t been in Amorea that long. He came here from… somewhere else. He’d been at—

His wrist itches.

He’d been in Amorea only a week or so. He had the house. He had the store. He had the basic foundation for a life here. People were kind to him. They waved and smiled and oohed and aahed over his storefront. They asked him when he would open. They said they’d always wanted a bookstore in Amorea. And Bookworm? What a clever, charming name that was! He seemed like such a nice man, they said. Such a sweet man. They told him he’d fit in perfectly here, they had no doubt.

No one asked where he’d come from.

He didn’t know what to tell them if they did. The more the days passed, the more he felt like he hadn’t really been living before he arrived in Amorea. He hadn’t had a life. So of course he didn’t want to think about before. It was just that simple.

It was a Friday. He’d planned on opening the shop the next day for a sort of preview before the official opening the following week.

He’d spent the morning unpacking books and setting up shelves. He was sore, but it was a good soreness, derived from hard work.

He was hungry.

A group of ladies who’d brought him a casserole and a pie and muffins (“It’s the neighborly thing to do,” Mrs. Richardson said with a sniff) told him the diner couldn’t be beat. He noticed the little gleam in their eyes but said nothing of it, not necessarily wanting to know what sort of schemes were forming in their heads.

(Though, later, he would wonder just how they knew he would respond to Sean as he did. He’d only told them the barest of information about himself. But somehow, they knew. He should have been more frightened of his soon-to-be book club than he was.)

He walked down Main Street, the sky so blue above, the birds chirping. People said hi and hello and how do you do? as they passed him on the street. He nodded in return, feeling overwhelmed and peaceful all at the same time. He could breathe here. He could be happy here.

He paused outside the diner. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in one. Something tugged in his chest, some ache that seemed like a memory, but he couldn’t hold on to it long enough to remember what it was.

It didn’t matter in the long run.

He went in.

The bell jingled overhead.

People turned to look at him, curious at this stranger in their midst. They knew of him, but they didn’t know him. Not yet. They would, and soon, but he was still a curiosity. There were friendly smiles and small waves, and while Mike felt a bit awkward standing there, unsure of where to sit, he did his best to smile back.

The smile froze when a voice said, “I think I know what you’re looking for.”

He turned his head.

Standing next to him was a slight man. A young man. A man with messy dark hair. His eyebrows were slightly bushy and his nose slightly crooked. His ears stuck out just a little bit from the sides of his head, and Mike wondered if he even had to shave yet. Mike wondered how the young man’s shoulders could be so broad while he was so skinny. Mike wondered why his heart was thumping in his chest.

He was staring and he knew it. But he couldn’t make himself stop.

The man wasn’t handsome, not by traditional standards. He was lanky, and maybe his lips were a little thin, his fingers boney, like spindly little spider legs. He looked like he still had some growing into himself to do, but there was just something about him that captivated Mike more than anyone he could ever remember meeting. The people in Amorea were the nicest people he’d ever met. They’d made him feel welcome. They’d never made him feel like this.

Mike, ever the wordsmith, said, “Hi.”

The man smiled wider. “Hi.”

“I’m Mike,” he said, never breaking his gaze from those bright green eyes.

“Mike,” the man said, cocking his head. “I’ve heard about you.”

“You have?”

“Hmm. Here and there.”

“And everywhere?”

“They talk. They always talk. And apparently you’re something to talk about.”

“Yeah?”

He wrinkled his nose a little bit and said, “Yeah. Now, like I said, I think I know what you’re looking for.”

And Mike wanted to say you and yes and I think I’ve been looking for you. Instead he said, rather gruffly, “And what would that be?”

“You look like a meatloaf kinda guy,” the man said, taking a step forward. “Side of mashed potatoes. And peas? No. Corn. You look like you’d have corn.”

Mike said, “That… sounds amazing. Yes, please.”

The man looked pleased with himself. “I’m good at what I do.” And then he was standing in front of Mike, within arm’s reach.

“What’s your name?” Mike asked, because he needed to know.

“Sean,” he said, lips quirking again.

“Sean,” Mike repeated, and even three years later, he would still like the sound of Sean’s name on his tongue. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Sean said, and Mike thought he was too young, and this wasn’t right, but he also felt like he’d been given a gift of some kind, this great gift thrust into his big callused hands, and he was clumsy, so, so clumsy.

“And you followed me,” Sean says now, eyes bright, “right to this very table.”

Mike shrugs and says, “I’d follow you anywhere,” even though he’d meant to only think it.

Sean blinks at him, slow, like he’s shocked. “You would, wouldn’t you.” It’s not a question.

Mike can’t take it back now. Can’t avoid it, because he’s the one that put it out there. So he says, “Yeah, Sean. Where you go, I go. We’re best friends.”

“And something more,” Sean says, and it’s still not a question. This time, it’s a demand.

“And something more,” Mike says, because he wants it to be. He wants it more than anything else in the world. And he’s tired of holding back.

“Then yes,” Sean says, sliding out of the booth. He moves until he’s next to Mike, and all Mike wants to do is press his face against his stomach and just breathe. “Yes. Saturday. You and me. It’s a date.”

And then the most remarkable thing happens. Sean bends down, hand resting on Mike’s shoulder. Mike doesn’t move, waiting. He feels the kiss on his cheek down to his very bones, Sean’s nose pressing near his ear, Sean’s lips just under his eye. The hand on his shoulder tightens briefly as the kiss goes on and on for what feels like minutes and hours and days.

But then it’s over, and he knows he’s bright red, but he doesn’t care. He doesn’t care about that at all. This is something to him. This is everything to him. This place. His home. This man. So what if he can’t really ever remember a life outside or before Amorea. It must not have been anything special if it’s so easily forgotten. He doesn’t need it. He has everything he needs right here, right now, and it’s enough. Maybe one day it won’t be, but right now it’s enough.

He knows everyone in the diner is watching this latest development, and knows it’ll be spread through the town even before lunchtime, but that’s okay. He’s still slightly dazed when Sean squeezes his shoulder once more and says he’ll see him later, big guy, and moves toward the kitchen where Oscar’s watching with something that almost resembles a smile.

 

 

SURE ENOUGH, it’s not even eleven when the book club enters Bookworm, led by Mrs. Richardson, who is always quick to tell you that she is a missus and never a miss, Mr. Richardson was a great man, a fine man, and he died for his country in the War (though what war, she never says, but it is always the War, the capitalization understood in her inflection), and she will honor him by being Missus Richardson.

The other ladies in the book club are in awe of her, and maybe a little frightened, for every idea she has is the best idea, and every discussion in the book club is led by her, talking points laid out typewritten and neat. She is the book club, or so she told Mike in confidence; those poor dears didn’t know what books even were before she’d led them to the light. Of course, they’d started with the book, the Good Book, but it’s always so morbid, all this death and destruction and smiting and plagues and it’s just not realistic.

Or so Mrs. Richardson said.

So they were delighted when Mike Frazier came to Amorea, delighted when he opened his store to them, delighted when he agreed to host their weekly meetings to discuss literature, because they weren’t common folk, obviously. They were cultured, and by then, Mike had heard enough, and said he was more than willing to let them use Bookworm on Monday afternoons, all the while thinking that there was no possible way he could have said no without having some kind of ladylike wrath brought down upon him. He knew that the ones that acted as the welcoming committee were typically the ones in charge. He didn’t want to start off on their bad sides.

He ate their casseroles and their pies and their muffins without complaint.

But it doesn’t stop him from rolling his eyes just out of sight when he hears them coming into Bookworm on a Thursday, knowing full well what they’re after.

“Yoo-hoo,” Mrs. Richardson calls out. “Mike, front and center, if you please.”

He thinks for a brief second of ignoring her, but it’ll be easier to get this over sooner rather than later, because it will happen.

He steps out from his office and sees the book club standing in the middle of his shop. Not a single one of them is perusing the shelves, because they’re not here for that. No, Mrs. Richardson would have made it abundantly clear the moment she got off the phone from hearing the latest juicy gossip about the bookshop owner and the waiter at the diner (most likely called over to her by Oscar himself, the worst gossip of them all). She would have gathered the book club within the hour and made a plan of attack.

There’s five of them, all in their forties, all wearing the prettiest of dresses of varying colors (green and red and blue and yellow and orange) with matching gloves and hats, their purses clutched at their sides. They are well put together, with only the latest fashions at their disposal. But not the extreme latest fashions, Mrs. Richardson assured him once, because they don’t wear pants, oh heavens no, can you even imagine women wearing pants? How loose their morals must be to wear pants. They’re called capris, and she said this with such disdain that Mike almost felt sorry for ever thinking progressively.

Mrs. Richardson eyes him speculatively as he walks out of the office, obviously judging him, as he knew she would. He’s wearing jeans and a plain white shirt, and he’s comfortable, this is what he always wears, but he’s sure she’s wondering just how loose his morals are and he wishes he’d at least thrown on a sweater or a jacket of some kind.

“Mike,” she says in greeting.

The four ladies spread out behind her giggle their greeting, whispering to each other as they glance back at him.

“Are we switching the days for the book club?” Mike asks, playing dumb.

Mrs. Richardson’s eyes narrow. “Of course not. Thursdays are strictly reserved for the garden club. You know this, Mike. We’ve had this discussion before.”

Unfortunately, Mike does know this because they have had this conversation before. Mrs. Richardson makes sure he knows their entire schedule on any given day for reasons he’s not quite sure of. He wonders if she does this to everyone in Amorea, or if he’s special.

“Then to what do I owe this pleasure?” he asks.

“That’s how you’re going to play it,” she says with a sniff.

He arches an eyebrow at her.

“You need to shave,” she announces, apropos of nothing.

He scowls at her. He’s not going to shave. Yes, maybe he needs to trim his beard a bit, but he’s not going to shave it off. “For?”

Mrs. Richardson sighs the weary sigh of the put-upon. “How you ever managed to get this far, I’ll never know.”

“Wing and a prayer,” Mike says.

“Pray?” she scoffs. “You? If I recall, when I asked you why you didn’t attend mass on Sundays with the rest of Amorea, you told me you didn’t believe in false deities.”

The ladies behind her make the sign of the cross.

“I’m not shaving,” he redirects, not wanting to go down that road again.

“Trim it at least,” she insists. “Clean yourself up. You look positively boorish. You have an impression to make.”

“I do? He already said yes—”

“On the town,” she says.

“I didn’t ask the town to a picnic, what the hell—”

“Language!” she trills. “Honestly, Mike, you’re in much more trouble than I feared. Tell me, what were you planning on making for this so-called picnic.”

“I’m not making anything,” he says. “Sean wants to do it.”

“Because you would have packed something like sandwiches.”

“There’s nothing wrong with sandwiches. It’s a picnic.”

“Sandwiches,” she says, eyes twitching. “Sandwiches.”

“You don’t know—”

“Oh, no. No, no, no, this will not do. I can see now that any decision-making shouldn’t be left up to you, not if you have plans to actually succeed. It’s obvious we will need to intervene. We will see you on Saturday morning, then.”

“Wait a goddamn minute—”

“That kind of foul talk will get you a bar of soap in your mouth, don’t think it won’t. Ladies, we have only two days. We have much to work on. Step to it. Don’t make me say it twice!”

They twirl in a cloud of flowery perfume and determination and are gone out the door before he can get another word out. Mike would chase after them, but it wouldn’t do any good. This is just the kind of place Amorea is. Everyone knows everyone else’s business. And to make things worse, the people of this town seem overly invested in making sure the proprietor of the bookshop and the waiter at the diner eventually get together.

Sean thinks it’s amusing.

Mike thinks it’s less so.





VI

 

 

HE’S CLOSING the door behind Happy, who might be a little drunker than he’d planned on getting at poker night. He’s with Calvin from the hardware store and Donald, the local barber, both of whom promise to get him home safely, even as Happy starts singing about the moon hitting your eye like it’s a pizza pie, because that’s amore, a song that’s less than a year old but that Mike’s already sick of hearing given that it’s everywhere. He likes Dean as much as the next guy, but not that much.

He’s chuckling as he shuts the door. He hears Oscar still out on the back patio, probably finishing off the cigar he’s been chewing on for most of the night. Mike’s walked away with ten bucks tonight, not a bad haul. More than he usually does with the card sharks he plays with.

Who are, of course, just as gossipy as his book club. The ribbing he took all night about finally getting his act together was nothing short of punishing. Happy had this impression of him, sputtering, “Sat-Sat-Saturday,” while bulging his eyes out and looking terrified. The guys found that to be the funniest thing to have ever been said (most likely aided by the Falstaff beer they’d been drinking for two hours by that point). Mike took his lumps, because he knew they weren’t being cruel. It’s just how things are with the guys, something that Sean has teased him for endlessly the few times he’s gone to poker night. It’s not his thing, but he sits there next to Mike sometimes, leaning over and whispering in his ear like he has no idea what he does to Mike. He says things like Three queens, that’s something right? and Happy’s got a tell, look when he touches his cheek and Boys and their games, as if he’s amused by them, as if he’s charmed and pleased by their very existence.

He’s thinking of Sean, so lost in thought about Sean that he almost doesn’t hear Oscar when he says, “Jesus Christ, his eyes are open.”

What an odd thing to say, he thinks.

He’s out through the sliding door and into the night, Tiki torches lit up around the patio furniture, Oscar lounging lazily in his chair, stogie lit and oozing smoke that curls up in the dark. If there’s anyone aside from Sean that Mike can relate to here in Amorea, it’s Oscar, and they couldn’t be more different. He doesn’t know why they gravitate toward each other, but they do, even if Oscar gives him the most shit about Sean. But Oscar loves Sean like a brother and is very careful with anyone who gets close to him. For a while there, it didn’t seem like Mike and Oscar would get along, but he thinks Sean said something to him. One day he was scornful at best and the next he was… well, less scornful, but Mike chalked it up as a win.

“Whose eyes are open?” he asks as he pulls the lawn chair away from the table and puts it next to Oscar before settling down. Oscar’s been distracted tonight, and noticeably so. Mike wonders at it and thinks how best to ask.

“Come again?” Oscar grunts.

“You said someone’s eyes were open. Right before I came out here.”

“How much you drink there, Mikey? I didn’t say shit.”

And that’s—it is what it is. He’s got a point. Mike laughed at Happy and the moon in his eye, but Mike’s feeling a bit loose, a bit warm. He feels good. Not so good that he’ll hate waking up in the morning, but good enough that he’s mellow. He doesn’t allow himself to get like this often. Maybe it’s just the giddiness of the day, with everything that happened. He might have overindulged more than he usually does, but he’s allowed. He’s fine.

So could he have misheard something? Sure. Happy might have been singing even louder and he caught the edges of that. Or he could just be hearing things. The mind’s funny like that. Like it can make you hear things—voices, perhaps—that aren’t really there. It’s just how the brain operates. Projection.

And he might be a little drunk.

“You make a cheap date, white boy,” Oscar mutters, eyes closed, head tilted back.

Mike snorts. “Most likely.”

“Easy, too.”

“Hey now.”

Oscar grins as he puffs on his cigar, the burnt orange tip flaring in the dark.

They do this every now and then, just the two of them. Sitting next to each other, never really saying much. They get each other like that. Mike still has problems with his words sometimes, though he thinks he’s gotten better. He’s had to get better. He couldn’t be a business owner in a place like Amorea and not speak at all.

And then there’s Sean. Sean hasn’t met a word he doesn’t like, but that’s not to say he never stops talking. No, he knows exactly what to say and when to say it, and what to do to get Mike to respond. Mike’s always been helpless when it comes to Sean, ever since that very first day in the diner. He doesn’t mind, though. How could he? He’s got a date in the park with someone who might be his fella if he’s not already. Mike’s okay with talking.

But Oscar doesn’t make him. Oscar says he’s got an economy to his words, which really means that Oscar doesn’t like most people. He likes Mike. He loves Sean. He tolerates Walter. He ignores most of the rest unless they piss him off somehow. But most people don’t mind. “That’s just how he is,” they say. “That’s just Oscar for ya.”

Very rarely, though, Oscar does say something without being prompted.

It starts like this:

They’re quiet for a while, enjoying the night and each other. Soon Oscar will head out on home and Mike will start getting ready for bed. He’ll lie in the dark for a little bit, thinking (most likely overthinking) about how Saturday is going to go. What he’ll wear. What he’ll say. If he should tell a joke to try and make Sean laugh. What kind of food they should have. Maybe he can ask Oscar to whip up something special. Should he bring flowers? Everyone likes flowers, right? Doesn’t matter if they’re a man or a woman.

But that’s later. Now, it’s the Oscar and Mike show, and it’s as quiet as it always is.

Until.

Oscar says, “I’ve been thinking.”

Mike’s startled out of a little daydream where he and Sean are lying on the ground, watching the clouds overhead. He’s grateful it’s dark, because he’s blushing slightly. He thinks about Sean too much, he knows. He’s really got to get a hold on it.

“Don’t hurt yourself,” he says, because Oscar expects that.

There’s a flash of teeth as Oscar grins around his cigar.

Mike waits, because he thinks this is different. It feels different. Sure, they can shoot the shit until the cows come home, but those three words—I’ve been thinking—aren’t something they usually say. It’s weighted. It’s heavy. It’s heavier.

He doesn’t have to wait long.

“Before you,” Oscar says, setting his cigar on the patio table, “it wasn’t the same. Things here weren’t the same.”

The cigar smolders as the smoke curls up. It smells sweet and it reminds Mike of something, but it’s just beyond his grasp, not quite on the tip of his tongue.

“How do you figure?”

“Just is, Mikey. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just talking out my ass here. Pro’bly what it is. I can remember a time when you weren’t here. It’s there. But it’s like it’s not, you know? I try, but it’s… hazy. Like smoke.”

Mike doesn’t know what he’s talking about, not really. He doesn’t know whether he should be worried or not. “You okay?”

“Oh yeah,” he says. “I’m in fat city, my friend. Cloud nine and all that.”

“Are you?”

Those teeth again. “Couldn’t be anywhere else, even if I tried.”

“I don’t—”

“There was this pretty honey,” he says, eyes drifting off into the dark, slightly unfocused and eerie in the flickering light from the torches. “Before you. She was stacked, you know? A real dolly. She worked at… I don’t remember. Funny how that is, I guess. I don’t think it matters, in the long run.”

“Oscar—”

“Hush, Mikey. I’m your elder and your better. I’m speaking.”

“Up your nose with a rubber hose,” Mike says, and Oscar laughs.

“Oh yeah,” he cackles. “Mikey’s got jokes now. Ba-zing, folks. Come one, come all, listen to the funny man, sure as shit, fo sho!”

Mike’s laughing too, but he’s not quite sure he gets what’s going on, because Oscar’s got a slight hysterical edge to him now, his eyes maybe a little wider than they should be, breath a little quicker than it normally is. He’s only a few years older than Mike, and he swears he’s got a good ticker (“I don’t actually eat the food I make at the diner, Mikey, Jesus Christ, no, what are you, insane?”) but there’s something happening now. Something he can’t quite put his finger on, so he’s laughing. He’s laughing with a man who, outside of Sean, is probably his best friend.

Their laughter dies an unnatural death and Oscar’s staring off into the dark again. He says, “Mikey, what was I saying?”

“Stacked honey,” Mike says quietly. “A real dolly.”

“Right,” Oscar says. “That’s right. She was… real great. We got to talking, you know? Here I was, trying to act like I was this cool cat, but she wasn’t taking any of it. Like she thought it was just a bit. She’d say, ‘I see you, Oscar Johnson. I see you all chrome-plated and cool. I see you even though you try and make me see something else.’”

Somewhere, in the dark, a bird calls, low and sweet, and Mike is chilled, because he’s thinking about a cloud of birds, a storm of birds, moving like they’re dancing, like they’re smoke and water.

“She saw me for my shit,” Oscar says. “Through the threads and the hep talk. She shot me down, you know? Real fast. And I was gone on her after that. I told her, ‘Baby, baby, baby, can’t you see? I ain’t no square. You’ve got me cranked, fo sho.’” He sighs then. “And she laughed at me, and maybe I was okay with that. So I dropped the act, I stopped trying to be something I wasn’t. She saw me. The real me. Not the actor. Not the spaz.” He’s fond when he says that last word, and Mike thinks it means something, something just for him. Something between Oscar and this honey who Mike’s never heard of before, and it’s odd. Because he knows everyone in Amorea, and he can’t figure out anyone it could be.

Which leads to a troubling thought that he’s having a hard time holding on to.

What if it’s someone outside Amorea?

Someone who’s somewhere else?

He understands the fundamental concept. He understands the possibility. But he can’t quite get there, because it’s something so outside the realm of possibility that it’s hard to think about. It almost hurts. It’s a pressure, a pain right behind his eyes, like a pulse, and he thinks of pushing it, like tonguing a loose tooth, because it hurts, yes, but it’s a good hurt.

But he doesn’t want to.

He thinks, Nah. Why should I do that?

He says, “She sounds like a good woman.”

“Yeah,” Oscar says. “She was.”

Mike wants to ask what happened to her. Where she went.

If she was dead.

And if she was dead, where she was buried.

Because there’s no boneyard in Amorea.

Why, that would just be macabre, wouldn’t it?

(And there’s that pain again, that loose-tooth pain, as he thinks, But then, where do we go when we die? It aches, that pressure. It aches.)

“I’ve been thinking,” Oscar says again.

Mike doesn’t tell him not to hurt himself, because he’s not sure Oscar already hasn’t.

“The mountains,” Oscar says.

“The… mountains?”

“Yeah,” Oscar says, sounding slightly irritated. “The mountains. The motherfucking peaks around us. The pile of rocks where it’s always snowy at the top. Those mountains.”

He knows what Oscar’s talking about. Everyone should. The mountains that surround Amorea are known to everyone. They’re picturesque. They’re perfect. White-capped and looming, always looming. Sometimes, the sun sets right behind them so wondrously that they look like they tower over Amorea, old guardians that protect Amorea from—

From. Huh. From what?

He thinks, The rest of the world.

What a peculiar thought that is.

The rest of the world.

“What about them?” he asks.

“Why don’t we ever go to them?”

“Go to them,” Mike repeats slowly, like he doesn’t quite understand the order in which the words have been presented.

Oscar sits up suddenly, back ramrod straight, eyes as wide as they’ve ever been, the edges white, pupils almost black in the dying light of the torches. “We could go right now.”

“Oscar—”

“We could. I can see it now, Mikey. We could go to them mountains.”

“It’s late,” Mike says. “And we both have to get up early.”

“It’s not late,” Oscar snaps. “It’s never too late.”

“I didn’t say it was too late,” Mike says, trying to be reasonable. “Just that it’s late right now. There’s a difference.”

“Yeah,” Oscar says. “A difference. I know about differences. This morning was different because I couldn’t remember her. But now I can. I’ve been thinking about her all day, Mikey. Little bits and pieces. All the livelong day.” He chuckles bitterly. “It’s funny, what you can lose without ever knowing you lost it. Do you know about loss? Do you, Mike?”

Mike does. Right? He’s sure of it. Everyone knows loss. It’s part of life. It’s part of living.

“Do you love him?” Oscar asks, and Mike can barely keep up.

“Who?” he asks.

“Don’t play me for a fool, son,” Oscar says, clearly agitated. “You ain’t got enough time for that. Life is too goddamn short for uncertainty and bullshit. You hear me?”

“Oscar,” Mike says, trying not to reel from thinking yes, I love him, more than anything. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I don’t know,” Oscar says, and only then does Mike see the thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. “I really don’t know. Everything was fine, and then I saw this dress in the window of the wimmin-folk shop when I was going on my lunch-break walk and it was in my head, Mikey. It was in my head and I remembered her saying, ‘I’d like to wear that, I think. It’s fancy, and I’m not always fancy, but I’d like to wear that.’” He takes in this great, shuddering breath, like he’s about to cry, and that, out of everything, is what surprises Mike the most. Not the mountains. Not this stacked honey who doesn’t exist anymore, but the fact that Oscar, the great and terribly wonderful Oscar, is choking back a sob.

“Hey,” Mike says, alarmed. He’s halfway out of his chair and reaching for Oscar before he even realizes he’s moving. “Hey. It’s okay. It’s all okay.”

“Her name,” Oscar says. “You have to know her name.”

“Yeah, sure,” Mike says. “Anything. You know that. Anything, Oscar.”

“That boy,” Oscar says as Mike puts a hand on his shoulder. Oscar’s skin is overwarm, even through the material of his shirt. His pulse is jumping erratically under the skin of his throat. “That boy of yours.”

“Sean,” Mike says, crouching down next to him. He’s sure Oscar is on his way to a heart attack, sure that the grimace on his face is from pain shooting through his arm. Mike’s two seconds away from tearing inside to call the operator to get emergency services on the line to send an ambulance when he’s hit with a realization that should be impossible.

Amorea doesn’t have an ambulance.

Amorea doesn’t have a hospital.

Because no one gets sick here. Not seriously.

Not like Oscar, whose breathing is labored, who’s lying back in Mike’s patio chair, clutching his arm to his chest, mouth open and panting.

“Sean,” Oscar says again. “You listen to me about him. Are you listening?”

Mike says, “Yes,” because he doesn’t know what else to do. Everything is tits up, and he’s not sure how to stop it.

“You love him,” Oscar says, “with everything you have. Because one day, there may come a time when he’s not there no more. And you won’t even remember him. No matter how hard you try, you won’t remember him no more because he’ll be taken from you when you least expect it. So you love him, you hear me? With all you got.”

Mike says, “Yeah,” and he says, “Okay,” because he will. He does. He might not say it ever, he might not even really allow himself to think it, but he does. He gave his heart away to a green-eyed boy the day he stepped into the diner, whether he knew it then or not. He wouldn’t have it any other way. Sean owns a piece of him that will never belong to anyone else. Mike knows this as surely as he knows there’s nothing he can do for Oscar now, because there’s nothing in Amorea that could help him.

“What’s happening?” Mike asks, voice hoarse. “What is this? Oscar, what’s going on?”

“Would have liked,” Oscar says, eyes sliding lazy and unfocused, “to have seen those mountains. With her. Did I tell you her name yet?”

“No, no you didn’t. Oscar, just breathe, okay? I’ll figure this out. I just need you to breathe.”

Oscar chuckles. “Ain’t no breathing here,” he says. “Not anymore. Can feel it. There’s a thing—” He cuts off as his eyes bulge from his head, staring into nothing. “Holy shit, what is this? What the hell is this?”

“What?” Mike asks, gripping his shoulder tightly. “What do you see?”

“Mikey,” Oscar breathes. “The birds. Oh my god, the birds. How they murmur.”

And Mike thinks of clouds spinning above his head.

Oscar cries, “I’ll tell ya! I’ll tell ya her goddamn name, fo sho! Ain’t got time for all your honky-tonk boolshit. You’ll see! You’ll see! Her name was Nadine, and she was my African queen. She was stacked. And she was a honey. She was a dolly. Ain’t never been anyone like her. Ain’t never will be anyone like her. She’s—”

His voice dies.

His voice dies off because one second he’s hollering to the night about Nadine the African Queen, and the next he disappears. One second he’s there, writhing in Mike’s patio chair, skin fever-hot, and the next he’s gone.

Mike stumbles forward onto his knees, the support of Oscar’s shoulder gone. His face hits the side of the chair, nose against the armrest, which digs painfully into his face. He’s not quite sure what’s just happened, his mind misfiring, unable to reconcile the fact that Oscar was there and now he’s not. He existed until he didn’t.

He says, “Oscar?” in a voice he barely recognizes as his own. It trembles. It’s uncertain.

All he hears is the call of the bird. The flickering hiss of the Tiki torches.

He thinks, Maybe I just hallucinated this whole thing. Maybe I just got drunk and Oscar already went home and here I am, stumbling over furniture near the middle of the night. I’m drunk and busted my nose over nothing.

Except Oscar’s cigar is still sitting there on the table.

It’s burning, the tip glowing orange.

The smoke is still curling up.

Mike is a rational man. He thinks from a rational place. He understands rational things.

Nothing about this is rational.

Because he knows Occam’s razor. He knows that the simplest explanation is the best.

It’s simple, really.

Either he’s so drunk for the first time in his life that he hallucinated an entire conversation with someone who wasn’t there.

Or Oscar Johnson disappeared in front of him.

He thinks, I am a rational man. I come from a rational place.

But that little voice says, Are you? Do you? If you come from a rational place as a rational man, Mike, then go to the mountains. Right now. Go to the mountains. Get up, pound pavement and go to the—

The thought never finishes because an alarm starts to bray, louder than anything he’s ever heard. He slams his hand over his ears and it hurts, everything hurts, and he thinks he hears voices above the alarm, voices shouting out in warning, but he can’t be sure. He wants Oscar. He wants to get to the mountains. He wants Sean. He wants Sean. He wants—





VII

 

 

IT’S A beautiful Friday morning when Mike Frazier opens his eyes, his alarm ringing in his ear. It’s louder than normal and sounds a little different, but he’s probably just tired. He hits the button on the top with a groan, and the clock falls silent.

His head is a little stuffy today. He must have drunk an extra beer at poker night last night without even realizing it. It happens, sometimes. He’s allowed to indulge.

Nothing a hot shower and an even hotter cup of coffee won’t fix.

Martin’s tail is flicking back and forth as Mike pulls himself out of bed.

It’s not until he’s in the shower that he remembers what tomorrow is. He doesn’t even try to hide the smile. There’s no one there to see it, after all.

 

 

THERE’S A spring in his step, to be sure, as he walks down the sidewalk. He’s wearing his usual jeans and shirt, but he’s got a button-up over the tee, a blue one that Sean likes on him. Says it makes him look handsome, brings out his eyes. Sean laughed when Mike flushed and averted his eyes, saying, “Take the compliment, big guy. Trust me on that one.”

He’s in the door, the bell ringing overhead, before he stops and grins at the sight.

Donald, Calvin, and Happy are all there, groaning as they sit at the lunch counter, heads in their hands. Happy looks the worst, a little green around the gills, skin pale and smudges of black under his eyes.

Sean is there too, standing in front of them, hands on the counter, a look of gleeful amusement on his face. He glances up toward the door at the sound of the bell, the smile on his face softening to the one he only has for Mike. Mike’s heart does the little dance in his chest that it always does.

People call out to Mike in greeting from the booths as he heads for the counter. He nods at them, knowing Sean hasn’t looked away. He’s at the counter, standing next to Donald, by the time he looks back up, meeting Sean’s gaze.

“Hey,” he says softly.

“Hey,” Sean says. “I’ll be honest. I was expecting you to look a little like these sad sacks here when you walked in. I’m a little disappointed.”

“Really,” Mike says, leaning forward just a little.

Sean’s lips quirk. “A little.”

“You wound me.”

“Do I?” Sean says, eyes dancing.

“Oh god,” Happy moans. “Do you have to flirt right now? I’m already sick as a dog. You’re making it worse!”

Sean rolls his eyes, but doesn’t lose Mike’s smile. “You brought this on yourself, gentlemen,” he says. “Now I suggest you drink your coffee while I see about those eggs. Those runny, runny eggs.”

Donald and Calvin whimper while Happy puts his head down on the counter. Sean winks at Mike and turns toward the kitchen.

“How do you look like you do?” Donald complains, glaring at Mike. “You drank almost as much as we did!”

“Moderation, boys,” Mike says, wanting to wait for Sean before he goes to his usual booth. “It’s all about moderation.”

“Stop smiling,” Calvin said. “It’s disgusting to be smiling that much this early.”

“He can’t,” Happy groans without looking up. “That’s his I’m-within-seven-feet-of-Sean smile. It doesn’t go away no matter how much you want it to.”

“I happen to think it’s a nice smile,” Sean says, coming back carrying plates loaded with eggs, several rashers of bacon, and a pile of hash browns, crisped around the edges. “And I’m working on getting it up to ten feet, so you all hush and eat slowly.”

“Yessir,” they mutter, slowly picking up their forks and tucking in.

Sean looks around the diner to make sure no one’s flagging him down before he focuses again on Mike. “You feeling any worse for wear there, big guy?” he asks.

Mike shrugs. “A little headache,” he admits.

“That right,” Sean says. “Seems to me you boys went a little overboard last night.”

“We had to,” Happy says through a mouthful of eggs. “We were celebratin’.”

“Oh?” Sean asks, though he’s still watching Mike, who has suddenly found something very interesting on the counter to stare at. “And what were you celebrating?”

“That Mike finally manned up and decided to ask you out on a proper date,” Donald says. Then, “Oh shit, I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

Mike sighs.

“Really,” Sean says, and that gleeful tone is back. Mike looks up and halfheartedly glares at him. “Is that so?”

“Oh yeah,” Calvin says. “We’ve been listening to him wax on about you for years. ’Bout time he decided to do something about it.”

“I need new friends,” Mike mutters.

“Heard that,” a voice calls from the kitchen.

Sean rolls his eyes. “He wasn’t hungover either,” he says to Mike. “Though he looked a little peaked when he came in this morning.”

Walter, the owner of the diner, peers out from the kitchen doorway, spatula in hand, a smile on his face. “Hey,” he says. “I celebrated right along with them. It’s just that Mike and I are real men and can hold our liquor better than the little boys. Ain’t that right, Mike?”

And for a split second, Mike’s hit with something horrendous, like the worst déjà vu he’s ever felt in his life. It bowls over him, and then it’s gone. Mike shakes his head, trying to clear out the cobwebs.

“You okay?” Sean asks, the concern clear in his voice. There’s the briefest of hesitations, but then his hand is on top of Mike’s, thumb brushing against his skin.

“Yeah,” Mike says, forcing a smile back on his face. “Just… yeah. I’m fine. A little slow on the uptake, I guess.”

Sean cocks his head while Walter waves the spatula and heads back into the kitchen. “Take a seat, big guy,” Sean says. “I’ll bring you a cup of joe and something good to eat.”

“Maybe a little company too?” Mike asks. “I think that might be my favorite thing.”

“Is it?” Sean asks, once again smiling. “I may just have to do something about that, then.”

“Oh good lord,” Happy mutters. “How can they be getting worse?”

“We just have to accept it,” Calvin says. “It’s our faults, really. All of us. We pushed for this.”

“And this is our reward,” Donald says, sounding particularly aggrieved. “Mike making heart eyes at his fella while we have to sit here and watch. It’s unconstitutional is what it is.”

“Idiots,” Mike says, but even he can hear the fondness in his own voice.

He moves toward his booth, nodding at the others in the diner, saying Good morning and Nice to see you and Why yes, I’ve still got copies of the new Philip Marlowe, of course I do, but you better hurry, they’re selling fast!

He takes in the photos on the walls, as he always does, the memories belonging to him and everyone else in Amorea. He’s got his favorite, and it’s a little biased, sure, but it’s one where he and Sean are sitting side by side on the dock at the large pond in the dark, feet hanging off, toes in the water. Their shoulders are brushing together and Sean’s got his head tipped back, laughing at something Mike had said. And Mike? Well. If there was ever any doubt how he feels about Sean, one would only have to point at that photo and say, “Look. See? This is what Sean means to Mike Frazier.”

The adoration is clear on his face, frozen in time from that day by the pond. He’s looking at Sean like he’s the greatest thing in the world. Walter was proud of that photo, capturing that moment, yelling over at them afterward with a big grin on his face, saying, Wait till you guys see this one! I know exactly where it’s gonna go. It’s gonna be perfect.

And it was. It is. Perfect. Walter’s not the best photographer, more a lover of the art than actually good at it, but he caught something with that photo.

He even hung it right above Mike’s booth, knowing how much Mike likes to look at it, even if Mike can never actually say those words out loud.

He’s still staring at the photo when he feels a hand trail along his shoulder. He lets himself lean into it, just a little bit.

A cup of steaming hot coffee is placed on the table before him.

“That was a good day,” Sean says. Mike looks up at him, only to see him gazing at the photo of the two of them. “That was the day I knew, I think.”

“Knew what?” Mike asks as Sean’s fingers curl into the hair on the back of his head.

“That I’d fight for you,” Sean says, and Mike feels a little chill at that.

Things haven’t always been like this between them, this slow, sweet curl of molasses that holds them together. Sure, Mike was knocked for a loop that first day he walked into the diner, unable to look away from Sean. He wasn’t expecting someone like Sean to ever exist in the world, at least not around him. He was rather breathless and intimidated, but Sean was kind and laughed like he didn’t care who could hear him. It made him look impossibly young, and therein lay the problem.

Because no matter how much Mike could spin it, no matter how much Sean would growl at him, there were still thirteen years separating them. Not to mention that on that first day, a week after Mike moved to Amorea, Sean was twenty years old. It seemed wrong, somehow. Mike was sure it would set the tongues wagging in town, and he didn’t want to bring that down on Sean. He also knew that Sean should be with someone his own age, someone who could give him everything he could ask for. Sure, there were only a handful of people around Sean’s age in Amorea, but they’d be a better fit for him, wouldn’t they? And who was Mike to stand in the way of that?

No one. He was no one. Not really.

And it led to the one true fight they’ve ever really had. Mike began to pull himself away from… whatever they were doing, and Sean was having none of it. It didn’t take long for him to come busting into Bookworm, his bright eyes narrowed, jaw set.

 

Mike hadn’t been into the diner in days, had been hiding if he was being honest with himself. He’d thought maybe some distance would do them both some good, no matter how much it hurt. Sean would see, he told himself. Sean would see that Mike wasn’t good enough for him.

“I know what you’re doing,” Sean said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mike said, keeping his voice devoid of anything so as to sound like he was already bored of the conversation. He wasn’t proud of it, but it was what it was. He continued to build a display without even so much as a glance in Sean’s direction.

“Like hell you don’t, Mike Frazier,” Sean snapped, taking a step forward. “I’m not stupid, so don’t you dare treat me like I am.”

Mike might have winced at that, because if there was one thing he knew for certain, it was that Sean was probably the smartest person he’d ever met. He could certainly talk circles around Mike on most things. He knew the names of the birds in the sky. The trees around Amorea. He could recite poetry and mathematical equations. He could speak Latin and would read everything he could get his hands on. There were times he’d come into Bookworm and pull a book randomly off the shelf before curling up into one of the overstuffed sofas Mike had pressed up against the wall. Mike would watch him for hours, the sun filtering in through the window dappling Sean’s skin with little fractals of light. Those were the days when things felt lazy and slow, and more than anything, Mike wanted to kneel beside the sofa and take the book from Sean’s hand. He’d cup Sean’s face, rubbing his thumbs over Sean’s cheekbones and the anticipation would hurt so good that he’d revel in it.

But it wasn’t one of those days. It wasn’t, because Sean was fired up and Mike was a bastard.

So no, Sean wasn’t stupid. Mike knew that. He knew that probably better than anyone. But it didn’t change the fact that Mike had a decade and some change on Sean, and Mike didn’t want to take anything away from him. He’s just a kid, he told himself on the nights he couldn’t sleep. Just a kid and I don’t want to do anything with him.

It was a lie, of course.

“You’re not stupid,” Mike agreed, wishing this was already over.

“We were doing just fine until you started thinking with that fool head of yours.”

“It’s the only head I got,” Mike said, trying for some levity but failing miserably.

“You think you’re funny, but you’re not.”

“Okay,” Mike said.

“I know what you’re trying to do.”

Mike didn’t believe that. He hadn’t said a damn thing to Sean, instead going with the time-honored tradition of taking the coward’s way out. It was better, he thought, to appear aloof than not. Granted, Mike didn’t always have the best plans, or even think things through. He knew this about himself.

“I’m not trying to do anything,” he said.

But Sean wasn’t having it and proved, not for the first time, just how well he knew Mike Frazier. “You’re not too old for me, Mike. I’m not some kid, and you’re not some old man.”

Mike should have known. He really should have. He sighed and stood, turning to look at Sean for the first time since he’d burst through the doorway. “Sean,” he started. “I just—”

“If the next words out of your mouth aren’t ‘Yes, Sean, you’re absolutely right,’ then I don’t want to hear it.”

Stubborn git. Mike could play stubborn too. “You know that’s how it is.”

“No,” Sean said, “I don’t know how it is.”

“Well, you should. I’m too old for you to do whatever it is we’re doing.”

“We’re friends,” Sean said, voice breaking.

That caused Mike to pause, because—had he misread everything? Did Sean want nothing more from him than friendship? That hurt more than he thought it would, a bone-weary ache that made him want to curl in on himself, even though he was trying to argue against such a thing.

“Friends,” he echoed dully.

And that caused Sean’s face to soften. “Yes,” he said. “And we were getting somewhere with it, somewhere more, when you decided to act like an ass.”

That shouldn’t have made him feel as good as it did. He was barely able to keep it from his face as it was. It was relief, really, to hear it finally voiced out loud, even if it was veiled as something more.

And somehow, it strengthened his resolve to keep it from ever happening.

They argued for a while longer, Mike stumbling over his words, Sean growling out his retorts, saying things like It doesn’t matter to anyone in Amorea except for you and Don’t you think I’m smart enough to make my own decisions?

But it was the last thing he said that snapped Mike clean in half. Sean was standing near the door, hands fisted at his sides, mouth set in a thin line. He was angry, angrier than Mike had ever seen him before. His face was splotchy and he was practically vibrating out of his skin.

And then he said, “I took you for many things, Mike Frazier. But I never took you to be a coward.”

And then he was out the door, the little bell ringing overhead in the empty shop.

Mike stood there staring after him for a very long time.

It’d been a week later, at one of the many town picnics put on by the Amorea Women’s Club (also known as the book club, the garden club, and the Keep Amorea Clean Committee—Mrs. Richardson was nothing if not tenacious, and had her finger in many, many pies) that he saw Sean again. Only this time, he was on the arm of a young man by the name of James Cooper, who worked at the cinema as the ticket taker and projectionist. He was blandly handsome and didn’t have a mean bone in his body.

Of course, Mike disliked him immediately on that day, but kept such thoughts to himself. He hadn’t even planned on going to the picnic, but Mrs. Richardson had sniffed at him in that way that she did that relayed how disappointed she would be in him, and how she would be sure to make his life a living hell for at least three days following if he didn’t at least put in an appearance. “After all,” she’d said, “you wouldn’t want to be the only one in Amorea not in attendance, would you? Why, the thought alone is enough to make me think you’re of a miserly sort. Don’t make me think that about you.”

So he’d gone, and Walter was there with Donald and Calvin, and he clapped Mike on the back, giving him a sympathetic smile even as Mike wondered if James Cooper had ever made Sean laugh like Mike could. Mike thought not.

Walter wandered off with his camera, a large clunky thing that made too much noise but that Walter adored for reasons beyond Mike. Donald and Calvin were with their lady friends and Mike had been contemplating finding some way to sneak off back home when he found himself sitting at the edge of the dock, toes trailing in warm water.

He was there for only a few minutes, listening to the hustle and bustle of the townsfolk behind him, when he heard the dock creak with footsteps.

Mike was not a stupid man, no matter what anyone could have said.

He knew who it was.

“Mrs. Richardson says you’re of a miserly sort, sitting here by yourself,” Sean said lightly.

“That woman,” Mike said with a scowl. “There’s no pleasing her.”

Sean hummed a little, seeming to hesitate before he sat down next to Mike on the dock. He rolled up his pants, the hair on his legs brushing against Mike. He put his toes in the water too, and for a moment, Mike got to pretend things weren’t awkward between them, that everything was right as rain. That they were here, together, and nothing hurt.

Mike was never one for pretending too long. “Where’s your date?”

“Somewhere,” Sean said airily. “I don’t keep track.”

“Oh.”

Ripples echoed out across the pond from their feet.

Mike said, “He seems like a nice fella.” He didn’t sound like he meant it at all.

“Oh really.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, in that way that drove Mike absolutely wild. It wasn’t mocking, per se, but it was amused, because he knew Mike was a man of a few carefully chosen words. It wasn’t thrown back in his face. It was held between them with soft hands.

“Little dumb, though,” Mike said, feeling remarkably brave.

Sean squinted at him but said nothing.

“Told me he didn’t have time for reading,” Mike clarified. “That books were boring.”

“The horror,” Sean gasped, clutching at pearls that didn’t exist. “Why, the very thought is enough to send shivers down my—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Mike grumbled.

They were quiet, for a time.

Then, “It’s not anything.”

Mike shrugged. “It’s always something.”

“Not with him,” Sean said. “With you, yes. With you, it’s always something. With you it will always be something. Whether you admit it or not. So you can either man up or you can sit here and pout like you’ve been doing for the last twenty minutes.”

“I’m not pouting—”

“Men,” Sean said with a huff. “You’d think this day and age we’d have learned to be smarter. Some of us have. The rest of you are still Neanderthals with your furrowed brow and your scowling.”

“I’m not scowling.”

“James asked me if you were going to come and defend my honor with the way you were glaring at him. He might have squeaked when he said it, pointing out that you outweighed him by at least a hundred pounds and had a beard, something which he says he’s never been able to grow.”

Mike gaped at him.

Sean rolled his eyes. “Exactly. And here you are, not saying a damn word, and you’re still intimidating whoever I’m with, you jealous prig.”

Mike sputtered, struggling to find the right thing to say. The only thing he could come up with was “But he had his hands on you.”

It happened then.

Sean tilted his head back and laughed.

And Mike couldn’t keep the look of awe off his face, no matter how hard he tried. It was a slow bloom, the curve of his lips, the widening of his eyes. The heat to his face, the tripping of his heart. He didn’t think he’d ever seen someone look more handsome in his life than he thought Sean did right at that moment. Any argument he had dried up to dust, and even though from time to time he’d still think he was too old for Sean, he never brought it up again.

 

He looks away from that picture now, to the young man who sits across from him. He’s got that smile on his face, the one for Mike. Mike can’t help but thank his lucky stars that he’s found someone like him, that he gets to have this—this—this wonderful thing that no one else can have. It’s been a long and winding road, but the slow burn between them has grown into something that Mike will never regret.

But he has to save face somehow. He is a man, after all. “You’re lucky I was a pushover.”

“Like you ever stood a chance,” Sean says, pushing himself up from the table. “Mrs. Richardson knew exactly what she was doing when she told James to accompany me to the park that day.”

“She meddles,” Mike mutters, “in everything.”

“Because she cares. Well, mostly because she cares. Also because she’s a nosy bird who doesn’t keep her beak out of anything.” Sean’s hand is on the back of his head again, fingers scratching against his scalp, and Mike can’t even find the wherewithal to be embarrassed by the low groan that falls from his mouth. “Now, big guy, you’re gonna drink your coffee while I see a man about some pancakes for you. Sound good?”

“Yeah,” Mike says.

“Yeah,” Sean says, and before Mike can process it, he leans down and kisses Mike’s forehead, the barest press of lips against skin. It’s almost like a couple of nights ago when they stood on Sean’s porch and Sean kissed his wrist. Except this is almost unbearable, given the proximity. Mike closes his eyes and breathes through his nose, and Sean’s gone into the kitchen by the time he comes back to himself. He opens his eyes again and sees everyone trying to pretend they didn’t just see what they saw, but the smiles on their faces and the twinkles in all of their eyes give them away.





VIII

 

 

HE WAKES to a man in his room.

He’s dreaming, he’s sure of it, which is strange, because for as long as Mike can remember, he hasn’t been able to remember any dreams.

One moment it’s dark, and the next he’s opening his eyes and it’s still dark, but there’s enough light coming in through the window to see the man standing at the foot of his bed.

Martin’s on his chest, purring in fits and starts, like a motor trying to catch. He doesn’t seem bothered by the man in their house, which has to mean Mike’s dreaming.

He isn’t sure if this is supposed to be a bad dream or not.

He tries to move, to recoil.

Nothing happens.

He’s frozen, it seems, but even stranger is the fact that he can’t feel his body, not really. He knows it’s there; he can see it from where his head is propped up on two pillows. But it’s like it’s not there too, because he can’t move his arms. His legs. He tries to wiggle his toes, but nothing happens. His feet remain still.

He tries to speak. Nothing happens.

His eyes, though. His eyes are open and he can move them. He looks back up at the man.

He can see certain features, the beady eyes behind the thinnest pair of frames he’s ever seen. The man’s hair is short and styled strangely, spiked up and wild. He’s wearing a white coat and white pants, and there’s a square tag hanging from one of the coat pockets, but it’s obscured in shadow.

The man is looking down at him.

His eyes roll over Mike, darting up and down his body. He barely meets Mike’s eyes before he’s looking elsewhere.

Mike tries to open his mouth to say something, anything, but his tongue is thick and dry, and he can’t find the strength to get a sound out.

The man reaches down at the foot of the bed and then brings his hand to near the front of his face. There’s nothing in his hand, but he seems to think there is, and he’s looking at it.

Mike doesn’t understand this dream. He doesn’t understand what it means.

The man sighs. “Eyes open,” he says, and his voice is garbled, almost like it’s coming from underwater. “Always with the eyes open.” He sighs again. “You can’t see, can you? None of you can. You’re glazed over. Hollow on the inside. I see you in my garden, you know? You’re brittle and thin and won’t take much to break. You’d break easily, I think. Maybe not as easily as the others, but you would. Because when is a door not a door? When it’s ajar, but also when it’s been blown to pieces and there’s nothing between us.”

He lowers his hand to the foot of the bed again. A moment later, it falls to his side.

Mike’s sure this is a dream. It has to be. It’s the only thing that makes sense. But that doesn’t mean he’s not terrified, because even though he knows this is a dream, he knows this isn’t real, there’s that little voice in him, that little, evil voice that says, Yes, but what if it’s not a dream?

Mike Frazier doesn’t usually dream.

But Mike Frazier also doesn’t believe in ghosts, and this has to be one or the other.

He’s dreaming and it’s the most vivid of dreams.

Or he’s being haunted by a man speaking in riddles at the foot of his bed.

The man stares at Mike for a moment longer, a look of faint distaste on his face, before he turns and—

He’s not there. He turned and now he’s not there.

Mike closes his eyes.

Mike opens his eyes and there’s things above him, shapes that he can’t quite make out, but their spindly fingers are on him, they’re holding him down and shoving tubes down his throat and he can’t breathe, oh god, he can’t breathe and—

He jerks up in his bed.

Martin glares up at him, tail twitching.

The sun is rising outside his house. He can hear the birds chirping. His alarm will be going off in another ten minutes or so.

His heart pounds in his chest. His skin is slick with sweat.

But there’s no one in his room.

There’s no riddle man standing at the foot of his bed.

There are no things holding him down, shoving tubes inside of him.

He’s not haunted.

It was just a dream.

He’s fine.

He’s fine.

He’s fine.

 

 

“YOU LOOK terrible,” Mrs. Richardson says as she and her four followers enter Bookworm. “Those bags under your eyes. Your unkempt beard. My word, Mike. Are you trying to sabotage yourself before you even go on the first date? I didn’t work this hard to let you fall by the wayside now.”

“I didn’t know you worked at anything having to do with this,” Mike says. He knows she is right, however. He is tired, more tired than he’s been in a long time. He feels off, slightly. He contemplated not opening the shop today, but decided against it. It is only a half day, after all, and the more the morning goes on, the less he thinks about or even remembers why he had such a hard night to begin with. He supposes that most dreams fade, if what he’s read in books is anything to go by. They are bright and real when they happen, but fade in such a short amount of time.

Truth is that Mike hasn’t even really thought about his dream. He’s been more focused on his plans for this afternoon. Sean told him the night before to not worry about a thing, that he’d pack the food and everything else they’d need. All Mike needed to do, Sean said, was be ready at twelve thirty on the dot, not a minute later.

It is now a little before ten, and Mike… well.

Mike is nervous.

This is a date.

With his fella.

And didn’t that thought make him feel warm.

Which is why he’s distracted when the Amorea Women’s Club arrives through the door, Mrs. Richardson announcing her apparent disdain for his uncouth appearance. She’s frowning at him like he’s committed some cardinal sin, already removing her white gloves with a flick of her hands.

The ladies gather behind her, but remain quiet.

“You’re lucky,” she says, “that I have a vested interest in this.”

“And what interest would that be?” Mike asks.

“Why, your happiness of course.” Like it’s the most obvious thing.

“Of course,” he says, and he realizes he might be coming across a bit ungrateful. Because regardless of how little Mrs. Richardson (or really anyone in Amorea) had to do with him and Sean, she does just want to see them both happy, even if it’s come at a snail’s pace, something that she’s chided him about on several different occasions. “Look, I know you’re—”

“May I use your phone?” she asks, prim and proper. “I’d be happy to pay for the expense.”

He’s amused by her and the idea of the expense of a single phone call. She would pay for it, too, because she doesn’t like owing anyone a thing. Debts aren’t something she collects, she’s told him many times before. But if someone happens to owe me a favor or two? Who am I to say no to that?

He doesn’t think she’d say no to that at all.

Being in debt to someone else is beneath her. Having others in her debt?

She’s magnanimous about it, certainly.

“Make your phone call,” Mike says. “I’m sure I owe you some way.”

“I’m sure you do,” she says. “How wonderful for you. Ladies, if you please.”

It’s only then that Mike sees their arms are filled with bundles of different shapes and sizes, and he wonders what he’s gotten himself into. The rest of the Amorea Women’s Club giggle amongst themselves as they move into the bookstore, not allowing Mike to see what’s in the bundles and bags they carry.

“No,” they tell him. “Stay away. Mrs. Richardson wouldn’t like it.”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

They tut at him and shoo him away.

He goes back to dusting the shelves while Mrs. Richardson mutters into the phone. He hears little snatches of the conversation—Why, you’ve seen him! You absolutely must fix this!—and he thinks maybe he should be worried, but figures she has to weigh a buck ten at best and thinks he could take her if she tried to strong-arm him into anything.

She hangs up the phone and smiles at him.

He doesn’t like that smile too much.

“You’re lucky you have me,” she says quite seriously.

 

 

MIKE’S SITTING in the office chair, brought out into the middle of the store, arms folded across his chest as he glares at everyone standing around him. “I’m not shaving it off,” he says.

“I told you he wouldn’t,” Donald says, shaving kit splayed out on the counter next to them. “Even when he comes in for a trim, he’s very careful with it.”

“My goodness,” Mrs. Richardson says, like it’s the most unbelievable thing she’s ever heard. “You allow him to leave your shop looking like this? By choice? And here I was thinking he did this at home by himself. Oh, this is so much worse than I ever thought. How you’ve gotten this far shows just how forgiving that young man of yours truly is. Shave it! Shave it all off.”

“You come near me with that thing,” Mike says, turning his glare to Donald, “and I’ll tell the others you’re counting cards at poker night.”

“Well, I never,” Mrs. Richardson says. “What a terrible thing to do, Donald Franklin. Cheating at cards? I’ve never even heard of such a thing.”

“I’m more scared of her than I am of you,” Donald tells Mike. “You can hurt me physically. She can hurt me emotionally.”

“And I would do it, too,” she says, and the ladies titter behind her in agreement.

“Well maybe Sean likes it,” Mike says, struggling valiantly not to blush. He’s thirty-six years old, for god’s sake. He doesn’t have to justify himself to anyone. He scratches his wrist and refuses to meet anyone’s gaze. “You ever think of that?”

“Well, I suppose there’s no accounting for taste,” Mrs. Richardson says with a proper sniff.

“How about a trim?” Donald says, intervening before Mike’s lips even start twitching. “A trim that brings him from mountain man to debonair bookseller. Why, I think that sounds like the perfect compromise!”

