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        Honoring their friend brought them back together. Will love and a common goal keep them there?

      

      

      

      Four years ago, Leon fled Knoxville with a broken heart and swore he’d never come back. But when his best friend dies tragically, he finds himself face to face with a place he’d just as soon forget, and the man he left behind.

      As a teacher, Toryn knows how much the community needs a facility like The Collective. But bringing his dead best friend’s legacy to life is complicated. Working with Leon makes it even harder. Toryn never thought he’d see the man who walked away from him again.

      Together, Leon and Toryn have just three weeks to get The Collective ready to welcome the community. Building something from a clean slate should be easy. But rebuilding what is broken between them will be the hardest thing they’ve ever done.
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      To those who’ve come to recognize that punishments can be gifts.
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      This novella centers around the aftermath of a death by suicide, including his family and close friends' grief. The suicide itself is mentioned briefly, though not in great detail.

      If you or someone you know is in crisis, help is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. In the US, you can or text the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline  at 988. In a life-threatening situation, call 911 in life-threatening situations. In the UK, call the Samaritans at 116 123.

      For international resources, visit the World Health Organization.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I live my life in widening circles

        that reach out across the world.

        I may not complete this last one

        but I will give myself to it.

      

        

      
        I circle around God, around the primordial tower.

        I’ve been circling for thousands of years

        and I still don’t know: am I a falcon,

        a storm, or a great song?

      

        

      
        Rainer Maria Rilke
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      LEON

      In truth, I always thought I’d be the first one to die.

      That undeniable belief haunted me as I walked into the lavish hotel restaurant, toward the one table prepared with water-filled, tulip-shaped glasses on shimmery cocktail napkins. There wasn’t a single soul to be found in the place, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Mariah used the Grant name to keep it empty.

      Standing behind one chair, I left my hand hovering over the headrest. If I sat down, that would mean that the last two hours of my life were real, that I was still alive, and Jon wasn’t.

      All I needed to do was listen to the reading of the will to find out whatever sentimental knick-knack Jon had left me, and then I could escape the grief permeating every inch of this city.

      “Leon.”

      Closing my eyes in prayer, my hand fell on the chair’s headrest. I needed it to hold me steady. Four years had passed since I’d heard that voice, and my chest still clenched with a familiar sense of longing. The years, coupled with several hundred miles, had done the job of dulling the ache, but I’d hoped I’d be able to escape it today.

      Apparently not.

      I took my time to turn around, my hand still clutching the chair. Toryn Sarian stood off to the side, his winter jacket flexing tightly around his crossed arms. His startling gray eyes were bloodshot from old tears, his smooth skin blotchy from the frosty wind blowing outside. For someone only thirty years old, he looked so frail, with a deep wrinkle settled between his eyebrows and an unshaven shadow on his clenched jaw.

      Even in grief, Toryn was beautiful.

      Toryn walked to the opposite side of the table, pulled the chair out, and sat down. “Mariah’s on her way. She said she had to wrap up some things first at the lawyer’s office.”

      I pulled the water glass to me to occupy my jittery fingers. “I didn’t even know Jon had a will.” I glanced up at Toryn. “Did you?”

      At this Toryn laughed, but it was raspy, like it’d been a long time since he’d put it to use. “Hell, no.”

      Air hissed between my teeth. I kept Jon’s and Toryn’s numbers saved in my phone, even though I never called them. It was impossible to recall the last thing I’d said to Jon, and if I’d missed any signs that he was tiptoeing on the edge.

      In some way, I’d always assumed Jon would be there if I needed him, but he’d known he wouldn’t be. Now, all I had left of him was a history fading with every second that passed, and a phone number that was no longer in service.

      A lone tear slipped down my cheek, but overcome with exhaustion, I didn’t bother to swipe it away. Toryn slid his hand toward me, but I tucked mine into my lap protectively. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the flash of hurt that marred his soft features as he dragged his hand away.

      The heavy click of shoes broke the awkward silence that had descended between us. Mariah stalked toward us, her face blank and eyes narrowed. A tall, sharply dressed man walked in step with her, carrying a large leather binder in his arm.

      Toryn and I stood. Mariah threw her coat over a chair and her bag on the table, then turned to Toryn with her arms spread for a hug. Even in heels, she had to stand on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around his neck. She whispered something in his ear before giving him a quick peck on the cheek.

      Then she spun to me and fiercely pulled me into her arms. She rubbed her hand in a circle in between my shoulder blades, and my shoulders relaxed involuntarily at the familiarity of her comforting touch.

      “Thanks for footing the hotel bill for me,” I whispered in her ear. “I promise I won’t overstay.”

      Mariah pulled back, her hands gripping my shoulders hard. “Hush. You’re family.”

      A sharp pain slashed into my heart, leaving me breathless. She still called me family even though I hadn’t spoken to her since I moved away.

      “Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Mariah said as she kicked out her chair, swiped her hand under her skirt, and sat down. She rested her elbow on the table and made a motion for the man in the suit to sit down next to her. “This is the family attorney, and he’s going to read the part of Jon’s will that pertains to all of us.”

      She didn’t even bother to reveal his name. Mariah’s face hardened, her focus on the papers the lawyer pulled out of his binder.

      Her behavior was much more clinical than personal, and somehow I found her raw anguish from the funeral much easier to manage than this. Seeing her pull back from sister to businesswoman when she was grieving put a vise around my heart.

      The man pulled out a pair of reading glasses from his jacket, then his eyes skimmed over the papers. “Jon updated his will six months ago and added two more individuals to his estate. In addition to Mariah Grant, Toryn Sarian and Leon Walker are also listed as heirs for the Grants’ historic property on Forth and Gill, with the stipulation that this property be used specifically for non-profit purposes in which you all act together. If at any time the heirs cannot fulfill this stipulation, the property is to be sold.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my throbbing forehead. Property? Act together with Toryn and Mariah? I couldn’t even find the space to ask any questions because the attorney continued to barrel on with a bunch of other legal jargon that sounded like he was speaking in tongues.

      When he finished he stood, fished business cards out of his leather binder and set them in front of Toryn and me. “You can reach me at this number if you have questions.”

      As the lawyer quietly disappeared, Mariah tucked a loose wavy strand of hair that escaped her bun behind her ear. “That house has been an afterthought in our family for years.” She looked up to the ceiling as if she were talking to a higher being that would be able to channel Jon. “What kind of dream were you stirring up this time?”

      I flicked my eyes to Toryn, who gave me a knowing look. That house was more than an afterthought to the three of us, and definitely not the knickknack I’d been expecting. But the question hung over our table, a snake ready to strike.

      “He told me about this idea he’d been working on,” Toryn said, cutting into the silence, his eyes locked on the table where he’d spread his hand. “He called it The Collective.”

      Jon loved that house, but I’d never imagined he’d have any plans for it. I allowed a moment to gather myself. “What’s that?”

      Toryn’s eyes flicked up to me for a tick before he fixed his gaze on Mariah. “For the last couple of weeks, he’d been very focused on the lack of community for people who are struggling in the city.” His eyes shimmered under the glow of the light, and it was unbearable to watch as his hands grabbed at the air desperately. “He told me he wanted to make a place for people who felt like they’d run out of options.”

      And then left us to finish it.

      Jon had convinced his family to take me in when I was too young to take care of myself, so I knew someday the debt would need to be repaid. I just didn’t expect it to be under these circumstances.

      This was merely the price of love.

      “I can’t believe