Mrs. Richardson gives a rather unladylike snort. “The Good Book shows us that miracles are possible, so I suppose I can attempt to believe in one now.”

“It’s not that bad,” Mike says. Sure, he’s been lax as of late, and maybe he didn’t pay as close attention this morning as he normally does, but he was distracted. That stupid dream was rolling around his head and he’d decided to forgo coffee at the diner this morning, knowing Oscar would give him shit for looking like he did. But then he frowned at himself in the mirror, replaying that thought over in his head, because he doesn’t know any Oscar, it’s Walter who he sees at the diner, and Walter’s as sweet as they come, never giving anyone shit.

So yes, he has other things on his mind, and he thinks he can be forgiven for forgetting to trim himself up. Though, today is important. It’s very important. And while he knows Sean likes him no matter how he looks, he doesn’t want there to be even the smallest doubt in Sean’s mind that Mike’s serious about this. Mike doesn’t think he’s ever been more serious about anything in his life. And after three years, it’s about time.

They’re waiting for him, five women and one man, staring at him like they have all the time in the world, trusting him to keep to the right decision (and see it their way).

He sighs and says, “Fine. A trim. That’s it.”

“Honestly,” Mrs. Richardson says. “Always the difficult way with you. Donald, hop to it. You only have so long before I’ll need him for my side of things. Now, ladies. Just what are we going to do about those bags under his eyes?”

Donald nods happily, starting to whistle that little tune he always does when he’s about to get to work. Mike asked about it once years ago, and Donald shook his head, saying it was something from when he was a kid. He couldn’t remember the lyrics, just the tune, but he thought it’d been something about a love shack, baby, love shack. Mike had never heard the song before. Donald couldn’t remember the name of the singer, and Mike didn’t push him. He didn’t think he and Donald had the same tastes in music, if the look on his face was any indication when Mike put on one of his jazz records.

But he whistles that same song whenever he works.

Like he is now.

It’s comforting to Mike because it’s familiar. He lets it slide over him as Donald lays an apron on him, snicking a pair of scissors around his face with a practiced twitch of his fingers.

The womenfolk are moving in the periphery, chatting quietly, listening to the orders barked by Mrs. Richardson. He doesn’t know what she’s up to, but he’s certain he won’t like it when he finds out. He knows she means well, but the Mrs. Richardsons of the world tend to bulldoze rather than ask.

Donald wants Mike to let him do his hair a little differently, maybe a jelly roll or a flat top, but the glare he earns has him holding his hands up in placation, saying that even if it’s all the rage these days, he doesn’t expect Mike to go along with it.

“Why would he?” Mrs. Richardson says, standing at Donald’s shoulder, surveying his work with a critical eye. “He has a beard, for heaven’s sake. Why, I had to convince Mrs. Kim at the florist just the other day that he wasn’t some Red living in our midst, waiting for the perfect moment to strike to bring us all into Communism. I don’t know that she actually believed me, but there you are. Watch your back around her, Mike Frazier. She subscribes to the belief that the only good Commie is a dead Commie.”

Mike doesn’t know what to say to that, aside from the obvious that he isn’t a Red, that he thought maybe Red spies in small towns were stuff you only saw at the pictures, but he doesn’t want to open that can of worms with Mrs. Richardson of all people. That, and he doesn’t think she has the right to comment on hairstyles, given that her own nest looks like she got into an altercation with a pack of hair rollers and lost.

His nerves are starting to get the better of him as the morning passes. He knows he did the right thing in asking Sean on their first date, knows he’s ready for something more after all this time, but it doesn’t stop him from feeling a little frayed and strung out. Last night probably didn’t help, whatever the hell that dream was about.

Donald’s done a little while later, brushing loose hairs off Mike’s beard. He’s done something with his hair too, at Mrs. Richardson’s insistence, slicked it back with some oil. Mrs. Richardson says it makes him look more presentable, and Mike can barely keep from rolling his eyes.

“A little old place where we can get together,” Donald sings under his breath, bending down until he’s inches from Mike’s face, studying it closely.

“Perfect,” he says, standing back up and clapping his hands once. “I am very good at what I do, would you look at that.”

The Amorea Women’s Club oohs and aahs and tells Mike that he’s never been more handsome, that Donald did such a wonderful job, that Sean will simply die at the sight of Mike and how wonderful all this is.

Mike doesn’t want to look in the mirror in case his reflection is that of a trussed-up trollop. Sean’s going to give him shit, to be sure, and Mike is almost dreading it.

It’s made that much worse when he’s handed off to Mrs. Richardson and sees what the bundles they carried in are about.

“Now,” she says, a firm grip on his arm like she thinks he’ll flee at any second. “About what you’re wearing.”

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” he asks. He’s got his Chucks on, his jeans, his shirt. What he usually wears.

“The fact that you don’t know the answer to your own question is precisely why I’m here,” Mrs. Richardson says. “I’ve brought seven different outfits to choose from and you will pick one of them, because I won’t have you looking slovenly while out with Sean. You are meant to impress him. Not underwhelm him.”

“You’re a terrifying woman,” Mike says.

“Thank you,” she says. “Now, I was thinking a suit, but it’s so warm out today that you’ll probably end up sweating right through the jacket. Tell me, how do you feel about knee-high socks?”





IX

 

 

AT A quarter after twelve on a sunny Saturday afternoon in the little town of Amorea, a man named Mike Frazier closes the door to the bookstore, takes a deep breath, and begins to walk slowly toward the residence of one Sean Mellgard, who he’s spent the last three years in a vague sort of courtship with.

If asked, Mike Frazier would say that at this very moment, he’s certain he’s only a few stomach twists away from vomiting the hastily eaten toast and burnt coffee he made himself that morning.

It’s not as if Mike’s never been on a date before. He has, he’s certain about that, even though the details are lost in a milky haze he finds he has no will to sift through. Besides, he tells himself, it’s not polite to think about past dates when preparing for a future date. Even he knows that, and Mike has been called obtuse more than once.

It’s probably not helping that he feels utterly ridiculous wearing bright yellow shorts with a white collared shirt tucked in and opened at the throat. He has checkered socks pulled up to his knees and brown loafers on his feet. He’s told that it doesn’t clash at all with his hair and beard, and in fact, according to the Amorea Women’s Club in a fit of slightly breathless giggles, he looks rather dashing, like a rogue from one of the tawdry romance novels that he carries a few of in his store. “You look like you just stepped off a yacht in the Mediterranean,” one of the ladies told him. “A yacht of love.”

This did not endear Mike to his appearance as much as they probably thought it did.

He’s scratching his wrist, nervously nodding at everyone who passes him. It’s not helping that he’s getting knowing smiles, like they’re all in on the secret. Not for the first time, Mike thinks about the lack of privacy in Amorea. It’s never really bothered him before—he’s not even sure it bothers him now—but it’s more noticeable today. Shop owners are standing in front of their businesses, waving at him and patting him on the back. Mrs. Kim (who eyes him like she thinks he’s about to inflict his Commie propaganda on her right in the middle of the street) hands him a violet, saying, “It means faithfulness and truth. Something that you will both need.” He takes it with a nod of thanks but doesn’t stop to chat.

He’s off Main Street, and the parade of people has lessened. He’s about to turn into Sean’s neighborhood. He’s reciting in his head: Knock on his door, he’ll open, say hello, you look nice today, this flower is for you, I’m so happy to see you, knock on his door, he’ll open, say hello—

One moment he’s ready, ready, ready and he’s going to do this, he’s going to be confident and Sean is going to smile and everything is—

You can’t see, can you.

He stops.

Takes a breath. It crawls in his mouth and down his throat.

His eyes widen.

None of you can. You’re glazed over.

He thinks, The birds. The birds, they circled overhead. Thousands of them.

Hollow on the inside. I see you in my garden, you know?

There was a horse, wasn’t there?

It crossed the road and he touched it.

You’re brittle and thin and won’t take much to break.

He’s standing on a street in Amorea on a beautiful Saturday afternoon and he’s—

 

 

HE’S TIRED of it.

They’ve been arguing for hours. Back and forth, back and forth.

This is it, he thinks. The dying gasp. He doesn’t know why neither one of them has pulled the plug on it. Called it. They were so much better before when they were just friends. He doesn’t know why they’ve let it twist into what it’s become. It’s not fair to either of them. Sure, they tried, they really did. And he likes to think he did the right thing, marrying her. It was one night. One drunken night when they were both feeling a little bit sorry for themselves. It was a mistake, yeah. It was all a mistake.

They woke up the next morning, phones going off, text messages from their friends: where r u guyz and holy shit Tara said you were kissing?!?!? and it was awkward, but they laughed about it and said it wouldn’t happen again. One-time thing. Sex wouldn’t ruin what they had before.

Two months later she said, “Hi, how are you? I’m pregnant,” and then she burst into tears while he sat there, skin buzzing and mind racing.

They tried. They really did. He’d been raised right. His momma said that a man’s job was to do right by a woman, and even if he wasn’t always with women, the sentiment was the same. (The fact that his mother said this to him while sporting a black eye that his old man had bestowed upon her should have meant more to him, but he was eleven at the time and didn’t understand the meaning of irony.)

So he did right by her as best he could. He took care of her, of them, just like he said he would, and yeah, sometimes they kissed, and sometimes they still had sex, and maybe one time he said, “We should probably get married,” and maybe she’d replied, “Yeah, that sounds okay to me,” even though he thought it was probably the worst idea in the world. They were both angry people, and they could lash out at each other viciously, most of the time with words, but sometimes with more. She’d scratch him, bang her fists against his chest, and he’d take it, he would, even if he felt like reaching out and slapping her silly, but he would never be his father. He would never do that, even if she left marks on his arms.

They tried, though. They got married, just went down to the justice of the peace, signed some papers, wham bam thank you, ma’am, and it was done. It felt like the right thing to do. Maybe it wasn’t what they wanted, but the right thing isn’t always about want.

Their friends thought they were making a mistake, but by then, they weren’t really their friends anymore because he’d pushed them away, even though she begged him not to. She still went out with them, she still saw the old group, and sometimes she’d come back smelling of booze and cigarettes and he’d yell, “Are you stupid? Are you out of your goddamn mind? You’re fucking pregnant, how could you be so careless?”

And she’d cry and say she was sorry, she was so sorry, she never wanted this, she never wanted any of this. And he was twenty-eight years old. He was in the prime of his life, and it didn’t help that he thought, This is your fault, this is all your fault, every time he looked at her. It wasn’t fair, he knew, because it took two to tango, but he couldn’t stop it. He loved her, he did, but he wasn’t in love with her, and maybe he even resented her sometimes.

He was twenty-nine when the kid was born, and the kid turned out to be a daughter, a wrinkled little thing with pale skin and a shock of red hair on her head. He was blown away by her, by the fact that she was real, but she was sick, they said. The doctors said she was sick, her fucking heart had been growing on the outside of her chest. They knew this. They’d been expecting this. There was hope. There was always hope.

She lasted two years, most of which was spent in and out of different hospitals.

When she died, when their daughter died, everything else died too, and they fought like animals, teeth and claws and they gouged each other with vicious barbs. She said things like Maybe if you were more of a man, maybe if you’d done more, she’d still be here, and he’d say I wish I’d never even met you, I wish I’d never even heard your name, you are the worst thing that’s ever happened to me, and on and on it went.

He knows they need to end this, this thing that they’ve become, because he’s sure he’s going to cheat on her, and he’s sure she’s already fucking around on him, not that they’ve even slept in the same bed in close to a year. This last fight is it, really. They are getting to the point where the words will never be taken back, and they will break each other.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he says when her voice dies out, cracked and broken.

Her laugh is bitter. “Of course you can’t.”

“You don’t love me.”

“You don’t know that.”

He frowns at her. “Hey, you don’t, okay? Not like… not like we should.”

“Don’t put this on me,” she says, and she’s crying now. “It’s you too. You did this too.”

And she’s right, of course, and he could probably sling any number of things in her face right now (the text messages to the person in her phone listed only as BT that say things like miss u and can’t wait to see u and 2day was exactly what I needed xx) but he doesn’t. He doesn’t, and it’s not because he’s a better person. No. He’s not a better person and he feels that old familiar anger rising up in him, that sick fury that causes the palms of his hands to itch, that makes him want to reach out and just shake her silly, to snap at her, to tell her what he knows while his grip tightens on her shoulders.

He’s about to do exactly that, about to throw it back at her, but he’s distracted, because there’s a bird. There’s a bird sitting on the rail of the balcony, a bird that’s staring at him, unblinking.

“Are you even listening to me?” she cries. “God, this is just so fucking typical—”

But he’s not listening. He’s seen the bird, and he’s thinking, Starling, huh, that’s a starling, like when I was a kid, watching TV with Dad, and he said, “Look, look at that, would you look at that, oh my god, look,” and I did, and there were thousands of them, tens of thousands of them, and they were moving together, they were dancing, Dad said it was called a murmuration, said it was order in the chaos, and that it’d be the most beautiful thing I’d ever see.

And that had stuck with him, hadn’t it? The fact that his father could ever find something beautiful. He cried when he found out murmurations were rare, true murmurations with tens of thousands of birds, and that he’d probably never see one. His father put a hand (a loving and terrible hand) on his shoulder and said, “One day, we’ll see them with our own eyes, right above us, bucko, I promise,” but they hadn’t because his mom and dad had died, and he just couldn’t. He couldn’t go back without thinking of them, and life got in the way after that. After the grief had settled. After it hurt, but only dully. His life, he was living his life and then came the baby and the shit show that had followed. And here he is now, she’s crying, his fists are balled at his sides, and there’s a starling sitting on the balcony.

“What are you looking at?” she asks tearfully. “Am I not even important enough for you to—”

He ignores her. His heart is thundering in his chest, blood rushing in his ears. He thinks about the moon hitting his eye, it’s like that pizza pie, wasn’t it? Happy sang that. Happy sang that and it feels like he is bleeding through because there are Happy and Oscar (Walter) and it is bright and sunny and he thinks one word. One word as the starling lifts its wings and flies from the balcony.

He thinks, Sean.

He doesn’t know any Sean.

He loves Sean.

The light pouring in from the window darkens, like clouds have moved over the sun.

But it’s not clouds.

He knows this.

She yells at him to pay attention, yells at him to just fucking look at her, but he’s taking a step and another step and another toward the sliding door of the balcony as the shadows grow in the room, and if he listens, if he really listens, he can hear the beat of thousands of wings, the rush of air as it’s split, the rolling movement of the starlings.

He thinks, Sean, because that’s all he’s ever wanted.

He opens the sliding door to the balcony.

The sky outside is black with birds.

They murmur his name in the murmuration.

He laughs as the window cracks, as the floor cracks, as his mind cracks.

He’s—

 

 

HE’S RINGING the doorbell, and he hears, “Just a minute,” and he smiles to himself, insides twisting, but it’s in a good way now.

He practices again, reminding himself that he’ll open the door, say hello, you look nice today, and maybe there’s a small part of him that thinks, Don’t put this on me, you did this, you did this too, but he has no idea where the thought comes from. He shakes his head, thinking that the ten-minute walk from the bookstore to Sean’s house was uneventful enough that he should have calmed down some, but he’s excited and nervous and just wants this to go well. It’s the romantic in him (hidden, of course, because he never really wants to show that side of himself to anyone if he can help it, and he looks down at the flower in his hand, snorting in irony) that wants this to go so well that it goes on forever. He never wants this feeling to end, these butterflies of anticipation, of a future that could bring so much.

The door opens and Sean’s there. Sean’s there with his just-for-Mike smile, and maybe it’s curved a little more than it normally is. It freezes slightly when he sees Mike, and then he’s choking out, “Mrs. Richardson?”

Mike flushes brutally, making a mental note to scold that woman the next time he sees her. “Mrs. Richardson,” he says in a slightly strangled voice, and it’s already not going like he wanted it to. “Hello,” he says. “You look…” and he can’t say nice like he planned, because nice doesn’t even begin to cover it. Sean’s wearing a pair of pink pastel Bermuda shorts and a checkered shirt that’s white and the lightest of blues. It’s buttoned down the front and pulls tight against the lean muscles in his chest. He doesn’t have socks on, and his legs are pale and hairy and Mike’s brain short-circuits just a little. It hits him then, just how handsome he thinks Sean is, and that finally, finally, finally, they’re moving forward with this… this thing, this thing that Mike wants more than anything else in the world.

He says, “You look good,” and hopes it’s enough.

“Thanks, big guy,” Sean says, eyes twinkling. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen your knees before.”

The noise Mike makes at that is one he’d rather forget, but Sean’s laughing and his hand is out, fingers tracing against Mike’s freshly shorn beard, and Mike thinks, Yeah, this is good. This can be real good.





X

 

 

“FUNNY HOW that works out,” Sean says.

They’ve arrived at the park, Mike carrying the heavy picnic basket on one arm, the other tensed tightly as Sean grips his elbow.

Mike is glaring at what he sees before him.

It seems as if everyone in Amorea decided today would be a good day to go to the park and have a picnic.

He sees Happy, Donald, and Calvin, all of whom should be at their stores right now, studiously avoiding Mike’s gaze as they sit along the fountain at the center of the park.

There’s the Amorea Women’s Club, spread out perfectly on a large checkered blanket, sipping on tall glasses of cold lemonade.

Walter’s there, and Mike knows he should be at the diner. He glances over his shoulder. Sure enough, the diner is empty, the light dimmed. He can see a sign on the door, but can’t quite make it out. He doesn’t really need to see it, though, knowing it probably says some variation of GONE TO PRY IN THE AFFAIRS OF OTHERS. BE BACK SOON!!!

He imagines a similar sign hangs on every business in Amorea at the moment.

He’s going to have some sharp words with a few people later.

“Funny,” Mike says.

Sean squeezes his shoulder. “They mean well.”

“They meddle,” he says.

“They care.”

“Too much.”

“Probably. But it’s to be expected.”

Mike’s glare softens as he glances over at Sean. “It is?”

Sean shrugs. “Since you took your time and all. They just want to see if it was worth the wait.”

Mike sputters.

Sean grins. “Oh look. There’s a spot open by the pond just for us. How lucky are we?” He squeezes Mike’s elbow again and begins to tug him toward the pond.

And Mike thinks maybe he’s the luckiest of all.

 

 

THEY ARE largely left alone, and for that Mike is grateful. He thinks there might be certain spies sent in to report back to the rest of Amorea, because every now and then, someone will walk by under the guise of strolling along the lake, hesitating as soon as they are within earshot for the briefest of moments, but moving along rather quickly as soon as Mike starts to frown.

Todd Sturgis is out with his ice cream cart, the bell ringing as he pushes it along the concrete path, cheerfully exclaiming how he has Fudgsicles and Twin Pop popsicles, flavored orange and root beer and lemon and cherry and banana.

There are people blowing bubbles, the oily surface reflecting in the sun. A little dog barks at a croquet game set up on a nearby expanse of green. There are fat clouds in the sky and a cool breeze below.

It’s the perfect summer weekend in Amorea, but Mike’s not fooled at all.

They’re meddling. All of them.

And really, he should be more annoyed than he actually is.

But he can’t be. Not with the company he’s in.

Sean spreads out the large red blanket he’d brought under the shade of an old oak tree near the dock on the pond. Then he takes the basket from Mike’s hand and sets it down beside him. Mike’s unsure of what to do next (does he sit next to him? does he unpack the basket? does he engage Sean in meaningless small talk?) when Sean says, “You look confused.”

“I’m not very good at this,” Mike admits for lack of something better to say.

“At what?”

“You.”

“You’re very good at me,” Sean says. “Maybe the best of all.”

Mike doesn’t quite know what to do with that. Oh, he knows what he’d like to do, but he doesn’t think now is the right time for a first kiss. So instead he says, “You’re the best at me too,” and internally kicks himself for sounding so ridiculous.

It doesn’t seem to matter to Sean, if the look on his face says anything about it. It’s a mixture of awe and fondness like he’s thinking the same thing Mike is: I can’t believe I get to have this. But that can’t be what he’s thinking, because it if anyone here drew short, it’d be Sean.

Sean pats the blanket next to him and doesn’t even comment on how quickly or how close Mike sits, like all he was waiting for was permission.

“Now, I suppose I could tell you that I made all of this myself,” Sean says, “so you’d be impressed. But I didn’t. Walter did.”

Mike peeks inside the picnic basket and snorts. “Sandwiches. You think you’d impress me by telling me you made sandwiches.” He thinks Mrs. Richardson would be proud.

“I burn things,” Sean says. “You know that’s why Walter has me banned from the kitchen.” Which is true. It’s well known throughout Amorea that Sean Mellgard isn’t allowed in a kitchen. Walter always makes sure Sean has dinner before he goes home at night and, on any days off, sends one of the girls over with food. Sean claims it’s unnecessary, but Walter’s told Mike stories about cookies that looked like coal and a meatloaf that he was positive was actually poisonous. Not to mention that things tended to get lit on fire when Sean Mellgard was involved.

“I wouldn’t have been impressed,” Mike says, “because I wouldn’t have believed you, given that these actually look edible.”

Sean squints at him. “Do you have oil in your hair? It looks really fancy.”

“Mrs. Richardson says it makes my hair look shinier,” Mike admits, though it pains him greatly.

“Men with oil in their hair aren’t allowed to make fun of my cooking,” Sean says.

“Yeah,” Mike says, knowing he’s got a goofy smile on his face, but unable to do anything about it.

“Yeah,” Sean says in that tone of voice he does so well.

And it’s easy. It’s easy, because they’ve taken the long road to get to this point. Maybe there are times that Mike wishes he’d gotten his act together sooner than he did, but he’ll never regret it because of where they’ve ended up now. They’re eating, and he’s made Sean laugh three times, and he’s hoping to get to a fourth before the day is out.

Amorea moves around them, but they might as well be wrapped in a little bubble, because they’re largely left alone. It doesn’t take long before Mike is able to block everyone else out, and maybe it’s the moment he reaches out and wipes a little smudge of potato salad from Sean’s chin, or maybe it’s when Sean’s bare feet press against his shin (on accident or on purpose, he doesn’t know, and he doesn’t think it matters) but he thinks that it couldn’t be any better than this. That if this is what they’ve been building to, then he would gladly go through this again and again and again just to get to this moment.

The years have been worth it.

He knows it’s true when they are lying side by side on the blanket, heads turned toward each other, arms barely touching. The sunlight is filtering through the trees, little shadows rippling along Sean’s face. His eyes are open and he’s listening as Mike tells him about the book he’s reading (You Can’t Go Home Again by Thomas Wolfe) and about the radio serial he’s listening to (Abbott Mysteries, Jean and Pat Abbott solving murders in San Francisco, a place he’s never been to, a place he’s never heard of, a place he’ll never go, and he doesn’t think twice about how Sean never asks what San Francisco is).

There was a time when he didn’t think they’d get here, and it had nothing to do with Sean. He couldn’t quite say why he was so hesitant, where that sick, roiling feeling came from every time he thought about taking the next step. Past the argument of the age difference, there wasn’t much but a fog, but it was still there, and it blanketed Mike at times, covered him until he thought he was choking on it. There was always an urgent sense of I can’t and Not yet, maybe not ever. He knows it wasn’t fair to Sean. And he never asked Sean to wait like he did. He remembers the halted conversation they had where he couldn’t quite articulate his point, but Sean seemed to understand it anyway, patting his hand and saying, “I’m not going anywhere, big guy. You take all the time you need.”

And he still doesn’t understand it. Still doesn’t really get why it took this long, but that crippling fog is mostly gone now, and while it still curls around his ankles, it doesn’t cause him to stumble like it used to.

But it’s worth it. He knows it is. Because it’s Sean on his back, pointing at a cloud, saying, That one looks like a rabid giraffe, and it doesn’t, it really doesn’t, but Sean thinks it does, and that’s enough for Mike.

It’s in the way their arms brush together, warm skin against warm skin and how maybe they leave them pressed together instead of apologizing and moving apart.

It’s in the way that even though they’ve been here for hours, even though the sky is starting to streak as the sun goes down, Mike could stay here for hours more, just as long as he could stay right where he is.

He’s not sure who reaches for whom first, who is the braver out of the two of them. All he knows is that one moment, Sean is saying, “I don’t know, I guess so, I hadn’t really thought about it that way,” to a question Mike doesn’t remember asking, and the next, their fingers are intertwined and there’s a thumb brushing near his. Mike is blushing, he knows he is, that damn Irish luck, and Sean is amused, always amused by him.

He can see some stars in the deepening blue, can hear the town moving slowly and happily around them. He thinks he even hears Happy singing how that’s… amore, and Mike doesn’t even mind that it’s the thousandth time he’s heard that song. He doesn’t even mind that Happy sounds like a barrel full of cats rolling down a hill when he sings. It’s good. Everything is good.

“So,” Sean says after falling silent for a little while. They’re still joined at the hands, and if Mike has any say in it, they’ll stay that way for as long as possible.

“So,” Mike says.

“It’s almost the end of summer.”

“Is it?” Mike says, frowning slightly. He didn’t realize that much time had passed already.

Sean chuckles and squeezes his hand. Mike maybe loves him a little bit more for not yet letting go, even though their hands are clammy. “Sure is, big guy. And I was thinking.”

“Don’t strain yourself too much.”

“A peach. A real peach.”

“Someone’s gotta keep the ego in check.”

“And you think it’s gonna be you?”

Mike blanches a little, not meaning to be presumptuous. He averts his eyes and gives a weak laugh, trying to play it off, trying to deflect. He says, “I didn’t mean—”

“I want you to,” Sean says quickly, like he’s afraid he won’t get all the words out in time. “Mean it, I mean.”

“Yeah?” Mike says, and he sounds a little breathless.

“Yeah,” Sean says.

Mike clears his throat and tries not to show how smug he feels. “Okay,” he says. “I… uh. I can. Keep your. Ego. In check?” Because what were they even talking about now?

The corners of Sean’s eyes crinkle slightly. It’s one of the first things that Mike ever really noticed about him, how he doesn’t even need to smile with his mouth, it can be around his eyes, and Sean’s amused again, amused by Mike, and Mike likes it, likes these little moments when it’s quiet and everything is okay. Sure, there might be a bit of unease crawling through him, and sure, there’s that voice whispering in the back of his head, Are you sure it was a dream? and Are you sure it wasn’t a ghost? and You’re forgetting something, something important because there was a woman crying and your palms itched, but he ignores it. He ignores it because he doesn’t want anything to distract him from this moment. He’s lying on his back, his hand is in Sean’s, and the corners of Sean’s eyes are crinkling. He’s amused, and they’re so close to each other that Mike can feel his breath on his face, can see individual lashes as Sean blinks slow and heavy. So yes, he ignores the uneasiness because he wants nothing to do with it. He wants nothing to distract him from right now, which has been three years in the making.

“You do that,” Sean says. “You keep me in check, okay?”

“Yeah,” Mike says hoarsely.

“Yeah.”

It’s perfect. Everything about this is perfect, and he can barely breathe.

Sean says, “So, since it’s almost the end of summer. There’s that thing they do every year coming up in a couple of weeks.”

Mike’s throat is a little dry, but he swallows through it. The Amorea Women’s Club puts on a social with food and music and dancing, and it’s never really been Mike’s thing. It’s loud and gaudy, but as a business owner in Amorea, he’s expected to wear a tie and show up with a smile on his face. He didn’t escort Sean for the past couple of years; they’ve met there and they’ve eaten and watched others dance, and even though Mike tried to push himself to do more, to pull Sean out onto the dance floor, to hold him close and sway back and forth, he didn’t. He didn’t really know why, but there was always something that held him back.

But he’s tired of that. He’s not like that anymore. He’s different now. Things are different between the two of them. They’re on their first date and it’s going well, and maybe Mike’s thinking about daring to kiss Sean at the end of the night, on the lips or on the cheek, he’s not quite sure yet. He wants to do this right, doesn’t want anything to mess this up. Maybe it’ll be a little forward of him, but he thinks that Sean will be okay with it. Because sometimes Mike catches Sean staring at him like he wants to kiss him too. They’ll both blush and look away, but it’s been happening for a long time, and it’s been happening more and more.

“The fall harvest thing,” Mike says.

“Right,” Sean says. “A big to-do.”

“You should go,” Mike says quickly. “Um. With me. If you want. We could go. Together?” And he curses himself internally for sounding like some fumbling kid. He’s thirty-six years old, goddammit, and he weighs two hundred and seventeen pounds. He could lift Sean like it was nothing, skinny thing that he is, with one arm, even, but he’s punctuating his words all wrong, and he wants to start over.

Before he can, though, Sean’s nodding his head and biting his lip and Mike thinks, Wow, look at you, just look at you. Gosh, wow.

“I’d like that,” Sean says. “If that’s what you want.”

“Yeah, yes,” Mike says. “I want that,” and he’s squeezing Sean’s hand tightly, like he’s afraid that maybe this is a dream, and he doesn’t want it to be, even if it’s a good dream.

“Good,” Sean says. And Mike watches as he scoots just a little bit closer until his head rests on Mike’s shoulder. Mike turns his own head slightly until his nose is in Sean’s hair, and he breaths in deeply, smelling soap and Brylcreem and coffee and the faintest hint of cigarette smoke.

Mike thinks, This is mine. This moment. It’s mine. It’s ours. We made it, and it’s ours.

 

 

IT’S LATER, and it’s almost dark. Mike’s walked Sean to his door like the perfect gentleman he is, and he’s nervous now. He’s nervous because those thoughts in the park, the ones about kissing lips or cheek, seemed so much easier then, when he had all the time in the world. Any choice was hours away, but it’s here now, and Mike is almost crippled with indecision.

Man up, he tells himself. Man up.

“I had a good time,” Sean says, that small smile on his face.

“I did too.” Mike reminds himself that this is one of his best friends, and that they’ve been building up to this. He knows, mostly, how Sean feels about him. He knows him better than almost anyone else. He can take chances with him. He can step off ledges for him. That low swooping feeling in his stomach is something he wants again and again and—

Sean says, “I want to do this more with—” but that’s all he gets out because Mike’s kissing him.

Mike’s eyes are open, and Sean’s eyes are wide, and their lips are pressed together. Neither of them are moving, and it’s the smallest of pressures, but it’s good, it’s so good. Then Sean’s eyes flutter shut, and his hands come up slowly and settle on Mike’s hips, and he opens his mouth slightly and sighs. Mike feels the warm breath on his lips, and he moves then. He turns his head slightly and the angle is different, and he brings his big hands up, cupping Sean’s face, holding him close, not wanting him to ever pull away.

His skin is buzzing, and he feels like maybe he’s floating just a little bit. It’s chaste, this kiss, and Mike’s breathing through his nose a little too loudly, but it’s everything he could have asked for. There’s the brush of a tongue against his bottom lip, there and gone again, and then they’re leaning their foreheads together and just breathing each other’s air. Sean’s eyes are still closed, but the corners of his eyes are crinkled, and he’s licking his lips like he’s trying to chase the taste of Mike.

“That was…,” he says. “That was real good.” He sounds dazed.

“Yeah,” Mike says.

Sean’s eyes open. “Yeah, big guy.”

Mike thinks, I want this. I want this forever.





XI

 

 

MIKE WAKES up at the beginning of the work week thinking about mountains. Nothing specifically about them, mind you, but his first thought when he opens his eyes is mountains and he’s brushing his teeth and thinking, mountains. He’s thinking about Sean too, like he always does, and he’s thinking about the week ahead, but then there’s mountains and it’s followed by We could. I can see it now, Mikey. We could go to them mountains.

He doesn’t know where that came from.

He doesn’t know why he’s thinking so much about the mountains.

But they’re there as he showers, and there as he’s dressing. They’re there as he parcels out exactly one cup of kibble for Martin, who eyes him with faint disinterest, tail flicking back and forth. They’re there as he puts his wallet in his back pocket, and he can’t quite seem to shake them.

Maybe he dreamed about them the night before.

He doesn’t remember the dream if so.

But that’s okay. He rarely remembers any of his dreams.

He shakes his head, shutting the front door behind him. He’s probably just got a case of the Mondays.

But he’s looking at them as he walks down the sidewalk. He’s distracted by them when the townsfolk greet him, bright and cheery, as they always do. They say, “Why, good morning to you there, Mike!” and “It’s gonna be a hot one today, bet your fur.” And he’s looking at the mountains around Amorea like he’s never seen them before. They tower around the little town, like they’re caging it in, and they’re picturesque as always, steep and snowcapped, and he responds with things like, “Yeah, nice to see you” and “Looks like,” but his heart’s not in it, because he thinks, Well, maybe I could just go to them myself.

 

 

IT’S A usual weekday morning in the diner in that it’s loud, and Walter’s laughing brightly in the kitchen, shouting out order up order up as he rings the little bell with the spatula he uses to sling hash. One of the girls is weaving in and out of the tables, tray held high above her head. Another girl is at the lunch counter, pouring coffee. Mondays are always busy, and they have an extra pair of hands on in the morning as Sean can’t handle the rush by himself. Actually, Mike thinks, he probably could, but Walter never wants that kind of stress on him.

Okay, maybe it’s not exactly the usual, because Sean’s sitting across from him in the booth, the picture of them sitting on the dock hung on the wall above them. It’s not the usual because Sean’s tangled his feet with Mike’s under the table, and Mike’s rather giddy about it, though he tries to keep a stern look on his face. He’s a grown man playing footsie underneath a table at a diner. He’s cringing internally, but doesn’t put a stop to it. Probably because Sean’s wearing such a dopey smile that Mike desperately wants to kiss.

Sean’s pushing his buttons. He’s got to be. Probably trying to see how far and how much he can get away with, the little shit. He doesn’t seem to be fooled by the cool look on Mike’s face, hands wrapped around a cup of joe, eyes crinkled at the corners.

This isn’t the usual. They don’t usually touch, not like this, but Mike knows things are changing now, things are moving forward instead of the odd stasis he’s been in for years. He’s cautious, sure, and has some trepidation, but that’s all on him. He doesn’t doubt this thing he has with Sean. He’ll never doubt Sean. He sometimes thinks that Sean’s still too young, that they’re too far apart in age, but the thought of Sean with anyone else makes him feel like punching something as hard as he can. Any fears he might have don’t measure up to the thrill of what they have now.

It’s not the usual.

But it’s good.

“I’m trying to eat here,” Mike says, attempting to maintain some decorum, even though he knows it’s a losing battle.

“Sure, big guy,” Sean says, sipping his coffee without ever looking away from Mike. And if that doesn’t send a bolt of heat through him, he doesn’t know what will.

And maybe he’s getting better at this… thing between them, because he presses his foot right back against Sean’s and doesn’t think about what shade of red his neck is or how his hand is shaking slightly.

He thinks, It’s okay to do this, now. It’s okay to touch.

He thinks, When I go to the mountains, I need to take him with me.

He stops, fork partway to his mouth, eggs dangling down.

He frowns.

Because he doesn’t know where such a thought came from.

Sure, he was thinking about the mountains a lot this morning, but going to them? With Sean? Why, that’s just crazy talk. Isn’t it?

Isn’t it?

There’s a bright lance of pain through his head, quick and hot, causing his stomach to roll. The eggs fall off his fork, and he thinks, We should go up to those mountains.

Sean says, “Hey, you okay?”

And before Mike can answer (yes or no or I think something’s wrong because we gotta get up to those mountains, fo sho!) there are raised voices and a loud clatter behind him.

“Goddammit,” Sean snaps, slamming down his cup, the coffee jostled and splashing onto the table. Sean’s up and out of his seat before Mike can even set down his fork.

He turns to look over his shoulder and sees Daniel Houle of Houle’s Hats and George Kettner, who might be the closest thing to a town drunk they’ve got, pushing each other, faces twisted into thin snarls. Whatever argument they’re in has escalated quickly, because Mike didn’t even hear raised voices until they started shoving each other. Granted, he was distracted, but it’s something so out of the ordinary here in Amorea that he’d have thought he would have noticed the moment it started. People don’t fight here. Not to the point of where it’s physical.

Sean’s running toward them, ready to put himself between them, and Mike’s not liking that, not at all. Yeah, there’s a huge part of him that knows that Sean can take care of himself, that he can be downright scrappy when he needs to be, but those men are angry, furious even, and it won’t take much for someone to throw a fist and things to get out of hand.

He’s pushing himself up from his seat, ready to end this before it can go any further, when Sean catches an elbow to the face. It’s not done with any malicious intent; no, he’s sure that Daniel Houle is unaware that it even happened. But it does, and there’s a crack and Sean groans, staggering back a step or two, hands coming up to catch the first spurt of blood.

Things change after that.

Because Mike’s angry now.

He’s pushing by Sean, Walter already at Sean’s side and pulling him back. Mike’s at Daniel Houle and George Kettner. He grabs each of them by the back of the neck as George hooks his arm back to throw the first punch. George is sweating and smells thickly of scotch, but Mike’s got a good grip on him and on Daniel, fingers digging in. He’s taller than them, and wider. He’s muscle-thick to their middle-age fat, but he never uses that to his advantage. Never uses it to intimidate, because a bully is a bully is a bully, no matter what the size.

But he’s going to do it now, and is doing it, because there are dots of Sean’s blood on the floor, splattered and bright, and it’s driving Mike up the goddamn wall.

He’s growling low in his throat and his palms are itching to smash the two idiots together, to break their noses, to make them feel pain, their blood on the floor, covering Sean’s so he doesn’t have to see it anymore. He’s thinking how easy it would be, how angry he is, how stupid these men are in front of him, and he can barely breathe around his anger.

He hears a voice in his head, and it’s feminine, and she’s saying, You bastard, you fucking bastard, what the fuck is wrong with you, what are you doing, what are you doing, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you because I hate you, and there’s a sickening throb in his head, and it pulls on him. He feels like he’s slipping, slipping, slipping, and he’s so goddamn angry when he thinks, I could do this, I really could, I’m capable of doing this, it’s in me, just look at what I can do.

It passes, though. Somehow.

One moment he’s drowning in it, the rage slipping over his head, and the next a plug has been pulled, and he’s draining until he’s empty.

He’s in the diner. He’s in the diner and the two idiots are still trying to get at each other. He still thinks of smashing them together, but it’s not as strong. Instead, he pulls George one way and Daniel the other. Daniel, the idiot that he is, trips over his own feet and falls back against the nearest wall, knocking a couple of Walter’s photographs onto the floor, breaking the frames and glass.

George is panting against the lunch counter, and he’s not a young man anymore, so Mike glares at him, watching his chest rise and fall, making sure he’s catching his breath, that the old ticker keeps right on ticking. He’s red in the face, but that could just be residual anger along with exertion. Or it could be that he’s always a bit red in the face, given how much he drinks.

“Willy’s on his way,” Happy mutters near his right ear, and Mike nods stiffly, curling his hands into fists at his sides to keep from reaching out and knocking a few heads anyway. The constable was probably sleeping with his feet up on his desk anyway. Finally, the old codger has something to do.

Once he’s sure that they won’t go after each other again, he’s turning back to Sean, who looks more pissed off than anything else. He’s glaring at Daniel and George, who seem more embarrassed and sheepish than on the verge of fisticuffs. His hand is at his nose, staunching the blood, and it’s not as bad as Mike first thought. His nose doesn’t look broken and may not even bruise. The flow of blood is sluggish, and Walter’s telling him to tip his head back while trying to shove twisted napkins up his nose.

Walter takes a step back as Mike stands in front of them. Sean turns his glare to Mike, but it softens some. Mike puts a couple of fingers under Sean’s chin and tilts his head up, using his other hand to dab at Sean’s chin and mouth with a napkin Walter hands him.

“He got lucky,” Sean mutters.

He did, and Mike’s still a little angry, but he says, “Or maybe you ran right into that elbow. Watch where you’re going next time.”

Sean’s eyes narrow briefly, but then he snorts and shakes his head. “Funny man,” he says, but allows Mike to wipe away the worst of the blood. “I could have had it, you know.”

“I know,” Mike says. He does know that. Just because he wants to protect Sean from everything doesn’t mean Sean needs it. “I just had your back is all.”

“Is that all?”

Mike shrugs.

“Well, just as long as you know I can handle myself.”

“Better than most,” Mike agrees. “You’re even scary sometimes.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just because I have a knight in shining armor doesn’t mean I’ll need to be rescued all the time.”

Mike grins at him.

Sean rolls his eyes, but his lips are quirking into a slightly bloody smile. “Don’t look so smug, big guy, or I’ll get to you next.”

“Wouldn’t even dream of it,” he says, and Sean jerks his chin out of Mike’s hand, evidently fed up with being coddled.

He steps around Mike, stalking toward Daniel and George, who wince at the sight of him. Walter has his arms crossed, face stony. Everyone else in the diner is whispering to each other, and Mike knows this will be the talk of the town by lunchtime. It’s exciting and new and positively scandalous, and he’s sure the phone lines will be ringing up and down Amorea even before he opens the bookstore. That doesn’t bother him. It’s just a part of small-town life.

What does bother him, however, is that something like this even happened to begin with. Mike knows that tempers flare (his own does every now and then), but it’s no excuse, especially not in a public place like the diner.

“You want to tell me what that was about,” he says. It’s not a question.

George and Daniel glance at each other warily before looking back at Mike.

“Well, see, here’s the thing,” Daniel says, and Mike’s reminded that Daniel is a bit of a smooth talker, says a lot without actually saying anything at all. He’s soft in all the ways Mike is not and has a pencil-thin mustache that makes him look like he’s got a dirty upper lip. Mike doesn’t actively dislike him (Mike can’t actually think of anyone he dislikes), but he’s not fond of him either. Granted, Mike’s only fond of a few people in Amorea, but the sentiment remains the same. Daniel is not high on Mike’s list of people he gives a damn about.

(It probably doesn’t help, either, that Daniel told him once that he doesn’t have time for reading, that he doesn’t think a book could add any sort of enrichment to his life. Mike was slightly aghast, not really understanding how anyone could say such a thing and mean it. Sean just laughed at Mike, calling him a literary snob in that soft voice he sometimes gets when Mike’s the focus of his attention.)

“Here’s the thing,” Daniel says again. “It’s just a matter of a difference of opinion.”

“That right,” Mike says flatly. “And what would the different opinions be?”

George snorts. “It’s rather simple. I feel he should pay me for the work I did on the roof of his house. He feels otherwise.”

George may be a drunk and may be in his cups more often than he’s not, but he’s a good handyman, and one that people call on regularly. In fact, the more he works, the more sober he is, something Mike cottoned on to quite early on in his time in Amorea. He makes sure he always has something for George to work on every couple of weeks or so, even if he has to make up a problem to get him out to the house. He knows others have followed his lead on it and done the same.

“That true?” Mike asks Daniel.

“It depends on what your definition of the truth is,” Daniel says.

Mike growls.

“It’s probably the same as mine,” he says quickly. “In fact, I know it is. And would you look at that, on the same page as always, you old so-and-so. Gosh, I’m glad we had this talk. I think I’ll just pay George and we can forget that this ever happened. Whaddaya say, George? Soon as the bank opens, you and me take a walk and I lay some green on ya?”

“I suppose that would work,” George says. “Agreed-upon price?”

Daniel glances quickly at Mike before looking back at George and chuckling nervously. “Yeah, sure, full price. Maybe even a little bonus for being such a stand-up guy and all.”

“That works for me,” George says.

“We done here?” Daniel says.

Mike jerks his head toward Sean.

“Right,” Daniel says with a grimace. “Sorry ’bout your nose, kid. Don’t even know my own strength sometimes, wouldn’t you believe that.”

“It’s fine,” Sean says.

“Do you want to hit him back?” Mike asks. “Even it up a little?”

Daniel’s eyes widen. “Now wait just a damn minute—”

Sean rolls his eyes, but he’s starting to smile and that’s all Mike wants. “Nah. I think we’re pretty okay here, big guy.”

“Yeah, see?” Daniel’s edging toward the door. “Everything is pretty okay. The kid’s good, George is good, no need to get your feathers ruffled there, Giganto.”

“George,” Mike says, ignoring Daniel. “You’ll tell me if you don’t get paid, won’t you?”

“Sure, Mike. Right away.”

“Good,” Mike says. “That’s real good.”

Daniel pales slightly, sputters a little bit more, and is out the door, the little bell ringing overhead as he hurries down the sidewalk.

“Thanks, Mike,” George says. “Sorry about this whole mess.”

“It’s okay,” Mike says. “He’s a shifty little bastard.”

George barks out a laugh. “I tried to get it from him, but he kept skipping out on me.”

“Next time, you come to me first.”

“Yeah, okay, Mike.”

“You got a few moments this week? That sliding door is sticking again.”

“Oh sure. Be out there tomorrow if that’s all right with you. I’ll fix it right as rain.”

“I know,” Mike says.

“Sorry about the ruckus,” George says to Walter, but Walter waves him off with a “Don’t worry about it.”

People go back to their breakfasts as Walter pours George another cup of coffee. Mike sighs and sees the photos on the ground. He’s about to start cleaning it up when he sees Sean watching him with a strange look on his face.

“You okay?” Mike asks, concerned.

“You just….” Sean shakes his head. “You don’t see it, do you?”

“See what?”

Sean is moving toward Mike even before he can get the words out, and there’s a low heat curling in his stomach at the sight of him. His face is bloodied and his nose is bright red, but Sean’s got this look in his eyes, something Mike can’t quite place. It’s hot and fiery and Mike’s never seen him like this before, hips rolling like he’s slinking instead of walking.

He stops right in front of Mike, leaving a hairsbreadth of distance between them. Mike’s hands twitch at his sides, wanting to reach out and touch, but he doesn’t, because he can’t quite be sure he’ll stop if he starts.

When Sean speaks, his voice is low, his words for Mike only. “You come in here. You deal with all of this like you do. Like it’s nothing. You make things better wherever you go. You always do. Three years I waited for you. I told myself to take it at your pace. That you needed it. That it was the right thing to do. But I swear to god, Mike, had you done something like that three years ago, I wouldn’t have been responsible for my actions, however improper they might have been. You catch my drift?”

Yeah, Mike’s catching his drift, all right. It makes his skin buzz and his heart thud. “That something you like?” Mike says, wondering how he made his voice sound gravelly.

Sean’s eyes darken. “Taking charge like you did?” He laughs, a husky thing that Mike wants to swallow down. “Yeah,” and he’s mocking Mike again, but in that sweet way he does.

“I’ll have to keep that in mind,” Mike says, gaze darting over Sean’s face.

“Make sure you do that, big guy.” And then Sean takes a minute step back, and that little frisson of want between them dissipates, but doesn’t disappear entirely. No, Mike’s sure it’s always going to be there, because he’s always going to want Sean. He knows this, sure as he knows the sun will rise tomorrow. There will never be a time when Mike Frazier doesn’t want Sean Mellgard.

Sean knows what’s going through Mike’s head, he has to, because he always does. His lips quirk in that smile that’s just for Mike, warm and soft, still tinged with a bit of fire. Then he winces slightly.

“Nose?” Mike asks.

“It’s fine,” Sean says. “Nothing a little ice won’t fix. It’ll be bruised, but that’s to be expected.”

“It doesn’t matter much to me,” Mike says. “I’d like you even if your nose fell off.”

“Of course you would,” Sean says. “I’m amazing. Be a sport, would you, and clean up that glass? Walter will want to save those photos if he can. You know how he is. All those memories.”

Mike nods as Sean walks back into the kitchen, already yelling at Walter about being a victim of workplace violence, that he’s going to need some time off and such. Walter’s yelling back that if Sean thinks he’s going to get a vacation out of this, he’d better have another thought coming. Mike smiles quietly to himself as he turns and crouches down to where the photographs have fallen off the wall.

Three photos were broken in the scuffle, two small ones and a bigger one.

The first of the smaller ones shows snow falling around Amorea, people laughing and smiling as they sled down the aptly named Thrill Hill, which is on the north end of town. Scarves are frozen in time trailing behind the necks they were wrapped around, and there is happiness on just about everyone’s face. Snow days are the best days in Amorea, and Mike can’t wait until they come again. He and Sean could bundle up together in front of a fire, a blanket stretched over the two of them, drinking hot cocoa spiced with a bit of rum, listening to Bing Crosby sing about a silent night.

The second photo is the Amorea Women’s Club and their annual bake sale, which goes toward Willy’s salary and the upkeep of Amorea’s streets. Mrs. Richardson is standing in front of a table covered in perfectly baked treats, her little minions gathered behind her.

He’s about to reach for the third photo when Willy comes in, huffing like he’s run the few blocks from his office to the diner. He’s looking around wildly like he expects there to be a shootout going on right in front of him.

“Ah, calm down, you old fart,” Happy says from the lunch counter. “It’s done and over with. Mike took care of things.”

“That true, Mike?” Willy says, wiping his brow.

“Sure enough,” Mike says. “Just an argument. It’s all been sorted. How about you head on over and see if Walter’s got some of those hash browns you like so much?”

Willy nods. “Don’t mind if I do. Since you took care of things and all.” He hitches up his pants and steps around Mike before heading toward the counter. Happy pats the stool next to him and starts shooting the shit even before Willy takes a seat. One of the girls stops in front of him, pouring him a cup of coffee before hollering back to Walter that they need some browns fired up and salted.

It’s the usual.

And aside from the little skirmish before, everything has been usual.

And so maybe that’s why Mike’s not thinking much about anything when he picks up that last photo. Maybe his mind is still lost in that snowy day, the fireplace warm, and Sean even warmer against him. And maybe Sean’s whispering in his ear I like it when you take charge, you catch my drift?

Yeah, Mike catches that drift. He catches it pretty damn well.

So his head isn’t all the way in the game. He’s not thinking about mountains (though they are at the back of his mind, because of the snow—association and all), and he’s not thinking about the weird dreams he’s been having, or about the man at the end of his bed. He’s not thinking about starlings and how they murmur. He’s thinking about how Sean will taste, how he will look spread out under Mike, skin aglow from the firelight, saying Mike’s name in a low and breathy voice.

He pricks his finger on a shard of glass as he reaches for the last photo.

He hisses and brings the finger up his mouth, trying to suck the pain away.

He’s annoyed with himself that he’d do something so careless.

That’s when he sees it.

He thinks, Huh. Well. Would you look at that.

Because he might not have noticed, being lost in the snow like he’s been, had he not pricked his finger.

The last photograph. It’s broken, hanging partway out of the frame, the bottom part of the photo torn just a little. The photo itself is unremarkable. There’s Happy and Calvin and Donald and Sean, and they’re sitting side by side, mugging for the camera. Mike’s not in it, because it’s before Mike’s time. Sean said it was taken a few months before Mike came to Amorea, and when Mike asked if Walter had taken it, Sean got a funny little look on his face. He said, “I think so. Funny, I can’t quite remember. Who else would have taken it?”

Who else would have taken it?

They were at the park, sitting in front of the fountain. Even though it’s in black and white, Mike can see the sky is clear and blue, the water reflecting the sunlight in little bursts of color, the grass behind them the brightest green. It’s the perfect summer day.

But that’s not what catches his eye.

He knows this already.

He’s seen this already. All of this.

What catches his eye is how the photo is folded on the left side, like part of the picture is missing.

And how funny is that, Mike thinks. That something could be missing.

He knocks aside a piece of glass as he reaches for the photo. The frame is a lost cause. Walter will have to buy new ones. Maybe even get Daniel to chip in for the cost.

Mike is careful not to get blood from his finger on the photo. That just wouldn’t do, now, would it?

The picture comes loose as he tugs on it.

Yes, it’s definitely folded.

And so he does what anyone would do when confronted by something as unexpected as a folded picture.

He unfolds it.

The order is this:

Happy is on one end. Next to him is Calvin. Then Donald. Then Sean. All of them have their arms crossed over their chests. They look happy. He knows these people. Loves them even. These are his people, and he would do anything for them. Especially Sean.

But that’s not what he focuses on.

Instead, he’s focused on the woman standing next to Sean, who was folded away behind the picture.

He’s never seen her before.

He doesn’t know what that means.

He understands the concept, sure that there have to be people out there that he doesn’t know.

But he doesn’t understand how there can be someone with his people who he’s never seen before.

His skin feels chilled.

She’s beautiful in a way that’s exotic and new. She’s wearing a long flowing dress. Mike thinks it might be red or orange, with little white flowers. Her hair is hidden under a wrap that’s the same design as on her dress.

She has dark skin, like cocoa, and her teeth are little white flashes in a pretty smile. She has her hands at her sides and she’s wearing a bracelet on her right arm, something large and gaudy, but it somehow fits with the rest of her. She has a twinkle in her dark eyes, a spark of mischief, and Mike thinks he should like to know someone who could be playful with a look like that. And he wonders then, who is taking the photo, because whoever it is is the reason she’s got that look on her face. Like she’s smiling for someone she loves. Sean’s not smiling like that. He doesn’t have his just-for-Mike smile on. But he knows it for what it is. He’s seen it before.

She looks regal, Mike thinks. Like some kind of queen.

Stacked, a voice whispers. That dolly sure is stacked, that’s fo sho!

Mike says, “Here I was, trying to act like I was this cool cat, but she wasn’t taking any of it. Like she thought it was just a bit.”

“What was that?”

He snaps his head up.

For a moment, he forgot where he was. Strange how that seems to happen to him.

He’s in the diner.

It’s loud. People are laughing.

He’s crouched down, hunched over the photo in his hands.

His finger’s a little sore.

Walter’s standing above him, head cocked, a funny little smile on his face, like Mike has amused him somehow.

“What?” Mike croaks out.

“You were saying something,” Walter says. “About a cool cat, and that some woman wasn’t taking it. That you were faking or something.”

Mike shakes his head. “I… I don’t know. I’m not….”

“Into women?” Walter says. “I know. Which is why I thought that was weird.”

“No,” Mike says. “I can be. I’m just not. Not now.”

“Because of Sean.”

Yes. Because of Sean. But Mike doesn’t say that out loud. Instead he says, “You take all the photos here, right?”

“Yeah,” Walter says, smooth as all get out. Mike knows Walter is letting him deflect, but that’s okay. He doesn’t push, which is why Mike likes him. He’s thinking about Christine, the African Queen, but that’s not quite right and he doesn’t know why. “Yeah, all those photos you see up there belong to me. Something I do.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Walter repeats.

“Why do you take all the photos?”

“Because,” Walter says slowly, like he’s speaking through a mouthful of treacle. “Because… I. Because I… I can. I can. Because I can. Because I can.” His brow is furrowed, like he doesn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth.

“Okay, okay,” Mike says, not wanting to upset him until he can ask. He hears birds too, but he’s ignoring them even as he thinks about starlings, starlings, starlings. He knows they’re murmuring, but he can’t focus on that now. It’s this strange unreality that’s sweeping over him because he’s holding a photo that shows someone he doesn’t know and therefore shouldn’t exist in front of a man whose frown is getting deeper as he says, “Because I can,” again.

“That’s good,” Mike says, and god, how he wants to go to them mountains. “You take this one?”

Walter takes the photo from Mike and stares down at it. He’s sweating for reasons Mike doesn’t understand. He’s always liked Walter, really he has. Since the first day he came into the diner and met Sean, there’s always been Walter around somewhere. He’s young, maybe a couple of years older than Sean, and Mike wonders how he got the diner, when he opened it, if it was gifted to him or—

Headache. He’s starting to get another headache.

Walter suddenly smiles. “Yeah, I took this. I remember it. Before you got here. Maybe five, six months. We were out at the fountain, can’t really remember what for. Probably for an Amorea Women’s Club something or other. Always seems to be that way.”

Mike thinks of a man smoking a cigar in the dark saying fo sho and Landine, the African Queen, and that’s still not right. It’s not, it’s close, but no cigar, and he laughs to himself about that because there was a cigar, and it was left burning on the patio table after….

After—

“What about the woman?” Mike asks.

“What woman?”

“The woman in the photo. Next to Sean.”

“Oh yeah.” Walter holds the photo closer to his face like it’ll give him the answer. “The woman.”

“Who is she?”

“I don’t… huh. I really couldn’t say.”

“But you knew her. All of you did.”

“Now wait a minute. Just because she’s—”

“How many people are there in Amorea, Walter?”

That stops him. Then, “One hundred and twenty-six.”

“And you know all of them.”

“Yeah, yes. So do you, Mike. Why, it’s the greatest little town there is!”

Mike thinks, Is it? Is it really? Because what are we comparing it to?

Out loud, he says, “If you know everyone, why don’t you know her?”

“Gosh, Mike. I couldn’t say. You know how it is.”

No, Mike doesn’t know, and that’s the problem. There’s something wrong here, and he doesn’t know what it is. “She knows you,” he says. “Look how she’s looking at you. Walter, she knows you. In fact, I would even go so far as to say she loves you a little bit.”

Walter laughs. “Mike, you feeling okay? You look a little peaked.”

And yeah, maybe Mike’s not feeling so well. Maybe his stomach is rolling and his head is pounding because he’s almost there. He can see it in his head. He sees a man sitting at nightfall, a dark man, smoking a cigar, the smoke curling up around his head. He can hear him too, and it’s not a voice he can ever remember hearing before, but he knows it.

He says, “Mikey’s got jokes now. Ba-zing, folks. Come one, come all, listen to the funny man, sure as shit, fo sho!”

Walter says, “I… don’t understand? You okay there, Mike?”

Someone used to call me Mikey, he thinks.

Someone used to call me Mikey and we’d sit outside and it’d smell like cigar smoke, fo sho.

There’s a pain in his head, just like a loose tooth.

He looks back down at the photo.

He wants to push, but something is telling him not to. Not yet.

Because that loose-tooth pain is getting deliciously worse, and he’s worrying at it, poking it with a metaphorical tongue, but the photo in his hand feels like it’s already slipping. Not from his grasp; no, he’s clutching it so tightly that it’s starting to wrinkle. It is slipping, though, like he’s being pulled one way and it’s being pulled another.

Walter’s still staring down at him, and there’s something almost like fear in his eyes. Mike doesn’t know what he can possibly be afraid of, unless it’s Mike himself. And yeah, Mike’s acting a little weird, a little off his rocker, and yeah, he’s showing Walter a photo that Walter says he took but can’t remember everyone in.

He prods that pain. Just a little bit.

He could ask Sean, couldn’t he? He could ask Sean because the woman is standing right next to him in the photo. Sean would know. Sean wouldn’t be looking at him with the cow-dumb expression Walter’s got on his face. It pisses Mike off a little bit, if he’s being honest with himself. To the point where he has to stop himself from reaching out and gripping Walter’s shoulders and shaking him until his head snaps back and forth while demanding to know why Walter doesn’t remember, why Walter doesn’t know who this woman is.

The loose-tooth pain throbs in his head.

He stands. His knees pop and his body feels the heaviest it’s ever been.

When Mike’s fully upright, Walter says, “We should probably clean up that glass, you know? Wouldn’t want anyone to hurt themselves on it.”

Mike needs Sean.

Mike needs Sean because he hears the sound of shattering glass, of twisting metal. He takes a lurching step toward the kitchen, and Walter says, “Whoa there, Mike. You all right?”

No. He’s not. He’s not all right. Because in his hand is a photograph that shows a woman who does not exist in Amorea, and as he takes another step, he knows her name. He knows her name as clear as he knows his own.

His name is Mike Frazier.

And she’s Nadine.

She’s Nadine the African Queen.

The man told him this. The man with the cigar.

Mike says, “Sean. Sean.”

He takes another step. And another. And—

 

 

HE DOESN’T really know how he became so angry.

Wait.

That’s a lie.

He knows how he became so angry. He just doesn’t know how he let it happen.

He’s angry because that’s how he was raised to be.

Sure, he had his mama, and she was a good woman, a hardworking woman, a woman who life saw fit to beat down as much as it could, knowing she would drag herself right back up and keep on trucking. “It’s what we do, bucko,” she said to him more than once, her fingers sometimes taped together or her lip split in two different places. “It’s the only thing we can do.”

He’s not angry because of her. He loved her as much as a boy could love a strong woman who chooses to stay in a house such as this. She shielded him from the worst of it, took the beatings in his place. As he grew older, he resented her sometimes, that she hadn’t just taken him and run as far as she could. They might not have made it very far, but at least it would have been something. At least he would have known there was the steel in her spine like he sometimes saw in her eyes.

No, he’s not angry because of her.

His father, though.

His father is another matter entirely.

His father was a big man, bigger than any man he’d ever seen before. Maybe it was just the fact that he was his father, and all boys see their fathers as larger-than-life. But maybe it was also because his father was six foot something and had hands the size of the canned hams they had at Christmas. And it wasn’t just his size. His father filled any room he was in, his loud, raucous laugh, the way he bellowed when he was telling stories. He’d clap his meaty hands on your back and you’d feel like you’d been thunderstruck the way it rolled through you, the vibrations causing your teeth to clank together.

His father was not a nice man.

Sure, he could be nice, when he wanted to be.

There’d be times they’d go to ball games together, or they’d go to the movies and prop their feet up on the seatbacks in front of them, shoveling popcorn and Junior Mints into their mouths because they tasted better together than separate. His father would talk through the previews, whispering things like “Oh, that one looks good, we’ll have to go see it when it comes out” or “Nah, that looks stupid, bucko, why would we waste money on that?”

He was nice sometimes.

But that didn’t make him a nice man.

Because he wasn’t a nice man. They’d go to ball games, sure, and they’d go to the movies (where his father would become a minute-long movie critic during the previews), but he also made his meaty hands into meaty fists, and he’d stumble in at one o’clock in the morning smelling like he’d bathed in booze, and he’d be shouting, and his mother would tell him to be quiet, be quiet, you’ll wake up bucko. He’d hear them from down the hall in his bedroom in their shitty fucking trailer, his scratchy blanket pulled up and over his head, trying to block out the sounds as best he could.

It never did a very good job.

He learned very early on what a meaty fist hitting soft skin sounded like.

It went on for years and years.

He worked hard, knowing it would be the only thing that would get him out.

His father rarely raised a hand to him, mostly because his mother was there, standing between the two of them, taking his lumps as well as hers.

He hated her sometimes, hated the way her eyes were dulled. He wanted to scream at her to just run, even knowing that his father would follow them.

She knew, too. She knew that he resented her every now and then, and she’d whisper fiercely in his ear, “You make sure you get out of this. You make sure you get a better life than this. Don’t you ever become like he is.”

And he did.

He graduated just as the century turned, and there was a bright and shiny scholarship waiting for him with open arms, promising him a future that his mother would never have. And his parents stood at his graduation, his mother with tears in her eyes and his father with his arms crossed over his considerable chest. His name was called and he crossed the stage, taking his diploma, shaking hands with people he’d soon forget, and there was the briefest of moments when he caught his father’s eye. His father nodded at him, and he thought, I am better than you. I won’t be like you. I will never be like you.

He left, after that.

Five years later, his parents were dead.

Car accident, of all things.

His father was drunk, of course. Ran off the road into a tree.

They’d been arguing before, a witness said. She’d seen them yelling at each other in the parking lot of IHOP, and he thought that was the saddest fucking thing he’d ever heard in his life. That his mother’s last hours had been spent arguing with her drunk husband in the parking lot of IHOP.

He went back for the funeral.

Not many people came.

They didn’t have any other family. Everyone else had died or didn’t give a shit.

There were some friends of his. Some people from the neighborhood. The priest his mother had given Confession to every week. They hugged him, they shook his hand, they said things like “They’re in a better place” and “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

He almost laughed at that last one.

He stood above them, their coffins closed. It was quiet, everyone else gone to give him some privacy, some time to say good-bye.

They didn’t know that he’d said good-bye a long time ago.

He looked down at the cheap wooden boxes that held his parents and said to his father, “You bastard. You fucking asshole. I will never be like you.”

Then he left.

Which is why, now, he’s so angry that he’s angry, he can barely stand it. He looks away from the balcony door where he saw a bird—Not a starling, he thinks, never a starling—and she’s scrunching up her face again, that way she gets when she’s really revving up for a fight. He’s so tired, he really is, and he wonders how they ever got to this point. He knows he’s partially to blame, maybe even mostly so, but not all. Not completely.

And that’s what makes him angry. That she’s putting this all on him, that she’s not seeing that maybe they were both in the wrong.

His palms are burning and twitching and he’s thinking, Okay, yeah, maybe I can kind of see what dear old daddy was about, because it’d shut her up, wouldn’t it?

And he’s angry about that.

Angry at her for being such a bitch.

Angry at himself for being such a coward.

Angry at the situation, this fucked-up situation where their daughter is six months gone, buried in that little patch of ground in the children’s section of the boneyard. There are little stone lambs and angels spread throughout, because kids need that shit, right?

And he’s angry because he’s barely thirty-two years old and is standing in the ruins of a crumbling life he never wanted to begin with, holding the remains of something that was never meant to be. He was never meant to be married. He was never meant to be a father. He was never meant for any of this, because look what it’s become.

God, he’s so fucking angry.

A cell phone is ringing somewhere in the background, but they both ignore it. Him, because he’s trying to rein in that anger before he does something he can’t take back.

Her, because—he knows—she’s about to launch into another tirade.

He remembers when they used to be friends.

He knows there won’t be any coming back to that.

“This is always the problem,” she snarls at him. “You never fucking listen to me.”

So, they’re still doing this, are they? Round and round it goes. It never ends. “I’ve been listening,” he says, and he marvels at how calm his voice is. “I always listen.”

“Bullshit,” she says. “All I do is talk at you, never with you. You’re not here anymore. You’ve checked out. You don’t give a shit about me. You probably never even gave a shit about her.”

And that… well. That’s almost enough to cause him to snap.

He thinks, Remember. You are not like him.

But that thought is mired in rage.

He thinks, You can’t be. You won’t be. You’re better than this.

“Why couldn’t you fix this?” she cries at him, face splotchy and red. Her hair’s pulled back in a loose ponytail, little blond wisps hanging around her forehead. He thought her lovely for the longest time, even if he never felt a burning passion for her. She made him laugh and he always appreciated that. They were buddies. Beers and wings at the bar, watching the Nats get pounded again and again, Jesus fucking Christ, why couldn’t they get it together, Bryce Harper can’t do everything, come on, Nats!

“There was nothing I could have fixed,” he says tiredly.

“You liar,” she hisses at him.

It happens then.

She’s struck out at him before.

She’s hit him in the chest. She’s scratched his arms. She’s called him names. It’s only been in the last six months. Only after the death of their kid.

Now she stalks forward.

He doesn’t move, because she’s just a little thing, isn’t she? The top of her head barely comes up to his chin, and he outweighs her by a good hundred pounds.

What harm can she do?

So he keeps his hands at his sides.

Because he is not his father.

She slaps him across the face.

There’s a loud crack of skin against skin that echoes around their apartment smack dab in the middle of Washington, DC.

His head rocks back. He tastes blood on his tongue.

She reaches out and rakes her fingernails across the back of his hands, shallow little scrapes that burn.

It happens so quickly. Seconds, really.

It’s quiet in the apartment.

He tilts his head back up. Stretches his jaw.

He thinks she’ll look horrified. That she’ll be disgusted by what she’s done.

She’s not. He can see nothing but anger and hate in her eyes.

She doesn’t even care.

It’d be easy, he knows. To do the same back to her.

Only it’d hurt a whole hell of a lot more.

His father never closed his fist when he hit his wife. Closing your fist left a greater chance for bruises. Bruises brought questions.

He doesn’t want questions.

He could slap her, though.

It’s close. He almost does it.

Instead, he takes a step back.

She whirls on her heels and heads for the kitchen.

He sighs.

Somewhere, the cell phone is ringing again.

He looks out the window.

There are no starlings.

He’ll pack a bag. Leave tonight. She can have the apartment. She can have all his possessions. All the money. The stocks. Everything. He’ll take a few changes of clothes, his personal credit card, and he’ll go. Maybe then he’ll be able to sleep. He’ll have nothing, but that’s okay. He doesn’t need anything. He’s started off on his own once before. He can do it again.

He’s lost in this little fantasy, this little world where he’s on the road, the window rolled down, breeze blowing through his beard and hair, and he’s happy. He’s free.

He’s lost in it, so it takes him a moment to focus on what’s happening behind him.

But he sees it in the reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window in front of him.

She’s come back into the room, rushing toward him.

And she’s carrying a goddamn knife.

He thinks, Oh fuck.

He starts to turn and—





XII

 

 

IT’S A perfectly sunny Monday afternoon, and Mike’s in a good mood. Sure, there was the little altercation at the diner this morning, and yes, Sean got a nosebleed from it, but the fight was broken apart before it could escalate, George stopped by the store to let Mike know that Daniel paid him in full, and the only damage done was to a couple of photo frames that Walter has already replaced. Sean called Mike just before noon to let him know his nose didn’t even hurt, and probably wouldn’t bruise. Mike frowned only a little bit at the thought of Sean getting hurt at all, but Sean laughed through the phone line, saying, “It’s okay, big guy. I’m not made of glass.”

Mike knows this, but it doesn’t mean he won’t worry. He told Sean as much, and Sean sounded fond when he said, “I know, Mike. And I know you have my back. That makes all the difference in the world.”

And maybe they just stayed quiet then, listening to each other breathe, basking in having something that belonged to no one else. If they did, it wasn’t anyone’s business but their own. Mike couldn’t even find it in himself to be embarrassed by how sentimental he was being.

So it’s a good day. Business is brisk, he’s got a fella who can’t wait to see him, and that weird headache he had earlier is gone. He remembers the heated way Sean looked at him, the words just for him about taking charge, about catching his drift, and boy, does Mike catch it. It makes him a little hot under the collar to think about, skin overwarm and flushed.

“You okay, Mike?” Mrs. Richardson asks rather primly. “You’re looking mighty red.”

Damn Irish giving everything away. It’s the bane of his existence. He dislikes lying and liars in general, but he’s not about to tell the book club that he’s having some rather uncouth thoughts about a certain waiter and what his bare skin might look like spread out on Mike’s bed. He’s amongst a group of ladies, so of course that wouldn’t be proper.

Granted, they’re not talking about Lord of the Flies like they’re supposed to. Even though Mike got the book a few weeks before its official release, they haven’t even mentioned it once. No, all that the women have been doing since they walked in at exactly half past one is grill him on Saturday’s date, acting like they don’t know every single detail already. They’re cooing at him, talking about how they heard how brave he was earlier today, breaking up a fight where fists were flying and blood was spilling all over the floor. Why, by the sound of it, Mike broke up a brawl of twenty men all in the name of love.

So it’s not helping that Mike’s thinking rather impure thoughts. The ladies of the book club seem to rather like inflating his ego, even if he didn’t actually do a damn thing aside from what any honest person would have.

Yes, he’s an honest person and did the right thing, but he doesn’t feel guilty in the slightest when he looks Mrs. Richardson in the eye and lies. “Yes, ma’am. Just warm day is all.”

She hums at him before turning back to the tittering of the book club.

“Ladies,” she says, and of course they cease at once. Hers is a voice of authority, not to be trifled with. “I think that’s enough for right now. We wouldn’t want Mike to get a big head, now, would we?”

He barely restrains an eye roll. She doesn’t miss that, of course, and clucks her tongue at him.

“I’m sure Mike here will ask for our assistance should he require it,” she says. “Which, undoubtedly, he will. But moving on. This week’s book is by a first-time author, William Golding. I must admit it might not have been a first choice of mine, but that’s neither here nor there.”

“Do people really act like the children did?” one of the ladies asks. “In such a short amount of time too. I can’t imagine turning into savages.”

“I suppose they could,” Mrs. Richardson says with a frown. “Take away all the constraints of society and lawfulness and what are you left with? Anarchy and chaos. Order is needed in any world to maintain a balance. You take that balance away, you run the risk of bedlam. Think about it. Here, if we didn’t have the order that we did, Amorea wouldn’t be pure.”

“What balance do we have here?” Mike asks. He rarely participates in these discussions, more inclined toward being an observer, but Mrs. Richardson doesn’t even bat an eye.

“The people, of course,” she says, as if the answer is obvious. “We govern each other, with no one person given authority over the other.”

“There’s Willy,” Mike says, but it doesn’t mean much.

“Bah. He saw more excitement showing up today after everything was all said and done than he has in years. We’re all equal here, Mike. Which is why nothing devolves and Amorea remains as it does. We aren’t morally bankrupt because we have no reason to be. Each one of us knows our lot in life and takes up that mantle in an effort to keep Amorea as it is. We are happy, healthy, and whole. Balance.” She looks rather pleased with herself, and the rest of the book club is looking at her with unabashed admiration.

“What if someone jostles that balance?” Mike asks.

The ladies of the book club slowly turn to stare at him.

“Why would they?” Mrs. Richardson asks, sounding confused.

“Just to see what would happen.”

She blinks. “I don’t know anyone in Amorea that would do such a thing.”

Mike thinks, Of course you don’t.

He says, “Just a thought. I wonder, though, what would happen.”

“I don’t think it’d get as far as Ralph and Jack and Piggy,” another lady says. “Even if it’s jostled. Our eyes are open, aren’t they? The boys on the island were clouded by fear and lacked a firm hand. They needed guidance.”

“And who is guiding us?” Mike asks, and he thinks his headache might be coming back.

Mrs. Richardson laughs. “Aside from the Almighty? Why, we guide ourselves and each other. Mike, if I didn’t know any better, I would think Mrs. Kim was right and you really are a Commie. Besides, we’re not children like in the story. We know better. Which makes me all the more relieved there’s no children in Amorea. Why, could you imagine if there were?”

The ladies chuckle at such a thought.

Mike thinks, Who is guiding us?

Mike thinks, There’s no children in Amorea.

How muddled these thoughts become.

 

 

THE LADIES leave late afternoon. Mrs. Richardson stays behind for a moment, asking Mike if he’s all right. Mike nods and says he’s fine. He even gives her a small smile. She looks slightly relieved at that, as if the very thought of him being troubled causes her stress. She’s rather rigid and likes things to be her way or no way at all, but he has a soft spot for her. She may be stringent, but she cares about him for reasons he doesn’t quite understand. They’re friends. Like Walter and Calvin and Donald are his friends.

She looks like she doesn’t quite believe him, but doesn’t push it either. At least not today. Tomorrow, he knows, is a new day and she’ll be keeping a close eye on him. Probably finding some reason or another to pop in unexpectedly. It’s just how she is.

He’s thinking about Lord of the Flies as he shuts down the store. He doesn’t know if Mrs. Richardson had the story right, that chaos came from having balance removed. The children were in a prison of sorts and did what humans did best when subjected to such conditions: they survived. But he’s not convinced they didn’t come from a prison to begin with, that the strict and regimented lives they lived before were just as much of a failing on them as the island was, the difference being that one allowed the animal in them out, whereas the other kept it trapped inside. He’s not sure which was better.

They’re heavy thoughts he’s thinking as he’s walking toward the diner, and they’re distracted thoughts, bouncing from islands to birds to mountains, mountains, mountains. He’s a little punchy, maybe. He slept okay last night, perhaps a little later than normal, but he had been replaying the date over and over in his head yet again, making sure everything had gone right, that he hadn’t embarrassed himself too much.

He’s in the diner door, bell ringing overhead, before he knows it. Sean looks up and waves at him, and his nose looks a little swollen, but not much else. His face is a little pinched, though, and he’s a little pale. Mike knows that look. He knows Sean’s migraine is back, and Mike wants to scold him for not going back into Walter’s dark office. Light sensitivity is Sean’s biggest enemy when he gets like this, and the lighting inside the diner is bright and harsh. A couple of the girls are running around serving dinner, but Sean’s still up behind the counter, and Walter’s back in the kitchen, grilling up a storm.

Mike glances toward the wall as he scratches his wrist, and sees Walter has already replaced the two photos that were damaged. The snowy hill and the bake sale are back up on the wall where they belong. For a moment, Mike thinks that a third one was broken too, but there’s only two with newer frames, not yet covered in a thin layer of sticky diner grease.

It doesn’t matter much to him right now, because Sean’s hurting and he’s trying not to show that he’s hurting. Mike doesn’t like that. He doesn’t know if Sean’s taken his Ercaf, or if he even had it with him today.

So he’s a little annoyed as he walks up to the counter, trying not to blurt out that Sean needs to take better care of himself, because he’s not his father, and god, even the thought alone is enough to make that age difference even more noticeable.

Sean’s trying to hide it, and he’s smiling at Mike, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Hey, big guy,” he says, voice tight.

Mike’s not an asshole, so he nods at Sean, looks over his shoulder to the kitchen, and whistles sharply. Walter snaps his head up, and Mike says, “I’m taking this one home.”

Sean’s scowling at him, but Mike’s ignoring it for the time being. Walter looks between the two of them, then does a double take when his gaze lands on Sean. His eyes narrow and he switches off the grill before stomping out of the kitchen. “Get outta here with yourself,” he says.

“I’m fine,” Sean says through gritted teeth.

“Part of the deal, and you know it,” Walter says. “You work for me as much as you want, but you tell me when it gets bad. You didn’t tell me, therefore I’m sending you home. And if you’re not good in the morning, you stay home. I can run a few tables. One of the girls can come in and help too.”

Sean glares at the both of them, and Mike doesn’t even feel the tiniest bit guilty over it. Sean huffs and unties his apron, lifting it up and over his head and tossing it at Walter, who catches it against his chest.

“You take him right home,” Walter says as Sean grumbles his way back toward the office to get his wallet and coat. It’s cooler in the mornings than it is at night, and Sean gets cold easily. He lowers his voice as Sean rounds the corner. “Sorry, Mike. Didn’t even notice. Working the grill, I kinda get into the zone, you know?”

He does, and he’s not blaming Walter for this. Sean’s hardheaded, and Mike knows it. “I’ll take care of it,” Mike says.

Sean’s still grumbling as he comes back out from the office, and he grunts at Walter before heading toward the door. Walter just waves after him and winks at Mike before he moves back toward the kitchen.

Mike’s on Sean’s heels, the bell ringing overhead as they leave the diner. The sun is setting, the sky lit up in reds and oranges, and Sean is already walking down the sidewalk.

“Hey,” Mike says, but Sean keeps walking. “Hey.” He gently grips Sean’s elbow, not wanting to hold on too tight in case Sean wants to pull away.

He doesn’t, and he stops. He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “I can take care of myself, Mike.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah,” Mike says, because he does. He may not like it all the time, but he’s old-fashioned that way. And it’s nice to be needed every now and then.

“Yeah,” Sean says, and maybe it’s a little meaner than he normally is.

Mike waits.

Sean deflates soon after. “Sorry,” he mutters. “Just been a day.”

“After lunch, huh?”

“Yeah. Got off the phone with you and got little bit worse later, got slammed with it.”

“You have your meds?”

He sighs. “No. Left them at home.”

“You could have called me,” Mike says evenly. “I would have gotten them for you.”

Sean shrugs. “You had the book club. I know how those ladies get.”

“Stuff like that isn’t important, Sean.”

“Tell that to Mrs. Richardson.”

He’s a little frustrated now. “Sean.”

“Look, Mike. I know, okay? But I’ve been dealing with these longer than I’ve known you for, and it is what it is. Most days I’m fine. Sometimes I’m not. It’s not the greatest deal in the world, but it’s what I’ve got.”

“I just don’t like it,” Mike says. That might be an understatement. He loathes that there’s something wrong he can’t fix.

Sean’s face softens. “I know, big guy. But I just need some quiet and I’ll be right as rain. You’ll see.”

Mike thinks hard for a moment before coming to a decision. “I’m staying. For a little while. With you.”

“Mike—”

“Not for you,” Mike says quickly. “For me. It’ll make me feel better.”

Sean’s fighting a smile. “For you, huh?”

Mike nods.

“Lord knows I’d do anything for you,” Sean says, and Mike rubs the back of his neck, scuffing his Chucks on the sidewalk. “Not going to be the best company.”

“So no difference, then.”

Sean chokes on a little burst of laughter. “Ow, goddammit, stop making me laugh, it hurts.”

“Sorry, sorry. Let’s get you home, yeah?”

He’s got his just-for-Mike smile growing on his face. “Yeah,” he says.

Mike leads the way.

 

 

HE’S NO stranger to the inside of Sean’s little bungalow, though it’s nothing salacious. Because before they were this thing they are now, they were building up to it, slowly but surely, and that meant they were friends first and foremost. Sean doesn’t have many of those, really, and neither does Mike, aside from his poker-night guys. No one that they feel comfortable with, aside from each other.

He’s not a loner, not by nature, but he doesn’t mind being alone. And he thinks Sean is the same way, because Sean isn’t ever really unhappy, not that Mike can see. Sure, he can’t be happy all the time, but Mike thinks he’d notice if something was wrong.

Like it is right now. Because Sean’s a little paler than he was at the diner. His mouth is set in a thin, bloodless line, and he’s squinting at the setting sun, even though it’s setting in the west and they’re walking north. Sean’s arm is through his and curled up, his hand gripping Mike’s bicep. He’s not leaning against Mike, but they are close together.

Mike’s trying not to rush them, because he doesn’t want to make things worse for Sean. He’s not pleased that Sean let it get this far, but there’s no point in saying so. Mike knows to pick and choose his battles, and this would be a pointless one. The best thing to do is to get him home, get him his meds, and get him in a dark room.

“I’ll be fine,” Sean grunts suddenly.

“I know,” Mike says lightly.

“You don’t. Even though you don’t say it, you don’t know that.”

Fair point. Mike thinks to argue, but it wouldn’t do anything. “I worry.”

“I know you do.”

“And that’s not going to stop.”

Sean huffs a little laugh. “I know it won’t.”

“In fact, it might even get a little worse.”

“Because of us.”

Mike shrugs.

“I don’t need to be coddled.”

“I do. Sometimes.”

Sean sighs. “You don’t fight fair, Mike Frazier.”

“I didn’t even know we were fighting.”

“Cheeky man,” Sean says, and Mike thinks maybe he looks a little better.

 

 

THE FIRST time Mike went inside Sean’s house was a few days after the confession on the docks, when Mike could no longer argue against them working toward something together. He still hadn’t quite gotten over the sight of James Cooper escorting Sean through the park, some dark little part of him urging him to knock the ever-living daylights out of young Mr. Cooper for having the audacity to do what Mike could not.

He hadn’t, though, and everything had worked out in the end.

That didn’t mean he wasn’t nervous. In fact, Mike couldn’t remember a time when he’d been more nervous, which, honestly, was ridiculous, because he was a grown man. He berated himself as he walked up toward Sean’s door. They were going to have dinner together. Just two friends on a nice summer evening. Sean was going to cook. Mike brought the bottles of Falstaff beer.

He’d stood outside Sean’s front door for a good five minutes, trying to talk himself into knocking on the door. He could think of reasons that he should just walk away, but he only needed one to finally raise his hand and knock: he just wanted to see Sean.

That was it. That was all it took.

Sean would tell him later that he’d known Mike was out there the whole time. He’d watched him, amused, through the window. He knew Mike would get there eventually. Mike had blushed furiously. Sean chuckled at that, but his hand was on top of Mike’s, thumb brushing against his fingers, and nothing else mattered after that.

He’s comfortable in the house now, having been there again and again. Which is why he doesn’t hesitate when they reach the front door, pushing it open and shuffling Sean inside. It’s cool in the house, and the shadows are already stretching toward twilight.

Sean lets out this little sigh, like he’s relieved to be home and in his space. Mike wonders if he should leave him to it, making sure he takes his pill before heading on his way, but Sean’s grip on his arm only tightens. Like he knows what Mike’s thinking. Like he’s making the decision for him.

Mike’s a little relieved at that. Decisions can be hard for him sometimes.

He closes the door behind him, and Sean’s shoulders lose their tension. He pulls Sean over to the sofa and helps him down. Sean leans his head back, eyes closed, and breathes through his nose. He says, “My pills are—” but Mike’s already saying, “I know.”

The house is small. It has the den with bookshelves lining the wall near the front windows. Off the den is a kitchen that’s barely wide enough for two people to prepare food in. There’s a little breakfast nook with a circular table that has a vase of freshly cut flowers sitting on top. From there, it’s down a hallway with the bathroom on the right and Sean’s bedroom on the left. Mike doesn’t go in the bedroom (in fact, does his best to avoid thinking about the bedroom altogether) and opens the bathroom door, flipping on the light. He opens the medicine cabinet. There’s a half-rolled tube of Pepsodent, an unopened tin of Anacin. A green bottle of Mr. Fresh deodorant. A can of Barbasol next to a metal razor.

He sees the clear glass bottle on the top shelf. Inside are small pills, circular and pale pink. He’d know that bottle anywhere, the Valley Food and Drug sticker on the side with Sean’s name written across the top. He fishes out a pill and fills the cup next to the sink with water. There’s a sleep mask on the bottom shelf of the cabinet, and he grabs that too, knowing it’ll help a little.

Back in the den, he hands Sean the Ercaf. Sean smiles weakly at him, murmuring his thanks as he swallows it down with a flick of his head, ignoring the water that Mike tries to hand him. He takes the sleep mask and slips it over his eyes and leans back against the sofa again, taking slow, even breaths.

“You hungry?” Mike asks quietly, though he already knows the answer.

Sean shakes his head weakly.

“You want me to get out of your hair?”

There’s the briefest of hesitations, but he shakes his head again. He reaches up, hand outstretched, fingers beckoning. It’s a little to Mike’s left, missing him by a few inches, so he takes Sean’s hand in his own and allows himself to be tugged toward the sofa. He sits down next to Sean, sinking back against the cushions. He’s a little stiff, a little uncomfortable, unsure of what Sean wants from him. Sometimes, Sean doesn’t like to be touched when the headaches get bad, and he really doesn’t like to talk. Mike’s still learning to follow his lead, but there are times when he feels like he’s fumbling along without direction.

He wants to do this right. It’s important to him that he do this right.

He’s told himself before that if he doesn’t know what to do, he needs to trust others to help him along. It hasn’t always been easy.

He doesn’t know why. He thinks it must just be part of who he is.

He trusts Sean. More than anyone else.

So he trusts him now.

He relaxes on the sofa. Sean sighs again, but it’s not stressed. If anything, it’s a good thing, because he kicks his feet out over the end of the sofa, toeing off his shoes while laying his head in Mike’s lap.

This is new. For the both of them. They’ve touched before, obviously, but never like this.

Sean settles against him, turning until his face is pressed against Mike’s stomach. He takes a deep breath, like he’s breathing Mike in, and lets it out slowly. Mike can feel the heat of it through his cotton shirt. It stirs something in him, something more than arousal, more complex than lust or desire. He knows he loves this man, knows it as clear as day, even if he has trouble articulating it, even to himself. He doesn’t know what the issue is, what his holdup is, why it’s taken them three years to get to this point. He’s had these hesitations, these unfounded fears that he couldn’t put a name to.

During the first year, it almost crippled him, the thought of giving himself to Sean. He’d lie awake at night, sweating and staring at the ceiling, his heart tripping all over itself in his chest. It wasn’t Sean’s fault, none of it was, but Mike couldn’t find a way around it for the longest time. He didn’t want to hurt Sean. He didn’t want to be hurt by Sean. And sometimes he thought, Why why why am I like this? but he just was.

The second year was easier. The second year was easier because he saw it wasn’t just him. That even though he’d kept these fears to himself, Sean was going through something similar, though he appeared stronger than Mike. More patient. He worried too, worried about giving all of himself to something that could easily break. Mike didn’t want Sean to be scared, but it was hypocritical of him to say so.

The third year?

Well. The third year has led them to this moment. Mike can’t complain. It’s taken a while, sure. But it’s been worth it. He can’t imagine a time when he didn’t know Sean. Such a thing seems inconceivable. But if it happened, if for some reason he woke up and Sean didn’t know who he was, he’d spend the next three years doing it all over again to get to where they are now.

This moment: Sean’s head is in his lap, and he’s safe and warm and trusting. He trusts Mike to watch out for him, trusts Mike to take care of him. Mike might not be able to cure all that ails him, but Sean knows he’ll do everything he can to make it a little bit better.

Which is why Mike finds his hand in Sean’s hair, gently scritching along his scalp. Sean startles just a little, but then he leans into the touch, stretching his legs out, popping his back. He reminds Mike of Martin lying in the afternoon sun that filters in through the bay windows at the front of the house.

They’re quiet for a time. Mike’s okay with that.

Then, “They’re not getting worse.”

Mike pauses his ministrations, wanting to say “Well, they aren’t getting any better,” but that’s not the right thing to say. He doesn’t think they can get better. It’s just something Sean has to live with. The Ercaf is supposed to make them better, and that’s the best they can hope for.

So he says, “That’s good.” He means it.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You sleeping okay?”

Yeah. Maybe. “Yes.”

“Really.”

Okay, so he’s been having more dreams and he’s waking up thinking about mountains and birds and cigars, but that’s nothing. He feels fine. He is fine. “Really.”

“You’ll tell me if that changes.”

Mike can’t help but smile a little. “Yessir.”

“I hear you humoring me, Mike Frazier.”

“Wouldn’t even dream of it.”

Sean snorts. “Funny guy.”

“Right-o,” he says and thinks, Up your nose with a rubber hose. He doesn’t say that, though. He doesn’t know why he thought of it.

“Not how I wanted to spend my afternoon,” Sean says, voice muffled by Mike’s stomach. It tickles a little.

“I bet.”

“You gonna say it?”

“Say what?”

“How I should know better. That when I get like this, I need to tell someone. That I need to take better care of myself.”

“If you want me to.”

“What do you want?”

“Whatever you think is right.” He’s being diplomatic.

“Mike.”

“What?”

“Stop it.”

He thinks they might be talking about more than what he initially thought. “I don’t know what you want.”

“Sure you do. You always do.”

He nods even though Sean can’t really see it.

“I know you’re a little angry.”

He looks down, surprised. He sees how big his hand looks on Sean’s head. It makes him feel strong. Like he’d be enough to stop anything from coming after Sean. He thinks, Fuck it, and says, “Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Sean says, laughing a little. “‘Yeah,’ he says. It feels good. What you’re doing.”

So he keeps on doing it. “You have to.”

“I have to what?”

“Take better care of yourself.”

“I know.”

“I need you to.”

“I know.”

“If something happened to you—”

“Nothing’s gonna happen to me, big guy.”

“You don’t know that. Nobody does. You can’t say that because it’s a promise you can’t keep.” Okay, so maybe he’s angrier than he thought.

“They’re not worse. That’s the truth.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. If they get worse, you tell me. And you take the pills with you. And if you need a break, you tell Walter to get his ass out from behind the grill so you can take one. People can wait for their damn food if they need it.”

Sean shivers a little. “And you.”

“And me.”

“You have to take care of yourself too.”

“I do,” he says, but he wants to take it back, because things have been weird lately. He remembers the day last week when he had the gap in his memory and didn’t come back into the land of the living until late in the morning. He lied to Sean about it, or at the very least, let him assume something that wasn’t true. Fact is, Mike’s not a stupid man, and he’s thinking things like brain tumor or Alzheimer’s or some other thing that’s wasting his brain away, but he’s young (ish) and strong as a horse (and he’s distracted by this thought, just a little, because a horse is a horse is a horse), and he lives in Amorea. He’s fine.

“I’m serious, Mike.”

“I know.”

“You’re scratching your wrist again.”

He is. He didn’t even notice. He stops. “You’re wearing a sleep mask.”

“Your wrist is near my ear.”

“It’s fine.”

Sean sighs. “Quite a pair, aren’t we?”

He feels absurdly fond at that. “We are,” he agrees.

Sean yawns, a loud, cracking thing. “The pills,” he mutters. “Always make me sleepy.”

“They helping?”

“A little.”

“Want to head to bed?”

“Why, Mr. Frazier. Are you propositioning me?”

Mike sputters a bit at that. Sean laughs.

It’s good. All of it. They’re together like this. Quiet and soft. It’s good.

“Not yet,” Sean says. “I like where I’m at.”

Mike does too. “Okay.”

“Stay? For a little while?”

Mike does.

 

 

LATER, WHEN it’s full dark, he puts Sean to bed. Sean’s already asleep by the time his head hits the pillow.

Mike makes sure his alarm is wound and set, and before he leaves, he leans down and presses a kiss against Sean’s forehead. He lingers, briefly, before pulling away.





XIII

 

 

HE’S WALKING home. The moon’s out (like a big pizza pie, he thinks, because that’s… amore) and the stars are twinkling. There’s a bit of a bite to the air, but they’re on the wrong side of summer now, heading full-on into fall, so it’s expected. It’s okay. He’s warm enough, and halfway home. He’s thinking of making a sandwich and some soup, something simple before he goes to bed. Martin will be cranky because his own dinner is late, but he’ll get over it after a while. Mike is good. He’s happy. He’s relieved Sean’s asleep. Everything’s fine.

He’s a few blocks from home and whistling a little song. He thinks it might be that love shack song that Donald always has on the brain, but he can’t be sure. It doesn’t matter. He’s got a tune on his lips and a song in his heart, and the moon is bright, bright, bright.

And then it’s like he’s

(not)

here.

He stops.

And thinks, What?

“Fo sho,” he says, and then he

(doesn’t)

(does)

feel the need to say it again. Because fo sho.

He shakes his head. It’s late. He’s tired.

He takes another step.

Amorea melts around him and he’s horizontal, looking up at the sky, floating a few feet off the ground. The air around him shimmers and there are machines around him, these machines that are attached to him, and he’s weaker than he’s ever been, sluggish and heavy. He can barely find the strength to keep his eyes open. There are voices around him, shapes he can’t quite make out, out of focus, his vision hazy. He’s starting to panic.

He thinks, I

(am)

(am not)

Mike Frazier and I

(do)

(do not)

live in the town of Amorea.

There’s an electrical snap and a mechanical voice blares, saying, “HELLO YOU ARE FINE HELLO YOU ARE FINE HELLO YOU ARE FINE HELLO—”

He stumbles on his feet in Amorea.

He breathes in that sweet, sweet Amorea air.

“Okay,” he says, and his voice is shaking. “Okay.”

Maybe he should go see Doc.

He doesn’t want his brain to waste away. He’s got so much more to—

His wrist itches something fierce.

He’s scratching at it and as he looks down, he sees black lines starting to etch their way onto the skin of his right wrist. He doesn’t know what they are, but they’re clear as day in the moonlight and there’s a 4 and a 22 and a 15. There’s a 5 and a 20 and an 82, and he sees them. He knows what they are. They are numbers tattooed onto his skin, numbers he’s never seen before, and he thinks they’re dates. They look like dates. In his head he sees 4/22/15 and 5/20/82, but that makes no sense, because that’s old, those dates are old because it is Monday, September 13, 1954, and Happy thinks they’re going to have an Indian summer this year, followed by a cold winter. He lives in Amorea. He works in Amorea. He loves in Amorea.

The numbers fade even as he watches. The itching fades too.

I’m just tired, he thinks. That’s it. That’s all it is. I’m tired and first thing I’m going to do is see Doc. In the morning.

He starts toward home again.

He makes it three steps before he starts to see trails.

Like everything is melting around him.

The stars look like they’re crying, their little ice-chip selves streaking across the sky.

The moon is a long, fat bright line.

The houses around him are melting.

The trees are melting.

He closes his eyes and breathes through his nose.

He opens his eyes.

He’s horizontal again, and the lights above him are harsh. They burn and he squints, trying to make out details, any details he can, and the voice is saying, “CODE ORANGE IN THE GARDEN. CODE ORANGE IN THE GARDEN.” He’s trying to breathe, but he can’t because he’s stuffed full of tubes and the machines around him are screaming, and he’s choking, he’s fucking choking to death, and he’ll—

He gasps as he takes a step in Amorea.

Everything is the way it’s been and the way it should be.

Except he’s in an overpriced apartment in Washington, DC. He’s furious, more furious than he’s ever been in his life. He’s trying to calm himself down, and he hears her in the kitchen moving around, muttering things to herself. He’s staring out the window, and he can see the tip-top of the Washington Monument if he looks hard enough, and his reflection is there too. His beard is neatly trimmed, and his hair is sticking up all over the place, like he’s been running his hands through it.

He’s wearing a sharp suit, black and pinstriped, the tie around his neck a deep red. There are dark shadows under his eyes, like he hasn’t slept in days. He looks worn down, like the weight of everything is on his shoulders. He’s thinking of leaving, he really is. It’s about time. Someone has to call this, and for some reason, he hasn’t done it yet. Jenny won’t do it. He can pack up a bag, stay in a hotel for now. He’s in the office enough as it is. Maybe Mark in accounting can recommend a divorce lawyer after the shit he went through with his ex-wife a couple of years ago.

He rubs his hand over his face and thinks to himself, You’ve really fucked up your life. You’ve really let it get this far.

He should have ended it. He can do it now before he does something he can’t take back. He’s not his father, after all. He will never raise his hand to a woman like his father did to his mother. He has got his father’s temper, but his father didn’t have his control. He remembers what his mother looked like, cheap makeup caked on her face as she tried to cover up the swelling, the bruises, the split lip. He remembers thinking, Why don’t you just leave? Why don’t you just run and never look back? And he looked at his father, thinking, I could be you. I know I could. How easy it would be. Because I’m so angry. But I won’t let it happen. I won’t. I won’t.

He owes it to himself. He owes it to his wife. He owes it to Becca, who was two years, two months, and three days when she took her last breath. He was in the room with her, her little hand in his, and he watched her chest rise up, up, up and then down, down, down, and that was all she wrote, folks. Her chest didn’t rise again and the heart monitor starting flatlining, but the nurse was right there to switch it off. They were ready for it. They’d been told it was only a matter of time. Still, when it came, it was something revelatory, because there’d been life in there, in his little girl, as her chest rose up. The little girl who may not have been able to learn many words, or even developed mentally like other two-year-olds, but who would smile at him, a big, goofy smile, and she had this grip, okay? This strong grip, and she’d hold on to his hand like she was afraid he’d leave if she ever let him go.

He didn’t know how to put into words that he’d never let her go. Never. No matter what.

And his little girl was there when she exhaled that last little breath, nothing more than a puff of air. The little girl who couldn’t quite walk, but could crawl for a little while before getting tired, the little girl who spent more time in the Children’s National Medical Center than she did out of it. The little girl who all the nurses knew by name and always cooed over like the good people they were.

And that was it. One moment she was a living person, and the next she was a warm, empty husk who hadn’t opened her eyes in almost three weeks by that point.

Yeah. He sure as shit owes it to her. She deserved better than what she got. So does he. So does his wife.

This is something he can do for her. For both of them.

And maybe his wife will one day lose the wild look in her eyes she’s had since the day of the funeral.

He’s resolute in this. It feels like the first firm decision he’s made for himself in years. Something loosens in his chest. Not completely. Not all the way (he doubts it ever will), but it’s a start.

He sees his wife in the reflection of the window.

He thinks, Oh fuck.

Because she’s got a knife. A ridiculously overpriced Wüsthof Ikon Damascus, something they got as a belated you-eloped-what-the-fuck present. Over three grand for a block of knives, and it was so ludicrous, so over-the-top, that he just laughed and laughed until he thought he was choking.

They’ve never used them.

Until now.

She’s coming quickly and silently up behind him.

He thinks, Oh, you stupid bitch, what the hell have you done?

And she’s almost on top of him then, and he’s spinning, saying, “What the fuck are you—” but she’s already bringing down the knife toward him.

He catches her wrist.

The point of the knife is just inches away from his right shoulder.

She’s screaming at him now, snarling up into his face, teeth bared, a line of spittle trickling down her chin. Her eyes are wide and wet, but he doesn’t think there’s anyone home.

She’s hit him with enough force, though, to make him stagger back. His foot catches on that damn rug she insisted on buying in Chinatown last summer. Their kid was having a good day and they thought, why not, let’s get out, let’s go do something. They rode the Metro down to Gallery Place and walked out into Chinatown, wandering under the ornamental archway, the sidewalks full of tourists snapping photos with their smartphones. She found this shop down an alley and fell in love, the man behind the counter saying, “Good deal, I give you good deal.” His daughter was in a Björn on his chest, and she was grinning her dopey grin, and his wife said, “Look at it, look at it,” fingers trailing along the ornate rug hanging from the ceiling. “Wouldn’t it look good in the living room?” And he thought, It’s hideous, but also, This feels okay, maybe we’ll be okay. So he said, “I guess, are you sure?”

She was sure.

He trips over it now, stumbling back. He’s trying to hold them both up while also trying not to get stabbed because she’s pushing against his grip, trying to force the knife down into him. He’s going backward and she’s going forward, and he’s so mad that it’s gotten to this point, so angry that she’d do something so stupid. He’s sad too, because this isn’t who she is. He knows her. At least he did.

The balcony door is open, but only partway, and the momentum is too strong. His back hits the glass, and he’s a big guy, always has been, pushing two-thirty and muscles on top of muscles. It’s no contest what happens when he meets the glass. It shatters around them, the metal frame twisting and shrieking. It’s safety glass, so it breaks off in chunks, but he still feels little pinpricks on his back, like bee stings.

He lands on his back on the floor of the balcony, glass sprinkling around them. The sounds of traffic below float up around them. She’s on top of him, looking dazed, the knife loose in her grip. He’s reaching up to knock it from her hand when she rears back, the tip of the knife pointed at his throat.

He does the only thing he can.

He punches her in the face.

Bone crunches under his knuckle. A flash of blood. She falls back and he—

—is standing on the road that leads out of Amorea, gasping for breath. He doesn’t know what’s going on, but it’s already slipping from him, he can feel it, can feel it draining out of him. It’s visceral, being on the balcony going through glass, like he actually was there. But the thoughts were not his own, and were foreign, words used he didn’t understand. Had never heard before.

Mike Frazier bends over, hands on his knees, and gags, a thin string of bile hanging from his bottom lip. He’s trying to focus, trying to hold on to as much as he can because he thinks that this has happened before, that he’s been at this moment before only to have it taken away from him. Those little lapses in memory, those moments he can’t remember. The cigar. The African queen. He thinks there might have been a man standing at the foot of his bed. It’s ghosts, he thinks. Either that or it’s like that movie Sean made him go see last year, that damn movie that creeped him out more than he cared to admit. It Came from Outer Space. It’s either ghosts or it came from outer space, he thinks, because rationally, he doesn’t know what else it could be.

Or it could just be tumors. Little tumors the size of seeds infecting his brain.

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “Or it’s a dream,” he says. “It could just be—”

He jerks upright. He’s in his bed, the blankets pooled around his waist. Weak sunlight is coming in through the window. Martin is purring like a motor on its last legs.

Mike’s skin is slick with sweat. His heart is rabbiting in his chest. He scrubs a hand over his face and says, “Holy god, I’m losing it.”

The problem with that, though, is he doesn’t remember how he got home. The problem with that is he can remember standing on the road and also standing in an apartment that he’s never seen before. He can remember words he doesn’t understand like smartphone and Björn. He remembers the weight of Sean’s head in his lap, the feel of his hair under his fingers. He remembers the sleepy way Sean said his name before he drifted off, breath evening out. Mike slipped the mask off his eyes and set it on the nightstand next to Sean’s bed.

He kissed Sean’s forehead. He remembers that.

He remembers the 4 and the 22 and the 15. The 5 and the 20 and the 82.

He looks down at his wrist.

It’s blank, of course. He’s never had a tattoo in his life.

But boy does it itch like crazy.

“It was just a dream,” he says.

His voice is rough and cracked.

It’s a Tuesday, September 14, 1954, in the small town of Amorea. The birds are chirping, the sun is rising, and it looks like it’s going to be a fine day.

“Fo sho,” he says, though he doesn’t know why.

His alarm goes off.

 

 

“ROUGH NIGHT?” Sean asks when Mike enters the diner, a look of worry on his face.

“Something like that,” he mutters. He knows he sounds gruff, so he tries to soften the blow by smiling. He doesn’t know how well he does.

Sean’s frowning at him. “Maybe you should go to Doc after all.”

Maybe. Maybe not. “How’s your head?” He’s deflecting, and he thinks they both know that.

“Better,” Sean says. “You have magic fingers, I guess.”

Happy chokes on his coffee.

“I’m eating here,” Calvin says.

“Ah, young love,” Donald says, pouring an obscene amount of catsup on his hash browns. “It’s revolting.”

“Eat your breakfast, you old farts,” Sean admonishes.

Mike’s still stuck on the word love. Because even though he knows how he feels, it’s the first time anyone has said it out loud, and it’s overwhelming how loud it sounds in his ears. He’s not sure what to do with it, because Sean is tugging on his hand, leading him toward his booth, and the other diners are smiling at both of them, like they’re in on the secret too. He nods in greeting as they chirp their good mornings to him, but he’s focused on the heat of Sean’s grip, the dryness of his skin, the way their fingers slot together.

He should be worrying about other things. The weirdness and the ghosts and the aliens and the smartphones and the Björns. The numbers he thinks are dates from decades ago. The mountains. God, he should be thinking about the mountains.

But those don’t seem as important right now. Not as important as Sean.

He thinks, I love you. I really, really do. You’re the only thing I have that makes sense to me.

Sean glances back at him and smiles. “You say something, big guy?”

Yes. Yes. Yes. “No.”

“Okay. You sit yourself down. I’ll bring you some coffee. You want juice this morning?”

I just want you. “No. Coffee’s fine.”

Sean’s hand trails up his arm and onto his shoulder and Mike thinks about flying through glass. It’s slipping, in fact it’s mostly gone, but there’s still the sensory experience of it. The glass shattering behind him, the weight of a person on his chest. He doesn’t remember who it was or what was happening, but he knows they were there.

Sean’s back with a mug and a pot of black coffee. He pours it, steam wafting up. It smells good. It smells real. It grounds Mike because this is what he knows. This is his life. It’s not that dream, it’s not the—

“Maybe you should keep the shop closed today,” Sean says, breaking Mike out of his thoughts.

“Why?”

“So you can get some rest. You look like you need it.”

“That your way of saying I don’t look good?”

Sean rolls his eyes as he sits across from Mike in the booth. “No. That’s my way of saying I don’t want you to get sick. And that I feel bad.”

“For what?”

Sean runs his fingers over the tabletop. “Keeping you up last night. You could have been at home.”

“Now see here,” Mike says. “I was there because I wanted to be. You couldn’t have made me leave if you tried.”

“Really.”

“I gotta take care of you,” Mike says, and he thinks it might be the most honest thing he’s ever said.

“Why?”

“Because you need it.”

“Mike.”

“Because I want to.”

Sean arches an eyebrow. “So then I can do the same for you. We take care of each other. That’s how this thing works.”

“This thing.”

“You know what I mean.”

Mike’s mouth is a little dry. “You and me.”

“Yes, Mike. You and me.”

“Because we’re a thing.”

Sean squints at him. “Did I break you?”

“A little,” Mike admits. “I had… hope.”

Sean’s amused now, amused by Mike, like he often is. “And what did you hope for, big guy?”

He hesitates, because this feels important. He wants to get it right. Mike’s always had a bit of a problem with his words, sometimes saying one thing but meaning another. He wants there to be no misinterpretation about what he wants. He says, “I hoped to have you. All of you.”

Sean’s eyes widen a little bit. “All of me.” He sounds breathless.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” he says. “And would I have all of you?”

Mike wants to tell him that he’s had all of him, at least all the parts that mattered, since that very first day Mike came into the diner. But he thinks that might be too much for the both of them right now, so he just says, “Yeah,” again.

“You’re asking me to go steady?” Sean asks, teasing. But he’s grinning now, full-on grinning, the widest smile Mike’s ever seen on his face. It’s like the just-for-Mike smile, only it’s been stretched into something more.

Mike snorts at that. Going steady, like they’re teenagers. Though, he doesn’t think he’d mind maybe necking in the back of a dark movie theater. “I guess I am,” he says somewhat ruefully.

Sean’s up and out of the booth before Mike can so much as blink. “You need to stand up.”

Now he blinks. “Um, sorry?”

“Stand up right now, Mike Frazier.”

He does. Sean’s demanding it, after all. They’re close together, knees knocking, Sean looking up at him with those big eyes of his. The sound around them has died a little, and he knows they’re being watched, but he can’t find it in himself to care in the slightest.

“I’m gonna kiss you,” Sean says. “Right now. Unless you have any objections. And if you do, they better be strong ones.”

“No,” Mike says hastily. “No objections. Not a single objec—”

There are hands cupping his face, pressing against his beard and cheeks, and then lips are on his. They’re warm and wet, and it’s more than they’ve ever done before. It’s also in front of a crowd of about fifteen people, but Mike doesn’t care. He doesn’t care because he’s wrapping his arms around Sean and holding him close. It’s like a kiss at the end of a romantic picture, with the music swelling and the camera pulling back. He’s fit to burst, and the little sound Sean makes when Mike’s teeth graze his bottom lip isn’t helping. That sound is just for Mike, and he relishes it.

They’re going to cross a line of decency if they keep going, and Mike’s only a man—a strong one, but a man nonetheless. He can’t keep this up without embarrassing the both of them, though he has half a mind to not give a shit. He breaks the kiss first and Sean’s still got a hold on his face. He’s standing on his tiptoes in order to press his forehead to Mike’s, and it’s so charming that Mike kisses him again, light and quick, on the corner of his mouth. He feels Sean’s smile quirk in that kiss, and it’s the sweetest thing he’s ever seen.

There’s hooting and hollering coming from the guys at the lunch counter, and the womenfolk are chattering excitedly, but Mike’s all about Sean.

“You’re mine,” he says, and he can’t keep the awe out of his voice. He’s found this thing, this wonderful thing, and doesn’t know what he’s done to deserve it.

“Sure, big guy,” Sean says. “And you’re mine.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

 

 

HE IS awfully tired, and he thinks that maybe he can take the morning off. Maybe take a nap, just like Sean said he should. He’ll probably have only his usual morning browsers, and the book club is already done for the week. (They decided to reread Lord of the Flies to really get the subtext behind Golding’s words—it was something rarely done, extending a book into two meetings, but he knew Mrs. Richardson’s word was law and therefore it would be so.) He rarely lets himself have a day off like this, and he’s worked hard. He deserves it. And he really could use some rest.

He’s thinking about the island and the prison of modern-day society as he leaves a note on the door of Bookworm (BACK THIS AFTERNOON. THANKS! MIKE). He liked the book, more than he thought he would, but he’s not quite sure the book club got to the heart of it. He thinks Golding was trying to say that the boys had traded one prison for another, one rife with rigidity and the other anarchism.

He laughs at himself for such a pretentious interpretation. Mike’s smart, he knows this about himself, but he’s not necessarily deep. He likes books and knows sometimes, what’s on the page is nothing more than what’s on the page. For all he knows, Golding wanted to write about a bunch of little bastards who got lost and tried to kill each other. That’s it. Nothing more. There’s no hidden meaning. There’s nothing to parse out.

And it’s funny, really. Because he did mean to go home and try and get some sleep. He did have a plan in mind to doze for a few hours and come back to the shop by one.

But he’s thinking, okay? He’s thinking about prisons now, and about mountains, how he wants to go to them mountains, fo sho. He’s got them in his head like an earworm he can’t shake, and he’s thinking smartphone and Björn, and how that glass sounded when it’d crashed behind him, someone falling on his chest (who that someone was, though, he doesn’t know; it was only a dream, after all, and most times, dreams are vague). He’s thinking in numbers, you bet your fur, and those numbers are dates like 4 and a 22 and a 15. Like 5 and 20 and 82.

April 22, 1915. May 20, 1882.

He doesn’t know what those dates are. He wasn’t even born then. He wasn’t even a thought then.

(And as an undercurrent, barely there, he thinks, When was I born, if I wasn’t born then? It’s negligible, that thought, and is lost in the murmuration.)

And that has to be the explanation—the only explanation—as to why his feet don’t carry him home. Why he doesn’t find himself opening his door, Martin mrowing at him, saying, Feed me, human, I haven’t eaten since twenty minutes ago and I fear I may starve. It’s gotta be why he’s standing near the end of Main Street, which stretches on as far as the eye can see. Behind him are the shops and the diner and the businesses and the houses and all the people he knows, all one hundred twenty-five of them.

In front of him is the road that leads out of Amorea, toward the mountains.

It strikes him then.

The road that leads out of Amorea.

He doesn’t know why he’s never thought about it before.

(You have, that little voice whispers. You have thought about it before, why the hell can’t you see that? Why the hell can’t you remember? You have thought about this before. You’ve already tried—)

He sways on his feet almost drunkenly when he’s hit by a wave of déjà vu. It prickles along his skin and he can hear a woman saying, It’s like a goose walked over your grave, bucko.

Bucko. He knows that nickname.

Doesn’t he?

Mike Frazier takes a step out of Amorea.

It’s easier than he thought it would be.

It’s no Code Orange, he thinks. That’s just another earworm, though. Like the love shack. And the mountains.

What if someone jostles that balance?

Why would they?

Just to see what would happen.

I don’t know anyone in Amorea that would do such a thing.

Mike does. Mike knows someone.

Should really get to bed, he thinks.

Instead, he takes another step. And another. And another, until he’s walking right down that road. And he’s feeling fine, he’s breathing fine. The mountains are there, those perfect-looking mountains with their snowcapped peaks, and he’s thinking, I could go to them mountains right now if I wanted to, that’s fo sho.

He wishes Nadine the African Queen were with him.

He frowns.

No, that isn’t right. He doesn’t know any Nadine, much less a queen.

He wishes Sean were with him. Maybe he and Sean can come here this evening. It would be something special, wouldn’t it? Just the two of them, going for a stroll outside of Amorea.

He glances behind him. The town is getting smaller. He doesn’t know how he’s walked so far in such a short amount of time.

The mountains are the same size, and he wonders just how far away they are. What they’re called. What’s on the other side. Who is on the other side.

The air is getting a little heavier. Like he’s rising in elevation, but the road is flat. He’s not walking up any hill. It’s thicker here, and he’s sweating a little. It trickles down the back of his neck to the collar of his shirt, and he’s thinking he should turn around. That he should walk back the way he came. Forget about all of this. Make an appointment with Doc. Get checked up. Get checked out. Get diagnosed and medicated and live happily ever after in the town where everyone knows who he is and he knows all of them. And with Sean. Yes. He’d like to live happily ever after with Sean.

And yes, he’s just strolling down that road, isn’t he? The sun is bright, and there are these fat, white clouds above in the bright blue sky, and it’s like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Like he’s taken a midday stroll without rhyme or reason, just because he can.

He can’t take as deep of a breath as he could just moments ago, like everything is thicker. This worries him, but not enough to stop, because now that he’s here, he’s determined. He’s absolutely determined to get as far as he can just to prove that he can.

There’s a copse of trees ahead up on the left, and he sets that as his next target: just get there, get past it, pick another point, get there, get past it.

And it’s funny, really. What happens next. He’s looking at that copse of trees and he’s making his way toward it. He’s sweating and taking in these great gasping breaths and he’ll swear until his dying day that he hears the clop of horse hooves. He thinks, There are no horses in Amorea. And, Why are there no horses in Amorea? And, There’s no children or cars or—

And then it happens.

One second he’s looking at that copse of trees, getting to them mountains fo sho, and then he blinks, he blinks, and Amorea is in front of him. He was walking east, leaving Amorea behind him.

And now Amorea is in front of him.

The west end.

Like he’d just gone in one big circle.

“It’s not possible,” he says, and doesn’t even register how high-pitched his voice is. “It’s not—”

But there it is. Amorea in front of him. The mountains on the other side.

He looks behind him.

There’s a hill. Rises up and away.

He says, “Okay, Mike. Okay. Just think.”

There are three logical answers.

One, he’s dreaming.

Two, he’s sick, much sicker than he thought.

Three, he got drunk somehow and is stumbling around Amorea.

And maybe there’s another one.

Four, aliens.

Okay, so that last might not be the most rational. This isn’t fiction. This is real life. Amorea isn’t an island. He knows this. They’re not trapped here, and there’s a balance. They work. They won’t descend into chaos. Everyone is assigned their part. He’s overthinking this. He really is.

Occam’s razor, and he thinks, I just wanted to get to them mountains, fo sho.

Since it can’t be aliens, it has to be one of the other three.

He’s not drunk. He’d know if he were drunk. He’s been drunk before, not a whole lot, but enough to know how fluid everything becomes, how slow and sweet. It was a few poker nights, with one too many Falstaffs. Or that night he and Sean sat in the backyard on the patio and went through a bottle of white wine, and they were laughing, weren’t they? This was more toward the beginning, more when he was unsure of Sean, unsure of what was happening between the two of them. He needed the courage from the wine, and by the time the bottle was empty, he said something to make Sean laugh and he thought to himself, That’s a nice sound, that sure is a nice sound.

He’s not dreaming.

Well.

He’s pretty sure he’s not dreaming.

He can’t remember ever having a dream this vivid before.

(Granted, he doesn’t dream much to begin with, and lately the dreams he has been having are all mired in a strange haze, like being seen through a grainy filter, and yeah, it’s the specifics that get to him, those little details that seem like they’re making it harder and harder to wake up.)

(They’re filled with sounds of breaking glass and men standing at the edge of his bed and voices in his house saying things like Code Orange and It’s like you’re not even trying, Julienne, Jesus fucking Christ, don’t you see what’s happening here? though he can’t remember when he had them, just that he did.)

So he has to be sick.

That’s why it’s a razor. Because it cuts straight to the truth.

There’s that little voice in his head that says, Really? That’s what you’re going with? Climb back up that hill behind you and see. Goddamn you, Mike. Goddamn you, Greg, just climb back up that hill and see—

That’s when he knows he’s sick.

Because he doesn’t know anyone named Greg.

And part of him wants to. Part of him wants to listen to that voice and climb back up that hill.

He doesn’t, though.

No, he does the only thing he can.

He starts walking back into Amorea.

It’s home, after all.





XIV

 

 

FOR THE third time since Mike Frazier came to Amorea on a beautiful summer day in 1951, Bookworm is closed on a weekday morning. A Wednesday, to be exact.

Mike feels guilty about this, of course, especially since this is the second day in a row, but it can’t be helped. Because this Wednesday morning, Mike is sitting in the cozy waiting room belonging to Howard Dunston, a man with a large waist and an even larger laugh who goes by the nickname Doc. He’s the doctor for Amorea, seeing to the needs of its people. He’s always accessible and loves to take care of the townsfolk, even if it’s usually for only minor things. In fact, Sean’s migraines are usually as bad as it gets.

Mike’s the only one in the waiting room this morning, aside from Miss Roberta Addison, a homely woman who handles the front desk for Doc. She’s rather unpleasant, an older crone of sorts who rarely has time to offer even the barest amount of sympathy, but she’s always worked for Doc, so that’s the way things are. It would be odd to come into the office and not see her furrowed eyebrows as she silently judged each person in the waiting room.

And currently, she’s judging Mike, who is doing his level best ignore her. He’s flipping through the newest Life magazine. Judy Garland’s on the cover, but that’s as much as he’s retained. The words are a blur, the photographs unnoticed. He’s thinking about what to say to Doc that won’t make it sound like he’s ready for the loony bin. (“Hey, Doc, so I’m starting to think about what’s outside Amorea and them there mountains and wouldn’t you know, I’m now paranoid we’re on an island! Do you think it’s cancer? What are your thoughts on extraterrestrials?”) He’s thinking about the look on Sean’s face when Mike told him he was going to the doctor this morning, being as vague as possible, saying he wasn’t sleeping much. Sean reached over and put his hand on Mike’s and squeezed until Mike was grounded again, and when Mike left the diner, staying a little later since he wasn’t going into the bookstore this morning, he placed a lingering kiss to the corner of Mike’s mouth. They knew everyone was watching with a smile on their faces, but neither of them cared all that much about it. “You best come back here the moment you’re finished, Mike Frazier,” Sean said, and Mike thought maybe he was a little scared. “You hear me?”

Mike just nodded, but yeah, he heard all right.

He’s lost in thought, and though he’s sure Miss Garland is a lovely woman, he doesn’t much care about what she has to say right now. Certain words are stuck in his head (smartphones and texting and Wüsthof Ikon Damascus) and they’re repeating over and over and over again.

So when Miss Roberta Addison calls his name, it’s with more irritation than normal, and he knows she’s probably had to say it a few times to get through to him. He looks up, and she’s glaring at him, one gnarled eyebrow cocked at him. “The doctor will see you now,” she says in a clipped voice.

“Thank you, Miss Addison.” He sets down the magazine before rising to his feet.

“Don’t thank me,” she says. “For all we know, you’re dying.”

That gives him pause. “Pardon?”

She rolls her eyes before going back to the typewriter in front of her, hunting and pecking out a continuous beat. “You never come here. For anything. You look a little rough around the edges. Maybe you’re dying.”

“Just a little ill. Probably the flu.”

“Or death.”

“That’s… comforting.”

She looks back up at him sharply. “You find death comforting?”

He shrugs. “Shouldn’t we? It’s inevitable, after all.” In fact, he doesn’t find it comforting. It’s more of the opposite, but he’s not going to let her get to him. Not today.

“For some,” she says, eyeing him with barely contained derision. “But I’d think as of late you have quite a few things to live for.”

He doesn’t know what to say to that, so he says nothing at all.

“Mr. Frazier, the doctor doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” She goes back to the typewriter, and it’s clack clack clack from there on out.

He passes through the door and into Doc’s office. It’s brightly lit, a window open, a fresh breeze trickling in. Doc sits behind a large mahogany desk. The wall behind him is lined with medical texts, most of which are called things Mike can’t even begin to pronounce. Doc has claimed to have read them all, which is something Mike can understand, because a book is a book is a book.

Doc is familiar to him. Granted, all of Amorea is familiar to him, but Doc a little more than most. He sometimes sits in on a poker game or two, only drinking juice or tea (“Livers, boys, watch your livers”). He’s a big man, almost as big as Mike, but he’s rotund in a way Mike is not. He may care about his liver, but he doesn’t seem to worry so much about his arteries, not with how much he eats.

Doc looks up as Mike walks in, the buttons on his dress shirt straining a little over his chest and gut. He’s in his fifties and bald as the day he was born, or so he likes to say. His scalp is shiny in the overhead light, jowls pulling back as he grins. “Mike, come in, come in. Shut the door behind you, okay?”

Mike does. “Doc, good to see you.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure it is, I’m sure it is. I’m a wonderful person to see.”

Mike likes him. Mostly.

“Have a seat. Take a load off. This heat, am I right? I’m ready for a cooldown like you wouldn’t believe. Sweat through both my shirts before the day is usually done.”

“Yeah, sure. That’d be nice.”

“I hear things are going well for you and Sean,” he says, folding his hands and leaning a chin or two on them. “Just happened to be in the park on Saturday. You two looked happy.”

“Just happened to be there?”

Doc shrugs, grinning. “You know how it is.”

“I suppose.” The town is full of busybodies. “And he’s fine.”

“Migraines?”

“Every now and then. The meds seem to help.”

“Good, good. That’s what I like to hear. You tell him to see me if that changes.”

“Will do.”

“I’m going to try and get to a poker game here in the next few weeks. Show you how a real man plays, am I right?”

“Right,” Mike echoes.

“You’re looking a little tired there.”

“Yeah. I guess I am.”

“Why you’re here?”

He hesitates, and Doc’s eyes narrow slightly. He never misses a thing. It’s why he’s good at what he does. “Mostly,” Mike says.

“Hmm,” Doc says. He takes a pad of paper out from a desk drawer. He grabs the fountain pen sitting next to an open text with a drawing of a layer of brain matter. “You know that whatever is said in here stays between us, right?”

And yeah, Mike knows this, knows Doc is good for it. He wonders how many secrets Doc carries about the people of Amorea. But it’s not his business to ask.

He’s thought about what he wants to say, the words he’s carefully chosen. He needs to get his point across without sounding like a crazy person. He’s not. He’s not crazy. He thinks something is happening. He just doesn’t know if it’s real or not.

“I know,” he says.

Doc nods, satisfied. “Okay, then. Tell me what’s going on.”

Mike says, “I’ve been having… hallucinations.”

Doc hums a little and begins to scribble on his notepad. His writing is illegible. “Auditory?

“Yes.”

“Visual?”

“Yes.”

“Olfactory.”

“Um. Maybe? I don’t know. I don’t—” And he’s thinking about the woman, the woman, and he can barely remember it. It’s lost in smartphone and Björn and texting, but can’t he remember the way she smelled when she collided with him? He doesn’t really remember the how or why of it, but there was a woman, and there was glass broken around them, and she was on top of him, and he could smell her. Her sweat, underlying notes of something sweet and floral.

He says, “Yes. I think so.”

“Tactile?” Doc asks.

“Yes.”

“Interesting,” Doc says. “And when did this start?”

Mike doesn’t know. “A few weeks.”

“Sleep disrupted?”

“Yes.”

“Vivid dreams?”

“Yes.”

“Do you find yourself thinking something, but losing your train of thought?”

“Yes.”

“Pockets in your memory? Little bits and pieces—” He cuts himself off, and Mike watches as his eyes slide out of focus, jaw slackening. Then it all snaps back into place like it’d never happened at all. “—of time that you can’t quite remember?”

“Yes,” Mike says slowly.

“Absolutely fascinating.” His voice is lighter than it was before, a little higher. “Tell me more about these hallucinations.”

“You okay?” Mike asks.

Doc looks up at him and blinks. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” His voice is back to normal.

“I don’t—never mind. It’s… uh. People. In my room at night. Voices that I hear even though I know I’m alone.”

“Do you remember what they say?”

Because when is a door not a door? When it’s ajar, but also when it’s been blown to pieces and there’s nothing between us.

“I can’t remember.”

“Mike,” Doc says. “Do you… know what’s real?”

Mike forces a laugh. “Of course I do.” Not all the time.

“This is real.”

“I know.” Is it?

“Good,” Doc says. “Just kidding with you. How’s your sleep?”

“Mostly good.”

“Mostly?”

“Those dreams.”

“Are you getting full REM sleep?”

Mike thinks, How does one even know that? “Sure.” The scribble of the pen over the paper is the loudest thing Mike has ever heard in his life. He’s sweating a little bit. It’s distracting, because he can feel it trickling down the back of his neck.

“These hallucinations,” Doc says. “Tell me about them.”

“Just… words, I guess. I’m hearing things.”

“What words?”

“Smartphone. Texting. Björn.”

“Hmm. And what do you see?”

“A man, standing at the edge of my bed. Birds.”

“Are you sleeping?”

No. “I don’t know.”

“Are you dreaming?”

Yes. “I don’t know.”

“Is the man with the birds? Or the birds with a man?”

“No. They’re separate. Do you…?”

“Do I what, Mike?”

He thinks, Murmuration. “It’s just. Starlings.”

“Starlings?”

“Birds.”

“I know what starlings are,” Doc says, arching an eyebrow.

“Oh.”

“You see them.”

“It’s called a murmuration.”

“What is?” Doc asks.

“The starlings. When they fly together.”

“How do you know that?”

Mike says, “I don’t know.”

“What do you smell?”

Anger and sweat. “Flowery perfume.”

Doc smiles. It’s not mean, but it’s not nice, either. “A past love, perhaps?”

There’s only been Sean for Mike. That’s one thing he’s sure of. “No.”

“Right, right. You feel them too?”

The itch on my wrist. The glass cutting into my back. “Yes.”

“What do they feel like?”

Pain. Irritation. “Real.”

“Well, that’s certainly interesting,” Doc says. He caps the fountain pen and sets in on the desk. He’s not looking at the notes he’s been taking, but directly at Mike. There’s a queer look in his eye, one that Mike’s never seen before. It’s almost hard. Calculating. It knocks him for a loop. It’s gone before he can even be sure it was there. “We’ll have to do some tests, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Strangest things can cause this.”

“Right,” and Mike’s having a hard time catching his breath.

“You might need more sleep.”

“Sure.”

“It could be a tumor growing right now on your brain.”

Mike says, “Yeah,” because he doesn’t know what else to say.

“Or it could be absolutely nothing,” Doc says, sounding obscenely cheerful. “That’s the amazing thing about the human body. How resilient it is. How much of a mystery it is. How much of a bastard it can be. Why, the brain alone is one of the most complex things in all of creation. There’s the old adage that we only use ten percent of our brain, but that’s just a myth. If that actually were the case, then damaging most of the brain should not impair function. There is almost no part of the brain that can be damaged without loss of abilities. A neuroscientist named Barry Beyerstein determined that.”

“How?”

“How?”

“How did he determine that?”

Doc grins. It isn’t the most pleasant of smiles. “Why, by trial and error, I imagine. We use all parts of our brains, but to what extent, we don’t know. There are many secrets that haven’t yet been unlocked. Tell me, do you get headaches?”

“No. Not really.” Mike can’t quite keep up with the conversation with how much his mind is reeling. “No more than anyone else.”

“Numbness or tingling in your arms or legs?”

“No. My wrist itches, but—”

“Topical cream works wonders. Do you have seizures?”

“No.”

“Balance issues?”

“No.”

“Nausea or vomiting?”

“No. Why are you—”

“Has your personality changed?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Good news,” Doc says. “I really don’t think it’s a tumor.”

The relief is so overwhelming, Mike’s hands are shaking. “That’s—”

“What do you know about schizophrenia?”

 

 

MIKE DOESN’T open the bookstore at all that day.

Instead, he sits on the sofa in his home, Martin purring on the seat beside him, and stares at the walls.

He doesn’t hear any voices.

He doesn’t see any ghosts.

He doesn’t feel the need to get to them mountains.

Fo sho.

 

 

SEAN’S ALREADY waiting for him outside the diner, looking up and down the street, checking the watch on his wrist. He’s not late. In fact, he’s a bit early, but he didn’t go back for lunch after leaving Doc’s, didn’t answer his phone when it rang twice at the house. He isn’t even sure he recognized it for what it was.

Eventually, the shadows started stretching along the walls and he snapped out of it, not wanting to leave Sean to walk home alone.

And it’s worth it. It really is. The look on his face when he sees Mike walking down the sidewalk all cool and calm and collected. It’s relief, it’s happiness, it’s worry all wrapped up into a nervous smile, and even before Mike can get to the diner, Sean’s down the sidewalk full tilt, stopping just before he crashes into Mike. His eyes are bright and he’s flushed, and Mike doesn’t think he’s ever seen someone look as handsome as Sean does right then.

“Well?” Sean demands.

Mike’s amused. He cocks an eyebrow and says, “Hello to you too.”

Sean scowls and slaps him lightly on the chest. “Mike,” he says in warning.

“Sean.”

“Now, you listen here—”

“Oh, I’m listening all right—”

“Back talk? Is that what we’re doing right now—”

“You look nice today.”

Sean gapes at him. “What?”

Mike shrugs, suddenly embarrassed. “Just… I don’t know. I wanted you to know that you look nice today.”

And he does. He’s wearing a checkered shirt buttoned up over a white tank top. The sleeves are rolled up, and he’s got a little smudge of something on his right cheek, probably from wiping his brow. He smells like coffee and cigarettes and Sean, and Mike loves it; if he’s being honest with himself, loves it almost as much as he loves the man standing in front of him.

“I’ve been on my feet for twelve hours,” Sean snaps. “If anything, I look a fright.”

“Still the best thing I’ve seen all day.”

“You should get your vision checked.”

“Already did,” Mike says. “You that forgetful? I went to the doctor today.”

Sean sputters. “That’s—why you—I oughta just—Mike!”

“Sean.” He’s pushing, he knows, but the longer he pushes, the longer it’ll be before he has to lie to Sean’s face. He can’t take that.

Sean says, “Mike Frazier,” and it’s as far as it’s going to go.

“I’m fine,” Mike says, and he’s even able to put a small smile on his face. “Just some sleep problems. Doc’s gonna get me some sleep pills, and I’ll be right as rain. You’ll see.”

He thinks, But probably not. You see, Ol’ Doc says there’s a criteria. From the Psychiatric Association. He had books from them and everything. Says there are steps you have to go through. Rules that bind a diagnosis. Says you have to have delusions. I’ve had those. Said you have to have hallucinations. Got those too. Catatonic behavior. Might as well be missing time, right?

Sean watches him. “Really?”

“Took some blood, though,” Mike says. “Just to be sure.” He shows Sean the Band-Aid at his elbow, holding down a little piece of cotton.

He thinks, The symptoms have to be there for a duration, though, before it can be diagnosed. He sounded real excited about it, like he couldn’t imagine he’d get to see such a thing. He said these delusions and hallucinations had to manifest for at least a month. Continuous, if possible. Says there will probably be disorganized speech. Grossly disorganized behavior, whatever that means.

Sean rubs his fingers over the Band-Aid, the lightest of touches. Mike’s arm breaks out in goose bumps on this fine evening. “But he thinks you’re fine.”

“Yeah,” Mike says. “He thinks I’m going to be just fine.”

He thinks, He seemed real keen on this too. Didn’t think of much else. Said I’d have to watch close, to keep an eye on these symptoms. Said we’re living in a real progressive time, that there’s such things as insulin shock therapy or some newfangled drug called chlorpromazine that was supposed to be all the rage. Said he could probably get me right on that if I needed to be. Just think. We’ll both be taking drugs. Yours is to clear your head. Mine’s to hold my head together. Isn’t that grand?

“Where were you all day?”

“Just took a day to myself,” Mike says, and they haven’t moved, they’re standing so close together, Sean’s hand still on his arm, and he’s warm. He’s vital. He’s here. If there’s one thing Mike’s sure of, it’s that Sean is here and Sean is real, and what they have between them is here and real. There’s no doubt in his mind about that. All the rest might be insanity, or it might be ghosts, or it might be nothing at all. But Sean?

Sean is real.

He knows that with everything he has.

“That’s it,” Sean says. “A day to yourself.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Sean says, and maybe it’s a little mean this time. Maybe there’s a little curl to his lip, the smallest sneer. “You made me worry all goddamn day. And you’re fine.” He looks away, jaw tensed. He doesn’t take a step back, and Mike figures that counts for something.

“Hey,” Mike says.

Sean shakes his head.

“Hey.” He puts his hand underneath Sean’s chin, tilting his head back up until Sean’s looking at him. “I’m fine. Okay?”

He almost says I promise, but he’s able to stop himself before that happens. He’s lying already. He doesn’t want to say anything that will make the fallout worse.

Sean’s face softens. There’s still worry creasing the skin around his eyes, but it’s lessening. Mike rubs a thumb over Sean’s bottom lip, and he flushes just a little bit. “You better be,” Sean says. “I don’t know if you know this, but I kind of need you around.”

He thinks, Oh no. Oh, goddamn you. I see things. I see things that aren’t there. I don’t know what’s happening. I tried to leave and it brought me in a circle. Like there’s nothing else out there. Like we’re trapped on an island. I can remember bits and pieces. There was a man, fo sho, and a queen named Nadine. Cigars and text messaging, and a knife going through glass. I hear them murmuring. Did you know that? A murmuration is the cloud of starlings, rolling as one, but it’s also the action of murmuring. Did you know that? The fucking birds. I love you so much I can barely stand it. You are the best part of me, and I can’t stand the thought of losing you. Of losing this.

“Do you?” he says, cocking an eyebrow. “That’s good to hear.” He should be in pictures; his acting is top notch.

Sean rolls his eyes and huffs out a breath. “Don’t do that to me again.” He means it. Mike can see that. He was scared.

He doesn’t say anything. Instead he pulls Sean into a hug, wrapping his arms around Sean, holding him tight. Sean’s arms come up and around his waist, and Mike doesn’t think anyone has ever fit against him like Sean does. It’s like they were made to be like this, like they were two pieces finally made whole the moment Mike stepped into that diner for the first time. Mike has regrets. He really does. He’s a thirty-six-year-old man. He has to have them. And yeah, maybe he can’t think of any of them right now, but he knows they have to be there.

Sean isn’t one of them. Sean will never be one of them.

So he holds on, as tight as he can. For as long as he’s able.

He thinks, It’s like this, okay? Doc says that I shouldn’t worry about it. Says that it’s mostly a wait-and-see kind of thing right now. Says that it could be nothing. Says this could all just be a product of my tired mind. Thing is, I could see that even he didn’t believe that. He was like some kid in a candy store. He was salivating at the thought that there could be something wrong with me. He’s a doctor, so of course he wants me to be sick. Of course he does, because that means he gets to poke and prod, and if you think about it, if you really think about it, do we get sick here? Do we get ill? You get migraines, but can you think of anyone else that can say the same? Or maybe I just don’t see it. Maybe I just don’t notice it. Maybe none of it’s real. You are, though. I know you are.

Sean pulls away eventually. Mike lets him go, even though it’s the last thing he wants to do. There’s a part of him, a small part, that wants to drag Sean down the road and out of Amorea just to show him what happens. Just to show him that it’s all circular. But he’s afraid. He’s afraid that Sean will see through it, that Sean will look at him and say, “My god. You’re sick, Mike. You’re sick and you’re insane. What’s wrong with you? Why are you like this? What happened to you to make you this way?”

He can’t have that. Not now. He can’t. He needs to keep this for as long as he can.

Sean says, “You need to stop by the drugstore?”

Mike says, “For what?”

Sean squints. “You said Doc wanted you to get the sleep pills.”

Mike laughs. He thinks it sounds normal. “Already picked them up. After the appointment.”

Sean says, “All right. Walk me home, big guy? I think we should take the long way today. I’m feeling the need for some fresh air.”

Mike thinks, Anything for you. And he says, “Sure. That sounds good to me.”

They walk on.





XV

 

 

HE TELLS himself it’ll get better.

Because it has to. There’s really no other choice.

It’ll get better.

It will.

It will.

It will.

And he believes it. Believes it when he opens his eyes in the morning. Believes it when Sean smiles at him from across the booth at breakfast. Believes it when the little bell rings over the door in the bookstore. Believes it when they walk home at night and Sean presses daring little kisses against Mike’s lips. Believes it when he lies in bed in the dark, watching the moonlight create shadows like birds on his walls and ceilings.

He believes it.

The problem is that it doesn’t get better.

It gets worse.

 

 

HE WAKES up one morning a week later and he’s thinking, Oscar, Oscar, Oscar, and he knows that name, knows it as well as he knows his own. It’s just that he can’t remember how he knows it, sure that he’s never met anyone named Oscar in his entire life.

Which leads to another train of thought that explodes even before it can leave the station. His breath is quickening in his chest and his hands are fisted in the comforter and he thinks, I’ve never met anyone named Oscar in my entire life, but what is my entire life?

There are truths he holds to be self-evident.

His name is Mike Frazier.

He is thirty-six years old.

He lives in Amorea.

He owns the bookstore Bookworm.

He loves Sean Mellgard more than anything else in the world.

He has friends. They are like his family.

He owns his own—

And he stops.

They are like his family.

Like his family.

He thinks, Who is my family?

And there’s that pressure again, right behind his eyes, and it’s sinking its claws into his skull. It’s not as bad as it’s been in the past, and he’s almost able to ignore it, because now that he’s thought it, he doesn’t know what else to think.

His alarm goes off and he thinks, Who is my family?

He’s brushing his teeth and he thinks, Where did I come from?

He’s pulling his shirt over his head and he thinks, Where was I before Amorea?

He’s shutting the front door to his house and he thinks, Who are my pare&##&#—

He stops, hand still on the doorknob.

He doesn’t know what that was. It was like he short-circuited. Just for a moment.

He thinks, Who are my pare&#*#—

That pressure is there, building behind his eyes.

He thinks, The people who raised me.

The people I was born to.

The ones who gave me life.

My par&###&***—

He knows the word. He knows it.

He thinks, Just another thing, isn’t it? Just another thing.

We’re much more progressive now, Doc said. It’s rarely recommended that a person be institutionalized because of schizophrenia these days. As long as a person isn’t deemed to a danger to others or themselves, there shouldn’t be any reason why they can’t live a reasonably normal life. Medications can help with the delusions. The hallucinations. Those feelings of unreality. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Mike. Think of that as a last resort. You are here. You are fine. You live in Amorea. You own the bookstore, and you have people that care about you. That’s what’s real.

He thinks, Is it?

And yeah, maybe he’s a little angry.

 

 

HE’S IN the diner sitting across from Sean. It’s loud this morning, a Thursday, the townsfolk buzzing excitedly. The Amorea Women’s Club started hanging up decorations for the Amorea Harvest Festival the day before. It’s still nine days away, but Amorea always gets excited when Mrs. Richardson and her band of merry women begin their preparations. There are wreaths hung up on every doorway in Amorea, orange and red and brown plastic leaves strung together with little scarecrows in the middle. The light posts along Main Street are strung similarly, long autumn garlands wrapped along the poles. There are pumpkins and hot apple cider and the leaves on the trees that line the streets look like they’re ablaze. It’s quintessentially fall, and everyone is happy.

It hurts his head.

He thinks, If you only knew.

“You okay, big guy?” Sean asks, reaching across the table to take Mike’s hand in his own. Mike barely resists the urge to pull away. It’s a close thing.

He forces a smile on his face. “I’m fine.”

“Sleeping pills helping?”

He shrugs. “A little.” Lying is getting easier now. “It’s going to take some time, I guess.”

Sean squeezes his hand, and Mike’s got a flash of his nose bleeding, that fight from last week, the anger he felt when Daniel Houle’s elbow clocked him a good one. The pictures that fell. There were two of them, right?

He thinks, There were three, and the third was a mystery.

He thinks, No, there were two. Just two. I remember them both.

He thinks, She was smiling at the camera like she was in love.

He thinks, Oscar, Oscar, Oscar.

Sean says, “I hope not too much longer. You’re looking a little rough around the edges.”

That stings, and he thinks, Yeah, well, you would too if you saw things and remembered things that weren’t there. He says, “You leaving me for someone younger? Someone a little more put together?” He’s teasing, and Sean’s smile is a relief.

“As if I ever could,” Sean says. “You’re stuck with me.”

I’m okay with that is what he wants to say.

Instead, he says, “Do you know Oscar?”

And Sean frowns. “Oscar? Who is Oscar?”

“He’s”—fo sho—my friend—going up to them mountains—smoking his cigar in my backyard—the one who took all these photos, right? right? right?—“this guy I know.”

“This guy you know,” Sean says. “How do you know him?”

Mike shrugs.

“Oscar,” Sean says. “Can’t say that I do. Who is he?”

Sean’s still holding his hand. Mike’s other one is forming a fist in his lap. “You don’t know anyone named Oscar,” Mike says.

“No. Should I?”

“Just a name I heard, I guess.”

“Huh. So who is—”

I want you to keep track of these little events, Doc said. Anything out of the ordinary. Anything that you question. Anything that doesn’t quite jibe with what you know to be real. If you see these ghosts, or hear their voices, or find something that doesn’t make sense in the order of the natural world, I want you to keep track of it. That way, we can know just how often these things are happening.

“Where did you come from?” Mike blurts out.

Sean cocks his head. “Why, right here in Amorea, of course. You know that, Mike.”

He does. That’s what he’s always been told. Most of the people here have been in Amorea all their lives. In fact, everyone aside from him seems to be from Amorea. He’s never really thought about it before. Now, it’s all he can think about.

“Before me,” Mike says. “What did you do?”

“Before you,” Sean says slowly. “I don’t… understand? What do you mean?”

“Who did you come from?”

Sean frowns. “Amorea.”

“Not where. Who.”

The diner suddenly falls silent. Every single voice cuts out at once. It’s loud and boisterous and then it’s not. Mike looks around the diner. Everyone is slack-jawed, eyes sliding lazily out of focus. Calvin was about to take a sip of coffee, and now he’s just sitting there, arm slightly raised, cup tilted slightly toward him. Even the grill has fallen silent, Walter standing with the spatula, looking down, mouth open, and—

“Mike.”

The noise comes back like it was switched on. It’s deafening.

He snaps his gaze back to Sean, who’s staring at him worriedly.

“You okay? You kind of just trailed off there.”

He thinks, No. No, I’m not okay.

He says, “Yeah. Just… got distracted. What were we talking about?”

“You were asking if I knew someone named Oscar?”

You make a cheap date, white boy.

Most likely.

Easy too.

Hey now.

He doesn’t know what that means. But he can hear the voice clear as day. Saying Mikey, fo sho.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “Don’t know what I was thinking. Just this guy I used to know. From before. Got confused for a second.”

“Before?”

“Before I came to Amorea.”

Sean’s brow furrows, like he’s not quite understanding. “Before.” Then, “Right. Before. It’s just… sometimes, I think you’ve always been here, you know? It feels like that to me.”

Mike likes that. He likes that a lot, even if he’s thinking, That was an event. That was an event just now.

 

 

“YOU DOIN’ all right, bud?” Happy asks. They’re walking down the sidewalk, heading toward their respective shops. It’s a short walk for Happy, but they’re moving slowly.

“Sure, Happy.”

“We’re friends.”

“Yeah.”

“So you can tell me stuff.”

“I know.”

“You doin’ good?”

Mike sighs. “Yeah. I’m good. Just got a lot on my mind, is all.”

“Sean?”

“Nah. Don’t even think about him much.”

Happy snorts. “Bullshit. You look at him like he craps gold and hung the moon.”

“Jesus, Happy.”

“Truth hurts, ain’t gotta tell me none. He looks at you the same.”

“He’s good,” Mike says, unable to meet Happy’s gaze. “For me.”

“I know. Always thought so. Two peas in a pod, you are. You needed him, I think. He needed you too.”

He thinks, Before. “Happy.”

“Yup.”

“Before me. Before I came to Amorea.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Sean. Was he…?”

“Was he what, Mike?”

“Was everything okay? With him.”

“Sure, Mike. I suppose. I mean, every now and then he seemed down and whatnot, I guess. But he got better. And then you came and everythin’ was right as rain. Darnedest thing, love is.”

He refuses to blush at that. “How was he down?”

Happy shrugged. “Can’t rightly say, I guess. More a feelin’. He didn’t seem… happy. Just goin’ through the motions. Gettin’ up every day and comin’ into work and then goin’ right on home. Nice to everybody, always was, but you could see it. In his eyes. And it was….”

“Was what?”

“Hmm? Oh yeah. I just… sorry. Got to thinkin’ about somethin’. He used to….”

“Spill it, Happy.”

Happy rolls his eyes. “Ain’t nothin’ big, hold your horses.” He says it like hawsus, and Mike thinks about a horse walking across the road, hooves on pavement, and he doesn’t know whether it was a memory or a ghost. “Just… everyone’s got their tics, you know? Weird little things they do.”

“Okay?”

“I touch my nose. Know I do it. Don’t know why I do it. I just do it. It’s a thing. You scratch your wrist a lot.”

He does. Maybe he’s always done it. “Okay,” he says again.

“I’d look over sometimes, and Sean would be standing up there behind the lunch counter, you know? He’d be talkin’ or laughin’ or some such, but he’d always be standing there, left arm out in front of him. He’d be usin’ his other hand and he’d rub a couple of fingers right there in the crook of his elbow. Like where Doc takes blood. Always with the couple of fingers, always just touching right there, like he didn’t even know what he was doin’, but doin’ it anyway.”

Mike… doesn’t understand. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Probably nothin’. You asked. Only thing that stuck out. He didn’t do it no more after you’d been here for a while. That’s all. Only other thing that changed was how happy he was. That’s it.”

“You’ve known him a while?”

“Sure. Forever, probably.”

“What was he like? As a kid?”

Happy squinted at him. “How’s that now?”

“When he was a kid. Was he—”

“Look, Mike. Are you sure you’re good?”

“Yeah. Swear it.”

“Okay, then. I believe you. But shouldn’t you be askin’ your fella this stuff? Best comin’ from him, don’t you think?”

Mike doesn’t know what to think. Or maybe he’s just thinking too much. Maybe it’d be just easier to let all of this go. It’s hurting his head, and all he can hear is Doc asking, What do you know about schizophrenia?

“Anyways, bud, I gotta get to the store. Poker tonight my place?”

“Yeah. Sure, Happy.”

“Beans and weenies already in the Simmer Crock, you know.”

“All right.”

Happy salutes him and walks away, whistling a happy tune. It sounds like Donald’s love shack song.

Mike watches after him, only aware a minute or two later that he’s scratching his wrist.

He stops and scowls. He’s only making things worse. He’s happy here. He’s happy with what he has. He should really let this go.

 

 

THE PROBLEM is that he can’t.

Because he gets to the store and goes to the back and there’s a shipment of new books stacked in brown boxes that he doesn’t remember ordering and doesn’t remember getting delivered. He knows he has invoices, and he knows they’re filled out, and he knows they have his signature on the bottom, but truth is, he can’t remember doing any of it.

He laughs. It’s a hollow sound.

“This is another event,” he says to absolutely no one.

 

 

AND THERE are so many of them, now that he thinks about them. And he thinks about them quite a lot. Some get through. Others get lost in the haze.

Who delivers the food into Amorea? To the general store? To the butcher? To the diner?

Where does the trash go when it’s picked up off the streets on Tuesdays?

Why are there no chil##&*#? (Little people, he thinks. Born to big people.)

(He used to be able to speak that word. He knows it.)

Why is there no h&*&##? (Medical place, he thinks. Where the chil##$*# are born.)

Why doesn’t anyone drive a #&*&&? (Four wheels, he thinks. Windows and doors.)

Why does no one come to visit Amorea?

Why does no one leave Amorea?

But then he thinks, Why would anyone want to ever leave Amorea? Regardless of the state of his mind, he knows that this place is a little slice of heaven, that this town is the greatest place on earth—why would he ever want to leave?

But what if they did?

He wants to ask these questions to everyone he sees, but he stops himself, knowing he’s just going to make it worse. No one else seems to have these questions, and all he can hear is Doc saying, There are subsets to schizophrenia. Did you know that? It’s not all the same. There are types, Mike. There’s paranoid schizophrenia, which causes you to question things that you didn’t question before. Like the Commies are listening in on every move you make. That the people you love are actually spies against you. They’re irrational, these thoughts. Of course they are. But they can cause abnormal behavior because the schizophrenic will hold on to them like they’re real.

So no, he’s not going to ask these questions.

(Why? that little voice asks, that little voice buried underneath all the questions. Why won’t you ask? They are valid questions. Don’t you want to know? Don’t you want to know what’s going on?)

(He does.)

(He doesn’t.)

 

 

HE DOESN’T like to keep these things from Sean, but he has to. There’s nothing he can say to Sean that won’t sound crazy, and he can’t hurt him like that. He won’t. He thinks of distancing himself from Sean, but he doesn’t know if he can do that. Even if all the rest of the world is slowly crumbling around him, Sean’s there with him. He’s got to hold himself up so he doesn’t bring anything down onto the both of them.

 

 

HE’S IN the diner. Sean’s at the lunch counter, filling orders. He must know Mike’s looking at him, because he glances over and winks. It’s a quick thing, a saucy thing, and more than one person sees it and whistles, slapping the tabletops.

Mike blushes because that’s what he does when someone acknowledges them for what they are.

Outwardly, everything is good. He’s smiling. He’s laughing. He looks better rested, right-o, daddio, because he’s making himself go to sleep earlier, he’s making an effort to not draw questions.

Last night, right before he dropped off to sleep, he heard voices coming from the den. Martin, the fat thing that he is, didn’t even react.

There were two voices this time. He could hear bits and pieces that seemed to filter in and out.

“Meatbags… not a single thing… doing it for them… it fucking creeps….”

“It’s weird… like… here, you know? I don’t like being in… long time….”

“They… eyes. You know? It’s all in… eyes. What are they… do?”

“Above… grade. Don’t ask, don’t tell… get shot.”

It went on for a little while longer, but that was all Mike could make out. He thought about getting up, taking a look, but he didn’t want confirmation that he was hearing things, that there was nothing there. He thought it was another event. He just didn’t want to know it was another event.

But it’s fine now, because he’s not hearing voices that don’t belong. He’s surrounded by people that he knows, and yeah, maybe he’s starting to not trust them a little bit, maybe he’s wondering why no one’s asking the questions he’s asking, but at least he knows them. He’s known them for years, and that can’t be a farce. It’s all in his head, or so Doc thinks (hopes?), and he’s keeping track just like he’s being asked. He’s doing what Doc asked, and it’s fine.

(He’s not going to tell Doc about the questions he has, those little questions like What’s on the other side of the mountains? and Why can’t we leave, is this an island, are we an island?)

But that’s neither here nor there right now. Like most mornings (and most evenings), right now is about Sean and him and nothing else. He doesn’t want any of what’s going on in his head to affect Sean, not like this. Not because of him. He needs to keep Sean safe. Even if it’s from himself.

(And he’s angry about that, angrier than he’s been since he can even remember. It curdles his stomach and causes his head to pound, thinking that he could do anything to hurt Sean. But he’s getting angrier. At himself. At the situation. At the fact that he was good, he was so good until all this bullshit started happening. He’d rather be in the dark than see anything in a false light.)

So he’s sitting here, a cool cat, everyone is happy around him, and they think he’s happy too, and he is, he is, at least a little bit. Because Sean’s laughing and he’s winked at Mike, and he can’t ask for much more than that.

Except.

Except something’s niggling at him. Just at the back of his brain. It itches, but it’s nothing compared to everything else.

Except it’s getting worse when he sees Sean reading off orders on his notepad, those funny little phrases only known to diner folks (“I need a Heart Attack on a rack, Adam and Eve on a log, and make sure you give me a double order of shingles with a shimmy and a shake”). Walter’s just nodding along with Sean, the two of them going back years together.

Except that’s not quite right, is it?

Mike thinks, You weren’t always like this. You used to stand at someone else’s side and watch him do it. He was teaching you. He’d roll his eyes at you and tell you young people didn’t know shit about the art of grilling.

Walter looks up and sees Mike staring at him. He gives a little wave.

Mike waves back.

He’s young, isn’t he? Really young to be doing what he’s doing, and doing it well. Mike thinks of getting up and walking right back to that kitchen and saying How do you know how to do this so well? and Who taught you to be this way?

He’d get a shrug, he thinks. Maybe a bashful little smile. I guess it’s in my blood.

And maybe it is. Or maybe it belonged to someone else.

Crazy, Mike thinks. I’m going crazy, crazy, crazy.

(And he sees Sean out of the corner of his eye and wonders, just for a moment, if Sean knows something is wrong too, something back in that lizard brain, something that says, Wait a minute, just wait a minute. This isn’t how things used to be. Of course, in Mike’s lizard brain, it’s saying, What if he knows, what if he knows, what if he knows like everyone else? But Mike’s not paranoid. He’s not. Something’s wrong, and maybe Doc is right, but he’s not paranoid about Sean, he can’t be paranoid about Sean.)

He has a smile on his face. It’s a good one. One that everyone believes.

He almost believes it too.

His mind is a funny thing right now. The connections it’s making. He’s thinking about Wüsthof Ikon Damascus, and he knows it’s expensive even if he doesn’t know exactly what it is. That leads to thoughts of a woman, anger twisting her features, and she’s saying, All I do is talk at you, never with you. You’re not here anymore. You’ve checked out. You don’t give a shit about me. You probably never even gave a shit about her. And that leads to breaking glass. Which leads to picture frames breaking as they fall off a wall. There’s an elbow to a nose and a white-hot rage that someone could hurt him like that, that someone would even—

The pictures, though.

There was something about the pictures.

Wasn’t there?

He looks to his left. There’s the one picture he loves most. The one of him and Sean at the end of the dock. The way Sean’s laughing—

(It’s not anything.

It’s always something.

Not with him. With you, yes.)

—and even now, and even with everything going on inside his head, it’s enough to make him feel lighter. Sweeter, like burnt sugar, and he has to stop himself from reaching out and tracing his fingers over the two of them, frozen on a diner wall in Amorea. That’s real, he knows. That’s real. Not the voices in the dark. Not the way that the road out of Amorea leads to the road into Amorea. Not the murmurations, though he knows those were real to him at one point.

But the pictures.

They cover the walls. It’s Walter’s hobby, it’s his habit, it’s his obsession. He takes that damn camera with him everywhere, that boxy thing that he lugs around and says, Say cheese, folks, say cheese. It’s an Ansco Speedex folding camera. Mike doesn’t know how he knows that, just that he does. But Walter’s always there, right? At every event. Every picnic. Every festival. He’d be smiling and folks would be smiling back at him and they’d say cheese and there’d be a bright flash. More often than not, they’d end up on the wall. Mike knows that if he looks hard enough, he can find every single person living in Amorea on that wall.

He thinks, And maybe a few that aren’t.

How foreign, that thought is.

How did he get here?

Wüsthof Ikon Damascus.

Angry woman.

Glass breaking.

Photos falling.

Daniel Houle and George Kettner.

They were fighting over… over what? Money. Daniel owed George money. And Mike was first aware of it because of raised voices. And pictures being knocked off the walls. There were two—

three

—of them, and he picked them up after the fight was over, wanting to make sure no one stepped on the glass.

The photo of sledding on Thrill Hill.

The Amorea Women’s Club Bake Sale.

That was it. That was all there was.

His wrist itches.

His brain itches.

Because was that all there was?

He picked up the sledding photo.

And then the Amorea Women’s Club photo.

And then Walter came in and… they… talked?

Mike wipes away the sweat on his forehead.

Yes, he knows they talked. Because Mike asked… something.

He pushes.

The pressure behind his eyes begins to build. He puts his face in his hands and rubs the sides of his head with his fingers. Maybe he shouldn’t push. Doc doesn’t think he has a brain tumor (What do you know about schizophrenia?), but that doesn’t mean he won’t force himself into an aneurism. Or a stroke. Because that’d be his luck, wouldn’t it? He shouldn’t push.

But he does. Just a little bit harder. Just to see.

He—

What about the woman?

What woman?

The woman in the photo. Next to Sean.

Mike takes in a shuddering breath.

He drops his hands and he—

He’s lying on his back and blinking up at white lights and there’s people moving around him, above him, and there are machines, he knows there are machines, but it’s hazy and he’s confused and he—

He’s in the diner.

He’s in the diner.

People are eating around him. The forks and spoons scrape along plates and bowls. It smells like bacon and coffee. He drops his hand to the table. It’s sticky under his fingertips, like syrup was spilled a while ago but not yet wiped away. It’s real. He feels it. He knows it.

As was the woman in the photo. Standing next to Sean. He can see it in his head clear as day. His head is throbbing, yes, right behind his left eye, but he can see it. Happy and Calvin and Donald and Sean all standing in a row. And there was a woman, an African Queen, and she was there too, standing right next to Sean, and she was in love. With whoever had taken the photo, she was in love with that person. Walter didn’t know who it was. Walter, who said he took the photo of the woman in love with the photographer. He took all these photos, and he didn’t know who the woman was.

Nadine, Mike thinks. Nadine the African Queen.

Hidden away, sight unseen.

“Hey.”

Mike sucks in a breath. His hands are shaking on the table. It’s like he’s been startled awake.

Sean’s standing there, head cocked. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Mike says, but it’s weak and rough. He tries again. “Yes. Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Sean says, and Mike’s heart trips all over itself. “You looked a little lost in thought there.”

He was lost in something, that’s for sure. Because he knows what he saw. Or what he thinks he saw. Or what he imagined he saw. He says, “You know how it is.”

“Sure,” but it’s said cautiously, and Mike knows he’s probably still a little wide-eyed at the moment. “Sorry it took me so long to get over. Busy morning, big guy.”

“It’s all right. It happens.”

Sean sits down across from him with a groan. Their knees knock under the table, and Sean’s foot is against his. It’s good. It’s right. Mike loves it. Mike’s also still thinking about the photos on the wall and if there are any others that are folded away, hiding their secrets. He shouldn’t be. He really shouldn’t be, because there’s only so many hours in the day he gets to be with Sean, but it’s there. It’s there and he can’t stop thinking about it.

Because he wants to know if Nadine the African Queen loved someone as much as her face said she did. And if she did, who did she love like that?

He told himself it’d get better.

It’s gotten worse.

He looks at Sean, and Sean smiles at him, and he thinks of the Harvest Festival, only five days away, and he wonders what it would feel like to dance with him. To hold him close and sway to the music. He doesn’t think he’s ever wanted anything more, aside from Sean himself.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Sean asks.

“You,” Mike admits, rubbing the back of his neck. And it’s the truth, even if it’s only partial.

There it is. There’s the just-for-Mike smile. “What about me?”

“Dancing.”

“Dancing? You want to dance with me, big guy?”

“Yeah,” Mike says. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

Sean laughs.

And Mike makes a decision.





XVI

 

 

IT’S LATE, the sky dark and the moon new, so it’s all stars and streetlights. Mike’s moving in shadows past the houses where Amorea sleeps, lights off and dreaming. He thinks that he’s being stupid, that he should be at home in his bed like everyone else, but he thinks that maybe Nadine the African Queen was looking at whomever took the photo like Mike looks at Sean. And if that’s the case, he can’t let it go. He can’t let her stay hidden.

Before he walked out of the diner that afternoon to walk Sean home, he looked near the door, and sure enough, there was a photo with Calvin, Donald, Sean, and Happy, standing all buddy-buddy, mugging it up for the camera. He knew it was there, because he knew where all the photos of Sean were. It took all he had not to rip it off the wall right then and yell, See? See? See?

That might have been smarter than what he’s doing right now. Because he lives in Amorea and it’s pure. People don’t lock their doors. If a place is closed, it’s closed and no one goes inside. It’s just unheard of. If it’s an emergency, sure, but no one goes to the diner in the middle of the night because of an emergency. Mike’s trying to justify it somehow, but he can’t make it stick.

What do you know about schizophrenia?

He’s not paranoid. He’s not. It’s there. She’s there and she’s in love, and he will find her and know that he’s not going crazy. That something else is happening.

Then he can work his way up to showing others the bigger things. And they’ll believe him. They won’t have a choice but to believe him.

They aren’t delusions.

He’s onto Main Street without seeing another soul, but he expected as much. The businesses of Amorea are dark, the marquee for the cinema rising into the night. The streetlamps are lit, surrounded by the autumn garlands, and it’s quaint, really, but it’s also more sinister at night. Mike’s not scared of the dark. He is scared of the things he doesn’t understand. Which is why he’s listening for footsteps, for voices, for an angry woman with a Wüsthof Ikon Damascus knife that costs more than he probably makes in a month.

(He doesn’t know that, how can he know that, he doesn’t even know what that is.)

He’s at the diner, and it’s quiet and empty, the only light coming from the glow of the timer on the coffeepot inside. It’s orange and muted, but he can see it through the diner windows.

He pauses at the door, wondering if he really has it in him to take this next step. He knows that once he steps inside, there’s no going back. He’s certain the picture is there like he thinks it is, folded and hiding Nadine. He knows it is.

But being human means having doubts, and however certain he may be, that little voice says, And if it’s not? What then, Mike?

He does an awful thing then.

He hesitates.

Because what if it’s not there?

Wouldn’t that just be the bee’s knees?

Nothing like having proof in your hands that you’re looney tunes.

He’s certain, though.

Mostly.

“Do it,” he says, and is shocked by how loud his voice sounds in all that Amorea quiet. “Just do it.”

He does.

The bell rings out overhead. It’s different at night. It bounces off the floor and the walls, and there’s no one behind the counter, no one behind the grill. No one calling out Hey, Mike or There he is or You here to see Sean? with a knowing smirk on their face.

The photo isn’t that far from the door. Just a few steps, really, and he’s standing in front of it. It looks like it always has, but his eyes stray to the left, and he’s sure he can see the crease right near Sean’s arm where Nadine the African Queen is folded away. He tells himself just to do this and get it over with so he can go home and go to bed and tomorrow, he’ll show Sean, and they’ll figure it out together, they’ll do this right. His—

—back hits the glass, and he’s a big guy, always has been, pushing two-thirty and muscles on top of muscles. It’s no contest what happens when he meets the sliding door. It shatters around them, the metal frame twisting and shrieking. It’s safety glass, so it breaks off in chunks, but he still feels little pinpricks on his back, like bee stings.

He lands on his back on the floor of the balcony, glass sprinkling around them. The sounds of traffic below float up around them. She’s on top of him, looking dazed, the knife loose in her grip. He’s reaching up to knock it from her hand when she rears back, the tip of the knife pointed at his throat.

He’s thinking, Holy shit, what are you doing, what are you doing, what are you doing?

He does the only thing he can.

He punches her in the face.

Bone crunches under his knuckle. A flash of blood. She falls back, the knife nicking his throat before it clatters to ground. She moans, hands going to her face, and she’s sitting against the balcony railing, blood squirting between her fingers. Her eyes are dazed, but they’re still narrowed, like she can still hold on to the anger even after getting a fist to the face.

He snarls, “What the fuck is wrong with you?” He’s panting, the pain sharp as glass continues to dig underneath him into his back.

She says, “You broke my nose. I think you broke my nose. You hit me. You hit me.”

He’s sick to his stomach, because yeah, he did just hit her. He hit his wife. Sure, she was coming at him with a knife and pushed him through a sliding glass window. And sure, she probably meant to stab him (really? did she really?), but he hit her. He punched her. She’s bleeding because of him, quite profusely. He’s not his father, he’s not his father, and his mom whispers, Sure you aren’t, bucko. But you sure as shit didn’t get that temper from me.

And god, he’s so fucking angry.

At her. At himself. At the situation. That it’s gotten this far. That they’ve allowed themselves to become this. His fist went into her face, but it’s been coming to this for a long time. She deserved it. She earned it. She’d come after him first, and he was just protecting himself. It could have happened sooner, but he’s a good guy, and he didn’t let it. He didn’t want this. He never wanted any of this. It’s on her. This is all on her. It’s not—

“Oh my god,” he whispers, because he’s horrified. He justified it in his head like it was nothing. Like it made sense. Like it was okay. Like it was ever okay. He wonders if his father did the same every single time he raised a hand to his mother. And now Jenny is chanting, “You hit me, you hit me,” over and over, and her eyes are bright, and she’s bleeding.

He says, “Why did you do this?”

She says, “This is you. This is all on you. Like your dad. You’re just like your dad, aren’t you? Hitting a woman. Just like your dad. Just like your dad. Just like your—”

And he’s distracted by what she’s saying, distracted by how true it’s ringing in his ears, so he’s not prepared when she moves quicker than she has any right to. He’s still on his back, still dazed by everything that’s happened in the last… god, has it only been a minute?

So he’s not ready for her, not completely. She pushes herself off the railing and makes a grab for the knife. She’s got her fingers wrapped around the handle before he’s even registered she’s moving, and the balcony’s not that big. It was something they didn’t like, something they almost passed on the apartment over, but the Realtor said outdoor space in this part of DC was hard to come by, and anything more was going to be out of their price range. So they said yeah, sure, let’s do it, it’s small, but let’s do it. She was four months pregnant at the time, and he was… well, he wasn’t happy, per se, but he was getting there. He knew he could get there, and everything was going to be fine.

The balcony’s rather small. Which is why she’s kneeling over him, the knife above her head, in a matter of a second or two.

He reacts. It’s fight or flight. He does the only thing he can.

He kicks his foot out. Hits her right underneath her breasts with his expensive Italian loafer. Something cracks in her chest and her eyes go wide, and she just flies backward, much farther than he expects. Her back hits the railing and there’s another shriek of metal, of bolts ripping from their moorings. The knife falls to the floor of the balcony, and there’s a brief moment when their eyes meet, hers wide, his panicked, and then the railing gives way nine stories above the streets of Washington, DC. One moment she’s there, and then she’s gone.

He breathes and breathes and breathes until he’s—

—gasping for air inside the diner in Amorea. It’s bacon and coffee and cigarettes and it’s home, because he knows this place. He doesn’t know the people in that event, doesn’t know how they could be so angry, how they could let so much rage settle over their skin. Except he can understand a little bit, can’t he? Because there’s residual fury flooding through him and he can almost taste it at the back of his throat, bitter and sharp. He thinks, How could she, oh my god, she’s my wife, how could she do this to me, and I punched her, I punched her, I punched—

He gags, but nothing comes up but a thin string of bile.

His head is spinning and he’s trying to get himself under control, but that pressure behind his eye is as harsh as it’s ever been before. He thinks his eye will probably pop out of his skull if it gets any worse, a moist little plop, and it’ll fall to the floor of the diner.

Worse, much worse, is that feeling of slipping again, like it’s being pulled away from him, these things that he remembers that aren’t his to remember. It’s not as strong as it’s been before and he’s holding on to it, keeping the memories fresh in his head. He knows how it feels to have her (Jenny, he thinks, Jenny, Jenny, Jenny) on top of him, knife near his throat. He knows the terror that overwhelmed him when the man punched her in the face. The disbelief he felt when she disappeared over the edge of the balcony. He doesn’t know who these people are, but they’re mixed into everything, he’s sure of it.

(Or it’s just another event, another notch on the schizophrenic bedpost, and boy, is Doc just going to piss himself silly over this. Funny little brain, he’ll say. Funny little crazy brain.)

Mike shakes his head, trying to clear his thoughts, trying to focus on why he’s in the diner in the middle of the night to begin with. His wrist is itchy, but he ignores it. There’s enough light coming in through the window from the streetlamps that he can make out the photo clearly.

He thinks, Maybe I shouldn’t do this.

He takes the photo off the wall anyway.

He’s here. It has to be done.

The frame is the same one he’s always seen, which creates a weird duality in his mind, because he knows it broke, but he knows it didn’t.

It has four little clasps on the back, one for each side of the frame. He flips them and pulls the cardboard backing out. If he’s right, there should be the lovely dark eyes of Nadine the African Queen staring back up at him, folded behind the rest.

And he’s right. He knows he’s right.

Because if he is, then all the rest will fit somehow. All the rest will be—

He looks down at the frame in his hands.

The picture isn’t folded back.

There is no black woman staring back at him.

He says, “No.”

He says, “No, no, no.”

It’s a trick, he thinks. Just a trick. It’s there, it’s dark, and you can’t see her, it’s there.

He pulls the picture out. There’s Happy. Calvin and Donald. And Sean, always Sean.

But there’s no one standing beside him.

In fact, Sean’s at the edge of the photo.

It’s just the four of them.

“It’s been torn,” he says. “It’s been torn.”

It hasn’t been torn. The edges of the photo are the same on all sides, smooth and bordered white. The border is the same thickness on all sides, so it hasn’t been cut. And there’s a space between the border and the curve of Sean’s arm in the photo, a good inch, which probably translated to about a foot in real life.

She was standing closer than that. He knows it. She was right next to Sean.

But she’s not now.

And maybe, he thinks, she never was.

He lets out a choked breath and thinks, No.

Because he’s not crazy. He’s not.

He drops the photo to the ground.

He looks back to the remaining photos on the walls all around him.

There have to be two hundred of them. Maybe three. All varying sizes.

She has to be here. She has to be.

“Somewhere,” he mutters. “That stacked honey, fo sho.”

He starts with the ones nearest to him. He’s careful. At first.

But every photo he takes apart gives him nothing but what he already sees.

He’s less careful as time passes.

He’s halfway done when he’s just shattering the glass on the tables and ripping the photos out from the frames.

Mike’s hyperventilating, and out of the corner of his eye, he can see a starling perched on a lamppost outside, but he ignores it. He ignores it because she’s not here, she’s not in any of the photos, and neither is he, the man who smoked cigars and called him Mikey. He knows this man, can almost see his face, but he’s not in the photos, Nadine’s not in the photos, and he sees Walter in some, and Sean. Mrs. Richardson. The women in the book club. Calvin and Donald and Happy. Daniel Houle and George Kettner. Doc. Everyone else he knows, everyone else he sees every goddamn day. The people he passes on the street. The ones who say good morning when he comes into the diner. The patrons in his store. His neighbors. His friends. His community. He sees them all on the wall, they’re all—

There comes a point in everyone’s life when the weight of everything gets to be too much. When the world around them begins to falter and crack. Mike Frazier knows this. He knows he’s been lucky, and that for the past three years, he’s been okay.

But this is the moment he breaks.

What do you know about schizophrenia?

He’s tearing the photos off the walls. He’s not screaming, and aside from the scrape of frames being torn from where they hang and the shattering of glass as they’re thrown to the floor, there’s little other noise. He’s not thinking, not really, aside from What is happening to me, what is happening to me, what is happening to me?

Remarkably, he doesn’t cut himself on flying glass or shards of wood. He doesn’t cry, everything too frozen in his brain to even really process what he’s supposed to be feeling right now. It might be a panic attack, it might be something more, he’s not sure. He just knows that the photos on the wall are lying, and he can’t have them up anymore. He can’t see those faces staring back at him, not really, not—

“Mr. Hughes.”

It cuts through everything. The storm in his head. The thundering of his heart. The pressure behind his eyes that keeps pulsing. The need to tear apart everything he can get his hands on. The rage he feels bursting deep within him. He knows what the man on the balcony felt like now. When the woman came at him with the knife. It’s not real, he knows, that event, but it feels real, and he understands the anger. He can’t ever imagine hitting anyone, much less a woman, but he can understand why.

It makes him nauseous to know he gets it. That he can relate to it.

He thinks, Oh my god. How have I—

“Mr. Hughes.”

It all snaps back into place.

He’s standing in the middle of the diner. Broken glass is all around him. There are pictures still hanging on the walls, but they’re crooked. Most are on the floor. On the tables. Shattered, the pictures wrinkled or torn. The glass crunches under his Chucks. He can’t—

“Can you hear me, Mr. Hughes?”

There’s a bright flash of light. The diner is filled with it. It’s all-encompassing, and he raises a hand to shield his eyes.

The light dies out. There’s residual flashes as the darkness descends again.

All he can hear is the sound of his own ragged breathing.

He’s—

—on his back, he’s on his back and everything is grainy, and everything is loud, and he can make out shapes moving around him, and they’re garbled, speaking in grunts and groans, and the machines are screaming around him, and he’s Mike Frazier, he is, he is, but those grunts and groans say, “Mr. Hughes, do you understand me, Mr. Hughes? Are you sure he’s—”

He wants to laugh. Somehow, he wants to laugh, because now he’s positive he’s crazy. Or it’s aliens. He’s been abducted because They Came from Outer Space and maybe they are on an island. Maybe that’s what this whole thing is. They Came from Outer Space and put them all on an island, an island called Amorea and they can never leave. They’re being experimented on and wouldn’t that make much more sense? It would. Because he’s not crazy, he can’t be, not after everything, not when he’s finally found something that belongs just to him, that he can give himself completely to. Especially after all this time. They’ve finally gotten to where they’re supposed to be. They’ve gotten their act together, and he’s thinking, Sean, Sean, Sean—

(What if he’s not real?)

(No, he thinks. No, no, no.)

(What if they take him away like Nadine the African Queen?)

(They can’t. They can’t.)

(She loved a man. You could see it by the look on her face. She loved a man, and he called you Mikey, that’s fo sho. She was a stacked honey, and he loved her, and you know it. You know him.)

(Oscar, he thinks. His name is Oscar and he was my friend.)

“Mr. Hughes,” the garbled voices say from above him, and he wants to answer them, wants to scream at them, what do you want, what do you want from me, why are you doing this, how could you do this to us, we’re people, we’re human people, but he can’t. He can’t make a noise beyond a choking, wet gurgle, and there’s something constricting his throat. His panic escalates, but he’s not moving. He can’t move, and he doesn’t know what they’ve done to him, how they’re doing this, but it’s all—

“Mike?”

He opens his eyes.

Sean’s there. Sean’s in front of him. Sean’s in front of him looking soft and sleep-rumpled and confused. He’s wearing plaid sleep pants and a white shirt. He’s wiping an eye with his hand and yawning.

“What’s going on?”

Mike doesn’t know. He doesn’t know how he got here, standing at the front door to Sean’s little bungalow in the middle of the night. One moment he was destroying the diner and then They Came from Outer Space, and now he’s here. With Sean.

He doesn’t know what to say. He opens his mouth and is startled when a broken sound falls out. It’s harsh and grating and he tries to swallow past the lump in his throat, but he can’t quite get there.

“Mike?” Sean sounds much more awake now. And worried. A hand falls on Mike’s arm, and it’s real, it’s more real than anything that’s happened tonight, so he doesn’t stop himself from reaching out and pulling Sean to him. He buries his nose in the crook of Sean’s neck, holding on and breathing him in. He feels Sean’s arms wrap around him, hands rubbing up and down his back. Mike’s shaking, and it’s not as if he’s cold, but he doesn’t know how to stop.

He doesn’t want to move, and Sean’s not letting him go, so he waits. Waits for his heart to stop racing, waits for his mind to clear. Through the fog, he hears Sean whispering in his ear, and he’s saying, “Yeah, big guy. It’s okay. I’m here. You’re here. You’re safe. I’ve got you. I’ve got you now, big guy. It’s okay.” And it’s enough to pull him back from whatever edge he was hanging over, enough to stop those terrible shakes. His face is wet, and he knows he should be embarrassed (and probably will be, when this all blows over), but for now, it’s enough.

 

 

EVENTUALLY HE calms down enough for Sean to take him by the hand and pull him inside the house. It’s dark, but Sean maneuvers Mike deftly through the den and down the hall to the bedroom. He closes the door behind them, and Mike wonders vaguely who it’s supposed to keep out.

He’s standing next to the bed, feeling useless. Helpless. He doesn’t know what to do. What to say. How to explain everything. How he came to be here. Where he was tonight. Everything he’s seen. Everything he hears. He doesn’t want Sean to look at him like he’s crazy. Worse, like he doesn’t believe Mike. All the words are stuck in his throat, and he can’t get them out.

Sean’s in front of him. “Don’t have anything that will fit you. You’re like two of me. But those jeans can’t be comfortable, so I’m going to help you out. You okay with that, big guy?”

Mike takes a moment before he nods.

“All right. I’m not trying to get fresh with you, so no ideas.” He kneels down in front of Mike, almost as if in veneration. He’s untying Mike’s shoes, and it’s precious, this simple act. First one, and then the other. He taps Mike’s left leg and Mike lifts it, watching as Sean slides the shoe off before doing the same to the other side. He sets the Chucks off to the side, next to the bed. He stands, knees popping. “We’re gonna get those pants off, okay?”

Mike nods.

“You have underpants on, big guy?”

Mike flushes, but nods again. He remembers putting them on before he left the house to go… to go to—

“Okay. It’s okay. We’re good.”

He’s breathing heavily, like he’s working himself up again.

“Hey.”

He looks at Sean, gaze skirting off as soon as he meets Sean’s eyes. It’s almost too much.

“Hey,” Sean says, and Mike can’t help but look back at him. “You with me?”

He’s not sure. He says, “Yeah,” and it’s hoarse, like his voice hasn’t been used in a long time.

Or like he’s been screaming.

There’s a brief fumble with the buttons, and Mike feels the backs of Sean’s fingers against the skin of his stomach. It’s just a brush, a barely there touch, but it grounds him further. The zipper is loud in all that quiet. It could be something sexual, something more. But it’s not. This isn’t physical; that’s not what Mike wants right now. It’s intimacy, simple and easy, and Mike doesn’t have this with anyone else. He doesn’t want it with anyone else. He knows he’s going to have to explain himself, knows how terrible it’s all going to sound. But he doesn’t want to lose this. These little moments where it’s just Mike and Sean and nothing else matters.

He lifts one leg at a time and Sean pulls the jeans down and tosses them to the side. He stands again, and Mike hasn’t felt this vulnerable since… well. He can’t remember the last time he felt this vulnerable, and that just adds to everything. Because he can’t remember, can’t remember anything before Amorea, and he knows that now. He doesn’t know where he came from. What kind of a life he had. Who his friends were. He remembers being in Amorea the first day, but nothing before that. There’s the distinct sense he came from somewhere, but when he tries to focus on it, it’s only known as Away. He came from Away to Amorea and found someone to love.

(There’s that part too, that small part that says, What about before? What if you loved then? What if you were loved in return? But he leaves that part alone because it’s dangerous and he doesn’t think he wants any part of it.)

Sean steers him gently to the bed, pulling back the ruffled sheet and comforter, and Mike sinks down onto it for the first time. It’s soft and warm and it smells like Sean and home. He’s scared, more scared than he’s been in a long time, but it’s better now. He lies on his side, facing the other side of the bed. Out of the corner of his eye, he can see Sean coming round. He’s trying hard not to curl up in a little ball and pull the comforter over his head because he doesn’t want to worry Sean more than he already has. He may not know how he got here, but he knows why. He just wishes there were another way.

Sean climbs into bed beside him and lies on the pillow. He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly and then turns to his side, mirroring Mike. Their faces are close together, and their knees bump. Mike pulls the comforter up to their shoulders so they’re safe.

Mike can feel Sean’s breath on his face, they’re so close. Sean has this freckle, this little freckle on the bridge of his nose that’s always fascinated Mike. He doesn’t know why. It’s nothing extraordinary. Except maybe that it’s part of Sean, and everything about Sean fascinates Mike. Even when he was sure Sean was better off without him, better off with someone his own age, he’d been fascinated. He doesn’t know why it hit so hard, just that it did.

Sean reaches up between them and traces a finger over Mike’s eyebrows, the lightest of touches. Mike lets him, because he’d let him do anything. It’s just how he is. Ever since that first day, Mike hasn’t been the sole owner of his heart anymore. He knows that now, even if he didn’t understand it then.

“Better?” Sean whispers. There’s no one to overhear them (though Mike doesn’t know how true that is), but it seems fitting to do this as quietly as possible.

Mike shrugs. Then, “A little,” because Sean deserves the truth.

The fingers on his eyebrows brush over his forehead. The tip of his nose. His cheeks, his bottom lip. “Good.”

And then he falls silent.

Mike waits.

Sean doesn’t say anything else, just continues brushing a finger over Mike’s face.

He thinks that’ll be it. That they’ll let this go, that Sean doesn’t need to know what drove him here in the middle of the night. They’ll sleep, and in the morning, they’ll blush and stutter at each other, and it will be painfully sweet. Mike will pretend he’s not crazy and Sean will continue being the best thing that’s ever happened to him.

(Are you sure about that? the little part of him asks. How can you know? You only know three years. You don’t know anything more. For all you know, this is heaven. Or this is hell. Or They Came from Outer Space and now you’re on their ship, spinning in a vat of fluid as they experiment on you, and this is nothing but a dream. Or you’re just schizophrenic. And this is yet another delusion. Another hallucination. Wouldn’t that just be the bee’s knees if Sean weren’t even real?)

He can’t take the silence anymore. Not like this. Not now. Not with that thought barreling through his head.

He says, “You’re real?”

It’s a question. It’s not meant to be a question, but it is. It’s whispered softly, but it’s still a goddamn question.

Sean says, “I’m real.” No hesitation.

It’s a relief. “Yeah?”

Sean wrinkles his nose. “Yeah.”

And waits.

He’s not going to push. He’s not going to pull.

Mike’s a little angry at that, though he has no right to be. He lets it go as quickly as it rolls over him. He’s sure there’s something complicated going on with his face right now, but Sean’s trailing a finger over the shell of his ear and it distracts him.

He says, “I think I’m haunted.” And it’s not exactly what he meant to say, but it’s close. It’ll do. For now.

“Haunted,” Sean repeats.

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

Sean shrugs. “Okay.”

“But—”

“Mike. Listen.”

Mike does.

“I believe you.”

“But you don’t even know what I’m—”

A finger to his lips shushes him. “I believe it because you believe it.”

He doesn’t think it should work like that. He doesn’t know what he’s done to earn such blind trust. He doesn’t say anything as the finger falls away.

Sean’s eyes are locked with his, and Mike has to fight to not look away. “Now. Haunted.”

Mike nods.

“Real or in your head?”

And that’s… tricky. He says, “Both.”

“Okay. How?”

Mike tells him.

Tells him about the voices he’s started hearing. Tells him about the man at the end of his bed. Tells him about the birds and their great cloud. About Nadine the African Queen and the man she loved. He gets a little lost there because he doesn’t know her, and he can barely remember him (Oscar, Oscar, Oscar, fo sho, Mikey, let me tell you). He tells him about the morning that started all of this, that morning when he didn’t come into the diner, the morning he doesn’t remember how he got where he was. He talks about how he feels cracked and hollowed out, and doesn’t know what to do about it.

Through it all, Sean doesn’t look away. He doesn’t recoil in disgust or fear. He doesn’t tell Mike to leave. He doesn’t tell him he’s crazy.

Mike says, “Doc says it could be delusions. Paranoia. Paranoid schizophrenia. That it’s all in my head, that I could be making all of this up.”

Sean snorts. “One-way ticket to Crazytown?”

“The round-trip ticket was probably too expensive,” Mike mutters.

They stare at each other. Sean breaks first, a little breathless laugh that turns into a chuckle. It just crawls out of him until Mike can’t do anything but laugh too, and soon they’re clutching each other, cackling as their foreheads press together. The vise around Mike’s heart slowly loosens, and yeah, he’s got Sean.

Eventually, the laughter fades. Sean reaches up and wipes the tears from Mike’s cheeks. He doesn’t know when he started crying, just that he did.

“So you trashed the diner,” Sean says.

“Yeah.”

“All the photos off the wall.”

“Most of them.”

“But you stopped when the ghost aliens came again.”

“Yeah.”

“Because you were strapped down and couldn’t move.”

“About right.”

“And you have memories of someone else hitting a woman after she attacks him with a big knife.”

“And pushes him through a window.”

“Right. Through the window.” Sean frowns. “And disappearing tattoos on your wrist for dates in 1915 and 1882.”

“Yeah.”

“And we’re on an island. Like in that book you read.”

“Or in a fishbowl.”

Sean frowns. “How’s that?”

“Everyone can see in while we’re trapped, swimming in circles.”

“Okay. I have to ask.”

And here it goes. Here’s where Sean tells him to get the hell out. Here’s where he finds out that he’s truly alone. “What?” Mike croaks.

Sean looks him straight in the eye and says, “Did you make all of this up to get out of going to the Harvest Festival with me?”

Mike gapes at him.

Sean cocks an eyebrow.

“No,” Mike says faintly.

“Good. Now that that’s out of the way.”

“What the hell.”

“Hush, big guy. I’m thinking.”

Mike hushes and lets him think.

“You’ll show this to me,” he finally says. “Tomorrow.”

“What?”

“The road to the mountains. It’ll start there. We’ll go. I’ll see what you saw. We’ll figure this out, okay?”

He thinks, I’m not alone. He believes me and I’m not alone.

“Okay,” he says. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Why now?” Sean asks. “Why can you remember all of this now? Why not before? Is it some Commie experiment? Like, they sealed off the town and are running tests?”

“I don’t know.”

“Or alien ghosts.”

“That’s not that funny,” Mike mutters.

“It sort of is. If you think about it.”

“I could be making this all up,” Mike says. “This could be all in my head. This could be insanity. This whole thing. These ghosts. These voices. These events. The people. You.” He’s choking again. “Sean, you might not be—”

Sean kisses him then. It’s hard and insistent and more teeth than any other time they’ve kissed. He presses his body against Mike’s, the long line of him warm. They fit like this too. Mike shouldn’t be surprised by how much, but they do. It’s chaste, and then it’s not because Sean rolls his hips against Mike’s. He gasps, and Sean’s tongue is against his. He’s clutching at Sean, desperately trying to move them together more. Sean’s tongue is in his mouth and he’s never had anything like this, nothing that he can remember. Sean’s panting against him and this is all Mike wants. This is all he’s ever wanted.

Sean gentles the kiss down. They’re both hard and they both know it, but Sean’s not pushing for more, and Mike’s not sure he can ask for anything more than he already has right now.

Sean sighs against his lips, and Mike can feel the just-for-Mike smile. It’s good, even better when it’s this close.

“That’s real,” Sean mumbles. “Okay? You and I are real. I don’t care if I have to tell you this every day for the rest of our lives. You and I are real and you and I will always be real. It doesn’t matter to me what happened before. It doesn’t matter to me what happens tomorrow. Just as long as right now, you know that I’m real. You’re real. We’re real. You get me, big guy?”

“I get you,” Mike says roughly. “Yeah.”

“Yeah.” And, “It’s funny, though. And odd.”

“What is?”

“I can remember, Mike,” Sean says. “I can remember the day you came. I remember days before you. I remember my f-f-family. M-m-my p-parents. It’s—”

“Sean? Sean.”

It happens then. While he watches. He thinks it happened with Doc while sitting in his office. With Walter in the diner after the photos were on the ground. He thinks it is just like it was then. Sean’s eyes slowly slide unfocused. His mouth falls open slightly, and he exhales. He says, “I don’t… I can’t…,” and it looks like it’s hurting him. His mouth is twisting and he’s starting to tense. His jaw clenches. He chokes out, “Mike, Mike, it’s, I can’t, I won’t have this—”

And all Mike can do is hold on as Sean starts to seize, eyes rolling back up into his head, and he’s thinking, No, not him, not now, you can’t have him, you can’t have him, but Sean’s shaking. His legs are kicking the covers away and his head is jerking back and forth. Seconds ago, less than a minute, they’d been pressed together like this, and Mike’s lips are still spit-slick from it. Now he pulls Sean into his arms as Sean’s limbs skitter out of control, jerking against him. He’s worried Sean’s going to choke on his tongue, but before he can do anything about it, it’s over. Sean’s entire body goes rigid and he lets out this low grunt, and then he all but collapses against Mike.

Sean’s brow is sweaty when he presses it against Mike’s neck, but he’s breathing slow and even, and Mike thinks he’s either asleep or unconscious. He doesn’t know the difference. He doesn’t know that it matters.

He waits, though he knows what’s coming.

He waits as the hours pass.

The sky is getting its first hint of light when Sean’s alarm goes off at five. The diner opens at six.

Sean stirs in his arms. He’s yawning, eyes fluttering. He reaches out blindly and smacks the top of the alarm clock. The room falls silent.

Mike waits.

But he knows.

It’s only a few seconds later when Sean stiffens. His eyes snap open, wide and almost fearful. He rears his head back and says, “Who are you and what’re you doing in my—”

He stops.

Looks around.

Looks back at Mike.

His gaze softens. He says, “Mike?”

“Yeah?” Mike says.

“Hey,” he says. “Hey.” He lays his head down on the pillow, nose brushing against Mike’s. “When did you get here?”

Mike’s smile is a fragile thing, held together by the fiercely whispered promise that this was real, that this was all real. “Last night,” he says, and his voice is somehow calm. Somehow even. “I just… I needed….”

“Bad dream?” Sean traces his fingers over Mike’s eyebrow. It’s almost enough to cause Mike to burst into tears right there.

“Yeah,” he says.

“You should have woken me up when you got here,” Sean says. “First time I have you in my bed and I miss most of it.”

“Next time,” and it’s both a promise and a curse.

Sean cocks an eyebrow. “Sure of yourself, aren’t you, big guy?”

Mike laughs, though his heart is breaking. “I guess.”

Sean frowns, like he can hear everything Mike isn’t saying. “Hey. You okay?”

He thinks, No. No, I’m not. I’m alone. I’m alone in this. And that’s worse than insanity. I’m on an island and I’m alone.

He says, “Yeah.”

 

 

HE GOES home to shower and change.

Martin rubs against his legs.

He’s out the door and down the road.

The bell rings overhead as he walks into the diner.

Everyone seated raises a hand or calls out, “Morning, Mike!”

Calvin, Donald, and Happy salute him with their coffee mugs.

Walter’s behind the grill and tips his spatula toward Mike.

Sean’s there behind the lunch counter. He winks and says, “Hey, big guy. Long time, no see.”

Like it’s a secret. Just between them.

The photographs, of course, hang from the walls, perfectly intact.





XVII

 

 

HE HASN’T given up.

He hasn’t.

It’s just that he doesn’t know what to do.

The Wednesday before the Harvest Festival, he takes Sean to the road leading out of Amorea, and Sean’s laughing at his side, saying, “Taking me for a walk, big guy?” Mike’s got a death grip on his hand, and he’s a little angry that this is happening, that he has to keep showing this shit to Sean and have it amount to nothing.

But here they are and maybe this one will stick. Maybe this one will open his eyes and let them stay open.

He says, “Do you trust me?”

Sean says, “Always.”

He says, “I’m going to show you something. Something you won’t understand. But I need you to see the truth.”

Sean grins at him. “You got a secret identity? You a Ruskie? A Red? A spy?”

“No.”

“A vampire, then.”

“No.”

The smile starts to fade. “Hey. It’s okay, Mike. You know you can tell me anything. You know that.”

Mike squeezes his eyes shut and sighs. “I know.”

“Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out, okay? You can tell me anything. You’re my best friend, Mike. My fella. My main man. We can do this together.”

Mike opens his eyes. Sean is watching him, looking concerned. “Your fella, huh?”

“Yes.”

“I like that.”

“I know you do. So do I.”

They start walking down the road again.

It takes only a few minutes before the pressure hits them, and everything around them distorts and bleeds together. There’s a roaring in his ears but he can still hear Sean saying, “Oh my god, what is this, oh my god, Mike, Mike,” and then it’s over. They’re through and facing Amorea from the opposite side of town from where they stood just seconds before.

Sean’s pale when he says, “What… what is…?” He takes a stuttering step forward. He inhales sharply. “Mike. It’s—”

“I know,” Mike says. “It’s… an island. Or… I don’t know. There’s nothing. Outside.”

Sean turns to look at him, eyes wide and frightened. Mike hates that he’s scared him. “Out… side?”

“Of Amorea. Sean, there has to be an outside of Amorea. There has to be the whole world.”

Sean laughs, but there’s no amusement in his voice. “I don’t understand.”

“I know,” Mike says. “And that’s okay.” Because he’s starting to get a little hopeful, maybe more than he should, but it’s there. Maybe this is all it takes. “We’ll figure it out. There has to be something we can—”

Sean’s eyes roll back up into his head, his body tensing like he’s being electrocuted.

“No!” Mike cries. “Goddammit, no!”

He’s able to catch Sean before he hits the ground. It’s close, but he won’t ever hurt Sean more than he already has.

It takes almost an hour for Sean to wake up, shorter than the time before, but it still feels like an age. Mike sits with Sean cradled to his chest, face buried in his hair, rocking them back and forth.

And this time, when he wakes, his migraine has returned worse than ever.

“Hey,” he croaks when he opens his eyes. “Oh damn. Oh shit, that hurts. Mike, oh Mike, my head, it hurts.”

“I know,” Mike says. “I know, and I’m sorry.”

 

 

IT’S POKER night with the boys.

Sean’s at home, still recovering from the day before. He’s on the mend, almost back to his usual self. He says he just needs one more night of good sleep, and he’ll be right as rain, bet your fur. “Can’t be sick for the Harvest Festival,” he says, eyes sparkling. “Got a date with a handsome man.”

And because Mike needs this, needs to give him this, he plays along. “Yeah? Someone I know?”

“Maybe,” Sean says coyly, and it’s sweet and tears his heart to little pieces. “He’s big. And strong. And his eyes.” He sighs. “Dreamy.”

Mike snorts. “Don’t know that I can compete. Sounds like quite the catch.”

The just-for-Mike smile flashes, quick and radiant. “He is.” He leans in and brushes his lips against Mike’s. He feels it all the way down to his toes. “See you in the morning, big guy?”

“Yeah,” Mike says.

“Yeah,” Sean says with a little laugh. “Have fun with the boys.” Mike stares after him for a moment too long, even after the door is closed.

And here he is, feeling ridiculous that he’s sitting in Happy’s house around the kitchen table, cards in his hand, a Falstaff sweating at his elbow. Happy and Donald and Calvin are bickering around him and he’s thinking, This is all there is. This is all that I have. And it’s enough. It can be enough. It’s been enough. And it still will be.

“Mike.”

He looks up. The others are staring at him. “What?” he says, trying not to sound defensive.

“You all there, buddy?” Calvin asks.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “I’m here.”

He thinks, Are you?

“He’s daydreaming,” Donald snorts, elbowing Calvin. “Thinking about Sean.”

They all sigh and flutter their eyes at him.

He blushes furiously. It’s his curse.

They laugh at him, and he laughs with them, and thinks, Yeah, this can be enough. You might not be real, or I might not be real, or I might just be crazy, but this is enough. This is enough. This is—

There’s a knock at the door.

“Huh,” Happy says. “Didn’t think he’d show.” He pushes himself up from the table with a grunt and moves toward the door.

“Who is it?” Mike asks Calvin and Donald.

Calvin shrugs. “Probably Walter.”

Donald says, “You gonna look sharp for the Harvest Festival?”

“Oh, Mrs. Richardson will make sure of it,” Calvin. “If she had her way, Mike here would be in a suit and tie every day.”

“That woman,” Mike mutters. “She’s—”

“Boys, good to see you.”

Mike’s hands shake. Just a little.

“Doc,” Calvin says, a wide smile splitting his face. “Long time, no see! How the heck are ya?” He stands and shakes Doc’s hand, pumping it furiously.

“Good,” Doc says, sounding amused. “Thought I could use a night out, so here I am.”

“Here you are,” Donald echoes. “Well, pull up a chair. Getcha a cup of tea? Happy’s got the beans and weenies cooking in the Simmer Crock. Should be good to go soon.”

“That sounds lovely,” Doc says.

“Get you served right up, Doc,” Happy says as he and Donald head for the kitchen.

Doc says, “Mike. How are you?”

Mike hears, What do you know about schizophrenia, Mike? What do you know about being fucking insane? What do you know about losing your goddamn mind?

“Good,” Mike says. “Everything’s good.”

It’s not good, he thinks. Because I don’t know what I am. I don’t know what you are. I don’t know what’s happening. Events are happening, Doc. They’re happening, but I’m the only one who knows. I’m the only one who knows that something’s wrong. And gosh, doesn’t that just sound paranoid? Isn’t that what you told me? “There are subsets to schizophrenia,” you said. “Did you know that? It’s not all the same. There are types, Mike. There’s paranoid schizophrenia, which causes you to question things that you didn’t question before.”

“That’s nice to hear,” Doc says. He pulls out the chair next to Mike and sits.

Mike just downs the rest of his beer.

The night passes. It’s loud and raucous, and maybe Mike’s a little quieter than he normally is, and maybe he catches Doc watching him curiously every now and then, but that’s the only thing that’s off. Happy’s drunk again, and goddammit that’s… amore.

“I really do love that song,” he says, cheeks flushed, eyes slightly glazed.

“We know,” Donald and Calvin groan at the same time.

Doc laughs.

Mike thinks, Do you know more than you’re saying? Do you know anything about this? You seemed awfully quick to point out schizophrenia when you did. How did you even think that? Why didn’t you ask me about my family’s medical history? I don’t know it, I don’t know where I came from, but why didn’t you ask?

“It’s late,” Mike says. “I gotta get home. Shop will probably be busy tomorrow since I’m closed Saturday for Harvest Festival.”

“You sure, Mike?” Happy asks. “It’s still pretty early.”

“Next week,” Mike promises.

He stands, as do the others. He shakes hands with his friends and they smile and promise to see him in the morning, even Happy, who’s probably going to have one hell of a hangover. He’s thinking of just ignoring Doc altogether, but then he’s saying, “I may as well head out too. Gotta make sure my medicine bag’s packed and ready for Saturday. Mike, I’ll walk with you.”

Mike grows cold at that.

The others bid them farewell, with only Happy stopping Mike at the door, hand on his arm. “You okay, buddy?” he asks, and Mike thinks, Bucko, bucko, someone used to call me bucko. Right? Or was that—

“I’m fine,” Mike says, even though he wishes Doc hadn’t shown up at all tonight.

“You’re a little drunk.”

“Happy, that’s you.”

“Damn right it is. I’m pro’bly gonna go pass out. Ain’t that somethin’?”

Mike pats him on the shoulder. “It’s something, all right.”

Doc’s waiting for him at the end of the walkway.

He says, “I get the feeling you weren’t too happy to see me tonight.”

Mike says, “Don’t know what you mean. You’re always welcome, Doc. You know that.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Mike starts walking. Doc follows, of course. He lives on the next street past Mike. They go in the same direction.

“I’d never say anything,” Doc says, huffing a little as he catches up to Mike.

“About?”

“About what we talked about.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing, Mike. You’ve gotta take care of yourself, you know?”

“I am.”

“How many more events?”

It takes all Mike has to keep his face neutral. “None. I think it was probably just bad dreams.”

“That right? Bad dreams, you say.”

“Everyone has them.”

“Do they? People here in Amorea have bad dreams? That’d be the first I’ve heard of it.”

And that… well. That gives Mike pause. The only sounds around them are crickets chirping in the dark, and if it’s aliens, Mike thinks, or if it’s the Reds and their experiments, or if it’s just some old-fashioned Crazytown, then the attention to detail is astonishing. Because he can hear those crickets. He can see the way the grass on the lawns sways in the breeze. He can feel the chilly air around him, the air that smells like autumn.

“People have bad dreams,” he says slowly. “It’s how things are. It’s part of life.”

“So others dream,” Doc says, coming to stop in front of Mike. Not—okay, not quite blocking his way. He could go out into the street, after all (and just why do they have streets if they don’t drive #&*&&? #&*&&. #&*&&. He can’t do it. He can’t even make out the goddamn word). Doc’s just on the sidewalk in front of him. That’s it. “And they dream badly. And they tell you this?”

No. No they don’t. But they have to. They’re human. It’s what they—“Sure,” Mike says.

Doc frowns. “Mike.” Like he’s disappointed. “Could this just be another one of your delusions?”

There it is. There’s that swell of anger that’s becoming familiar. It’s oily and writhes in his chest and stomach. “It’s not—”

“Listen. Mike. We’re friends, right?”

No. No, they’re not. They know each other. That’s it. He says, “What do you want?”

Doc laughs. “I don’t want anything. I just want to make sure you’re happy. Are you happy here, Mike?”

He is, yes. He’s happy. He has Sean. He has the guys back at Happy’s house. He’s got his bookstore. Yes, he’s happy. He’s good. If only he’d stop seeing and hearing things that weren’t there, if only he’d stop having someone else’s memories, if only he’d never tried to step outside Amorea as it was. Aside from that, yes. Yeah. Sure.

He says, “Why do you care?”

Doc shrugs. “It’s my job. The well-being of this town and its people. I’m the caretaker, after all. It’s why I became a doctor.”

“Really?” Mike asks. “And when was that?”

“Pardon?”

“When did you become a doctor?”

Doc laughs. “Years and years ago. I’m not the young man I—”

“What year?”

He stops laughing. “Why?”

“Because I don’t think you can tell me.”

“Of course I can, Mike. I just don’t see why it’s relevant. It’s—” He shakes his head. “I won’t be pulled into this with you, Mike. These… these events of yours. I just want to help you. I’m not going to say anything to anyone unless you ask me to. It’s part of the Hippocratic oath. Mike, I’m just worried about you. What if you hurt someone?”

“I’m not going to hurt anyone, you—”

“But you don’t know that for sure, do you?” Doc says, taking a step toward him. “You don’t know that for sure, Mike. You could be fine, just dandy, even. One moment everything is bright skies and stolen kisses, and the next you’re standing above someone you love as they cower beneath you, skin broken and bloody. You won’t know how you got there. You won’t know what happened. Do you know about that, Mr. Hughes? Do you know what it means to have someone absolutely terrified of you? Why it’s—”

“What did you call me?” Mike whispers.

“Mike,” Doc says. “I said Mike.”

“You said Mr. Hughes.”

Doc takes a step back. “You misheard me. That’s all.”

“No, I didn’t. You called me Mr. Hughes. Are you okay there, Doc? Maybe you’re the one that’s hallucinating.”

“It’s not like that—”

And then Doc’s eyes slide unfocused, and his jaw slackens. He’s not falling forward, somehow able to keep himself propped up. But his shoulders slump and his head tilts forward, and it’s like he’s shutting down, like They Came from Outer Space and are turning him off. It lasts for four, six seconds.

Then he coughs.

Rolls his shoulders. Shakes his head.

Looks up. Says, “Hey, Mike. I was just on my way to Happy’s to play poker. Must have gotten sidetracked. It got dark quick, huh?”

This is the moment when Mike Frazier realizes there’s nothing he can do to stop it all from happening.

So he doesn’t.
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XVIII

 

 

THAT NIGHT, he lies awake, listening to the voices in the living room. He can hear them louder now. This doesn’t surprise him. He’s curious about what they say, but it’s a mild thing. Barely there.

“You can’t go back. You can’t. You can’t go back in there, Malcolm.”

“Julienne, look, it’s not as if—”

“What are you hoping to do?”

“You know what I’m doing. You know what this is for. You know what’s happening. What he is. What if we—”

“At what cost?”

“I don’t—”

“At. What. Cost.”

“It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. There’s no cost too great. Not now. Not if it means what we think it does. You’ve seen the scans. He’s reversing. No one has ever—”

“I can’t watch you do this.”

“I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to do your job.”

They fade out, after a time.

It’s easier to fall asleep than he thinks it will be.

 

 

IT’S EASIER the next day.

Because yes, there’s slipping, and yes, his wrist itches, and yes, he sees starlings in the trees, but it’s easier. He hasn’t given up. He hasn’t accepted anything. But somehow, it’s easier.

It’s easier to smile that morning in the diner. He makes fun of Happy as he groans about how his head hurts. He blushes when Sean calls him big guy and steals a kiss that Mike would have freely given. He laughs at Calvin and Donald as they shovel bacon down their throats just to see Happy turn a little green. He winks at Walter back in the kitchen. He says good morning to everyone he sees.

“Hey,” Sean says before he leaves for Bookworm. They’re standing outside the diner around the back where Sean had been taking out the trash. The trash that never seems to pile up.

Mike arches an eyebrow at him, because who cares about trash when it doesn’t matter?

“I was thinking.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Har, har, real comedian over here.”

“Tell me.”

And Sean blushes, eyes darting left and away. He reaches up and rubs the back of his neck. Mike doesn’t think he’s ever seen anyone more handsome than him, even with grape jelly smeared on his apron and smelling like eggs. “I was thinking.”

“About….”

“Tomorrow’s the Harvest Festival.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” he says. He huffs a laugh. “So. You don’t work tomorrow. And I don’t work tomorrow.”

Mike can see where this is going, and it makes his skin buzz. “Right.”

“Maybe I could, or you could, or—just.” He groans and covers his face with his hands. “I told myself not to make a big deal out of this.”

“Sean.”

He peeks out through his fingers. “Yeah?”

“You want to stay with me tonight?” Or forever, but he doesn’t say that part.

Sean nods, head snapping once, twice as he drops his hands. “Yeah, yes. Sure. Yeah, I’d like that. If that’s okay with you. I don’t want to pressure you or anything. I know we’re taking it slow, even if we’re going steady now—”

Mike doesn’t care about that anymore. He’s already so deep that slow is a distant memory. He can’t even be sure any of this is real, so why wait? Why not take what he wants? Why not finally get to see what he’s dreamed of since that first day, the sight of Sean stretched out in his bed, chest slick with sweat, mouth open and panting?

He covers Sean’s mouth with one big hand, effectively shutting him up. Sean’s eyes are wide and only for Mike. Mike takes a step forward until his arm is folded between them. Sean’s back is against the side of the diner and Mike’s pressed up against him, enough so Sean knows he’s serious, but not enough to hurt him. “You want to stay with me tonight?”

Sean nods.

“In my bed?”

Another nod.

“This is really what you want?”

Sean’s breathing heavily now, and not because Mike’s cutting off his air. Mike knows Sean can take care of himself, that he’s downright scrappy if he needs to be, but that doesn’t mean Mike won’t use his weight a little to hold him up or hold him down. He won’t hurt him. He never could. But he can sure as hell make sure Sean feels him.

Sean’s pupils are dilated and Mike likes that. He likes that quite a bit. He laughs quietly, thinking that he can’t remember the last time he did this. For all he knows, he’s a virgin. How could he possibly know? But he does know what he wants, and it’s an itch that he wants to scratch, unlike his wrist.

He’s grinning, and he knows it’s a dark thing, and he knows that all Walter has to do is stick his head out the back door and see that Mike’s got his waiter pinned up against the wall in an improper fashion, but Mike’s not sure he cares. Sean doesn’t either, by the feel of him. Mike’s a little reckless right now, a little punch-drunk, but he’s floating on this strange, vibrating cloud, and he’s not inclined to find a reason to stop.

“I’ll be here,” he says. “At six. You be ready. We’ll go to your house. You can pack a bag for overnight. And then we’ll go home. That okay with you?”

“Yeah,” Sean breathes through his hand.

And because he can, Mike says, “Yeah,” before removing his hand and kissing Sean to within an inch of his life.

He’s turning around and walking away only seconds later. Before he rounds the corner, he glances back and sees Sean still dazed against the side of the diner, cheeks slightly reddened from the scrape of Mike’s beard.

Mike grins to himself. And maybe he’s starting not to care what Amorea actually is, be it experiments when They Came from Outer Space or experiments when They Came from Eastern Europe Wearing Red or experiments when They Came from the Hospital Carrying Straitjackets. He’s got all he needs right here. He’ll make it work. Somehow.

 

 

MRS. RICHARDSON and the Amorea Women’s Club make an appearance just after lunchtime, as he thought they would. He saw them flitting up and down Main Street all morning, Mrs. Richardson barking orders to her minions as they scurried to obey her. He knew it was only a matter of time before they descended upon him with demands of pageantry and ideas for what he should wear.

“The store isn’t festive enough!” Mrs. Richardson cries the moment she dramatically throws open the door, bell ringing overhead. “Where is your Harvest Festival spirit?”

He thinks, I wonder about you. If you’re not real, like some of the others aren’t real, how did you come into being? How were you made in this dream to be so full of life, so demanding? If I’ve made you up, like everyone else (but not Sean, never Sean), how did I make you like this?

He says, rather dryly, “I think that you have enough Harvest Festival spirit for all of us.”

The ladies tut behind her.

She glares.

He’s repentant.

The glare lessens. “We do this every year, Mike. And every year you say, ‘Why yes, Mrs. Richardson, I would be most glad to assist you in this matter. Next year, you’ll see.’ And every year I’m here again and there is nothing done. Nothing done, Mike Frazier.”

He thinks, You told me about your husband. A great man, you said. He died in the war, you said. If I asked you his name, would you know? If I asked you how long you were married, would you be able to tell me? I don’t think you would. I don’t think you’ll know because I don’t know. Are you a figment, Mrs. Richardson?

He says, “And every year you come in here and do up the storefront exactly the way you want it. If I decorated, you would just come and complain that it wasn’t done correctly and then fiddle with it until it was to your liking.”

“I don’t fiddle.”

One of the ladies behind her coughs bravely.

The skin under Mrs. Richardson’s left eye twitches.

Mike waits, because he knows that one should never argue with a lady like Mrs. Richardson.

“Fine,” she says only a moment later. “And only because I’ve seen how you decorate. You should be ashamed of yourself. And you can bet we will be having a discussion on the state of your wardrobe before I leave here. I will not have you looking slovenly like you did last year.”

He’s not offended. After all, how can you be offended by something that might not exist? Why, that would just be madness. He says, “I’m sure the discussion will be most enlightening.”

She narrows her eyes at him, assessing until she’s sure he’s being serious. He keeps the straightest face possible, and eventually she nods and clucks her tongue, like she can’t even begin to imagine having to deal with someone such as him. She snaps her fingers once, a sharp, quick crack, and the ladies of the Amorea Women’s Club begin to move, hanging fancy sashes in the windows and placing cardboard cutouts of smiling pumpkins and scarecrows on each of the book aisles. It takes them only minutes, and by the time they’re done, it smells like apples and spice and there’s even a little bale of hay in one corner with autumn squash placed strategically around it.

Through it all, Mike doesn’t say a thing. It’s easier that way.

Before she leaves, Mrs. Richardson instructs Mike in no uncertain terms that he’s to wear the button-down shirt and dress trousers she made him purchase last year for the festival that he didn’t wear. Her voice is so full of reproach that he can’t help but feel a little bit guilty. That guilt is assuaged partially when she opens her purse and pulls out a pair of red suspenders, saying that he’ll wear these or face her wrath. He wonders just what else she keeps in her purse and decides it’s probably better if he doesn’t know. “The black dress shoes, Mike,” she says. “You shine them and you shine them good.”

They leave as furiously as they came, a storm of perfume and perfectly manicured nails, and he thinks, I’m conflicted. I’m conflicted because if you’re not real, it means you’re made up. And if you’re made up, how did they make someone like you? Or how did I make up someone like you? You are so much bigger than this world and I don’t know how someone like you can exist.

 

 

IT’S AFTERNOON when he sees Doc passing by on the sidewalk. He looks in and waves at Mike. Mike waves right back, a big smile on his face.

He thinks, Don’t come in here. Don’t come in here.

Doc doesn’t. He just keeps walking right on by.

Must be all those sick people keeping him busy, Mike thinks with a laugh.

 

 

HE DOES brisk business that day, and it keeps him busy. It’s still not enough to keep him from watching the clock, counting down the hours. There’s a thrum of excitement under his skin, and he catches himself remembering how Sean looked pressed up against the diner, lips slick with Mike’s spit, face a little raw from Mike’s beard. Mike is a gentleman most times, but even gentlemen like things best not spoken of in public. He’s recommending The Grapes of Wrath to Mary Joyce, but he’s thinking about Sean spread out in his bed, skin slick with sweat, muscles straining as Mike takes him apart piece by piece. Surely Mrs. Joyce would be scandalized by such thoughts, which is why he’s relieved she’s not a mind reader.

Or maybe she is, maybe all of them are, but he finds he just doesn’t care.

(There is a part of him, a rational part—a part slowly suffocating under the weight of everything—that says that if Mrs. Joyce isn’t real and if Mrs. Richardson isn’t real, if none of them are real, then Sean can’t be real either. He kills that voice before it can speak further, because of course Sean is real. Mike knows it. Mike feels it.)

(He thinks, Please, please, please, please.)

It’s a quarter past four and the shop is empty for the first time since that morning, and Mike allows himself to take a breath. He thinks he’ll probably have a straggler or two in the shop, but for the most part, it’s over. People will be either at home getting ready for tomorrow or at the park helping set up for the events. Most of the businesses close early the day before Harvest Festival. Mike thinks he might too, but Sean won’t be done until right at six, given that Walter’s prepping food for tomorrow. It’s the same thing every year. Walter—

(Oscar)

—will begin the day before and will be up with the chickens the next morning, cooking up a storm. The diner won’t be open for breakfast, and Walter will kick everyone out, saying he needs complete and utter solitude in order to create his culinary masterpieces.

He thinks, Maybe we could sleep in tomorrow. We’ll need it. I’ll make sure we’ll need it. I can’t wait to see the way—

He reacts. It’s fight or flight. He does the only thing he can.

Because she’s right there with a goddamn knife.

He kicks his foot out. Hits her right underneath her breasts with his expensive Italian loafer, one of a pair that she made fun of him for buying. You really need six-hundred-dollar shoes? she said. Jesus Christ, Greg, there are children starving in Alabama. Or Zimbabwe. I don’t know which. He laughed at that, even though it was an awful thing for someone to say. And it’s weird, because he can hear her talking about starving children, but he can also hear another voice saying, The black dress shoes, Mike. You shine them and you shine them good.

Something cracks in her chest and her eyes go wide, and she just flies backward, much farther than he expects. Her back hits the railing and there’s another shriek of metal, of bolts ripping from their moorings. It’s not as loud as he’d have thought it’d be, something this catastrophic, this monumental. The knife falls to the floor of the balcony, and there’s a brief moment when their eyes meet, hers wide, his panicked, and then the railing gives way nine stories above the streets of Washington, DC. One moment she’s there, and then she’s gone.

She doesn’t scream on the way down. He doesn’t know why. Maybe it’s too fast, maybe she’s too shocked. Or maybe, just maybe, she mercifully blacked out in sheer horror and was unconscious before she hit the—

He breathes. And breathes. And breathes.

He says, “Jenny.”

He can’t pick himself up. Oh, he tries, sure. He pushes himself up to his knees, wincing at the glass digging into his palms, and tries to stand, but his legs have decided not to work, that they just can’t possibly support his weight at the moment. He’s on his hands and knees and he’s fucking crawling toward the edge of the balcony, part of the railing still hanging off, squeaking obnoxiously in the breeze, back and forth, back and forth. He can hear the traffic below him, the usual horns honking, trucks and taxis idling. But there’s more to it, there’s shouting and screams, and he thinks, I did that. I do believe I caused that.

He makes it to the edge of the railing and tells himself to just take a quick peek, just a little look. He’s not afraid of heights. He’s just afraid of what he’ll see.

He lies flat on his stomach, hands gripping the edge of the balcony. He pulls himself forward, stomach scraping against the ground. There’s glass there too, but he ignores it. He looks over the balcony to the scene below.

He sees people moving, people running toward his building. There’s the restaurant across the street, that annoying place that has live bands playing after midnight on the weekends. There’s a crowd gathering out the front of it, people with their hands over their mouths, talking to each other, pointing. Some have their phones out, recording, because that’s what people do in this day and age. They’re shocked and horrified, but they were there, and they have to show the world that they were there. He doesn’t like people like that, not very much.

He looks away from them.

Looks straight down.

She landed on top of a parked late-model SUV. The roof is dented in where she landed, the windshield shattered. She’s lying on her back, legs hanging off toward the passenger side of the SUV, one arm curled under at an angle so odd that it can’t be natural. He can see her face, but it’s too far away to make out the expression, but he’s certain her eyes are open, maybe even bulging from her head, because he can see the whites of them, like she’s just shocked something like this could happen, shocked that Mike could ever do such a thing. He almost expects her to get up, to shake her head in that way she does when she’s disappointed in him. She’ll say, I can’t believe you, Mike, I really can’t, and he’ll say, Yeah, I don’t even know what that was.

He waits.

She doesn’t get up.

She just lies there as people scurry around her.

He thinks, She came after me. Right? That’s why this happened. She came after me. She came after me. She came after—

He’s on his back, and the machines are screeching around him, and he’s trying to move, trying to do something, but he can barely breathe around the fucking thing shoved down his throat, and he’s choking, he’s choking, can’t anyone see he’s choking to death, and he hears, “We need you to calm down, we need you to calm down, okay? Someone get Malcolm in here right now! I don’t care where he is, just do it. That’s it, you’re fine, just breathe, Mr. Hu—”

He opens his eyes.

He’s in Bookworm. The sun is shining.

Mrs. Richardson is across the street, setting a pumpkin in the doorway of the hardware store.

It’s normal.

Everything about this is normal.

It’s just Amorea, after all.

Except it’s not normal.

He takes a step toward the window.

There are starlings.

Thousands of them.

All sitting on the edges of the rooftops of all the buildings across the street.

He doesn’t understand why everyone in Amorea isn’t pouring into the streets. The noise from the birds has to be echoing up and down Main Street.

He pushes open the door to Bookworm.

The birds are dead silent.

He can hear the ruffle of their feathers, yes. The way their feet scrape against brick and mortar.

But they do not sing.

People wave at Mike as they pass by him on the street.

“Great to see you, Mike!”

“Nice day, isn’t it, Mike?”

“We’ll be seeing you tomorrow, right, Mike?”

“You okay, Mike? You look a little pale!”

Yeah, he’s okay. He’s just seeing things, after all.

He’s not surprised then, when the birds lift off almost as one, the great cloud rising up and over Amorea. And yet, somehow, they still don’t sing. They still don’t call out. The beating of their feathers is furious and it sounds like rain that never reaches the ground, but he’s the only one who can see them. He’s the only one who can hear them. Even as their cloud begins to block out the sun and the shadows stretch, he’s the only one who knows they’re there.

“How’s Sean, Mike?”

“Should be a gasser tomorrow, eh, Mike?”

“Save me a dance, Mike, if it’s all right with Sean!”

“You ready to go, big guy?”

The starlings are gone.

The sky is turning pink and orange.

The sun is in the west.

He’s in front of the diner. Sean’s in front of him. He looks a little tired, a little worn, but in a good way, like’s he’s just put in a hard day’s work and is proud of it. He’s already divested himself of his apron and is wearing a white V-neck and jeans. His hair is sticking up, like he’s been running his fingers through it. His eyes are bright, and they’re trained on Mike.

Mike wants to say, I don’t know how I got here.

Mike wants to say, Did you see the birds?

Mike wants to say, Please tell me you saw the birds.

Mike wants to say, I can’t be the only one who sees them. Who sees all of this.

Mike wants to say, I need you to be real. Please, oh please, be real.

He doesn’t say any of that, though.

He says, “Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready.”

And he smiles.

The smile he gets in return is blinding.





XIX

 

 

EVEN WITH everything going on around him, even with the way he thinks he’s being pulled in a million different directions, even with the thoughts of kicking a woman to her death off a balcony, it starts between the two of them the moment they walk away from the diner.

At first it’s just a little thing. It’s the way Sean walks close to him so their shoulders bump together. It’s the way he curls his hand around Mike’s elbow and squeezes and squeezes, not enough to hurt. His hands aren’t as big as Mike’s, and Sean would never hurt him regardless. But it’s enough pressure to make sure Mike knows he’s there, like he knows Mike’s almost ready to fly apart. It keeps him grounded. It helps to clear the cloud in his head.

He looks over at Sean as they walk. Sean looks up at him. Their gazes crash and then skitter off, and they both chuckle, Mike’s face hot, Sean wearing his just-for-Mike smile. They’re indulgent, these moments, but Mike can’t find it in himself to give a damn.

It escalates when they get to Sean’s house. Sean’s at the door, getting ready to push it open, and he just happens to glance over his shoulder back at Mike. There’s a fire in his eyes, something burning that Mike’s only seen in passing before. They’ve taken this slow, so goddamn slow, and that’s about to end.

Mike can’t stop the growl that rumbles in his chest and throat. He’s right behind Sean then, pressing up against his back. And Sean’s hand is on the doorknob, but he’s not pushing the door open yet. He’s just standing there, chest heaving. He tilts his head back, letting it rest on Mike’s shoulder. Mike watches as he swallows thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. His eyes are closed, his lips parted. There’s a quick flash of his tongue as he wets his lips and Mike drags his gaze down the long column of Sean’s throat, the skin pale. He lets himself have just a moment, because any longer will ensure he takes Sean where he stands.

He bends his head, letting his lips trail against the side of Sean’s neck. He takes his time, sure of himself, at least in this. Probably only in this. He moves his mouth up to Sean’s ear and just breathes into it. Then, “Open the door, Sean.”

Sean shudders against him but does as he asks. It takes him a moment to walk through the door, but he goes.

Mike follows.

They don’t speak, but Sean’s moving slowly, glancing over his shoulder again and again like he’s trying to make sure Mike’s really there. That Mike’s really following him. Every time he looks back, Mike looks back at him, and there’s a little stutter to Sean’s step. He keeps flexing his hands at his sides, like he wants to reach for something but is holding himself back. Mike’s okay with that for now. He’s doing the same thing.

He thinks maybe he should wait in the den. Or the kitchen.

He follows Sean to the bedroom. Sean goes to his closet and stands at the door, leaning against the frame, arms crossed over his chest. Then Sean switches on a light and blushes, averting his eyes.

“Should just take me a little bit, okay? Just gotta pack some stuff. Are you sure you want me to stay with you? I don’t have to. I don’t want to impose. I know how you can get sometimes, Mike. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I don’t want—”

“Sean.”

Sean nods, blushing and rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah, big guy?”

Mike takes a step toward him. Sean looks up, eyes wide. He tells himself to just do it now, just take him here, but he’s got plans. He’s got plans for tonight, and he needs this to go a certain way. The way he intended. It’s control, and he needs that right now. Everything else is spiraling, but this? This is his.

This is real.

“You’re staying with me,” he says quietly. “In my bed. Tonight, and probably many nights from here on out if I have any say in it. Take what you need for tonight. For tomorrow. You’ll come home Sunday. If that’s what you want.”

Sean nods, a quick snap of his head. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s what I want. I’m sorry I’m like this. I’m not usually so nervous. You don’t make me nervous. Okay, you do, but it’s a good—”

Mike kisses him. He cups Sean’s face in his hands and kisses him, swallowing down whatever other words were going to fall from his mouth. He’s insistent now, more so than he’s been before with Sean. Sean sags against him, and his tongue is against Mike’s, and it’s wet and warm. Their teeth clack together because they’re going too far, and Mike lets it happen for one and two and three, but then he’s the one that pulls away, the one that puts a stop it. Sean leans in after him, groaning when Mike pushes a big hand against his chest, saying, “Pack.”

“You’re a tease, Mike Frazier,” he says with a scowl.

“Not trying to be,” Mike says. “And if you hurry up, I’ll show you as soon as we get home.”

Sean doesn’t even bat an eye at that last word. Home. Like he’s okay with it, like he’s already thinking it. Mike didn’t mean to say it like that, but now that it’s out, he won’t take it back. He likes the way it sounds, like they live together, like maybe he’ll get to wake up with Sean every day, curled around him in the winter to keep away the cold, lying side by side in the summer, their hands joined under the thin sheet resting on their bare stomachs.

(He feels it, the pulling, the slipping, like it’s trying to take this moment away from him. He keeps his expression calm, but inside he’s saying, No, no, no, you can’t have this, you won’t take this from me, this is real, this is real, and I won’t let—)

Sean’s moving quickly, he’s at his closet, throwing the doors open. They bang against the walls and he chuckles nervously. He reaches up to the shelf above and pulls down an old duffel bag, army green and well used. Mike wants to ask where it came from, if it was his dad’s, if his dad had been in the Great War, either of them, but he knows that the moment he does, Sean’s eyes will glaze over and he’ll start to shudder and shake. Mike won’t have that. He won’t let that happen again. Sean’s migraines have begun to hurt worse each time than they ever have before, and he won’t do that to him or anyone else. Even if he’s the only one who knows the things he doesn’t quite know. It’s better this way. That’s what he tells himself.

Mike’s leaning against the doorframe again, watching Sean move. Sean’s not talking, but he’s going back and forth between the closet and the old Chesterfield set of drawers. He’s got underpants and socks and sleep pants. He’s got black dress trousers and a red dress shirt. Mike’s not surprised when he sees him pull out black suspenders, and he wonders if it’s Mrs. Richardson’s doing. He thinks it probably is. Sean puts this all in his duffel bag, and he turns to Mike.

“I, uh,” he says. “I need my toiletries. From the bathroom.”

Mike says, “Okay.” And doesn’t move. He knows the bathroom is behind him across the hall and he knows he’s blocking most of the door, but he wants to see what Sean will do. Wants to see how he’ll react.

Sean narrows his eyes, like he knows what Mike’s thinking. And maybe he does. That nervous little boy is gone and when Sean moves next, he’s slinking toward Mike like he’s stalking prey. Mike thinks, I’m going to fuck you so goddamn hard, and even he’s shocked by the crudeness of it. That’s not how he is. Not normally.

But Sean’s walking like he is, like he’s the cock-of-the-walk, and Mike likes it. He likes that Sean can go from the bumbling kid to this beautiful man in front of him like it’s nothing. He’s nervous still, Mike can see it in the set of his shoulders, but he’s not taking Mike’s shit, and even more, he’s playing with him.

Mike doesn’t move.

Sean presses up against him far more than necessary, even with the small amount of space in the doorway Mike has left him. He moves slowly around Mike, hands trailing along Mike’s arms. Their groins brush together, and Mike has to grind his teeth together in order to not pin Sean against the door. It takes minutes and hours and days for Sean to move by, but he does and then he’s behind Mike, hurrying down the hall like he’s a kid again, like he’s packing for a trip and he’s too excited to keep still.

Mike takes a breath and lets it out slowly.

 

 

MIKE’S CARRYING the bag as they walk in the dark toward his house. There’s a chill in the air, and the houses are lit up around them as people settle in for the evening. There are only a few people on the streets, and they’re all hurrying home. There are lights on at the park down the road behind them, and undoubtedly Mrs. Richardson is there still, ordering her minions around, making sure everything is the way she wants it.

That’s fine. That’s for tomorrow.

Mike’s hand is in Sean’s and they’re moving with purpose toward something inevitable. It’s taken this long for them to get where they are, and these last few minutes feel like they’re being drawn out. It’s almost unbearable, and Mike gives very serious thought to throwing Sean over his shoulder and running the rest of the way.

“We’re almost there,” Sean says, reading Mike’s mind yet again. It’s just what he does.

Mike has to say it. He has to, because he loves Sean too much to not. “We don’t have to do anything. If you don’t want to, or if you’re not ready. We can just go home and have some supper and sleep. That’s all we have to do.”

“I know, big guy.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Sean says, and he’s making fun of Mike. Mike knows that now. “I know. Is that what you want?”

Mike’s honest to a fault. Always has been. “No. But it’s not about just what I want. It’s about what you want too.”

“Good,” Sean says. “Because I know what I want.” He reaches down between them, and before Mike can stop him, there’s a sharp pinch to his rear. Mike makes what is undoubtedly an unflattering noise, and Sean’s laughing, laughing, laughing.

And then he’s running, shouting over his shoulder for Mike to catch him if he can.

Mike chases him all the way home.

 

 

IT MIGHT have started the moment they left the diner.

But this is where it finishes.

Sean’s in the house first, panting and smiling his just-for-Mike smile. “Beat you,” he says. “I beat you. Getting old, big guy?”

And it sounds so cocky, so full of life, that Mike drops the duffel bag near the door and says, “You sure about this?” He needs to ask one last time.

The smile fades a little. “Yeah, Mike, I am. You don’t have to keep—”

But Mike’s already moving. One moment he’s near the door, and the next he’s kissing Sean, really kissing him. It’s quick and heated, and Sean’s arms are around his neck. His breath hitches in his chest as Mike’s hands skate down his back, over the swell of his ass to the back of his thighs. His fingers dig in and Sean gets with the program, lifting up, wrapping his legs around Mike’s waist as Mike carries him. They’re eye to eye now and Mike is pleased with this, pleased with the weight of Sean in his arms, the way they feel against each other. He knows this is real. Nothing that feels like this could be anything but.

Sean’s a little breathless when he says, “This shouldn’t be as good as it is. Manhandling me. I’m not a—” but it breaks off into a strangled noise when Mike latches his lips and teeth on to Sean’s neck. Sean tilts his head back, arching into Mike. He’s heavy for such a skinny thing, and Mike presses him up against the wall to keep from dropping him before he kisses his way up Sean’s neck to his ear.

Sean’s hands are in his hair, digging in, and he’s saying Mike’s name, saying “Please, Mike, please” and “Come on, come on, come on.” Mike’s a little light-headed as he takes Sean’s mouth with his own, squeezing a handful of his ass just because he can.

It’s sweet and heady, and Sean starts fumbling with the buttons on Mike’s shirt, and his hands are shaking like he’s nervous. “Take me to bed,” he demands. “Do it now, Mike Frazier. Come on, big guy. Do it now.”

“Maybe I want to take you right here.” Mike laughs low at the look of indignation on Sean’s face. “Maybe this is good enough for me.”

Sean’s going for coy but missing by a mile when he says, “I’ll let you do things. I’ll let you do things to me. Mike, I just want to be in your bed. Please. Please just take me to your bed.”

Almost from the very first day that Mike met Sean, he knew he’d have a hard time ever saying no. It isn’t that he can’t or that he isn’t capable. No, he can say no if it’s needed. The problem (though, in the grand scheme of things, it isn’t a very big one) with that is that he never wants to say no to Sean. There may have been a time or two when he resented that, when he thought that Sean held too much sway over him, but he let that go that day on the dock, the day he finally gave in to what he wanted most. They took their time to get here after, but it’s all the sweeter because of it.

He says, “Okay. Okay, Sean.”

“Damn right.” Sean goes back to kissing Mike.

It’s awkward. The angle is slightly off, their noses knocking together. Sean’s squirming in his arms. Mike’s trying to not walk either of them into the walls or the sofa. He could set Sean down, sure, but now that he has him here like he is, he’s doesn’t think he can let Sean go.

So they bump their way down the hall, hitting the wall a time or two. Sean’s laughing against Mike’s mouth. He can feel the smile on Sean’s face, making kissing him all but impossible. They just keep their faces pressed together, and it’s terribly endearing to Mike, who thinks that it’s been worth it. The years have been worth it. Because he feels like he does, and he thinks Sean might feel the same. It would have been different, had he given in that day on the dock. It would have been good, but this is better. This is what he was waiting for.

(And maybe, just for a second, he can’t help but feel sorry for that poor bastard on the balcony, that man who was tired and sad and angry. He didn’t love the woman (Jenny), but he cared for her, even after they became this twisted thing that grew like cancer. Mike doesn’t know how he knows this, doesn’t know why he’s even thinking about it, but it’s there, and he thinks, This is what’s real. This is what’s real.)

They reach the bedroom door and Sean’s still snickering, his hands on either side of Mike’s face, thumbs brushing Mike’s eyebrows. Mike kicks the door open and it bangs sharply against the wall, though neither of them can find a reason to care about that. Martin walks out between Mike’s legs, glaring balefully at them for waking him up. He disappears down the hall.

“Your cat doesn’t like me,” Sean says.

“I really don’t care right now,” Mike says. Then he drops Sean on his bed.

Sean laughs again as he bounces, and it really hits Mike then. He’s thought about this moment, this exact moment, so many times over the years. Sean’s smiling, sitting up on his elbows, gazing up at him like he’s something special. Like he’s something just for Sean, and Sean couldn’t be happier about it. He’s in Mike’s bed, and it’s a sight that knocks the breath from Mike’s chest.

“Okay there, big guy?” Sean asks, pressing a foot against Mike’s knee.

“Yeah,” Mike says hoarsely.

“Yeah,” Sean says, rolling his eyes. “You just gonna stand there all night?”

No, he’s not. He reaches down and takes Sean’s foot into his hands. He’s careful with it. Sean’s not fragile, but Mike knows what damage hands can cause. He knows what power they have. He’d never do that to Sean, never raise a hand to him, so he’s going to do this right.

He unlaces Sean’s shoe before pulling it off and dropping it to the floor. Sean’s still smiling at him, but it’s a different smile than the one he’s used to. It’s the smallest of curves, knowing and heated. There’s a hint of teeth to it, and his eyes are bright.

He sets Sean’s foot down on the edge of the bed. Without needing to be asked, Sean raises his other leg. Mike worries the knot a little before it untangles and he slides the other shoe off.

It’s quiet in the room when Sean’s leg falls back to the bed.

Sean drops onto his back, folding his hands behind his head. He flexes his arms a little, that little smile widening slightly. He’s rail thin, and the muscles are too, but Mike likes that about him, always has. Granted, Sean could look however he wanted to and Mike’s sure he’d feel just the same.

“See something you like?” Sean asks, voice husky.

Mike wants to laugh at him for being so corny, but he doesn’t, because he can hear the barely there tremor to Sean’s words, the way his eyes dart to the side before flitting back to Mike.

He’s nervous. It’s okay, Mike is too, but Sean’s nervous. Mike opens his mouth to ask again if Sean is sure about this, but Sean narrows his eyes like he knows what Mike’s about to say. “I do,” Mike says instead. “I see a lot of things I like.”

Sean breathes out slowly, like he was worried about the answer. “Good. That’s real good. Mike, I need this. From you.”

Mike knows that, because he needs it too. Instead of saying anything and running the risk of the words getting tangled on his tongue, he uses his knee to knock Sean’s legs apart. Sean goes willingly, pupils dilating. There’s a strip of skin where his shirt has risen up, a little trail of hair that disappears into the top of his jeans. Mike bends over, putting one hand flat against the bed on one side of Sean. He takes his other hand and hovers it briefly over that strip of skin before he slides his fingers under Sean’s shirt and presses down.

Sean’s stomach is trembling under Mike’s hand, but he’s warm. Mike’s fingers run over the skin of his stomach, rucking his shirt up until it’s up around his chest. He likes the contrast of his skin against Sean’s. They’re both pale, but Sean’s skin more so than his, and he looks almost delicate under Mike’s hand, like he’s something that needs to be handled with care.

Sean looks a little dazed as he props himself back up on his elbows, looking down, watching Mike’s hand. Mike’s fascinated with the hairs on his stomach and he leans down farther, pressing his lips right below Sean’s belly button, feeling the skin jump under the kiss.

He’s dragging this out, and he sees the aborted move Sean’s hips make, like he’s about to jerk his hips up but thinks better of it. He sees the outline of Sean’s dick straining against denim, and his mouth suddenly goes dry.

“Mike,” Sean says. “I need you.”

“Yeah,” Mike says.

He unbuttons Sean’s jeans, the zipper loud in the quiet room as he slides it down. Sean’s hand goes on top of his, resting on the bed, squeezing around his fingers. It’s consent, it’s saying now, it’s saying move, move, move. Mike does. He pulls down the waistband of Sean’s underpants, the head of his dick exposed, flushed and red. The tips of his fingers brush against it, and Sean groans.

Mike thinks, I’ve done this before. Not with him, but I have. Because I know what to do. I know that I’ll take his cock in my mouth. I know how to use my tongue. I know how to work my throat around it. I know how to take him all the way down until his pubes rub against my nose. I know all of this, but I can’t remember how I know.

And it’s there, the low-level panic, but Mike pushes it away.

He bends over and kisses the tip of Sean’s cock, darting his tongue out and tracing the underside of the head. He wraps his lips around Sean’s dick, taking it into his mouth, hollowing his cheeks as he sucks. Sean cries out above him, and Mike thinks, Am I your first? Have you ever done this before? Would you even remember if I asked?

Sean’s hands are in his hair, not pushing, not pulling, just holding. Mike works his way down Sean’s cock, reaching up to pull his pants down farther. Sean lifts his hips to help, inadvertently thrusting his dick farther into Mike’s mouth. Mike breathes through his nose, throat constricting around Sean. Sean grunts above him, fingers tightening in his hair. He’s holding Mike in place and giving these shallow little thrusts, like he’s unsure of how far he can go but is too afraid to push for it. Mike groans through a mouthful of dick, the taste of skin heavy on his tongue. Sean’s balls bump against his chin, and he’s trying to get more, trying to push himself down farther. He wants to choke on it, wants to take in as much as he can.

Sean moans Mike’s name above him as his eyes water. He wants more. He pushes for more. His hands come up and grip Sean’s thighs, and he sinks to his knees, trapping Sean’s legs under his arms. Sean’s cock slides from his mouth with an obscene pop and slaps wetly against his stomach. Sean’s gasping above him, but Mike doesn’t take time to admire the flush on his face, the way his eyes are blown out. He jerks Sean toward him, the comforter bunching up underneath him. Between Mike’s grip on his thighs and the jeans pooled at his ankles, Sean can’t move very far. Mike sucks him down again, the angle better.

Sean pushes himself up on his hands, towering above Mike as he works his cock. He’s upright now, and resumes that shallow thrusting, back hunched and curled over Mike. His hands are on the back of Mike’s head and he’s pushing him down in time with the thrust of his hips, and Mike lets him. He lets him control it, because even if Sean can’t remember having done this before, that’s not to say he has. This could be his first time for any of this. And he’s been waiting for Mike. Mike wants to give him everything he can.

It’s too much, though. Sean says, “Mike, Mike, Mike, I don’t want to come like this, please, Mike, please,” and Mike pulls off with a gasp, fingers wrapped around the base of Sean’s cock, squeezing tight. He presses his face against Sean’s chest, Sean breathing raggedly near his ear, his chin hitting the top of Mike’s head.

“What do you want?” Mike says into his chest, because there’s so much, there’s so much that they could do. He knows they have time now, time to do everything, but it’s overwhelming, these first few moments. He wants everything.

Then Sean says, “I want to do it. To you.”

Mike’s heart jackrabbits in his chest. “Do what?”

Sean’s hand squeezes the back of his neck. Mike’s hand is still holding his dick. “I want to fuck you, Mike.” And it’s short and sweet, and oh so filthy, because he’s never heard Sean speak like that before. And the way he says fuck is nervous innocence wrapped in want, and Mike swallows thickly.

He nods against Sean’s chest.

“I need you to say it,” Sean says, kissing the shell of his ear. “Mike, please just—”

“Yeah,” he says. “I want that. I want you.”

He thinks, There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, as Sean slowly strips him of his clothes, fingers trailing along exposed skin.

He thinks, I don’t care what the rest of this world is as long as you’re in it, as Sean kisses his chest, taking Mike’s nipple into his mouth.

He thinks, You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, as Sean licks up the underside of his cock, eyes fluttering shut.

He thinks, I am going to do everything I can to keep you with me, as Sean pants above him, both of their dicks in his hand, jacking them soft and slow.

He thinks, The birds, the birds, the birds, they formed a cloud. Don’t you see? They formed a cloud and they swirled above me and I’m slipping. I’m slipping, no, not right now, not right now, not right—

Mike gasps as Sean’s fingers breach him, slick with the Vaseline he keeps in the drawer next to the bed. It’s just one finger, and Sean’s watching him with wide eyes, gaze roaming from his hand to Mike’s face and back to his hand again. He’s knuckle deep and Mike says, “More.”

He’s not capable of coherent thought when Sean finally, finally presses into him, propped up on his hands over Mike. Mike’s legs are wrapped around his waist, his dick straining between them. Sean’s moving slow, like he’s unsure of what he’s doing, like he’s worried about hurting Mike. Mike digs his heels into Sean’s back, the muscles in his thick thighs bunching. He groans as Sean is pushed forward until his hips are pressed against Mike’s ass.

Sean says, “Mike, oh, Mike, this isn’t going to last, I’m not going to last,” and Mike just says, “Move.”

He does.

Sean leans down and kisses Mike as he fucks up into him, their hands intertwining above Mike’s head. The bed is rocking back and forth as Sean snaps his hips, and Sean’s face is pressed against Mike’s beard, breathing hot and wet onto Mike’s neck. There’s a pressure building in Mike’s stomach and groin, and he reaches between them as Sean pulls back, wrapping his hand around his cock, jerking himself off in time with each thrust.

“I want to see,” Mike gasps. “I want to see you come.”

Sean’s face screws up tight, and he sucks his lower lip between his teeth. He’s pushing into Mike again and again, and then he’s out, fucking into his fist, Mike’s legs still wrapped around his waist.

He comes first, because that’s the way Mike wants it. Sean’s chest is flushed red, and there’s a trickle of sweat dripping down his cheek, and the sound of his dick in his fist is slick and obscene. He says, “Mike,” and then he’s coming in his hand, splashing down onto Mike’s thighs and balls. He’s trembling as he works himself through it.

Mike follows after. It rolls through him and he grays out a little as he spills over his hand and onto his stomach. His skin is buzzing and it’s almost like he’s floating, skin hot and muscles loose.

Sean collapses on top of him, seemingly uncaring about the mess between them. They’ll have to move, and soon, but for now, he doesn’t care. He wraps his arms around Sean’s neck. Sean has his ear pressed above Mike’s heart, listening to that fast, erratic beat.

Mike thinks, Yeah, this could go on forever.

Mike thinks, I want this to go on forever.

Mike thinks, And I’ll do anything to make sure it happens.

 

 

LATER THEY’RE lying side by side, facing each other, knees bumping together. Mike knows it mirrors the last time they were in a bed together, not that Sean remembers most of that. He’s not going to bring it up, though, for fear that it’ll cause Sean to forget. He doesn’t want Sean to forget what happened tonight. Not any of it. It’s precious, this thing between them, and Mike will protect it at all costs.

Sean’s got this goofy smile on his face, like he’s blissed out and stoned. He’s chuckling quietly at something Mike’s said, and Mike leans in and kisses him and kisses him, just because he can.

“Worth the wait,” he sighs as Mike pulls away.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he says.

“Didn’t you get tired of it?” Mike asks, almost fearful of the answer. “How long it took for me to… I don’t know.”

Sean captures Mike’s hand in his own, bringing it up and kissing his knuckles. “We did what we had to,” he says, “to get where we are now. I needed to wait, just like you did.”

Mike nods. “To make sure I was what you wanted.” It hurts a little, but Mike gets it. Sometimes you have to keep your heart locked up and safe before giving it away.

“No, and you get that fool thought out of your head right now, big guy. I knew it was you from the very first day.”

“Oh. Then—”

“Because,” Sean says. “I knew what it would mean. It takes me time, Mike. Sometimes a very long time to get to the point where I’m ready to say out loud what I’m thinking in my head. I knew you were what I wanted, but I just had to get used to the idea of it. Because there’s no going back now, you know? This is it for me. I wouldn’t have been ready for this a year ago. Or six months ago. It happened because we were both ready for it. And I’m ready for you.”

Mike reaches out and touches Sean’s cheek. His heart is very full, and he’s having trouble choosing what words to say. Finally, “I would do it again.”

“What?”

“All of this. To get here. If I had to, I’d do it all over again.”

Sean chuckles. “Lucky for you, big guy, you won’t have to. I don’t know if you know this, but you’re kinda stuck with me now.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Eh, I guess we’ll see.” And he’s smiling, like it’s a secret just between them.

 

 

THE NIGHT stretches on.

He kisses the palm of Sean’s hand.

Sean says, “Do you remember when you came into the diner for the first time?”

I think I know what you’re looking for.

Hi.

Hi.

I’m Mike.

Mike. I’ve heard about you.

You have?

Hmm. Here and there.

And everywhere?

They talk. They always talk. And apparently you’re something to talk about.

Yeah?

Yeah. Now, like I said, I think I know what you’re looking for.

And what would that be?

You look like a meatloaf kinda guy. Side of mashed potatoes. And peas? No. Corn. You look like you’d have corn.

That’s… sounds amazing. Yes, please.

I’m good at what I do.

What’s your name?

Sean.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “Yeah, I remember.”

“I knew from the first day,” he says again. “But do you know what I thought? The first time I saw you?”

“What?”

“I thought to myself, Boy, he sure is handsome. And then I thought, I’d like to know his name. And then, Everything is going to change.”

Mike sighs. “How did you know? That everything was going to change?” Because that’s what he thought too.

Sean gives him the just-for-Mike smile. “Because you came in here all big and quiet. You were like this great storm that was still far away.”

Mike kisses him and kisses him and kisses him.

 

 

LATER STILL, their voices have been reduced to whispers.

Sean says, “I can’t wait to dance with you.”

“Hmm?”

“Tomorrow. We’re going to dance.”

“Are we?”

“Yes. I wanted to last year, but I was too nervous to ask.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

Mike shrugs. “Okay.”

“You’ll dance with me?”

Mike thinks, I’d do anything for you. “Yeah.”

“You a good dancer?”

“Probably not.”

“S’okay. I can teach you.”

“Even if I step on your feet?”

“Even then.”

 

 

AND FINALLY, as the clock ticks past midnight, Sean says, “This is it, you know? This is how we end. Like this. Like you and me. This is our ending.” His eyes close and he lets out a little sigh, sinking into sleep.

Mike thinks, No. This is how we begin.

Mike thinks, All that came before? That was the lead-up. The intro. This is our beginning.

Mike thinks, Tomorrow.

Mike thinks, Tomorrow I’m going to dance with you.

Tomorrow I’m going love you just a little bit more.

And tomorrow, I think… I think I’m going to tell you that.

That I love you.

Because you deserve to hear it.

And I’ll mean it more than anything else I’ve ever said.

I love you today. And I’ll love you tomorrow. And every day after.

You’ll see.

We’ve only just begun.

Mike Frazier closes his eyes and follows Sean into the dark.





XX

 

 

HE OPENS his eyes.

He’s in an off-white room. There are machines around him beeping quietly. He’s been here before. The machines screaming, the voices telling him to calm down, that he’ll be all right, CODE ORANGE, CODE ORANGE, the tube shoved down his throat, and he’s unable to breathe around it—

He breathes.

He swallows.

His throat hurts.

Everything is muddled.

Everything is too bright.

It smells strange. And that’s something that sticks out in his mind.

He’s never been able to smell this place before.

It’s cloying and sharp. Medicinal.

He closes his eyes again.

 

 

HE DOESN’T know how much time passes before he hears a voice around him. It’s a woman, and she’s humming to herself. It sounds so pretty that it makes his heart ache. He doesn’t know the song, but he’d like to. Maybe she can tell him so he can have the band play it at the Harvest Festival. Sean would like it, he knows. They can dance to it together.

He says, “What song is that? It’s nice.”

The humming stops. There’s a sharp intake of breath.

He opens his eyes. Everything is blurry and still too bright, but maybe he can focus a little better, maybe he can see the woman standing next to his bed, holding a bag filled with a gold liquid. She’s wearing dark green pants and a matching top. She has blue latex gloves on her hands and a mask over her face.

Her eyes, though. Her eyes are wide and focused on him.

“Sorry,” he says, and his voice sounds strange, like he’s speaking through a mouthful of rocks. He tries to lift his head, but can’t find the strength. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

The woman says, “Oh my god.”

“The song, though? What was it? Sean. Sean would like it. When we dance. I’m going to dance with him tomorrow, you know. And tell him I love him.”

But she’s already backing away slowly, the bag still in her hand and he’s tired again. He’s so tired. She’s out the door and shouting something, but he doesn’t hear much of anything as he sinks back under.

 

 

HE DREAMS of green eyes and dancing to Dizzy wailing on his horn.

He says, “You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

He gets a just-for-him smile in return.

He says, “I’m going to tell you I love you tomorrow.”

The man he’s dancing with chuckles.

He says, “I’m so glad you’re real.”

They dance and dance and dance.

 

 

EVERYTHING IS surreal around him. There are people moving in and out of the room, and they’re loud, and they’re asking him questions he doesn’t quite understand. They say Do you know who you are? and Do you know where you are? and, alarmingly, Do you know when you are?

He does, he knows the answers to all of the questions, but everything is hazy around the edges, like he’s still dreaming. He thinks that must be it. He’s never had a dream where he couldn’t move very well. He can turn his head a little to the left and a little to the right, but he can’t do anything with his arms and legs, though his fingers and toes twitch.

Along the edges of the dream, along the people bustling around him, poking and prodding and staring at the screeching machines, he sees two other people. One is in a wheelchair, and he thinks it’s a man, an old, old man, but he can’t quite make him out. The person standing next to him is a woman, and she’s murmuring quietly to the man. He can’t hear what they’re saying, but they’re both staring at him. It makes him uncomfortable.

He doesn’t know if he’s ever been uncomfortable in a dream before. It’s an odd feeling.

 

 

HE’S DRIFTING in and out, one moment he’s dancing in the park under a sky filled with stars, and the next moment he’s being wheeled down a hallway, the lights above harsh and blinding. It’s an unreal dichotomy, because he’s on his feet and he’s happier than he’s ever been, and the man in his arms is laughing, he’s tilting his head back and laughing, and it might be the greatest sound he’s ever heard.

Then he’s on his back, the lights hurting his eyes, and the people around him are wearing masks, white masks across their mouths and noses, and he’s in a machine then. A circular machine that’s shaking around him, groaning in metallic bursts. It’s loud in here, louder than anything in the world, and he’s scared. He’s not going to lie, he’s a little bit scared, but he knows that bad dreams can be scary sometimes. He knows this. He’ll get through it, and he’ll wake up with that young man in his arms and they’ll go dance.

He’s flitting back and forth between these two things, the good dream and the bad dream, when he’s pulled in a third direction. It’s familiar, this place. He’s lying on his stomach on a balcony, the gummy glass poking at his thighs, and he’s peering over the edge. Below, far below, a woman—I know her, he thinks, oh god, I know her—and she’s bent and broken, metal and glass twist around her. He can’t make out her face, but he can see the bright splashes of red around her, and her arm is at an angle that no arm should ever be at. He thinks he sees her shoe lying on the ground, and there are people, so many people, and they’re shouting and screaming and pointing their cell phones at her. And at him. They’re looking up and he can hear them. “Call the police!” they cry. “She fell from up there, someone call the police!” He’s thinking, You made me do this, you made me do this, you made me—

“You know,” the young man says as they sway back and forth, “I worried we wouldn’t get to this point. That maybe it was going to be too much for you. For me.”

“Why?” he asks. He’s not worried, merely curious. He knows where they are now, and he’s secure with it.

The young man shrugs but holds him a little tighter. “Because I think we both had reasons to be scared, and sometimes fear can win out. You don’t want it to, but it does. But I didn’t want to be scared. Not of you. Not of this. Not of what it could be. So I decided not to be scared. Easiest decision I’ve ever made. You’re the easiest decision I’ve ever made. I’ve always thought so.”

“Tomorrow,” he says, “I’m going to tell you I love you.”

The young man laughs. “I know.”

“You do?”

“Well, not that you were going to tell me. But I already know you love me. Because I know you.”

“When I tell you, what do you think you’re going to say?”

The young man smiles. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we, big guy?”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

God, how they dance. And it’s—

 

 

THERE’S A woman—a young woman he’s never seen before—standing next to his bed. Her dark hair is pulled back into a ponytail and she’s wearing the same mask as everyone else. Her hands are on his arms, and he can feel her touching him. She’s moving up and down his arms, pressing and palpating. It’s disconcerting because he’s never felt anything like this in a dream before. He can actually feel the press of her latex-covered fingers, and there’s a little clip hanging from her utilitarian blue shirt with a card attached at the end. He can’t quite make out the words on it, but he can see a picture at the bottom, showing a smiling young woman with perfect teeth and perfect hair done in a style he doesn’t think he’s ever seen before.

He can make out a name, though, as she leans closer. “Allison,” he says.

The woman startles backward, bumping into a stand next to where he’s lying. The bag with the clear liquid attached to the stand is jostled, but it doesn’t fall down.

She’s breathing heavily, hand at her breast near her heart, and her eyes are wide.

He says, “On your card. Allison.”

She’s breathing like she’s about to start hyperventilating.

He says, “This is such a strange dream. I’m going dancing tomorrow, you know.”

He thinks she opens her mouth to say something, but no sound comes out.

“I’m sorry,” he says and wonders why his voice sounds like it does, rusty and broken. It takes a lot to get the words out. “I’m being rude. My name is Mike. Mike Frazier.”

She stares at him.

He’s a little annoyed, but just says, “And you’re Allison?”

“Yes,” the woman says faintly. “Ah. Yes.”

“All right. Hi, Allison.”

She says, “I’m just the physical therapist.”

He doesn’t… understand, necessarily, what that means. He knows what a physical therapist is—part of him does, anyway—but it’s just there, out of reach, an idea he can’t quite get a grasp on. He says, “For what?”

She drops her hand from her breast and takes a deep breath, like she’s trying to regain her composure. “For you, Mr. Hughes.”

He frowns. Or at least he thinks he does. “I’m not Mr. Hughes. I told you, my name is Mike. Mike Frazier?”

“Okay, Mike,” she says. “That’s okay. Please don’t tell Dr. Hester or Dr. King that I said that.”

“I don’t know who they are. I know Doc, but he’s… huh. Name must have slipped my mind. We just call him Doc, anyhow. I won’t tell, don’t you worry.”

“I just need to finish, Mike.”

“Finish what?”

“Your therapy.”

“My what?”

“Your physical therapy. You’ve been… out. For a long time.”

He doesn’t understand that either, but he knows it’s pointless to argue in a dream, so he just says, “Okay. You do that, Allison.”

She takes a hesitant step toward him. “Are you in any pain? I can get the nurse if you’d like.”

He snorts. “No pain in dreams.”

“This isn’t… okay. So, no pain.”

“No.”

She takes another step. “I’m going to need to put my hands on you. Is that okay?”

“Why?”

“For the therapy.”

Things are starting to get a little hazier. “The therapy.”

“Yes, Mr. Hu—Mike. It’s to help you.”

What do you know about schizophrenia?

He feels a cold chill run down his spine.

“Help me with what?”

“Your muscles. When someone has been in… in your position, there’s a tendency for muscle degeneration. It’s going to take time, Mike. It’s going to take a long time, but we’re going to help you, okay?”

He doesn’t know what she’s talking about, and maybe she’s starting to frighten him a little. She seems kind, but he’s wary of her. “My position?” he asks.

“I’m just a therapist,” she says, sounding a little desperate. “The doctors will be here to explain more later, okay? Just let me get through what we need to get through.”

He nods. She seems surprised at that.

She’s standing next to him again, and she’s reaching down toward his arm. Her fingers are trembling, but he says nothing of it. He feels the moment she touches him again, and he’s not sure he likes it, but she’s obviously being careful with the amount of pressure she’s putting on him. She starts with his hands, working his fingers, and he tries to squeeze back, but finds it hard. His fingers twitch, but won’t do what he’s asking them to do.

She moves to his forearm, and there’s even more pressure, and then she’s lifting his arm and he—

His vision tunnels to little pinpricks. Everything begins to buzz around him.

She holds his arm up.

He knows it’s his arm.

He can feel her fingers on him.

He can see her fingers on him.

He thinks, This is a dream. This is a dream. This is a dream.

Because the arm she’s holding, his arm, is nothing but skin and bone. The joints of his wrist are jutting out sharply, and the skin on his forearm looks pale and paper-thin. He’s always been a big guy, always been muscular. This can’t be his arm. This stick covered in skin cannot be his arm.

She’s working it up, pulling the arm farther, bending it at the elbow, and he sees his bicep, and it’s small enough that she’d be able to fit her whole hand around it, and the skin is sagging, the deteriorated muscle is sagging, and it’s—

Mike Frazier begins to scream.

 

 

HE’S STILL screaming when more people rush in, the therapist having dropped his arm back onto the bed, then hit a button on the wall. She’s wide-eyed again at his hoarse cries, but he can’t stop, he can’t stop, because he needs to wake from this nightmare, he needs to—

He sees a needle and sees it flash down toward his hand. There’s a thin tube stretching out from his wrist and a small orange cylinder fitted into his skin. The plunger is depressed into the line from his wrist, and a gray wave begins to roll over him, but not before he sees the markings on his skin, just below his hand, black lines etched into his skin: 4221552082.

He’s pulled under the wave.

 

 

EVERYTHING IS hazy after that.

For a very long time.

 

 

HIS MOUTH is dry the next time he’s aware. He has more clarity about him, thoughts not as muddled. He’s able to put an order to them, and he thinks, I must have drunk too much last night. I hope Sean’s not too angry with me.

He opens his eyes.

He’s still in the white room.

The machines are still around him.

There’s a window off to the right. He can see the orange and red leaves on a tree, but not much more. The sunlight looks weak, like it’s still early.

He thinks, I don’t know where I am.

There’s a low-level panic running through him, but it’s almost negligible, and it doesn’t overwhelm him, no matter how much he expects it to. It’s being held back by something, and he doesn’t know what.

He tries to get up.

He can’t.

His fingers move. And his toes move. He can feel them. But he doesn’t have the strength to lift his head. Can’t get his body to do what he’s telling it to do.

“Your muscles have atrophied,” a voice says. “It was expected.”

He jerks his head to the left.

Sitting next to his bed (because it is a bed, with rails on either side and wires jutting out of it and him, and his throat starts to close, because what is this, what is this) is a man.

He’s a slight man. An old man. His skin is wrinkled, and he has tufts of thin white hair jutting up from a pale skull. His eyes are sunken in their sockets, and he’s hunched over in a wheelchair. But his eyes are clear, and he’s watching Mike with a calculating expression that he doesn’t know what to do with.

“What?” Mike croaks out.

“Muscles. They have memory, in a way. It’s the repetition of daily life. The more you train them, the more they expect from you.” He sighs. His hands are shaking in his lap. Mike doesn’t think it’s from nerves or fear. “When you don’t give them what they expect, they fade. It’s called disuse atrophy. There’s nothing that can be done to stop it.” He smiles grimly. His lips are thin and his teeth are large. “Whether it be from trauma or disease or some other outside factor. The brain is the same way. If it’s not used, it can waste. However, there are times when, even if it’s used to its fullest extent, that something can happen. Something that makes it begin to fade. Begin to break apart. Become soft. It’s not disuse that causes it, but it atrophies, just the same. Trauma. Psychosis. Disease.” He snorts. “It’s really rather frightening how fragile it is for how much it actually does.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know. Your brain is a remarkable thing. As is mine. It’s not fair to compare the two, because they’re remarkable for different reasons. Do you know who you are?”

“Mike Frazier.”

“And what year it is?”

“1954.”

The man nods, as if this is the answer he expected. “Beta-blockers,” he said. “They cause memory issues. And being in stasis for as long as you were. It’s not… an exact science. Not yet. It’ll get there. It’ll have to, if they want to put men on Mars.”

“Stasis? Mars?” And the panic is there still, and he’s thinking, What do you know about schizophrenia? Or that They Came from Outer Space? This is just another dream. Another event. You’ll write it down and then you’ll wake up in your bed and it will be fine. Everything will be fine.

“We’ll get there. First, my name is Dr. Malcolm Hester. You don’t know me, but I know you. Very well.”

“I want to wake up,” Mike says in a small voice. He tries to move his arms and legs again. But they’re sticks here. Little tiny things in this horrible, horrible place. They won’t support him even if they could move. He’s a big guy, after all.

“I know,” he says, and it’s not without sympathy. But Mike thinks it’s more pity than anything else, and it’s almost cold. Detached. Clinical. “And you’re going to feel like that for a while, I would assume. We’ve never… been in this position before. There was never supposed to be an event like this.”

“I don’t care,” Mike says, and his throat is hurting really bad now. He’s got to find a way to wake up. He’s got to find his way back home to Amorea. Maybe morning will come soon and Sean will shake him awake. Sean will—

“You will,” Dr. Hester says. “I am going to tell you some things. You’re not going to believe me, and that’s fine. You will, in time, when everything starts coming back to you again. The drugs will work their way out of your system and it should come back to you, piece by piece. We think. We hope. Again, we’ve never been here before. The fact that we’re even having this conversation is far beyond anything I ever expected.”

He thinks, I don’t know what you are. I don’t know what you want. I just want to go home.

He says, “I don’t know you.”

Dr. Hester shakes his head. “I know that. You weren’t ever supposed to. What is your name?”

Circles, so many circles. “Mike Frazier.”

“What year is it?”

“1954.”

“Where are you from?”

“Amorea,” he says and he’s hit with such a pang of longing that it causes his heart to stutter in his chest. One of the machines next to the bed begins to beep annoyingly. Dr. Hester glances at it, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. He reaches out and presses a button, and it falls silent again.

“Your wrist,” Dr. Hester says. “May I touch it?”

He thinks, No. No, go away, go away and leave me alone.

He says, “Will you help me wake up?”

“Yes,” Dr. Hester says, not unkindly. “I will try and help you wake up.”

“Okay.”

Dr. Hester puts a single gnarled hand on a knob sitting on the armrest of the wheelchair. The chair moves forward with a low whirring sound, until Dr. Hester is right next to Mike’s bed. He reaches up for something just out of Mike’s vision, and the bed starts to lower. It stops moving when he’s even with the man in the chair. Dr. Hester grunts as he jerks the railing, causing it to fold to the sides.

When his hands touch Mike, Mike has to fight not to shudder against it. The touch is dry and a little cold, and he doesn’t like the way it feels. His arm is being raised again, and he sees his thin fingers first, and they’re twitching. It feels like little pinpricks are being pressed along his skin and he has to fight not to grimace.

His hand starts to flop over on its own, but Dr. Hester keeps it in place. He sees the orange insert near his wrist, the tube that stretches out from it. The doctor is careful not to jostle it.

His eyes are drawn to the tattoo on his wrist. The numbers. Those damn numbers.

“These,” Dr. Hester says, “are dates.”

Mike knows this. He’s figured that out already. He doesn’t know why this man, this fictitious person would know the same (of course, it could be his subconscious speaking, and Mike knows that what he knows, it would know).

“Dates,” he says, feeling a little sluggish now. Not as aware.

“Yes. Dates.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

“I’ve seen them. Felt them. My wrist itched.”

“Did it? How fascinating.” He sounds rather breathless. “Oh, I have so many questions for you. But first things first. What are these dates?”

“April 22.” He pauses, trying to think. “1915. And May 20. In 1882.”

“And what do they mean?”

“I don’t know.” He’s fading again. It feels unnatural. Like he’s being forced down. “Sometimes, I’d remember them. And sometimes I wouldn’t.”

“And you’re Mike Frazier. And it’s 1954.”

“Yes. Where’s Sean?”

“Focus. I need you to focus.”

“I’m dreaming.”

“No. You’re not. This is real.”

“What do you know about schizophrenia?” Mike asks, and he doesn’t know why.

Dr. Hester’s eyes widen. “Where did you hear that?”

“Doc,” he says. “In Amorea. You’re not real.”

“I assure you I am.”

“You’re not real. None of this is real. They Came from Outer Space, or it’s the Reds and you’re experimenting on me, but none of this is real. You are ghosts. You aren’t here. Where’s Sean?”

“He’s fine. He’s safe. I need you to listen—”

“Did you hurt him?”

“No. I didn’t hurt him.”

“If you hurt him, I will fucking tear you apart. Nothing will ever stop me from tearing you apart. You can’t hurt him. You can’t.”

“You need to calm down. No one has hurt anybody. I need you to listen to me. Mike, are you listening?”

He wasn’t. He couldn’t. Things were going gray around the edges, and that low-level panic was starting to become something more. It was crawling through him, starting in his stomach and working up to constrict his lungs. “I want to go home,” he cries out. “Please, just send me home.”

“You are home,” Dr. Hester says, his grip on Mike’s wrist tightening. “Look. Look at me.”

Mike does, because he doesn’t know what else to do.

Dr. Hester says, “Your name isn’t Mike Frazier.”

Dr. Hester says, “Your name is Gregory Hughes.”

Dr. Hester says, “You are thirty-six years old.”

His thumb covers the first four numbers, leaving only 52082 visible.

Dr. Hester says, “You were born May 20, 1982.”

Dr. Hester says, “It’s not October 2, 1954.”

Dr. Hester says, “It’s October 2, 2018.”

His thumb covers the last five numbers. Only 42215 remained.

Dr. Hester says, “On April 22, 2015, there was an event that led to you developing encephalitis. You fell into a coma. Mr. Hughes, you have been unconscious for three years, five months and ten days. When we found you, you’d already been in a coma for one hundred and thirty-nine days. Which is why I needed you for Project Amorea. Now you’re awake. And there is so much we can learn from you.”

Everything whites out.





XXI

 

 

HE’S NOT sure how much time passes before he’s aware again. He remembers being lost in a fog. He’s not sure if he walked through it or crawled through it, but he remembers crying out for Happy. And Calvin. Walter. Donald. Mrs. Richardson.

And Sean, of course. Always Sean.

The problem, when he comes to, is now there are two of him.

It’s not as if he has a double. There’s not another Mike Frazier sitting next to him that he can see and touch, but there is a Gregory Hughes, or Greg, as he likes to be called. He’s not real, he’s not visible, but he is there, and he’s splitting Mike’s mind right down the middle.

When he opens his eyes he thinks, My name is Mike Frazier. I am from—

And at the same time, thinks:

My name is Greg Hughes. I am from—

He stops.

It’s twisted. In his head.

He knows it’s wrong. He knows someone did this to him.

But at the same time, Greg fits him like a glove, sliding over him, overlaying everything that he thought he knew.

It’s not complete, of course it’s not. There are large gaps that seem to span years.

He’s Greg when he thinks, My mother was named Lauren. My father was Allen. Everyone called him Al. He beat my mother for years. They died in a car accident. It was very sad.

He’s Mike when he thinks, I live in Amorea. I live in a house at 133 Sunlight Way. I have a cat named Martin and my fella is named Sean.

He’s Greg when he thinks, I grew up in Roseland, Oregon, a little crap burg in the middle of nowhere. A big flood happened there in 2013 and destroyed part of the town. We were poor. My father was angry all the time. And I grew up angry because of it, but I was able to hold it back. Mostly.

He’s Mike when he thinks, I grew up in… I don’t know. Somewhere.

There’s a little crack in him then, down this great divide.

He’s Greg when he thinks, I work for Liberty Investment Group in Washington, DC. I have a nice job. I have a nice car, though I don’t use it very much because I can take the Metro every day. I have a very full life.

He’s Mike when he thinks, I own a bookstore called Bookworm. It’s very popular. People come in every day. There is a book club on Mondays where we sit around and discuss literature. It’s very fulfilling. I have a very full life.

He’s lost in it, this duality.

It stretches on.

He’s vaguely aware of the world moving around him, of other people coming and going, but it’s like the first days, when it was all seen through the milky haze. He can pick out bits and pieces, words like shock and catatonia and what if he slips back? What if he—

He’s moderately aware when they come to bathe him. When they come to work his stick-thin limbs. When they change the bag of piss. When they clean him after he’s shit himself. They tell him he needs to fight, that he’ll walk again if he just fights, that he needs to come out of it. They inject him with things that make him feel like he’s on fire. That make him sleep. That make the nightmares so vivid that it’s Sean who tackles him through the glass onto the balcony, that it’s Sean who has a knife. In the worst of the dreams, he wrestles the knife from Sean’s hands and says, “You shouldn’t have done that, bucko,” and he sounds so much like Greg’s father that he can barely keep from screaming. He stabs Sean a lot in those dreams, filled with this great anger, that it’s all his fault, that their daughter wouldn’t have died if he’d just taken better care of himself.

It continues.

He’s Greg when he thinks, I had a dog. His name was Max. He was a great dog. I had him in college. He got hit by a car and they had to put him to sleep.

He’s Mike when he thinks, He looked so good, stretched out in my bed. The way he tasted. The way his skin smelled like coffee and cigarettes. Right-o, daddio.

He’s Greg when he thinks, I first fucked a woman when I was nineteen years old. I first fucked a man when I was twenty years old.

He’s Mike when he thinks, The sun always had a peculiar way of hitting the store in the mornings. The light would reflect through the windows and the entire store would be bathed in gold, and it was always warm, it always felt so warm.

He’s Greg when he thinks, This is a dream.

He’s Mike when he thinks, This has to be a dream.

 

 

DR. HESTER comes back.

He brings a woman. She’s severe. Her hair is pulled back tightly, and she’s wearing a lab coat over a no-nonsense skirt and blouse. She’s in low heels and has red lipstick smeared across her frown.

Mike and Greg stare at the ceiling.

“It’s like it was before,” Mike hears the woman say. “When his eyes were open.”

“It’s not, though, Julienne. You’ve seen the EEG. It’s different. He’s in a resting state. It’s not catatonia. There’s an alpha rhythm.”

“Shock, then.”

“I don’t know. It could be. Or the beta-blockers are circulating out of his system and he’s being bombarded by both sides.”

“Which could be leading to the shock. Malcolm, I agreed to this because you said there was no chance they could wake.”

“There are always chances. You know this. But they’re miniscule enough as not to matter.”

“How do you explain him?”

“Science. There are variables to everything. Something about the cryogenic suspension. Something about his brain waves. Something about the trauma. I don’t know. But the fact remains, none of the others have exhibited the same signs he has. He’s always been different.”

A bright light shines in his eyes. He doesn’t even squint.

“We didn’t plan for this?” the woman says, leaning back away from Mike and Greg. “You didn’t plan for this.”

“How could we? He fit the criteria. He was comatose. You know that as well as I do. He was just like the others. Everything about him was just like the others.”

“Except for the last year.”

“Don’t you put that on—”

“This is a clusterfuck, Malcolm.”

“It’s not—”

He drifts.

 

 

THE NEXT time he wakes, there’s a man standing at the edge of the bed. He’s watching Mike and Greg, and they know him. They’ve seen him before. Mike has anyway.

Greg thinks, Who is he?

Mike thinks, You can’t see, can you? None of you can. You’re glazed over. Hollow on the inside. I see you in my garden, you know? You’re brittle and thin and won’t take much to break. You’d break easily, I think. Maybe not as easy as the others, but you would. Because when is a door not a door? When it’s ajar, but also when it’s been blown to pieces and there’s nothing between us.

Greg thinks, What?

Mike thinks, He stood at the edge of my bed once. In Amorea. He said I was in his garden.

“I heard you were awake,” the man said. He gives a smile, but it’s slimy and makes their skin crawl. “I had to come see for myself. Never had a vegetable taken from the Garden.”

Mike says, “Who are you?”

Greg growls, “Tell me who the fuck you are.”

The man flinches. “I am the gardener.” He snaps his fingers, like a tic. “I keep watch over the vegetables. You were mine once.”

“You’re not supposed to be in here,” a woman says from the doorway. Mike and Greg recognize her as one of the nurses.

“Just got lost,” the gardener says. “Turned around. This place is so big. You know how it is.” His voice is high-pitched and he’s laughing a little, eyes wide and wet.

“I’m calling Dr. Hester,” the nurse says, turning away from the doorway and disappearing. The gardener stares after her, wringing his hands and muttering to himself. Before he leaves, he turns back to Mike and Greg and says, “When is a door not a door? When it’s ajar and leads to somewhere else.”

Then he’s gone.

Dr. Hester’s in there moments later, chair whirring.

Mike and Greg watch him passively.

“What did he say to you?” Dr. Hester asks.

“That I was his once,” Mike says.

Dr. Hester turns his wheelchair around and leaves.

 

 

“WHO ARE you?” the woman asks. She introduced herself as Dr. Julienne King. She said she’s a neuropsychologist, that she studies the function of the brain as it relates to psychological processes and behaviors. That she studies people who have suffered brain injury or neurological illness.

Mike thought, What do you know about schizophrenia?

“I don’t need a shrink,” Greg snapped at her before Mike could say a word. They both felt the same level of fear and anger at the implication.

“Everyone needs a shrink,” she said. “But that’s not me.”

“Who are you?” she repeats now.

Greg dislikes her. Mike doesn’t trust her.

She waits.

“Mike,” he says.

“Greg,” he says.

He stops. He knows how that sounds. It sounds crazy.

Let me, Greg thinks.

No, Mike thinks. I don’t like you.

It doesn’t matter.

“Greg,” he says again as Mike is shoved to the rear.

She nods, like she expected that. Like she’s almost relieved by it.

He’s sitting up now, the hospital bed shifting up for his back and down for his legs, like he’s in a chair. He’s refusing to look down at his arms and legs. He knows how they are, those thin little things that look as if he’s a stick person drawn by a child. He’s got more movement now, and one of the therapists, a hardass named Leticia, told him the rule of thumb is that for every day he’s been under, he needs five days’ rehabilitation. Mike’s terrible at math. Greg is not and whispered in horror that it was going to take over fifteen years. The PT laughed. “I don’t think it’ll be like that for you. It’s different in stasis. Your muscles will remember sooner than, say, a regular coma victim. They’ll build back up, and you’ll be up and moving around before you know it. You’re a miracle, you know that, right?”

He doesn’t know that.

Because he doesn’t understand this.

He doesn’t know what stasis is. He doesn’t know why his muscles need to remember.

I’m real, Greg thinks.

I’m real, Mike thinks.

There’s a camera set up on a tripod, facing them. A red light blinks at the bottom. Dr. King said she needed to record this. Mike didn’t understand what that meant. Greg told him not to worry about it. Mike worried anyway.

“And you know what year it is.”

1954, Mike thinks.

“2018,” Greg says slowly.

“And the date?”

“October….” He stops because Mike is pushing somewhere in his head. He’s thinking the Harvest Festival was on Saturday the second. He knows that for a fact. It was the first when he left, and he’s been here… he doesn’t know how long. What if he’s missed the dance? It had to have been hours, at least. Right? Time was a little funny to him, right now. “October second?” Greg knows that’s wrong, but Mike is chanting it now, like a prayer.

She nods. “And how long do you think you’ve been awake?”

He doesn’t know what time it is now. There’s no clock in the room and no one will tell him the time. “Half a day,” he guesses, because that’s what Mike thinks. Only half a day, which is fine. Sure, Sean is probably worried, but he still hasn’t missed the dance, and that is all that’s important.

Dr. King says, “Okay. Greg, I want you to listen to me, okay? Can you do that for me?”

“Yes,” he says, even though he hates the tone in her voice, like she’s better than him. Like she knows so many things he doesn’t. He’s always hated people like that, even if he can’t remember all too well.

“It’s December 5th, 2018. You’ve been awake for two months.”

Mike howls deep inside him.

“Oh” is all Greg can think to say. “Merry Christmas.”

Dr. King looks a little startled at that. “You too, Greg. Thank you.”

No! Mike shouts. No! No!

Greg winces, but he’s able to keep Mike back.

“Are you uncomfortable?” Dr. King asks him.

Greg wants to laugh. He’s got tubes shoved into his arms and his nose and his dick. He’s got something called a gastric tube jutting from his stomach that he’s told is feeding him nutrients because they don’t want to strain his throat yet. He thinks of all the days that have passed that he and Mike unknowingly consolidated into hours. “Yes,” he says. “But I doubt there’s anything you can do about that.”

“I could give you a low-level sedative if you think that would help.”

Mike breaks from his cries, voice furious. No. No more drugs. No more drugs. No more drugs.

Greg’s inclined to agree. “No,” he says. “I don’t want anything.”

Dr. King nods. “We can always come back to it later if you—”

“Where am I?”

She cocks her head at him. “What do you remember?”

He scowls at her. He’s liking her less and less. “I asked you first.”

She purses her lips. “How about this. I will answer one of your questions if you answer one of mine.”

He glares at her.

“Greg, I am not your enemy here.”

“So you say. But I still have no idea who you are or what you want with me. So forgive me if I don’t quite believe you.”

They Came from Outer Space, Mike whispers furiously. Ask her where Sean is. You have to find Sean.

And it’s weird, for Greg, because he understands the pain in Mike’s voice. There is this divide, yes, this duality between them. A sense of separation, of distinct lives lived, but Greg feels it too, like an ache in his heart. He can’t imagine how it must feel for Mike.

If he’s even real.

I’m real, Mike insists.

So am I, Greg replies.

“Fine,” Greg says to Dr. King. “The camera. Who is it broadcasting to?”

Dr. King arches an eyebrow at him. “Dr. Hester. Some associates of his. What do you remember before April 22, 2015?”

He laughs bitterly. “You want my whole life story?”

“No. I am specifically asking for what you remember before April 22, 2015.”

He starts to sweat. He swallows around the lump in his throat. “It was…. There was Jenny.”

“And who is Jenny?”

“My wife.”

I don’t have a wife, Mike says frantically. There’s only Sean.

“Okay. Do you remember what happened to her?”

He thinks, She came after me with that damn knife. We’d been fighting, and she came after me with that overpriced knife that we never use. We fell through the glass and onto the balcony. And then I—

He says, “My daughter. My daughter happened to her.”

Dr. King nods. “Your daughter. That’s right. What was her name?”

They knew. Early in on the pregnancy. It was called ectopia cordis. Her heart had formed on the outside of her chest. They wanted to terminate the pregnancy, but Jenny said no, and Greg said, Sure, Jenny, sure, if that’s what you want. They were warned. The prognosis for ectopic heart was poor. Infection. Cardiac failure. Hypoxemia. Any number of things.

She surprised them. She was a fighter. She had this smile, this beautiful little smile that broke Greg’s heart every time he saw it. Da, she’d say toward the end, attached to oxygen. Da. Da. Da. In the end, though, it was hypoxemia that got her.

“Becca,” he says. “Her name was Becca. Becca Marie Hughes.”

“That’s right,” Dr. King says. “That was her name.” Then she waits.

It takes Greg a moment to realize she’s waiting on him, holding up her end of the bargain. “Where am I?” he asks.

“You’re in a medical facility outside of Yuma, Arizona. It used to be a prison camp that belonged to the county in the seventies and eighties, but then it fell into disrepair and was eventually abandoned. It was bought by a private firm in the late 2000s and converted into what it is now.”

“Yuma,” Greg repeats.

Mike’s too shocked to say anything.

“Greg,” Dr. King says. “Do you know what happened on April 22, 2015?”

“No.” And it’s the truth. He remembers Jenny coming at him with a knife. He remembers the glass breaking. He remembers falling onto his back, but after that, it’s blank. “Is she here?”

“Who?”

“Jenny.”

“No, Greg. She’s not here. I’m sorry to tell you that Jennifer Hughes has passed away.”

He doesn’t know what to say to that. And he feels a crippling guilt mired in the relief that sweeps over him. “How?”

Mike says, No, don’t ask that. Don’t ask that. She—

Dr. King says, “Blunt-force trauma. Sustained from a fall from a ninth-floor balcony. Greg, you killed your wife.”

Greg can’t help it. He laughs. He laughs and laughs and laughs.

Dr. King watches him.

The light on the video camera blinks.

“I killed her,” he says, choking on the words. “You’re saying I killed her.”

“Yes. She died in August of 2014. You were arrested for her murder. You claimed it was self-defense. That she’d attacked you. The jury disagreed. Especially after they’d seen the video she’d recorded shortly before her death. In the video, she claimed to be scared of you. That you had a violent temper. That you’d hit her for years. That she didn’t know how to get out. That even if she did, she was convinced you’d find a way to come after her. You alleged the entire thing was fabricated. That you’d never lifted a finger to her before that day.”

Greg was still laughing. “I d-d-didn’t. I n-never touched her. She made it all up. She was crazy and she made it all up.”

“So you said,” Dr. King says. “And it was admirable in the face of such overwhelming evidence. Unfortunately, a jury of your peers didn’t agree with you. You were found guilty and sentenced to thirty years.”

Greg loses control.

Mike pushes forward. “Sean,” he gasps. “Where’s Sean?”

“Mike,” Dr. King says. “Mike Frazier.”

“Where is he?”

“Nearby.”

I killed my wife, Greg whispers.

“Is he hurt?”

“No. Same deal, Mike. Question for a question.”

“I’m not making any damn deal with you. I want to go home.”

“Mike,” Dr. King says. “Amorea isn’t real. At least not in the physical sense.”

Mike snarls at her. The machines around him scream.

His heartbeat is ratcheting up in his chest. He thinks it likely he’ll explode.

“Where is he? Where is Sean?”

Dr. King hesitates.

He’s filled with Mike’s terror. Greg’s rage. He lifts his arm. It’s still sickly thin, but it’s more than he’s done on his own since he woke up. It’s not enough, of course. His legs are still useless, and she’s sitting too far away for him to even come close to touching her.

Hitting her, Greg growls. We’re trying to hit her.

No, Mike says. No. No.

“The truth,” he says. “All I want is the truth.”

Dr. King pulls a flat black rectangular object from her coat pocket (Smartphone, Greg supplies) and puts it up to her ear. She waits a second, then, “Did you hear?” There’s a pause. “Fine.” She puts the thing back in her pocket. “Dr. Hester will be joining us.”

“Fuck him,” Greg said. “And fuck you too.”

She flinches.

Greg glares at her.

She says nothing.

They wait.

Eventually there’s the telltale whirring of a motorized wheelchair coming down the hallway. Dr. King gets up from her chair and moves to open the door. The old man enters the room, eyes on Mike and Greg.

“The truth,” he says. “You want the truth.”

Greg says, “Yes.”

Mike says, “Now.”

“Turn off the camera,” he says.

Dr. King says, “But the board will be—”

“Turn it off,” he says. “I’ll deal with the board.”

She does. The blinking red light dies away. She sits back down in her seat and watches Dr. Hester.

Mike thinks, I don’t want this. I don’t want this.

Greg thinks, It’s the only way.

“You’re both there, aren’t you?” Dr. Hester asks. “Greg Hughes. Mike Frazier.”

“Yes,” they say.

He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I am truly sorry for that. This wasn’t supposed to happen. You were never supposed to be Greg Hughes again.”

Greg’s voice shakes when he says, “Why?”

“Do you know what cognitive science is? It’s okay if you don’t. Most people in your position wouldn’t.”

“No.”

“It’s basically the study of the mind and its processes. It focuses on how information is received. Processed. Transformed into language and perception. Attention. Reasoning. Emotion. And memory. Because memories are the most important thing a person can have. If you take away the memories, you are left with something uniformly blank. It’s our experiences in our lives that turn to memories that help shape us into who we’re supposed to be.”

He gives a brittle smile. “Now imagine if you’re faced with losing a lifetime of those memories. If you live every day knowing that soon, everything you know about yourself will disappear and you will become a husk, a hollowed-out core. Call it Alzheimer’s, call it dementia, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that it takes away the fundamental part of you until you’re nothing but a drooling, shitting machine that stares out the window for hours on end.”

The only other sounds are the beeps of the machines around them.

“In this case,” Dr. Hester says, “it was FTD. Frontotemporal dementia. Remember what I told you about muscles? About the brain?”

They can. Mike and Greg both remember. “They can atrophy.”

Dr. Hester nods. “Yes. They can. If not used, the muscles of the body can atrophy. But I use my brain. I use it every day. I use it to the fullest extent that I can. I am one of the greatest minds in my field, perhaps the greatest. My understanding of the brain goes far beyond anything that you could even comprehend. It’s fascinating, just how deep the mind can go. What it’s capable of. The nervous system. Most people don’t even think about it. But do you know how miraculous it is? That it’s evolved in the way that it has, that it functions as it does. It is most likely the greatest achievement mankind has ever known, and the only thing we did to earn it is to survive. We are made of the dust from stars, and this is what we’ve become.”

He sighs. “Today is one of my good days. I don’t have them much anymore. Five years ago, I was at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore. One moment, I’m sitting in my office, trying to fill out a damn expense report for a conference I’d gone to, and the next… well. The next moment, I’d forgotten who I was.” He shakes his head. “They found me wandering in the pediatric ward, muttering to myself about horses and shadows. I was scaring the children. I came out of it a few hours later.

“I was diagnosed with a form of FTD a few months later. Pick’s disease. A rare neurodegenerative condition that progressively destroys the brain cells. There is already dementia. And aphasia, though it comes and goes. It’s fatal, though it can take anywhere from two to ten years. I’m one of the lucky ones. So far. But every day I can feel it. It gets just a little bit worse.”

“What does that have to do with me?” Mike or Greg asks. They don’t know which, though they don’t think that it matters.

“Nothing,” Dr. Hester said. “At least, at first. You were just a name on the television, your face splashed across the news as being arrested for the murder of your wife. A high-powered DC moneyman with the dutiful pretty wife. America loves that sort of thing. I don’t know why. Maybe because it’s happening to someone else and they can judge to their hearts’ content. You were found guilty by the court of public opinion before you ever stood in front of a judge and jury. A husband usually does it. And you didn’t deny it, you just told a story that the people didn’t want to believe. And then the video found on her computer. Where she claimed to live in fear of you. It was all very… pat, if you ask me, but no one did.”

“I don’t remember. Any of it.”

“No. Probably not. A side effect of the encephalitis, the beta-blockers, and being cryogenically frozen for three years. It may come. In time.”

And that’s… that’s almost too much to take. “Why?” he asks, because he doesn’t understand. He’s Mike now, he’s Mike and he doesn’t understand cryogenically frozen and encephalitis. He doesn’t understand beta-blockers, just that it sounds like They Came from Outer Space. He doesn’t know how this is going to help him get home. That’s all he wants. He just wants to go back home.

“You were found guilty. You went to jail. You got less time than her family wanted. Forty-seven days into your sentence, you were beaten quite viciously in the prison showers. Rumors were her family paid someone off. Or that you’d pissed off the wrong people inside. Or they just didn’t like your face. You were found eighteen minutes after. You were nearly unrecognizable. I’m told it was quite… bloody.”

Mike breathes.

Greg chokes.

“Both arms were broken, both legs. Your fingers. Orbital socket on the left side, same as your cheekbone. Your sternum. But the most severe injury came from your skull being cracked in four places. Your brain was swelling. There was surgery, of course, but by then you’d contracted an infection which led to viral encephalitis. Your brain was inflamed. You fell into a coma. Part of your skull is a metal plate now. It was the only way they could… no matter. That’s when I found you.”

“For what,” Greg asks in a dead voice.

Mike says nothing, because he’s thinking of Sean, of the dance they could have shared. Of the way he smiles his just-for-Mike smile, and Mike dies a little then. His heart cracks, splits, sinking in on itself.

“Project Amorea,” Dr. Hester says. He sounds exhausted. “An idea of preservation born out of my own desperation. I am living on borrowed time. I thought if I… found a way to cheat, to not stop, but to slow the process, I’d find the answers I sought.” He glances at Dr. King, who has remained silent since he’d entered the room. He studies her for a moment, then looks back at Mike and Greg. “I’m scared,” he admits, voice cracking. “I shouldn’t be. I’m a rational man who knows nothing but rational thought. I don’t believe in Heaven. I don’t believe in Hell. I don’t believe life energies return to the cosmos or other such nonsense. No, I think when we die, when that little candle that flares within us is finally snuffed out, that’s it. That’s all there is. That nothing but darkness awaits us all, and that everything we’ve done, every single part of our lives, none of it matters. We are here for however short or long we are, and that is all there is. And I couldn’t stand that thought. That my life has been leading to this, that I’ve sacrificed everything I have only to have the very thing I’ve attempted to push the boundaries of turn around and betray me. It terrified me. It still does, even though I know so much more.”

“What did you do?” Mike demands, shoving Greg to the side. “What the hell did you do to me?”

“I made Amorea,” he says, hands shaking, “out of nothing. It’s almost an exact replication of the little town I grew up in, that idealized version of Americana that everyone fondly remembers, even if they never lived in it. The 1950s were… different. The wars were over. The economy was surging. America had asserted itself as a dominant superpower. We were… different then. We were happier. And I wanted to go back to that. So I made Amorea. I made the town. The buildings. The streets and the trees and the wind that blows. The grass. The fountain in the park. The house you slept in. Your toothbrush. Your shoes. Your cat. The clothes on your back. I can’t take full credit for it, obviously, for as much as I know about the way the mind works, I’m quite embarrassingly technologically inept. But I had the ideas. And I was able to find the talent to make this a reality. Well. An unreality, maybe.”

“No,” Mike says. “You’re lying. That’s not—”

“Amorea is a construct,” Dr. Hester says. “A simulation, albeit a very good one. It exists in nothing but lines of code and in the crumbling mind of a tired old man. I built it from the ground up, but I never used a hammer or nails. I paved its roadways, but never left the scan room. Every corner you’ve seen is lovingly crafted with nothing but thought. I created Amorea as an experiment. To give those whose minds were all but gone a chance to live a life. To see if perhaps it would slow the degeneration. From trauma. Disease. Infection. Hypoxia. I made Amorea, Mr. Hughes, selfishly. Because I wanted a place where I could go and live my life in hopes that I would be free from the horrors that are certain to be in my future.”

“The people,” Mike says hoarsely. “All those people. In Amorea. My friends. My—” He can’t finish that last thought.

“Are real,” Dr. Hester says. “To an extent. That extent being that they were once like you. They lived and breathed and walked this earth. Like you, a tragedy occurred. Whether involuntary or self-inflicted, they found themselves in comas with almost no chance of ever waking up. I thought I was giving them a gift. As long as they weren’t brain-dead, I could manipulate their brainwaves into thinking whatever I wanted. Their bodies were useless, but their minds? Mr. Hughes, the mind is a powerful thing, capable of so much beauty. And so much destruction.”

He closes his eyes and tilts his head back. “I picked them myself. All one hundred and thirty-eight of you. People without family. Without ties. The scourge of society. The destitute. The forgotten. Those that wouldn’t have anyone miss them if they were gone. I gave them a place to go in hopes of finding my own way home when it was time.”

He shakes his head. “And then you happened.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Greg asks hoarsely. “What have you done?”

Dr. Hester’s eyes slide toward unfocused and he slumps a little, staring off into nothing. Greg glances at Dr. King, but she shakes her head. “Give it a minute. This happens. Sometimes. If it goes on longer than a minute, the rest of this will have to wait until another time.”

“No,” Greg snaps. “I want answers.”

Mike says, “I want to go home, oh Jesus. Oh god. Please just let me—”

Dr. Hester coughs. He blinks once. Twice. And then, “Sorry about that. I got a little lost.” He looks around the room, nodding at Dr. King, then looking back at Greg and Mike. “I’m old. That’s not something even I can stop. It’s inevitable, you know. Where were we?”

“You picked me,” Greg said with a growl. “You took me from—”

Dr. Hester laughed weakly. “I took you from a hospital room where you’d been without a visitor in four months. I took you from a place where not a single person gave a damn whether you lived or not. Did you know that a reporter snuck past hospital security to take photographs of you? They splashed them across the tabloids, you swollen and broken, hooked up to more machines than the general population even knew existed. And how they loved it. They ate it up. They said it was what you deserved. That it was karma. Divine retribution. That your poor, poor wife deserved more than you ever gave her. That she lived in fear of you until one day you just snapped and killed her. That’s what I took you from, Mr. Hughes.”

“I didn’t….” But honestly, Greg doesn’t know what he did. He knows the anger that’s burning inside him, knows it’s a familiar thing, knows he grew up in a home where violence was a normal thing. For all he knows, maybe he did do it.

No, Mike thinks, though his voice is rather lifeless. There was a knife. You called it a Wüsthof Ikon Damascus. She came after you. She was angry. You didn’t—

“It doesn’t matter,” Dr. Hester says. “Not anymore. I saved you. From a life where you would have been nothing but a husk lying in a room where no one cared one iota about your well-being.”

“Like I am now?” Greg asks.

Dr. Hester doesn’t even flinch. “I know what it seems like now. I know what you’re thinking. But I cared enough to give you a second chance. To give you something more.”

“You did it for yourself.”

“All motives are selfish, Mr. Hughes. They always are. Yes, I did it for myself. But I also did it for those who would come after me. I did it in hopes of giving them a chance for something more, even if their minds begin to fracture.”

Mike thinks, What do you know about schizophrenia?

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Greg asks. “How do I know any of this is real?”

“He’s in there, isn’t he?” Dr. Hester asks, cocking his head. Even Dr. King begins to look on with far more interest. “In your head.”

Greg says nothing.

“Early on, we ran into some difficulties. We put the first few people into Amorea just as they were. We uploaded the consciousness without any significant alterations, aside from tamping down the more extreme emotions. It went well at first. Those six people went on as if they’d lived there their entire lives. But then they began to ask questions. Why am I here? Where did I come from? What is this place? Is this real?”

Mike thinks, Yes. That. All of that.

“Have you ever watched someone go insane, Mr. Hughes? It’s a terrible thing. We can’t see into Amorea, not clearly, not like you’re thinking. It’s not some Orwellian nightmare where we know your every single move. No. We get bits and pieces that have to be put together like the most complex three-dimensional puzzle. In studying the brain waves, it’s like seeing a picture that’s been filtered too many times. Like a dream that you can remember, but only just.” He chuckles. “It was more than I’d ever thought we’d get, honestly. But it didn’t last very long. Those six, they… it was terrible to watch.”

“Then why did you?” Mike asks, voice cold.

“Because in every experiment, there is going to be trial and error. It’s basic science. There are going to be failures. There are going to be times that you have to go back to the drawing board. And that’s what we did. After… well, after that failure, we started over. And it came to me then that if the people couldn’t be themselves, if they couldn’t be in Amorea and be as they’d been in life, couldn’t they be someone else? After all, Amorea was meant to be the best possible place it could be. Why couldn’t the same be said about the people?”

Mike thinks, I’m real. I’m real. I’m real.

“Mike Frazier is the better part of you,” Dr. Hester says, leaning forward. He’s doesn’t reach out for them, which is a good thing. They’re both wound too tightly. “We took away the anger. The rage. The sins of mankind, I suppose you could say. We gave you a different name, so that you couldn’t be triggered into believing you were Gregory Hughes. Mike Frazier is a mask. He’s a costume. Like a child playing dress-up. Mike Frazier is not real.”

Mike says, “I am real. I am real, you bastard. You asshole. I am real.”

“Perhaps we should—” Dr. King starts.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Dr. Hester says, eyes glinting. “A divide. In your head. You think you’re one person, but you also think you’re another. That will fade. In time. Mike Frazier will fade from you. He speaks for you, and you can hear him in your head, but soon, that will stop. Your memories might return. They might not. I don’t know.”

Greg thinks, Let me, Mike. Let me, let me do this.

Mike thinks, I’m real! I’m real! I’m real!

“Do you remember Amorea?” Dr. Hester asks.

“Yes,” Greg says. “Why am I different? Why did those things happen to me?”

“We don’t know. Your brain waves were always different. Up until a few years ago, flatline was considered to be the deepest form of a coma. After all, if one is brain-dead, how much further could one go? But there was something beyond that. Something more. In the deepest comas, beyond the flatline, there are electrical waves called Nu-complexes. They originate in the hippocampus, which is the center for emotion and memory. And that’s where you were, Mr. Hughes. The deepest state.”

“Emotion and memory,” Greg says.

“Yes,” Dr. Hester says. “And you pulled someone there with you. So much so that your Nu-complexes began to sync up. Began to mirror each other. It was something so… astonishing that we pulled you out of Amorea and put you back in, just to see what would happen. You were a blank slate for only a short amount of time while the rest of Amorea remained on hold. But when we put you back in, when you became plugged back in to Amorea, you synced up again with him. Almost immediately.”

“Sean,” Mike says. “Sean.”

Dr. Hester smiles. It carries with it a melancholic curve. “Sean Mellgard. Or Nathan Powell, as he’s known in the real world.” The smile fades. “Drug addict. Heroin was his choice du jour, or so I’m told. Got hooked at age fourteen. Overdosed at nineteen. They found him choked almost to death on his own vomit in his car, parked under an overpass in Detroit. By the time they got to him, the oxygen to his brain had been cut off for upward of seven minutes. That and the combination of drugs in his system led to his nervous system shutting down.”

“He gets migraines,” Mike whispers, because he doesn’t know what else to say. “They hurt.”

“We know,” Dr. King says, not unkindly. “We think it’s his body’s way of still fighting addiction, even after all this time. Which is why Dr. Hester introduced the Ercaf to Amorea for him to take. Ercaf was a popular migraine medication beginning early in the 1950s. He wanted to make sure the experience was… authentic.” She says this last with a trace of scorn, but Dr. Hester either doesn’t hear it or chooses to ignore it.

“The Nu-complexes began to move in sync with each other. We’d never seen anything like it before. For all intents and purposes, Mr. Powell—Sean—was brain-dead, with the barest blips of alpha waves. But from the moment you were sent to Amorea, that began to change.” He sounds excited. He’s practically vibrating from it. Mike and Greg are sickened by the sight of him. “You were the last person we introduced into the environment. Not because of anything mundane like lack of funding, no. We’d felt we’d achieved the exact number needed to have Amorea become a thriving town on its own, with as little interference from us as possible. But then you came.”

He cocks his head at them. “Tell me, Mr. Hughes. Mr. Frazier. What is so different about you than everyone else?”

“Nothing,” Greg says.

“None of this is real,” Mike says. “You’re lying. None of this is real. None of this is—”

“You remembered, didn’t you?” Dr. Hester says. “While you were in Amorea. You remembered things about being Greg Hughes.”

“Yes,” Greg says.

“Not real,” Mike chants. “Not real. Not real.”

Greg thinks, Let me.

Mike thinks, It hurts. Oh my god, it hurts. I just want to go home.

Greg thinks, I know.

“We thought you did,” Dr. King says. “It was… surprising, to say the least.” She glares at Dr. Hester before continuing. “We thought that your real persona was breaking through your Amorea life at first. And maybe that wasn’t too far off the mark. It took us longer than it should have to realize what was actually going on.”

“I was waking up,” Greg says. “I was coming out of the coma.”

“Yes,” Dr. Hester says. “I don’t use the word miracle, Mr. Hughes. Ever. Modern science has no place for miracles. But here you are, as close to one as I’ve ever witnessed in my lifetime. And I think it was because of the deep coma. The syncing of your brain waves with Sean Mellgard’s.”

“I love him,” Mike says. “I’m supposed to tell him that. Tomorrow. Or whenever tomorrow was.”

There’s a look exchanged between the doctors, one that neither Greg or Mike can sort out. There’s surprise and fear and shock, and on Dr. Hester, something that’s akin to greed.

“Was this… reciprocated?” Dr. King asks slowly.

I would do it again.

What?

All of this. To get here. If I had to, I’d do it all over again.

Lucky for you, big guy, you won’t have to. I don’t know if you know this, but you’re kinda stuck with me now.

But it’s Greg who answers, because even he can feel it. “Yes.”

Dr. Hester nods, like it’s what he expected. “Was it physical?”

“Why?” Mike snarls. “Couldn’t you see it? When you were spying on us? Goddamn Commies, we’ve—”

“It doesn’t work like that, Mike,” Dr. King says. “We can’t see everything. Not with any clarity. It’s more… insight than actual sight.”

“Yes,” Greg says, because it needs to be out there. “It was physical.”

Dr. Hester sighs. “And here we thought we were so careful.”

“How?” Greg asks.

“Because. We took away the things we didn’t think were needed. Words. Phrases. Modern speech. Your trash disappeared because it was never there to begin with. There are no children because we couldn’t procure any. No cars because it would have gotten too complicated. No newspapers. No television. I gave you the books that were popular at the time. The radio shows I remembered from my youth. The music I love, because Dizzy can blow that horn, can’t he? The movies I paid forty-five cents to see. I love Amorea, Mike. I love it because it’s a world with order and boundaries. It exists because I made it the way it is. I gave it life. And I took away the things that would have complicated matters. Like desire. Like attraction. Like sex. For all intents and purposes, everyone in Amorea should have been effectively asexual and aromantic, in that they would not have formed physical and emotional bonds other than friendship.”

Greg laughs bitterly. “You think you can control it? Like you controlled everything else? You said yourself that the mind goes deeper than even you can possibly imagine. What makes you think you can control something you don’t understand?”

Dr. Hester flinches at that. Finally. Finally. “I won’t apologize for that. I did what I did because I hoped for something better.”

Mike says, “I am real, you bastard. I don’t care what you say. I am real. Maybe I am schizophrenic, and this is just a breakdown. This is just an event.”

Dr. King says, “No. Mike. Listen to me. You aren’t schizophrenic. That was an extraordinarily ill-advised attempt at keeping you from finding out the truth. We didn’t know if you’d wake. We didn’t know if you’d come back here or stay in Amorea. It was decided”—and she spits that word with such venom—“to attempt to qualify what you’d been seeing. What you’d been hearing. Because you could see and hear us, couldn’t you?”

“I’m just sick,” Mike insists. “Or You Came from Outer Space. That’s all this is. You’re experimenting on me, and you’ve taken me from my home.”

“It’s not like that,” Dr. King says, and she looks like she’s going to reach out and touch him soothingly but decides against it. “Mostly. It was merely a suggestion given to the town doctor, a gentle push.”

What do you know about schizophrenia?

“What did you see, Mr. Frazier?” Dr. Hester says, eyes bright. “What was it that you saw? How did it begin? There was a spike in your alpha wave. It fluttered. Like a bird. Like the wings of a bird. What did you see?”

The machines around him begin to beep alarmingly.

“Malcolm, maybe we should wrap it up for today,” Dr. King says. “We could resume—”

“Mr. Frazier,” Dr. Hester snaps. “What did you see!”

Greg and Mike speak at the same time, in one voice, saying one word. It’s filled with such terror and such relief that they can barely breathe around it. Their

(his)

(our)

(my)

heart is beating thunderously, their

(his)

(our)

(my)

lungs and throat constricting, and it’s painful. It hurts, but they get the word out, get it out, and even in that horror, there is the relief.

“Murmuration.”

The machines fall silent.

Greg says, “On the TV. When I was kid. With my dad. He loved nature shows. I don’t know why. There were these birds. Starlings, they’re called. When they fly, they move as a group. And there can be thousands of them all flying together as one. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Dr. Hester looks as if he’s in awe. “It’s controlled chaos. Like the mind. I’ve seen what you speak of. I’ve seen it in the neurons firing, the electrical arc of thought. It moves with purpose.” He takes a deep breath and lets it out slow. “Mr. Frazier. Are you there?”

“Send me home,” Mike moans. “I want to go home.”

“Mr. Frazier, I need you to listen to me. Even if we could send you back, even if we thought it was possible, it would mean Greg Hughes would disappear. You cannot exist at the same time for long without… consequences.”

“I don’t want to disappear,” Greg says. “You can’t make me disappear.”

“You aren’t even real,” Mike snaps. “None of this is real. Sean is real. Sean is my home. You’re all liars, all of you. None of this is—”

“Sean Mellgard no longer knows you exist,” Dr. Hester says, and the air is sucked from the room.

Dr. King closes her eyes.

Mike says, “No. No, that’s not true.”

“I’m afraid it is,” Dr. Hester says, voice low. “It’s a fail-safe in place in case one of the participants passes away. We added it to Project Amorea so that if one of you died, the others wouldn’t question where they went. The moment of their death, they just… disappear. A memory wipe is in place and it’s meant to keep Amorea in balance, though sometimes corners were cut. Do you remember a man named Oscar?”

Mike says, “Fo sho, he had a stacked honey named Nadine the African Queen,” though he doesn’t know what any of his words mean.

“Did he?” Dr. Hester says. “That would explain—no matter. He existed—they existed—until they didn’t. His passing was rather sudden, much like your waking was. As soon as he died here, everything about him in Amorea was erased or reconfigured. It was the same for you. We unplugged you from Amorea, because you were moving between the real world and the construct. It triggered the fail-safe. I’m sorry to say that the moment you left, every single person in Amorea had their memories wiped of you. Even Sean. It was the only way, Mr. Frazier, to ensure the survival of the project. But take heart, if it can provide you with any solace to know that soon, it won’t matter. Because the more Mr. Hughes remembers, the more you will fade, until soon, you’re nothing but a remnant of a long-ago dream.”





XXII

 

 

MIKE DOESN’T speak for a long time after that, though Greg can feel his overwhelming grief. It permeates through everything, with every shared heartbeat, with every shared breath. It’s a howling burning deep inside of him, down to his very core. He feels the loss almost as clearly as if he suffered it himself. But Greg never knew Sean and can only pick up bits and pieces, little fragments of memories that leak out of Mike. They say things like big guy and get ya a cup of joe? There’s a smile that feels like sunshine, and every time it feels like his skin is blistering from the inside out. He’s always considered himself bisexual, maybe leaning more toward women than men, but he can taste Sean’s skin on his tongue, can almost remember the weight of him as he bore down on Mike. These little flashes of sorrow, like half-burnt photos after a fire, are all Mike thinks about.

He doesn’t try for control over Greg after that.

Greg doesn’t know whether he’s relieved or not.

Drs. King and Hester all but fled the room when Mike surged forward, teeth snapping, arms rising up as high as they ever have since they woke. Greg was of a mind to let him have at it, if he could. Their fingers were curled like claws, and he felt a hollow echo of Mike’s fury, and it mixed in with his own that something like this could happen. It was strange, after, to discover he wasn’t angry for himself.

He was angry for Mike. And all that he’d lost.

Even if he isn’t real.

I am too, Mike says, voice dull and flat. I’m real. Everything I am is real. Everything I’ve ever felt is real.

Greg wants to believe him. He does. But he doesn’t know how. He’s still not quite sure he’s grasped what’s actually happened here. The position that he’s in. He wonders if, since he’s awake, he’ll have to go back to jail. If he’ll ever be able to walk free. Or even walk at all. While Mike’s distracted—

I’m real Sean’s real all real everything everything this is a dream a dream a dream

—he’s looking down at his legs, and they look like bed knobs at the knees, and broomsticks for legs. It’s a disgusting sight. He’s always found pride in being large and thick and muscular, but now he’s this twisted version of himself.

Greg’s not surprised, either, by what Dr. Hester told him. About how he ended up here. Unlike Mike, he believes him. At least about Jenny. How she framed him. That video, whatever it said, was a show of theatrics, which means she planned everything. It was fucked up, the whole situation. He’s absurdly thankful that he can’t remember what happened at the moment. He’s got too much other shit to process. He doesn’t need his wife’s betrayal on top of everything else.

That, and it’s probably better not to remember getting your skull crushed in on the floor of a prison shower.

The nurse comes in while Mike is muttering in the background. She asks him how he is, and Greg laughs at her. “How do you think I am? Do you know what you people have done to me? What you’ve made me into?”

She doesn’t say much after that.

No one does, really.

 

 

HE SLEEPS as Greg and dreams as Mike.

He dreams of a beautiful boy.

I’m not very good at this.

At what?

You.

You’re very good at me. Maybe the best of all.

How his heart aches.

 

 

GREG GETS stronger as Mike gets weaker.

It’s surprising, actually, just how quickly he begins to build up his muscles. It’s explained to him that the cryogenics used were similar to those used by NASA for planned space missions. Mike perks up a little in the back of his head at the idea of missions to space, but it’s a fleeting thing that’s gone almost as soon as it arrives.

“Stasis,” one of his physical therapists tells him as he grunts through each and every painful step he’s taking while supported by parallel bars. “Frozen almost completely solid. A gigantic popsicle. That’s all you were. It’s not perfect, not an exact science, which is why you’re going to be walking funny for a little while. Just four more steps, Greg, that’s all I’m asking for, come on. Four more steps. You can do this. Don’t wuss out now!”

He’s exhausted every night when the lights finally dim. It overwhelms him, the sheer weight of it settling heavy on his chest. He can hear Mike most times, feel that twinge that’s wrapped around their heart, but that’s all there is. Mike doesn’t talk to him. He doesn’t try and talk to Mike.

At first it’s because the thought is ridiculous, so far beyond his comprehension, that it seems safer (and saner) to not. He shouldn’t be having conversations with imaginary voices in his head, no matter how real they sound or how real everyone else seems to be convinced they are (“Who am I speaking to today? Is it Mr. Hughes or Mr. Frazier?” It’s always Mr. Hughes. Always).

He sees Dr. King more than Dr. Hester. She acts as a therapist. She wants him to think of things like recovered-memory therapy and Do you blame your mother for the way your father acted? He wants to laugh at her, to tell her he hasn’t blamed his mother for anything in a very long time, but that might not be true. There’s still that old, familiar anger he gets at her for not grabbing him by the hand and dragging him out of that house as soon as she was able. For not taking care of the both of them. For staying with the man who beat her. How dare she? How dare she do that—

“Are you angry?” Dr. King asks him one afternoon.

“I used to be,” Greg says, in what is perhaps the most truthful thing he’s said in a long time. “I could control it, though.”

“You had to control it?”

“Don’t we all?”

Mike laughs somewhere in his head.

 

 

IT’S MAYBE three weeks later when Mike speaks to him again.

Greg’s reading, since there isn’t a TV in his room. He never had much time for TV anyway. The book is… strange. He doesn’t know where it came from. Just was on the table next to his hospital bed one day. Lord of the Flies, it’s called. One of those classics he knows he was supposed to have read at some point in his life. Like Huxley’s Brave New World or Orwell’s 1984. He just never got around to it. In his old life, he didn’t have time. He was too busy failing at just about everything he ever did.

Mike says, “We’re all on an island, don’t you think?”

Greg stops. The words came out of his own mouth, but it wasn’t him speaking. It’s an odd feeling, a dissonance he’s not sure he’ll ever be used to. He’s felt Mike in the background, lurking, but it’s getting fainter every day. There’s a pang in his (their) chest at the thought, but they can’t stay like this forever, can they? He’s Greg Hughes. He’s always been Greg Hughes.

“Except when you’ve been Mike Frazier,” he mutters.

“When is a door not a door?” Mike asks. “When it’s ajar.”

“When is a Greg not a Greg?” Greg asks. “When he’s a Mike.”

“We read that book,” Mike says. “In our book club.”

“I know,” Greg says. “I remember.”

“Do you?”

“Some of it,” he admits. “Not everything. It’s like watching an old home movie. You can remember the memory, but not the specifics.”

“I remember,” Mike says. “I remember all of it.”

“It wasn’t real.”

Mike laughs bitterly. “It was more real than anything you’ve ever had.”

“You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

“Don’t I? I’m you, after all.”

“A washed-out version.”

“Have you ever been in love?” Mike asks.

“No.”

“I have.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. I can feel it. You believe it.”

“It’s real.”

“You think it is.”

“I know it is,” Mike snaps. “I don’t care what they tell you this is. Where we are. What they did. I know it was real.”

“You’re fading.”

“I’m not.”

“You’ve been quiet.”

“Thinking.”

“About?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

A chill runs through Greg at that.

 

 

“COME ON, Mr. Hughes! You have to push. You’re better than this. You’re stronger than this! Come on, just seven more steps and you’re there!”

 

 

“DO YOU think I killed her?”

Dr. King looks up from her tablet. “Does it matter what I think?”

Greg shrugs. “You have an opinion. Everyone does. Some of the nurses. They’re scared of me.”

“I don’t know that that’s true.”

“Sure it is,” Greg says easily. “They see me how I look now, scarred and pale. Did I tell you I saw my reflection yesterday?”

Dr. King looks startled at that. “Did someone—”

Greg shakes his head. “No. There was a tray. A metal tray. I waited until the nurse left and I picked it up. Wanted to see the damage.” He reaches up and traces a long scar that starts on the back of his head and wraps around the side of his shaved skull until it thins out above his right eye. There are other scars, of course, but this is the most prominent. “I’m disfigured.”

Dr. King hesitates. Then, “Does that bother you?”

“I looked different. In Amorea. Like I did before.”

She nods. “It was meant for you to have the fully realized version of yourself.”

“And it was the same? For all of them?”

“Yes.”

“Are they all still there?”

She doesn’t answer.

“I’m remembering,” he says. “More and more. About… before. I didn’t kill my wife. Or, I did, but only because she came at me first.”

“So you’ve said previously.”

“They wouldn’t let me testify. My attorneys. They said I came across as cold. Intimidating. Even mean. They relied on character witnesses. The chain of evidence. It didn’t work, obviously.”

“Mr. Hughes—”

“I was in the showers. Did you know that you only get to take a shower in prison every few days? Supposed to be rationing water, or some such nonsense. You don’t really think about it. The luxury of having a shower every day. It’s just something we take for granted. Get up in the morning, take a shower. Go to work. Come home. Take a shower again, if you want. Go to bed. It’s not like that in prison.”

Dr. King waits.

He says, “Over forty days and maybe my tenth, eleventh shower. The water is always lukewarm. The soap is granulated and dries out your skin. The shampoo smells like medicine. You don’t want to get that shit in your eye. It burns like nothing you’ve ever felt before.

“They came at me. I think there were four of them. One moment I was trying to get that soap off my skin, and the next I was lying on the ground, blinking through the blood running down my head. I don’t remember what they looked like. Shaved heads, maybe? Tattoos. Probably. I don’t know. I remember thinking, This is a nightmare. This whole thing is a nightmare. These months and years. I’ll wake up soon. I’ll wake up and Jenny and I won’t have gotten drunk, she won’t have gotten pregnant. We won’t have gotten married. Our daughter won’t have been born only to die. I won’t have lost my mind a little bit. Jenny won’t have lost hers completely. She won’t have attacked me. I won’t have killed her. I won’t be lying on the ground, a man I’ve never seen before reaching for my head and hissing in my ear that this was for Jenny and then smashing my head on the dirty floor of a prison shower again and again.”

“You’re awake, Greg,” she says. “This is real.”

Greg thinks, What do you know about schizophrenia?

“Oh I know,” he says with a smile. “I just wish it wasn’t.”

“We should—”

“What’s going to happen to me?”

“Pardon?”

She’s deflecting, he knows. “What are you going to do to me?”

“Do to you?” she squints. “We’re not going to do anything to you.”

“More than you already have.”

“Mr. Hughes—”

“Am I free to go?”

“Go where?”

“Anywhere.”

She frowns. “Where do you have to go?”

“Someplace that isn’t this damn room.”

She says, “You were a federal prisoner. Any assets you had were given as recompense in the civil trial. You had nothing left to your name. We took you from an understaffed hospital with subpar care and gave you a chance for something more. Technically, Mr. Hughes, you belong to Project Amorea.”

“I just want to go home,” Greg says, and he thinks it sounds like Mike.

“Greg,” she says quietly, “this is your home now.”

It’s an island, Mike whispers. It’s always been an island.

Yes, Greg thinks. Yes.

 

 

DR. HESTER says, “You’re looking better today.”

Greg grins. “It’s a prison, you know.” He’s sitting in a chair next to a window that overlooks a large cactus and not much else. The ground is red, arid. It looks like nothing. Greg likes it. Mike hates it. Greg’s become adept at ignoring him.

Dr. Hester’s chair falls silent. “How’s that, now?”

“This. This whole place. It’s a prison. Just a nicer one.”

“I don’t see that at all. This is a place where we are changing the world as we know it.”

He cocks his head. “What would happen if I tried to leave?”

“I don’t understand.”

“What would you do if I tried to walk out the door?”

“Where would you go?”

“You’ve been talking to Dr. King.”

“Mr. Hughes, I don’t think you quite grasp the situation that you’re in.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Tell me, doctor. What do you know about schizophrenia?”

Dr. Hester flinches. It’s barely there, but Greg catches it. “I don’t know if I can apologize more than I already have.”

“I don’t know that you’ve apologized at all.”

“Would you have rather us left you there? Where I found you? Neglected and uncared for?”

Greg laughs but doesn’t say anything.

“Would you like to go back?”

He stops laughing. “Back where?”

Dr. Hester is watching him closely. “Amorea, Mr. Hughes.”

He thinks Mike is almost gone, because he doesn’t even register a blip. “How?”

“A medically induced coma. It would be deep, Mr. Hughes. I’m not going to lie. You wouldn’t wake up from it. And in all honesty, I’m not being entirely altruistic. There is so much I can learn from you. From your brain.”

“Why didn’t you do it then?”

“When?”

“When I was waking up? Why didn’t you just put me back under?”

“Why, that wouldn’t be ethical.”

Greg snorted. “Somehow, I don’t believe you’re worried about ethics.”

Dr. Hester doesn’t reply.

“What would happen to me?” Greg eventually asks. “To Mike?”

“He’s still with you?” Dr. Hester asks.

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him in a while.”

“You would stay you. How you are now. How you remember. You would be Greg Hughes. You would just be Greg Hughes in Amorea.”

“And Mike Frazier?”

“Would be nothing. He’s probably gone now. Consumed by your subconscious. He was always part of you, Mr. Hughes. We just… separated him from you.”

“And they wouldn’t remember me?”

“Who?”

“The people. In Amorea.” Sean, he thinks, but it’s nothing more than a passing thought.

“No. They don’t remember you. They wouldn’t. It would start from the beginning.”

“All of this has happened before, and it will all happen again,” Greg murmurs, staring out the window.

“I’m sorry?”

“No, Dr. Hester,” Greg says. “I won’t go back. I don’t know what you’d do to me. I don’t know what you’d try and make me do.”

“Think about how many people you could help. Think about the lives you could save if only you—”

“No. I won’t go back.”

Liar, he thinks.

Dr. Hester leaves him shortly after.

 

 

TWO WEEKS later, he’s awoken in the middle of the night by a finger poking his face. He thinks he might be dreaming still (he was lying in a park with an electric blue sky above watching the clouds go by, a hand curled softly in his own, and he felt so, so loved) but then his eyes open and in the dull light, he sees a man standing next to his bed.

“Hi,” he whispers. “I have so much to show you. But you have to be quiet if you want to see the vegetables.”

It takes Greg a moment to place him.

The gardener.

“What?” he says, voice rough.

“I can show them to you,” the gardener says. “But you have to come with me now. Shh. Keep quiet. It’s a secret.”

He thinks, I don’t want to see that.

He says, “You can take me there?” He doesn’t know why he asks.

“Yes,” the gardener says. “I can show you. You were one of mine first. And I can show you where you sprouted, little vegetable.”

 

 

HE’S IN a flimsy wheelchair. He can walk now for longer distances before getting tired, but it’d take too long. Or so the gardener says. Greg sits and the gardener pushes and they’re moving down mazes of hallways, places he doesn’t recognize. He tries to memorize the route, but gets lost after the sixth or seventh turn. He still has cognitive issues, short-term memory problems, but they’re getting better. He’s getting better. He’ll probably never be the same and he’ll always look like a monster, but at least he’s getting better. That’s something, right?

He thinks, It wouldn’t be like this in Amorea. In Amorea, we can be however we want to be.

He doesn’t know where the thought comes from. He doesn’t want to be someone’s experiment.

He thinks, Are you sure?

The gardener says, “You’re the only vegetable that’s left me that didn’t leave me for the boneyard. Oscar did. He left me. Hadn’t lost anyone in quite some time before him. The last had been a woman. I remember her name. It was Nadine.”

Greg says, “The African Queen.”

The gardener says, “Well, I don’t know about that. That sounds a little racist. There’s no racism in the Garden, Mr. Frazier.”

“I’m not—”

“Of course you aren’t. Now be quiet before you get us caught. Don’t know why you’re talking to me to begin with. Did you know how much security is in a place like this? Very little, to be honest. Only one man watches the video cameras overnight. He’s taking his break now. I gave him a couple of joints I rolled and he’s toking up in a bathroom stall on the fourth floor. No one goes to the fourth floor, Mike.”

“My name is Greg.”

The gardener laughs. “It’s all the same.”

When is a door not a door? Greg thinks. When it’s a Mike.

They go through doors that require the gardener to slide a card through, a light above buzzing from red to green as the locks click. It takes them almost ten minutes, and Greg’s feeling overwhelmed by how much bigger the facility is than he thought. He didn’t know it extended this far.

They come to a final set of doors. The gardener stops and says, “It’s inside. All of them. In the Garden. They’re sleeping. In their little pods.”

Greg doesn’t want to go in. He doesn’t want to see them. He doesn’t want to see where he’s spent the last three years. He thinks it will break him or, at the very least, drive him mad.

He says, “Are we going to stand here all night? Open the door.”

The gardener laughs. “Vegetables aren’t supposed to be funny,” he says, like he’s scolding Greg.

Greg feels a trickle of sweat on the back of his neck.

He doesn’t want to sit for this. He locks the brakes on the chair before pushing himself up. The gardener eyes him warily, but doesn’t stop him. He hands him the cane Greg’s been using on his walks around his room. Greg steadies himself as the gardener slides his keycard through the lock. This door doesn’t buzz. The light just flips to green, and then—

The doors just… open.

Cold air crawls out along the floor and up his legs through the thin sweats he wears. Gooseflesh ripples along his skin and he almost turns around right then. Almost says fuck this and leaves.

He hobbles toward the room instead.

It’s cold in the room. Almost numbingly so. And the area is far bigger than he thought it’d be, almost as if they’ve stepped into some kind of warehouse. There’s a distant polyphonic ding from a machine that Greg can’t see.

“They asked me,” the gardener says, walking into the darkened room, “if I could keep secrets. I said yes. Because I knew many, many secrets. They didn’t want me for my mind. No, they wanted me because I could tend to the Garden the way it should truly be tended to. These are my vegetables. I upkeep the pods. I make them safe so my vegetables can grow and dream their little dreams.”

Greg follows after him. Little lights along the floor illuminate a path to follow. It’s straight, mostly, and leads toward hulking machinery that Greg can barely make out in the dark. Machinery that hums quietly, causing subtle vibrations along the floor.

“I almost told them no,” the gardener says with a little laugh. “Boy, would that have been a mistake I would have regretted for a long time to come. I didn’t, though. I didn’t say no. And even though I can’t see my family anymore, that’s okay. They didn’t need me. They never needed me. Not like this. Here, I am wanted. Here, I am someone.” He shakes his head and glances over his shoulder. Greg can barely make out his smooth features in the dark. “Turns out vegetables are better company than everyone else. Who would have thought?”

They walk on for a few minutes more before the gardener comes to a stop.

Greg can see them, though he’s not quite sure what he’s looking at. Ahead, on either side of them, are rows of… something. There are brightly lit panels that stretch as far as he can see that flicker with numbers and the slow, methodical pulse of a sinus rhythm. There are other lines on these panels, moving lines. Some are stronger than others. Some are almost flat.

The gardener stands in front of a computer mounted on the wall. His fingers fly over the keys, commands stretching out in bright blue letters against a black screen. He pauses after a moment and looks over his shoulder. “You ready?” he asks, lips curved into smile. “Yeah?”

No, he thinks.

“Yeah,” he says and it makes his eyes sting. He doesn’t know why.

The gardener nods before hitting a final keystroke.

At first, nothing happens.

He holds his breath.

There’s a click.

The first light comes up on the left, on a pod that’s four or five down the row. The second light comes up on the right, and it’s the pod closest to Greg. Then more and more flicker on up and down the rows on either side. The lights are soft, a pale yellow that reminds Greg of the nightlight he had as a child. The lights chase away the dark, but only just, the shadows held at bay just beyond the pods.

There are so many of them.

Each is at least the height of Greg, and the width of two or three of him, when he was at his biggest. They’re egg shaped, the fronts made of glass slightly frosted over. They’re perched on flat metal platforms, with dozens of wires and tubes coming out the rear, trailing off into the shadows.

He thinks, My god.

The gardener says nothing, just watching his reaction.

He starts on the right.

He can see them, the people inside the pods. They’re positioned so they’re sitting, but reclined back at an angle, arms and legs propped up, head kept facing straight on either side by a padded support. There’s a headband on each of them, attached to wires that lead behind them to the back of the pod. Their skin is pale, almost ghostly so. Their cheeks are gaunt. Their arms and legs twig thin, some more so than others.

There’s vague recognition for some of the people, names on the tip of his tongue that he can’t quite remember. It itches at the back of his mind, but he doesn’t push.

He walks slowly down the row, glancing side to side.

He stops when he sees someone he remembers.

He says, “Mrs. Richardson.”

She looks ancient in her pod. Preserved.

“Ah yes,” the gardener says from right behind Greg, causing him to jump. “Her. She’s… intricate, I think. A marvel. Her name is Tia Piper. She was in a car accident seven years ago. Killed her husband and her child. She’d been drinking. Apparently, she did that quite a bit. They were the only family she had left.”

Her minions are spread out on either side of her.

Greg doesn’t know what to say.

He moves on.

Doc is next. “Barry Davis. He was a doctor in real life too,” the gardener says. “Though he’d lost his medical license toward the end. Writing scripts for prescription narcotics that he would later sell, the poor man. Tried to hang himself rather than facing charges. Didn’t quite work out the way he wanted. His body lived. His brain, not so much.”

Donald. “Edward Johnson. Drowned. Well, not on his own. He was actually planning on raping a woman after he’d dragged her off a running trail toward a river. He didn’t know her boyfriend had been trying to catch up with her and had seen him attack her. He stopped it, just in time. Held poor Edward under water until he stopped kicking. No one even thought to send the boyfriend to jail. They called him a hero. Turned out our dear Mr. Johnson had raped seven other women over a period of four years.”

Calvin. “Arthur Hill. Trailer park fire. Smoke inhalation. See those burns on his hands and arms? They cover eighty percent of his body. What a tragedy. Then again, maybe he shouldn’t have been making dirty bathtub meth, you know? Or, at the very least, learned to make it right. The fire spread rather quickly. Killed six people, including two children.”

Happy. “Stephen Scott. Nice man he was. Had a stroke. They didn’t find him for three days, because no one cared enough to check on him. His dog had begun to eat his toes. Rather odd, that. But it wasn’t the most shocking thing they found. No, the most shocking thing they found were the hundreds of Polaroids in a safe in the back of his closet. Polaroids of naked kids, if you can believe that shit.”

Walter. “Kenneth Trueman. One of my favorites. Had just tried to rob a convenience store. He shot and killed the clerk who refused to give up the thirty-seven dollars he had in the register. He didn’t get the money. Took off on foot. Made it onto the street when he was struck by a delivery truck on its way to the very same convenience store. Karma is a very strange and wonderful thing, don’t you think?”

Greg doesn’t know what to think. He knows these people, flashes of them bursting in his mind. They’re little pulses of clarity coming in through the haze. He can remember the way they sounded. The way they laughed. The way they spoke to him, clapped their hands on his shoulder, tipped their hats when they said good morning. Donald and Happy and Calvin, sitting at the lunch counter. Happy singing about pizza pies and amore. Walter slinging hash on the grill, Donald cutting his hair. Calvin rolling his eyes as Happy leaned drunkenly against him. Mrs. Richardson clicking her tongue at him, telling him he couldn’t possibly consider wearing that, my word, you’re not a heathen, Mike Frazier, so stop dressing like one.

He hears, Hey, big guy.

There’s a stutter in his heart.

He knows that voice too. It should mean nothing to him.

It doesn’t.

It doesn’t.

It—

“Where’s Sean?” Gregory Hughes asks.

The gardener smiles. “I noticed it first, you know. The two of you.”

“I didn’t….” He stops himself, because he doesn’t know how to finish that sentence. Instead, he says, “Noticed what?”

“Your hearts. Your brains. Always in sync. Always finding a way to match up with each other. Tell me, Mike. Good old Mike. How did you do it?”

“I don’t know.”

The gardener frowns. “But. You have to know.”

I’d follow you anywhere.

You would, wouldn’t you.

Yeah, Sean. Where you go, I go. We’re best friends.

And something more.

And something more.

Then yes. Yes. Saturday. You and me. It’s a date.

“Where is he?” Greg asks.

The gardener eyes him warily, but continues on down the row. They pass more and more faces that Greg recognizes, but nothing as clear as the others. He can hear their voices in the back of his mind, and they’re saying Good morning, Mike! and Looks like it’s going to be a scorcher, don’t you think? and Hey there, Mike! Good to see ya! Say, have you gotten in the latest Marlowe mystery? I heard it’s a real blast!

It only takes minutes.

It feels like hours.

There’s an empty pod. The panel next to it is dark.

“This is where you were,” the gardener says solemnly. “Where you slept before they took you away. I tried to stop them. After all, I was the one that pointed out to them when your heartbeats matched. When your brainwaves matched. They came down after that. Did all these tests. They did electroencephalograms. EEGs. They didn’t understand their own results. They said, maybe it was just tiny seizures. Or tiny strokes. Maybe it was proximity. Maybe it was ADHD or epilepsy. They went in, after that. Just to see. And you know what they found? Do you know what they saw, Mike? Mr. Frazier?”

“What?” Greg says hoarsely.

The gardener smiles. “They saw what it really was. They saw it was love. They didn’t believe it. They are scientists. Therefore, they’re cynics. It’s how the world works. There’s an order to everything. They thought they’d taken away everything that made you who you were and built you from the ground up. They didn’t realize they couldn’t stop you from being human, no matter if you were Mike Frazier or Greg Hughes.”

“They could have made him”—me—“feel that way. They could have manufactured everything.”

The gardener shook his head. “They could take away your memories. They could make you forget who you were. They could make you into something else. But they could never make someone love you. They could never make you love someone else. You can’t manufacture that.” He sounds irritated now. “No, you did that all on your own, didn’t you, Mike?”

And he steps aside.

Greg thinks maybe he should turn around. Maybe he should just walk away. Demand the gardener take him back to his room. Forget about all of this. He’ll get stronger. Better. He’ll demand they let him leave. If they won’t, he’ll find some way to escape. He doesn’t know where he’ll go after that, but he’ll find somewhere. He can do this. Maybe he can have a life again that’s free from this prison. That’s free from this island.

He’s about to do just that when he steps forward instead.

There’s a man in a pod that looks nothing like the man he knows in his head. Sean Mellgard is happy and healthy and whole. He’s unconventionally handsome, with wide, expressive eyes and a devilish smile on his face. His nose is a little crooked and his eyebrows a little bushy, but it’s endearing. Greg knows this. He knows this, even if it’s not his to know.

The man before him is not Sean Mellgard.

“Drugs,” the gardener says. “Heroin. He was an addict. Nathan Powell. Parents died when he was seven. Tossed around from foster home to foster home. Dropped out of school. Committed petty crimes. Fell in with the wrong people. Got hooked. Sold himself for money. For drugs. For a place to sleep. He was nineteen when he overdosed in his car. They tried to save him. He died twice, but they brought him back.”

“Maybe,” Greg chokes out. “Maybe he can wake up like—”

“Oh no,” the gardener says. “No, no, no. You see, you were a special case. The waves in your brain were always a little… different. They brought it out in Sean. In Nathan. When you synced up. But see how they are now?”

He does. On the panel, there’s barely a ripple.

“He won’t wake up,” the gardener says. “Ever.”

Greg tries to look away.

He can’t.

He’s thinking of that day at the park. Lying on their backs and watching the clouds. Hands joined. The smile Sean gave him.

No, he thinks. Gave Mike.

Mike, who no longer exists. A dream, just like the doctor had said.

That Sean is not this Nathan.

This Nathan is frozen, skinny to the point of being gaunt. His skin is pale, tinged with the barest hints of blue. There are tattoos up and down his arms, skulls and flames and birds. He wonders if they hide the track marks, scars from repeated injections. He thinks they might.

He looks like a mummy, preserved for all time.

They all do.

“This isn’t an island,” Greg whispers. “It’s a tomb.”

“No,” the gardener says. “It’s not. It’s neither. It’s a vegetable garden. It’s my vegetable garden.” He laughs nervously.

Greg reaches up and touches the cold glass separating him from Sean. He thinks about how bright his eyes were. About his just-for-Mike (Greg) smile. It wasn’t a bad life. From what he can see, from what he can remember, it was actually pretty wonderful.

Maybe—

No.

He can’t.

He can’t.

Right?





XXIII

 

 

MIKE’S GONE. Greg’s sure of it.

He doesn’t even feel him buried underneath all that… everything.

But his memories are still there. These shadows that stretch over everything.

He remembers his life. Before. And he’s starting to remember more and more about how Jenny came for him with bright eyes and a knife. All the things that followed. Being questioned. Being arrested. Being tried. Being found guilty. Going to jail. Getting the shit kicked out of him.

Part of him wants to see that video, see the video that Jenny made, where she pretended to be scared, where she said she’d always feared Greg. It doesn’t take much to put the pieces together. She made that with the intention of killing him and then using it as self-defense. Saying he’d come after her. He was angry. Everyone knew he had a temper. But no one could know just how far it went.

He doesn’t ask to watch it. He doubts they could get a copy even if he wanted it.

Is he angry about it?

Oh, sure.

He’s fucking furious.

 

 

IN FEBRUARY, he looks into a mirror for the first time.

It’s both better and worse than he thought it would be. He doesn’t have a full beard; they shaved it after he was beaten within an inch of his life. It is easier upkeep, he was told by one of the nurses a couple of weeks after he’d woken. “You can’t see sores or lesions if they’re covered by a beard,” she said with a wink.

But it’s growing back now, even if it’s coming in in patches. There are dark circles under his eyes, bruised blue and purple. He’s still skinny, far skinnier than he’s ever been as an adult, but he doesn’t have the g-tube in his stomach anymore and is working his way up to more solid foods.

The rest of his head, though.

It’s terrifying.

His hair is much like his beard in that it’s growing back in patches, some of it brown, some of it auburn. It does nothing to hide the scars, and he doubts it ever will. They crisscross over his scalp, a roadmap describing the brutality of what happened that day in the prison showers, a stark reminder of an event he wishes he could not remember. The large scar, across the side of his head where the crack in his skull was the biggest, is white and raised, its ridges bumpy and puckered. The rest are jagged, like his skin was sliced with a small blade. There’s a single scar on his cheek, an inch or two in length, curling around his nose. His neck is similarly marked on the left side. The right is almost unblemished, like he was on his side while the blows came down on him, curled up to try and protect as much as he could.

They had to remove a testicle. He was told this the day the catheter was taken out. One had been squashed beyond repair. He limps, given the damage to his legs and knees, and probably always will, even if he gains even half of his former strength back. Which, as it turns out, he might. Being frozen apparently slowed the body’s degradation, preventing muscles from becoming more atrophied than they were.

I’m alive, he thinks.

He stares at his reflection. He sees the cracks within himself lying just near the surface.

His eyes are dull and lifeless. He looks haunted.

I’m alive, he thinks again.

In Amorea, I could be—

He stops himself before the thought completes.

 

 

DR. KING says, “You look well. Better, even. Like you’re healing.”

He grins at her and thinks, What do you know about schizophrenia?

 

 

HE DREAMS about being Mike. About living in Amorea. He’s not sure whether these are memories or desires, but he’s walking down Main Street and he’s saying hello and good morning to everyone he passes. Everyone is happy to see him. He goes into a diner (the diner, he thinks) and people shout out his name as a bell rings out overhead. They wave at him, and he smiles back, and there’s three guys sitting at a lunch counter. One is a rapist, another makes dirty bathtub meth that explodes and kills children, and another’s dog ate his toes as he lay on the floor of his apartment, face slack, drool running down his cheek, pants filled with piss and shit, kiddie porn locked away in a safe. A man behind the grill waves at him, flipping eggs and bacon like he’s never robbed a store and then been run over by the karma train.

And there’s one more person there. One more person, and he gives him a just-for—

Mike

—Greg smile and it’s warm, and inviting, and everything he could ever want. His heart trips all over itself, and he doesn’t even think about the track marks that should be running up and down the crook of his elbow or between his toes. He doesn’t think about this guy on his knees in dirty jeans, sucking off some out-of-town businessman in Detroit for a conference for ten bucks, that if he can do three more in the next four hours, he’ll have enough for his next fix. He doesn’t think about him parked under that overpass, needle stuck in his arm, choking on his own vomit, a mixture of bile and a day-old plain hamburger he’d gotten for fifty cents at some hole-in-the-wall burger shack.

He says, “Hey, big guy.”

Greg/Mike says, “Hey.” That one word sounds so fond that he’s almost embarrassed for himself.

Sean’s lips twitch, like he knows what Greg/Mike is thinking. “You good?”

“Yeah,” he says.

“Yeah,” Sean says, like it’s a joke, like it’s a secret just between them.

 

 

“DO PEOPLE ever get sick in Amorea?” he asks Dr. Hester.

“No,” Dr. Hester says. He sounds like he’s choosing his words carefully. “Not really. Nothing major. Nothing that can’t be fixed. Or controlled. Like migraines.”

“Huh,” Greg says, but he’s distracted, because in his dream last night, Sean kissed his cheek. He can almost feel the warmth of him standing so close.

“Why do you ask?”

Greg says, “Just thinking out loud.”

Dr. Hester nods. “I do that too. While I still can. It helps.”

“With what?”

“With everything.”

Greg asks, “Are you ever going to let me leave?”

“Where would you go?” Dr. Hester asks, just like the first time they did this little dance.

“I could be someone. I have… experience.”

“You have a body that is just remembering to function on its own,” Dr. Hester says, “and a mind that still has cracks in it that you fall into. You’re not ready. I don’t know if you ever will be. Mr. Hughes, in the eyes of anyone that matters outside of these walls, you murdered your wife.”

“I didn’t.”

“You remember?”

“Yes. No. Not all of it. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I’m not like that.”

“We don’t know what we’re like, Mr. Hughes, until we’re called upon to show our true colors. For all you know, you could be remembering things a certain way because you want to remember them that way.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Greg says. He knows this. He knows this. “Not like you think.”

Dr. Hester doesn’t respond.

 

 

“WHAT DO you know about schizophrenia?” he asks Sean as they watch the clouds pass by overhead. They’re lying side by side, arms brushing together, fingers intertwined.

“Not much,” Sean says, and he sounds amused. “I’m just a waiter, after all.”

“You’re more than that,” he says, squeezing his hand. “You always have been. To me.”

“Yeah?” Sean asks.

“Yeah,” he says, just to make Sean laugh.

He does. It’s predictable, but he doesn’t care. It sounds so good to hear it.

“I think,” Sean says, tilting his head so their foreheads are almost touching, “that it’d be like having a storm of birds in your mind. But a controlled storm. Like with a purpose. It’s there, and it’s chaos, but there’s order to it. It won’t make sense to anyone else, but it does to the person that has it.”

“A murmuration?” he asks.

“Exactly,” Sean says, and he’s leaning in, like they’re going to kiss, like they’re going to—

 

 

“CAN YOU do it?” Greg asks, voice low. “Can you get me in again?”

The gardener frowns. “To the Garden? Why would you—”

“I need to see it.”

“I took you there once, Mr. Frazier. I showed you where you’d come from once. I don’t think I can do it again.”

“I need to see it.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m….”

Out of control.

Out of my mind.

Out of sync.

“What do you know about schizophrenia?”

The gardener grins sharply. “More than you could ever know.”

 

 

HE’S IN front of the cryogenic pod belonging to Nathan Powell.

The gardener is off in the distance, tinkering, always tinkering.

He doesn’t know why he’s here. There was this longing burning in his chest, just for a mere sight of this man, this wasted drug addict who may as well have condemned himself to death. Before everything went to hell, before the baby and Jenny and all the shit slung at him, he never paid much attention to people like this. Because he knew it was a choice. Much like he chose every day to hold back the onslaught of rage that coursed through his veins at even the littlest things, he thought these people made a choice to stick that needle in their arm. They chose that, just like he chose to curl his fists at his sides rather than lash out. He wasn’t his father. He chose to be better than that. People like Nathan Powell could have chosen the same.

After the baby. After Jenny. After that shitstorm. Well. Nothing much mattered after that.

If anything, he thinks, he should have reverted to the way he was before. Having the barest amount of pity mired in disgust for people like Nathan Powell.

But he doesn’t.

Not really.

It’s all sorrow. That’s all it is.

He thinks, I could have you. If I really wanted to. If I really thought about it. I could go to Amorea. I could make you mine. I did it once. This body did, anyway. I could do it again. You could love me, just like you loved him.

And on and on it goes.

 

 

“HE CAN’T force you to do this,” Dr. King says. “No matter how much you think he can. You don’t owe him anything. I don’t know what he’s told you, but you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Aside from the ethics violations alone, it’s dangerous. There are no guarantees. About anything. Do you know how long people last in comas, Mr. Hughes? Not long. Stories you hear about people waking up twenty years later are mostly fairy tales. Even in stasis, the body is not meant to last. It’s not a permanent fix. One day, and one day soon, you will die. Everyone you think you love in Amorea will die. Only you won’t get a chance to mourn them, because you won’t have even known they existed. Is that worth it to you? Not to mention the stress that this will put on your own body. This isn’t normal stasis. You are not an astronaut. In order to reach the depth you’ll need for Amorea, you will need to have next to nonexistent neurological activity. That means to return, you would need brain damage. And no one, not me, and certainly not Dr. Hester, would be able to say with any amount of certainty that this would work. He’s a brilliant man. A brilliant mind. I am honored to have known him. To have studied under and with him. But he is drowning in his own mortality. He knows that he doesn’t have much time left. That the clock is ticking down to the point where he’ll tip over into his dementia and won’t be able to come back from it. His speech will go. His mental faculties will go. His mind will go. He’s not doing this for you. He’s doing this for himself. Because if it’s successful, if it works for you, he can do it to himself. Amorea isn’t real. You said it yourself. It’s an island. A prison.”

“You’ve never been there,” Greg says. “Have you?”

She looks startled. “No. But I understand it. I understand the attraction. Greg, you can’t just—”

“How is it different than here? I’m a prisoner here.”

“We can figure out something. You won’t have Mike’s life. You won’t. Mike is gone. He was a part of you that you have absorbed. The people there won’t love you, not like they did him. We can do many things. We can make Amorea. We can put the people there. We can make them better parts of themselves. We can take everything away. But Greg, we have never been able to make them love. They will not love you. They will not know you. Mike was there for three years. You don’t know if you’ll have that much time. For anything.”

“You don’t know that either,” Greg says.

“You can’t do this for him,” Dr. King says. She sounds like she’s begging. “For Sean. He loved Mike. He synced with Mike. I can’t make you Mike again. Not without destroying every part of who you are.”

Good, Greg thinks. Because I don’t want to be him. I want to be me. And he’ll love me for me. I’ll make sure of it.

Gregory Hughes says, “I don’t want to be Mike. He’s not who I am. I would just be me. Besides, I haven’t decided anything.”

Except that’s a lie, isn’t it?

 

 

HE DREAMS of a town nestled in a valley, surrounded by snowcapped mountains. There are trees that change a brilliant red and gold in the fall. There’s a hill that they sled down in the winter. In the spring, the birds sing and the flowers bloom. The town explodes in Technicolor in the summer, and there are barbecues and reading favorite books in the park.

There is a place where all the people know and care and love each other. Where they meddle in the affairs of a waiter and a bookstore owner. Where they watch with bated breath for the first hesitant touch, the looks that linger just a bit too long, the blushing, the secret smiles.

He walks these roads and thinks, This could all be mine. I could have all of this. Every single piece and part. Mike built this life, but he’s gone now. He left the blueprints behind and I can build on top of it. Make it my own. Take what was given to him. It should have been mine to begin with.

He thinks, Yes. Yes, I think I will.

 

 

IN THE end, it’s easier to go back than he ever thought possible.

Funny how things work out that way.
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HIS HEAD is shaved.

His beard is shaved.

It’ll mimic an overdose. A controlled overdose, I guess you could say. We will trick your brain into believing it’s dying. For all intents and purposes, it will be dying, but it’s not a natural death, nor is it brought upon by trauma. The main drug will be propofol. Used in moderation, it’s typically the most-used drug in all of anesthesia. And when you go under anesthesia, it’s essentially a reversible coma. The difference here is in the dosage. This will not be reversible.

He grimaces when the catheter is inserted. Somehow, it hurt worse getting pulled out the first time than it does getting shoved back in.

“There,” the nurse says, voice trembling. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it.”

The body doesn’t often decide on its own to enter a coma. A coma is a deep loss of brain function. It comes from trauma. Brain injury. Stroke. Drug overdose.

He watches the sunrise, breathing in desert air.

It’s hot, even though it’s only March.

He likes the burn on his skin.

There is substantial risk here, Mr. Hughes. I won’t lie to you about that. What we’re attempting is extraordinarily dangerous. There is a fine line we have to walk between putting you under and killing you. We’re shutting down your brain while trying to keep it alive. You could die. You could go so far that you flatline and stay that way. You could be nothing but a breathing husk kept alive by the tube shoved down your throat. You would be nothing.

He reads about boys on an island.

They lost control so quickly, he thinks.

It won’t be like that in Amorea. He won’t let it.

It won’t be like you left it. We’ve talked about that before, but I don’t know if you fully understand. The people in Amorea will not remember you. None of them will. Any memories you absorbed from Mike, any part of him that you remember, will not have happened to these people. They will not have memories of you. They won’t have photographs of you. They’ll know your name, but only because we’ll plant the seed for it. To them, you are the new guy just moved to town. You have a house. You have a cat. You have a business to run. Given how dangerous this is, I cannot make you into someone new. You will remember this life, your life before Amorea.

He lies awake at night, planning.

He’s always wanted to work at a bookstore.

He’ll push himself to forget all that he knows now.

He’s come this far. He’s sure he can do almost anything.

You can’t let them know who you are. You can’t let them know about Project Amorea. You can’t let them know it’s a construct, that Amorea is governed by rules and laws that they will never understand. If there is any imbalance, if there is any hint that you have corrupted Amorea, I will pull the plug on you without hesitation. You are important, Mr. Hughes. But you are also expendable, if the greater good should call for it. I will kill you if needed.

He’ll take his time with Sean.

He’s got to be fragile still.

Those migraines sound like a bitch of a thing.

He thinks they can be happy. And if not, that’s okay too.

That’s the beauty of the island. It’s all about possibility. There are one hundred and twenty-five possibilities.

There will be a horse. You’ll see it when you begin to walk down the road. It will cross the street in front of you. You need to touch the horse. It acts to ground you in the world of Amorea. Should you not touch it and continue on, you will not survive. Amorea will become increasingly erratic, and eventually, the construct will begin to fail and you will start to go mad. You mustn’t forget to touch the horse, Mr. Hughes. It’s the only way I can protect your sanity.

The gastrostomy tube is placed back in his stomach. It’s how he’s fed nutrients while in stasis.

His body is stronger now. Oh, it’s nowhere near close to where it was before… everything. But he thinks he has an advantage this time around.

His brain is not swelling.

His limbs are not broken.

He is not bruised or perforated.

He’s whole.

He thinks, What do you know about schizophrenia?

It turns out he knows quite a lot.

It’ll take… time. To build the relationships you had before, if you even can. You are not Mike Frazier. You are Greg Hughes. You can’t use his experiences as a template. You need to try and build your own. There is a life for you there. I can give you the tools to make one, but I can’t force the people of Amorea to accept you.

He gets angry still. Sometimes.

He’s angry at his mother. Angry at his father.

Angry at Jenny. He’s so angry with her, but he’s mostly angry with himself, because if he hadn’t gotten drunk that one night, if he hadn’t taken her to bed, would he even be here?

He doesn’t think he would.

They would have stayed friends.

Or they would have drifted apart.

He could have found a nice man or woman to settle down with.

He could have had a family.

Except he had the capacity to become his father.

Yes, he was defending himself.

But even he can remember the sick satisfaction he felt at the sound of her nose breaking when he punched her.

I know you say that you didn’t kill your wife with any ill intent. That you did what you did in defense of your own life. That she’d managed to twist together an unlikely narrative in order to frame you in a plan that ultimately cost her her own life. And I know that we cannot regulate you like we could the others, not without splitting your mind in half. We took away the darker parts of them to make them something new. I cannot do that with you. If you hurt anyone, Mr. Hughes, if there is a monster lurking under your skin, I will do what I must to ensure the survival of Amorea.

He looks in the mirror for the last time.

When he sees himself again, he’ll be whole.

There will be no more scars.

There will be no more pain.

There will be no more suffering.

He will be the truest version of himself that he could possibly be.

It’s a second chance.

He’s going to make the most of it.

“Are you sure?” Dr. King asks for the last time. She’s standing near the doorway, and he can hear the resignation in her tone.

He doesn’t look at her. He looks at himself, gaze tracing along the scars in his reflection. He knows that Amorea is just an illusion, a costumed skin hiding all that lurks underneath, but it’ll be enough. It has to be enough.

“I’m sure,” he says.

He thinks, I almost feel bad for you, Mike. Knowing what you had. Knowing what I’ll have. But you weren’t real. You were never real. And I deserve this.

Mike doesn’t say anything, but that’s because Mike’s long gone.

A memory. A dream.

Nothing more.

 

 

HE’S IN an operating theater, flat on his back. He’s nude underneath the green sheet that is pulled up just past his stomach. He’s uncomfortable. The room is cold. The gurney he’s lying upon is hard. He’s got a headache. It’s pulsing behind his left eye. It feels familiar, but he can’t remember why.

Everything’s a little hazy around him, like he’s caught somewhere between asleep and awake. There are people moving around him, adorned in scrubs, surgical masks pulled tight across their faces. He hears the familiar whir of a wheelchair up near his head before he feels fingers pressing sticky little circles to his scalp. Wires are attached and trail off his head behind him. There are murmured voices all around him, and he feels soft. Almost weightless.

“There it is,” a voice says near his ear. “Your brainwaves, Mr. Hughes. Your murmuration. It’s really rather beautiful. Most people don’t understand just how beautiful it is. We will learn so much from you. And maybe I’ll see you soon. Maybe I’ll finally get to—”

“What was that?” another voice says. He thinks it’s Dr. King. “That blip. That alpha rhythm. It was almost like he had—”

“It’s nothing,” Dr. Hester says. “It happens. The readings take a moment to stabilize.”

“I must again object to this on the record, Malcolm. You are walking a path that will lead to a place I don’t know if I can follow.”

“And your objection is noted again. Honestly, Julienne. There’s the door, should the desire to not follow overwhelm you.”

There is no response that he can hear.

A gnarled hand comes to his forehead. The fingers are cold and he wants to flinch away from them, but he can’t find the strength to move.

The voice speaks again in his ear. “It’s almost time. We will do our best. If all should go as planned, you’ll close your eyes and sleep. You won’t notice the seven days that pass before we place you in stasis. And when you open your eyes again, you will be on a road that leads toward home. Godspeed. And maybe I shall see you soon.”

He wants to open his mouth to say something, anything, but it’s getting harder to keep his eyes open, harder to formulate a coherent thought. There are little bright bursts of light above him, and the voices around him begin to fade. Before he closes his eyes, before he has his last thought in the real world, he thinks he sees a starling flitting about overhead.

He thinks, There it is. The chaos. The birds. It’s the murmur—

 

 

HE SITS with his father. He’s trying to do his homework, and his dad is on his fifth or sixth beer. The TV’s on. His dad is a warm presence next to him. These moments are few and far between, and he hoards them as if they’re treasure. His dad is loose and calm and even smiles every now and then. He doesn’t know where his mother is. He’s glad she’s gone, because his dad doesn’t usually get angry when she’s gone.

“Would you look at that,” his dad says, and it’s in a tone he’s never heard before. Like his father is in awe of something.

He is ten years old, he’s with his dad, and he looks up from his multiplication tables.

The TV’s on some nature show his dad likes for reasons he’s never understood. He likes animals as much as the next person, but his dad loves them, watches them every chance he gets. He’s got this whole National Geographic series on tape that he watches over and over.

The show—Birds of Europe, he thinks it’s called—doesn’t really interest him. He doesn’t really care about birds. But when he looks up and sees what his father sees, something changes.

“—to medium-sized passerine birds in the family Sturnidae,” the narrator intones. “Native to the Old World, starlings can be found in Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, and Australia. Extraordinarily social animals, starlings have complex vocalizations, often found to mimic sounds found in their surroundings, such as human speech and the honking of car horns.

“But perhaps the most astonishing trait of the starling is called a murmuration, a flock which consists of thousands of birds, including other species of starlings. This magnificent display is truly one of the greatest wonders in the animal kingdom.”

The birds move in a great cloud, seemingly changing direction at random, but still moving as one. It looks like smoke, but as if smoke were alive and had rational thought. It rolls over his skin in a gentle roar and he thinks, This. This is something. This is something precious.

But he’s not looking at the TV when he says it.

No, he’s looking at his father. And the expression of wonder on his face.

“Would you look at that,” his father repeats in soft voice. “Ain’t never seen anything like that before, bucko. That’s… nice. It’s just nice. Hey. Scotland, right? Those birds are in Scotland. Maybe we could go there one day, you know? Me and you and your mom. Maybe go see those birds. Those starlings. The murmurations.”

“Okay,” he says. “Okay, Dad.”

And he sits next to his father and thinks, Maybe things will be different now.

 

 

BEFORE HE opens his eyes, he thinks, My head hurts and What happened? and Who am I?

That last thought stutters and trips all over itself.

Because he shouldn’t be thinking Who am I? He should be thinking I am—

He pauses.

Tries again. I am—

And again. I am—

And suddenly, he can finish the thought. It’s effortless, really.

I am Greg Hughes.

He opens his eyes.

He winces at the bright sun overhead against a perfectly blue sky.

He’s outside… somewhere. On his back.

His head hurts. It’s a dull ache, like it’s already fading. His tongue feels thick in his mouth. He coughs once.

He doesn’t think he’s ever seen a sky this blue before.

He thinks, Oh my god.

He’s on a two-lane road. Trees line either side, their leaves swaying in a faint breeze.

The road itself looks freshly paved, the asphalt shiny and black, the painted white and yellow lines vibrant. There are no cars coming from either direction, and then he remembers there are no cars here, there won’t ever be any cars here, and for a moment, he thinks he’s going to black out again. But the air around him is cool and the trees are starting to sprout, like there’s a hint of spring just out of reach.

He stands.

He’s not in any pain, aside from the throbbing in his head. His limbs are intact. His feet work just fine. He’s wearing a pair of dark jeans. A white shirt. Gray sneakers with white shell tops. He’s clean, his clothes are clean. His forearms are thick, covered in a thin layer of reddish gold hair on top of pale skin.

He laughs, and it’s slightly hysterical, an overwhelming relief flowing through him, and he knows he should stop. He knows he should stop before he can’t, and now’s not the time for this. But he can’t, he just can’t, because he’s standing on his own. His thighs are thick and strong, his arms heavily corded with muscle. He feels alive. He feels vital. He feels like he did before… before everything. He’s not weak. His limbs are not brittle sticks. He can take a deep breath without his lungs hurting. And when he reaches up and touches his face, he feels that full beard, feels that full head of hair.

And there are no scars.

There are no scars.

“Okay,” he says, and he’s so surprised at his own voice that he takes a step back. The word comes out deep and strong. Not like the fragile way it was before. Where it’d crack on every third word because his vocal cords were still a bit rusty.

He says, “Okay,” and maybe has a little smile on his face.

He doesn’t see a single cloud in the sky. It’s odd, he thinks, because he doesn’t know if he’s ever seen a cloudless sky. It feels almost artificial, but then he supposes it is. Simple, really.

“Simple,” he says aloud, and he marvels at the sound. He rumbles when he speaks.

His heartbeat slows. His breath evens out.

It’s good. He’s good.

He looks down the road one way. He thinks it’s east because the sun is coming from that direction, and it feels like morning, like it has to be morning. The road stretches for as long as he can see, and there’s nothing but trees and asphalt and those birds calling out.

He looks west and it’s more of the same, except it’s not, because there is something in him, something that’s telling him yes yes yes, that west is the way to go, that he should beat feet, should put the pedal to the metal, make like a banana and split.

“Go west, young man,” he says, “and grow up with the country.”

He doesn’t know what that means.

He doesn’t know why he says it.

He looks east again and wonders just how far he can make it before this all just ends.

The sun is bright. He brings his right hand up to shield his eyes and—

He stops.

There’s something on his wrist.

He laughs.

It reads 4221552082 in black ink.

5/20/82. The day he lived.

4/22/15. The day he died.

Even as he watches, the numbers begin to fade.

“Daylight’s wasting,” he says, dropping his arm back to his side.

East makes his head hurt, but that’s because the end of the world lies east.

He goes west.

He’s whistling a song about a love shack as he takes his first step.

 

 

IT’S TWENTY minutes later and everything is the same.

But he’s marveling over it, that somehow, a frail old man confined to a wheelchair could create something like this. That this could almost be real. He can smell the sweet spring grass, can feel the breeze across his face. It ruffles his hair and he can feel it. It’s strange, really, wonderfully strange, and if he’s being honest, it also fills him with an odd sense of disquiet. Because he knows that it’s all just a simulation. That it’s lines of code in a supercomputer and that he’s frozen inside a machine pumping him full of drugs to keep his brain dull and flat.

“What do you know about schizophrenia?” he wonders aloud.

Delusions.

Hallucinations.

Isn’t that what this is?

The road doesn’t curve. There is no grade to it. It’s flat and straight and he’s just taking a stroll. It feels good to walk without a hitch in his step.

He thinks, I’ve lived for however long I’ve lived. And I’m going to live a lot longer now.

He’s happy.

Right?

Right. He made the right decision. Maybe he’s hallucinating and maybe his brain is slowly dying, but he made the right decision.

Feel bad about Mike, though, he thinks. Feel real bad.

And it’s the truth. Mostly.

Two things happen at once:

Another voice whispers, “You’re a liar,”

and

a horse walks out of the tree line onto the road.

The horse startles him.

The voice startles him more.

He whirls around.

There’s no one there. Aside from the horse, he’s alone on this spring morning.

He thinks, Just hearing things. Settle down.

The horse’s hooves clop against the pavement. It’s a deep chestnut brown with white on its forehead, shaped almost like a star. Its tail swishes back and forth, left eye blinking against a fly that buzzes around it.

He says, “Hello,” because he’s unsure of what else to say. He knows Hester told him this is it. That there is no going back after this. He’ll touch the horse (and it’s one of those questions he never thought to ask and never will: why a horse?) and he’ll be grounded, ingrained into Amorea.

The horse nickers at him lowly.

He hesitates. He doesn’t know why.

“Get on with it,” he says. “Just do this. Do this, and everything will be the way it should be.”

He takes a step toward the horse.

The horse shuffles its feet.

His heart is pounding in his ears.

He’s thinking about Sean, and he’s thinking about Mike, and he’s thinking about how he deserves this. Mike took everything from him. Granted, he didn’t do it on purpose (he wasn’t even real), but this is his now. Amorea is his.

He reaches for the horse.

“Don’t.”

His hand stops right before it touches the horseflesh. He can feel the heat of the animal.

“Don’t,” the voice says again from behind him.

He closes his eyes and sighs.

He should have known better.

He curls his hand into a fist. Drops it back to his side.

He turns.

Opens his eyes.

A man stands there. On the road. His mirror image.

“Mike,” Greg says. “This is a surprise. I thought you were gone.”

“Hiding,” Mike says. “And waiting.”

It’s discordant, this feeling between them. It’s like they’re being stretched too thin, being shoved together and pulled apart all at the same time. He sees himself through Mike’s eyes, and he knows Mike’s feeling the same. They’re existing together, but in two separate spaces. It’s a paradox. It can’t be like this.

“Waiting for what?” Greg asks.

“This moment.”

“Really. This moment.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Greg says, and it’s mean, but he’s furious. He’s so close to having something that’s his, a life that belongs to him, and there’s this… this interloper. This false face. God, how hot the rage is when it just courses through him, quicker than he’s ever experienced before. “You’re not real.”

Mike takes a breath and lets it out slowly. “Maybe not out there. But here? In Amorea? I’m real. I’m more real than you ever were. And I want to go home.”

Greg shakes his head. “Didn’t you hear? They don’t remember you. They don’t know you. Happy and Calvin and Walter and Donald. Mrs. Richardson. They don’t know who you are. And Sean? Oh, Mike. Sean might have loved you, if love can even exist here. But he doesn’t know you from Adam. He’s gone. Everything you had is gone.”

He knows he’s having an effect on Mike. He can see it in the set of his shoulders, the way his chest is heaving. How red his face is. “I know,” he says, voice trembling. “I know. But he loved me once. And he can love me again. Even if it takes the rest of our lives. No matter how short they may be.”

And Greg is hit with it then, the memory, and it’s so—

Didn’t you get tired of it? How long it took for me to… I don’t know.

We did what we had to. To get where we are now. I needed to wait, just like you did.

To make sure I was what you wanted.

No, and you get that fool thought out of your head right now, big guy. I knew it was you from the very first day.

Oh. Then—

Because. I knew what it would mean. It takes me time, Mike. Sometimes a very long time, to get to the point where I’m ready to say out loud what I’m thinking in my head. I knew you were what I wanted, but I just had to get used to the idea of it. Because there’s no going back now, you know? This is it for me. I wouldn’t have been ready for this a year ago. Or six months ago. It happened because we were both ready for it. And I’m ready for you.

I would do it again.

What?

All of this. To get here. If I had to, I’d do it all over again.

Lucky for you, big guy, you won’t have to. I don’t know if you know this, but you’re kinda stuck with me now.

You say that like it’s a bad thing.

Eh, I guess we’ll see.

—goddamn overwhelming, the sheer magnitude of it. He’s Greg, but he’s also Mike, and he has loved with everything he’s ever had. He can feel it down to his very bones, in every single beat of his heart. He’s Greg and he’s Mike, but he’s able to feel the difference. Greg has never had this. Mike has. Greg wants it. Wants it so bad that he can almost taste it. There’s a burning jealousy rolling through him that this fake version of him has had something he hasn’t. Has loved in a way he never has. He’s not going to—

“I would do it again,” Mike says quietly. “For him. Over and over again. Three years. Six. However long it took. Whatever it took. To get back to him.”

Greg believes it. Believes every single word. “We both can’t go.”

“No. We can’t. He’s—”

His fury overtakes him. “And you thought that… what? I’d just give up? That I’d just give in? Let you take over? You’re not real, Mike. You are a part of me. I made you. They took you from me and gave you a name but make no mistake, you are nothing but a copy. This is mine. This is my chance. After everything I’ve been through, this is mine. I’ll take care of him. I’ll take care of Sean. I promise. He won’t ever—”

He doesn’t get the rest out because Mike runs at him, silent except for the smack of his shoes against the asphalt. Greg barely has a chance to brace himself before he’s struck by a wall of muscle, breath knocked from his body. He’s falling backward, a heavy weight on top of him.

The horse rears back as they narrowly miss colliding with it. They go down hard, the air knocked from Greg’s lungs as he hits the ground. He’s dazed as his head raps against the road, little bright bursts of stars crossing his vision. He’s thinking, Of course, of fucking course this is what would happen. Nothing’s ever easy, nothing can ever just fucking work.

And he’s so angry about that. So, so angry.

He’s been in this position before, he knows. Someone coming after him, someone knocking him down, someone landing on top of him trying to hurt and take. He saw it happen to his mother time and time again, his father’s face red with drink and exertion, screaming that she didn’t do anything right, she never did anything right. He worked hard all fucking day and had to come home to this shithole. Can’t she see she’s killing him? He doesn’t want to do this, but she’s making him. This hurts him more than it hurts her.

Greg thinks, Ain’t that right, bucko?

And he fights back.

They’re the same size, the same weight, the same everything, but he’s a dirty fighter when he needs to be. Mike’s face is inches from his own, and he’s got this wild look in his eyes, like he’s unsure what he’s doing but knows he has to do it anyway, and Greg’s filled with a sense of dissonance, of being in two places at once, but he pushes it away. He snaps his head forward, his brow smashing into Mike’s, and there’s a crack and a bright flash of pain. Mike groans and falls off to the side as Greg tries to clear his vision. He thinks it’s ridiculous that the first thing he sees when the stars stop flashing is a damn horse standing off to the side, watching him curiously.

There will be a horse. You’ll see it when you begin to walk down the road. It will cross the street in front of you. You need to touch the horse. It acts to ground you in the world of Amorea.

Fuck Mike. Fuck everything about him.

He goes for the horse.

He’s almost to his feet when a hand wraps around his ankle and yanks. He falls forward onto his knees, and there’s an arm going around his neck, a body pressed against his back, and he can’t breathe, he can’t breathe, and he’s—

He’s Mike now, and he’s terrified, he’s thinking, I’m doing this for Sean, I have to do this for Sean, I can’t let him take this away from me, I’m not a killer, I’m not a killer, I’m not a killer.

He tightens his hold around Greg’s neck, and Mike knows there’s no coming back from this. If he does this, nothing will ever be the same. But there’s Sean, okay? And maybe he’s standing in front of Mike, arm outstretched, and maybe he’s wearing that just-for-Mike smile, and yeah, sure, the rational part of Mike Frazier knows it’s not real in the traditional sense. Knows that Amorea isn’t real, not like the place where Greg Hughes comes from. But he’s made his peace with that. He’s accepted that. It doesn’t matter to him. He knows what he is. He knows what he has. He knows what it will take. Even if he has to do this, even if he has to choke the life out of the man in front of him, even if he has to spend the next three years doing it all again so Sean will love him just the same, he will. He has no other choice. There is no other choice. He can’t stop now, he can’t—

—think clearly because he can’t breathe, and Greg knows he’s in trouble, knows if he doesn’t find some way to get out of this, it’ll be this doppelganger, this thing created from his mind that’ll have the life he wants. He reaches an arm out toward the horse, muscles straining, fingers extended. But the horse is too far away, and it’s just fucking standing there on the side of the road, tail swishing, ears flicking back and forth. It watches them with dark eyes and he can’t fucking reach it.

He brings his arm back sharply, elbowing right into Mike’s side. There’s an explosive breath in his ear, and the grip around his neck loosens slightly. He pushes back as hard as he can off his knees, falling backward on top of Mike, who grunts underneath him. He’s staring up at that Technicolor sky as he sucks in a breath. It burns his throat, but his vision clears and he—

—can’t move, he can’t fucking move because the bastard is on top of him, and he’s having a hard time catching his breath and Mike thinks, no, no, nononono, and—

—he can get up now. He can get up and just fucking fly to that goddamn horse, and maybe if he gets there first, maybe if he’s grounded first, Mike will be nothing, and Greg can have the life he’s owed and—

—all he can think about is the smile on Sean’s face, the way he says hey, big guy and he is real, goddammit, all of this is real and—

It goes on like this. For a time. One gets up and the other takes him down. They both move for the horse, but they are vicious in the way they attack each other. They both know what the end result of this will be. They tire, but they push on, and Greg says, “You can’t take this from me, oh my Christ, you’re not even real,” and Mike says, “You don’t know that, you don’t know that, maybe it’s you, maybe it’s you who isn’t real.” Greg’s incredulous and Mike’s determined, and blood is spilled on the ground, on this blacktop and this dirt that don’t exist outside of the mind of a dying man and a supercomputer. Greg thinks that this is all Hester’s fault, that his flaw in Amorea was trying to take the horrors out of the people he used to make them something different. Maybe Amorea wouldn’t be as it is if he’d kept them as they were—a rapist, a child murderer, drug users and dealers, a wife killer; the list probably went on and on. He’s one of these sins, he is part of that, and he understands why Hester did what he did.

Mike doesn’t care. Mike doesn’t care about any of that. Because he knows how these people are. He knows what they’re capable of. He knows them.

It keeps on spiraling.

Eventually one man is on top of the other, fingers wrapped around his neck, and he’s squeezing, and he’s telling himself to just do it, finish this, and it’ll be over and he won’t ever have to worry about this again. He thinks of his mother and he thinks of his father, and he thinks of Sean and it’s all combined in his head, like they’re almost one again, like they’re almost the same goddamn person, and he says, “No. I am not you. You are not me.”

The other’s eyes are bulging and he’s struggling, bucking his hips, trying to gouge with his fingers, but he’s getting weaker. His face is turning purple and he’s panicking, because he can’t let it end like this. He’s waited for so long for this, to be here, to be in this moment, and this can’t be it. It can’t.

There’s a cool breeze that blows through the trees, causing the branches and the new leaves to sway. The horse grazes, no longer interested in the men on the road. The sun is shining, and the only sounds are the harsh panting coming from the man on top, and the death rattle coming from the man below.

Eventually, one of those noises stops.

The hands fall to the sides.

The body falls limp.

The chest does not rise.

His eyes stare sightless up at the Technicolor sky.

And somehow, life goes on.

 

 

HE THINKS, I would do it again. If I had to.

His back hurts. His hands are bleeding from where he’s spent the last hour digging a hole in the earth back in the trees, away from the road.

The horse hasn’t left, is just standing there, like it’s waiting for him.

It probably is. Because that’s what it was created for.

The hole is probably deep enough. He doesn’t think anyone will stumble across it, but he’ll make sure to cover it with leaves and brush just in case.

The body is where he left it, eyes still open. He’s unnerved by the sight of it, knowing it looks like him, that it could have easily been him. He should have expected this, should have seen this coming, but he didn’t plan it this way. He didn’t want this to be the end result. Because this person, this man, was a part of him, even if they were nothing alike.

“What do you know about schizophrenia?” he asks the sightless man.

He gets no response, of course.

He puts his hands under the man’s arms and begins to drag him into the trees.

It’s only then that he notices they’re dressed the same. White shirt. Jeans. Gray Chucks.

He laughs. It comes out broken.

He knows that at funerals, one is supposed to say something nice about the dead.

He says, “I’m sorry it had to be this way. I wish we could have… this is my life. This is my life. You… you weren’t real.”

The sightless man says nothing.

He thinks he should close his eyes, but he can’t stand the thought of touching him again. Especially since he can see the vivid bruises in the shape of his fingers around the dead man’s neck.

Instead, he begins to fill the hole with handfuls of dirt.

It takes a while.

When he’s almost done, when all that’s visible is the tip of a nose, the tips of shoes, he thinks, I would do this again if I had to.

He doesn’t know what that makes him.

 

 

HE CLEANS himself as best he can. There’s a little brook running along the road. He washes the dirt and grime from his hands. Splashes his face. Wets his hair. It feels good. It feels real.

He doesn’t look at his reflection in the water. He’s not ready for that. Not yet.

The horse is still standing off to the side of the road. It watches him as he approaches. It doesn’t try to flee from him, even though it just witnessed him murdering a part of himself.

He thinks he’ll hesitate. That he won’t be able to do it.

He doesn’t.

Sometimes, he can still surprise himself.

He touches the horse and it’s—

 

 

LATER, WHEN he comes across the sign, his breath hitches in his chest and his eyes start to burn. He lets himself cry, just for a moment, before he pushes on.

 

☺ Welcome To Amorea ☺

Happiness Lives Here!

 

 

THE LITTLE road changes. There’s a hill ahead. It’s not steep, but it’s big enough that he can’t quite see over it, can’t see what’s on the other side. But he knows.

He knows.

He begins to run.

 

 

HE TAKES the final steps to the top of the hill.

And there, on the other side, is Amorea.





stack





XXV

 

 

HE HAS a house.

There is a sign out front that says SOLD!

In this house there is a cat named Martin.

There are clothes and furniture and a radio.

There are jazz records too. Dizzy Gillespie.

He has a fenced backyard.

He has a shop.

There are books inside.

And comfy chairs, perfect in case anyone wants to start a book club.

People greet him with smiles on their faces.

They are curious about him, this new man in Amorea.

They introduce themselves.

He does the same.

He shakes their hands and thinks, I know what you did. I know what all of you did.

He meets Happy first, who comes by Bookworm to introduce himself.

He shakes his hand. Smiles and thinks, Your dog ate your feet while your kiddie porn was locked away.

Donald is next. “Big guy, ain’t ya?” he says with a smile. He tries not to think about what this man is capable of.

Calvin comes a day later. Nice guy.

He knows if he’s going to get this right, if there’s any hope to recreate what came before, he has to wait.

And he does.

For seven days.

They’re the longest days of his life.

He passes by the diner every morning and every night.

He sees the people inside.

He resolutely doesn’t look for the person he wants to see the most.

Once, on the fourth day, he thinks he sees him anyway, and his heart thunders in his chest as he hurries on to the store.

Mrs. Richardson introduces herself on the sixth day. She doesn’t smell of alcohol. Her minions titter behind her. She appraises him briefly and says, “It’s very nice to meet you. I am the head of the Amorea Women’s Club. Perhaps you’ve heard of us?” She hands him a casserole and tells him it’ll hold until he’s ready to eat it.

 

 

IT’S A Friday. He plans on opening the shop tomorrow for a sort of preview before the official opening next week.

He’s spent the morning unpacking books and setting shelves. He’s sore, but it’s a good soreness, derived from hard work.

And he can’t wait anymore.

He thinks, Now, now, now.

He thinks, Okay. Okay.

He thinks, It’s time.

His hands are shaking when he closes the door to Bookworm, but he’s resolute.

He’s never wanted anything more. He’s sure of it.

He walks down Main Street, the sky so blue above, the birds chirping. People say hi and hello and how do you do? as they pass him on the street. He nods in return, not trusting himself to speak.

He pauses outside the diner. Something tugs in his chest, some ache that seems like a memory, but he doesn’t have time to focus on it now. He’s here for one reason and one reason only.

He opens the door. The bell jingles overhead.

People turn to look at him, curious at this stranger in their midst. They know of him, but they don’t know him. Not yet. They will, and soon, but for now, he’s still a curiosity. There are friendly smiles and small waves and he does his best to smile back while thinking, Oh please, oh please, oh please.

Walter’s there behind the grill. He nods his head in greeting before going back to the burgers and the fries.

He thinks, Wait. Just wait. Just—

A voice says, “I think I know what you’re looking for.”

He closes his eyes. Takes in a shuddering breath.

Finally, finally, he turns his head.

Standing next to him is a slight man. A young man. A man with messy dark hair that seems to have a mind of its own. His eyebrows are slightly bushy and his nose slightly crooked. His ears stick out just a little bit from the sides of his head, and he wonders how his shoulders can be so broad while he’s so skinny, but he doesn’t wonder about the stumbling of his heart.

He’s staring and he knows it, but he’ll be damned if he can make himself stop.

The man isn’t handsome, not by traditional standards. He’s lanky, and maybe his lips are a little thin, his fingers boney, like spindly little spider legs. He’s still growing into himself, but there is just something about him that captivates more than any other. The people in Amorea are the nicest people he’s ever met. They’ve made him feel welcome.

They’ve never made him feel like this.

Ever the wordsmith, he says, “Hi.”

The man smiles wider. “Hi. I’ve heard about you.”

“You have?” he asks, never breaking his gaze from those bright green eyes.

The man cocks his head. “Hmm. Here and there.”

“And everywhere?”

“They talk. They always talk. And apparently you’re something to talk about.”

“Yeah?”

He wrinkles his nose a little bit and says, “Yeah.”

He thinks, Oh. Oh. Oh, how I love you.

“Now, like I said, I think I know what you’re looking for.”

And he wants to say you and yes and I’ve been looking for you for so long. Instead, he says, rather gruffly, “And what would that be?”

“You look like a meatloaf kinda guy,” the man says, taking a step forward. “Side of mashed potatoes. And peas? No. Corn. You look like you’d have corn.”

He swallows thickly and prays for any sign of recognition, any sign of something. He plays his part and says, “That… sounds amazing.”

The man looks pleased with himself. “I’m good at what I do.” And then he’s standing within arm’s reach, and it’s so hard not to do that, to grab him, to pull him close and never let go.

“I know,” he says instead.

“You do?”

“I’ve heard.”

The young man looks amused. “People talk.”

“Yes.”

He laughs. “I’ve heard too, you know. About you. Your name’s Greg, right? Greg Hughes.”

And he says, “No.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “No?”

“No,” he says, and he can barely breathe. “My name’s Mike. Mike Frazier.”

“Mike,” he says, like he’s tasting it. “Mike Frazier. I wonder why they said you were…. You know what? Never mind. Mike. It’s a good name.”

And Mike says, “Yeah,” and he thinks, I will spend as long as it takes. I promise. Because I did everything I could to get back to you. I promise you. One day, we’ll dance. I’m sorry I had to miss it the first time, but I promise. We’ll dance.

And there it is. Again, for the first time. That smile. That just-for-Mike smile. It takes Mike’s breath away at the sight of it. It always has. And he thinks it always will.

“What’s your name?” Mike asks, even though he knows this man better than he knows himself. It’s expected of him to ask.

“Sean,” he says. “My name’s Sean.”

“Sean.” Mike puts the weight of everything behind it. He thinks of the first time their shoulders brushed together, the first time they laughed at a joke, the first time they fell asleep side by side on the couch listening to the radio, the first time they held hands, the first time they sat on the dock in the park, the first day, the first kiss, the time they made love, the just-for-Mike smile, the way they fit together like they were made for each other and only each other.

Sean says, “You okay there, big guy?”

“Yeah,” Mike says. “I’m okay.” Because he is. For the first time in a long time, he is. He has blood on his hands and there is a body buried in the forest, but he’s okay now. He’s okay.

“Good. Tell you what. I’ve got a booth just for you. You can sit, relax, and let me take care of you. Sound good?”

He nods, not trusting himself to speak.

“All right, if you could just follow—you know what?” He shakes his head. “Sorry.” He’s blushing now and reaches up to scratch at the back of his neck. “I’ve just….”

“What?” Mike asks.

“Déjà vu. Like… I don’t know. You ever get that feeling?”

“What?” Mike asks, and he’s hoping. God, how he’s hoping. “What feeling?”

Sean looks up at him, then away, then back again. “I’m… this is going to sound strange, and I swear, I’m not trying to… just. Have we met before? You seem really… familiar to me. Like….”

“Like…?” Mike manages to say, and his heart hurts, but it’s good, okay? Oh god, it’s so good.

Sean laughs nervously. “I don’t know. Just like… home. Like… home.” He runs his hands over his face and groans. “Oh, geez. Just ignore me, okay? I’m tired, I had a headache yesterday that I’m still getting over, and here I am just dropping this all on you like a crazy pers—”

“No,” Mike says, and he knows his eyes are wet. There’s nothing he can do about that now. “No. We’ve never met.” It’s easier than saying I’ve loved you before. I love you today. I’ll love you tomorrow. And every day after.

“Okay,” Sean says. “I guess… I don’t know. You’re just… here. And I’m being weird, and I’m sorry. You didn’t come in here for this.”

“It’s okay,” he says, because it is. All of this is. “I don’t mind.”

Sean searches for something in his face, and he must find whatever he’s looking for, because that smile comes back, that beautiful smile that’s just for him. “You sure?” he asks, sounding shy.

“Yeah,” Mike says. He is.

“Yeah,” Sean says, and it’s like it’s a joke, like a little secret, just between them. “Come on, then. Let’s get you fed. Can’t have you starving to death.” He takes a step backward, never taking his eyes off Mike, like he’s afraid he’ll disappear the moment he looks away.

Mike knows that time is against them. That this won’t last forever. That one day, and maybe one day soon, one of them will be gone like they never existed at all. Maybe they’ll be lucky and go at the same time. Maybe they won’t. One day, it will happen.

But that day is not today.

Today, all is right in the little town of Amorea.

The sun is shining.

There are birds murmuring their songs in the trees.

And Sean is smiling at him like he’s the only thing in the world. “You wanna follow me, big guy?” he asks.

And with a bittersweet ache in his heart, Mike Frazier does the only thing he can.

He follows.





Author’s Note

 

 

THEY’LL BE happy, I promise. One way or another. Because it’s not about the length of time you have, but what you do with it.

The word Amorea comes from combining the names of Dr. Amzica and Dr. Florea, two researchers who discovered and led studies on Nu-complexes, those brainwaves in coma patients beyond the flat line. If you get a chance, you should check out their research. It can be some pretty trippy stuff, and the implications behind it are quite startling.

And as my editor pointed out, Amorea sounds like immoral.

To me, it sounds like memory.

Both fit like a glove, don’t you think?





More from TJ Klune

 

[image: ]

 

Gustavo Tiberius is not normal. He knows this. Everyone in his small town of Abby, Oregon, knows this. He reads encyclopedias every night before bed. He has a pet ferret called Harry S. Truman. He owns a video rental store that no one goes to. His closest friends are a lady named Lottie with drag queen hair and a trio of elderly Vespa riders known as the We Three Queens.

Gus is not normal. And he’s fine with that. All he wants is to be left alone.

Until Casey, an asexual stoner hipster and the newest employee at Lottie’s Lattes, enters his life. For some reason, Casey thinks Gus is the greatest thing ever. And maybe Gus is starting to think the same thing about Casey, even if Casey is obsessive about Instagramming his food.

But Gus isn’t normal and Casey deserves someone who can be. Suddenly wanting to be that someone, Gus steps out of his comfort zone and plans to become the most normal person ever.

After all, what could possibly go wrong?
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John and Jackie first laid eyes on each other when they were twelve years old. Now, seventy-one years later, Jack prepares to give his beloved husband the ultimate gift. Before he does, they'll relive five key moments from their younger lives together over the course of a single afternoon. From their first meeting and first kiss to the violence of an abusive father and the heartache of growing up, these moments have defined who they have become. As sunset approaches, John will show the depths of his love for the one man who has made him whole: his Jackie. They'll soon learn there is no force more powerful than their devotion to one another.
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Once upon a time, in an alleyway in the slums of the City Of Lockes, a young and somewhat lonely boy named Sam Haversford turns a group of teenage douchebags into stone completely by accident.

Of course, this catches the attention of a higher power, and Sam’s pulled from the only world he knows to become an apprentice to the King’s Wizard, Morgan of Shadows.

When Sam’s fourteen, he enters the Dark Woods and returns with Gary, the hornless gay unicorn, and a half-giant named Tiggy, earning the moniker Sam of Wilds.

At fifteen, Sam learns what love truly is when a new knight arrives at the castle—Knight Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Naturally, it all goes to hell when Ryan dates the reprehensible Prince Justin, Sam can’t control his magic, a sexually aggressive dragon kidnaps the prince, and the King sends them on an epic quest to save Ryan’s boyfriend, all while Sam falls more in love with someone he can never have.

Or so he thinks.
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At First Sight: Book One

 

Do you believe in love at first sight?

Paul Auster doesn’t. Paul doesn’t believe in much at all. He’s thirty, slightly overweight, and his best features are his acerbic wit and the color commentary he provides as life passes him by. His closest friends are a two-legged dog named Wheels and a quasibipolar drag queen named Helena Handbasket. He works a dead-end job in a soul-sucking cubicle, and if his grandmother’s homophobic parrot insults him one more time, Paul is going to wring its stupid neck.

Enter Vince Taylor.

Vince is everything Paul isn’t: sexy, confident, and dumber than the proverbial box of rocks. And for some reason, Vince pursues Paul relentlessly. Vince must be messing with him, because there is no way Vince could want someone like Paul.

But when Paul hits Vince with his car—in a completely unintentional if-he-died-it’d-only-be-manslaughter kind of way—he’s forced to see Vince in a whole new light. The only thing stopping Paul from believing in Vince is himself—and that is one obstacle Paul can’t quite seem to overcome. But when tragedy strikes Vince’s family, Paul must put aside any notions he has about himself and stand next to the man who thinks he’s perfect the way he is.
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Ox was twelve when his daddy taught him a very valuable lesson. He said that Ox wasn’t worth anything and people would never understand him. Then he left.

Ox was sixteen when he met the boy on the road, the boy who talked and talked and talked. Ox found out later the boy hadn’t spoken in almost two years before that day, and that the boy belonged to a family who had moved into the house at the end of the lane.

Ox was seventeen when he found out the boy’s secret, and it painted the world around him in colors of red and orange and violet, of Alpha and Beta and Omega.

Ox was twenty-three when murder came to town and tore a hole in his head and heart. The boy chased after the monster with revenge in his bloodred eyes, leaving Ox behind to pick up the pieces.

It’s been three years since that fateful day—and the boy is back. Except now he’s a man, and Ox can no longer ignore the song that howls between them.
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“Nothing I say will do this book justice, so if you’re a fan of TJ Klune, just go read it. If you’re a fan of werewolves/shifters, just go read it.”

—Sinfully Gay Romance Book Reviews

 

“Even now, as I begin writing, I can only hope I have the best words to convey my astonishment and amazement at how spectacular this book truly was. I don’t even know where to begin.”

—Get the Chance
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“It is a brilliant combination of hysterically funny, incredibly romantic, and quite sexy, all in one package. I loved every minute and highly recommend it.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“In true TJ Klune fashion, this book was hilarious, ridiculously witty, and the sexual tension between Sandy/Helena and Darren was scorching.”

—Gay Book Reviews
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“This book is amazing. It’s ridiculous and weird and hilarious, and I possibly got a contact high while reading it, but I loved every single word of every single page.”

—Just Love: Romance Novel Reviews

 

“This is a definite must-read if you’re looking for an entertaining and heartwarming story with a brilliant sense of humor and lots of heart.”

—Three Book Over the Rainbow





When TJ KLUNE was eight, he picked up a pen and paper and began to write his first story (which turned out to be his own sweeping epic version of the video game Super Metroid—he didn’t think the game ended very well and wanted to offer his own take on it. He never heard back from the video-game company, much to his chagrin). Now, over two decades later, the cast of characters in his head have only gotten louder. But that’s okay, because he’s recently become a full-time writer and can give them the time they deserve.

Since being published, TJ has won the Lambda Literary Award for Best Gay Romance, fought off three lions that threatened to attack him and his village, and was chosen by Amazon as having written one of the best GLBT books of 2011.

And one of those things isn’t true.

(It’s the lion thing. The lion thing isn’t true.)
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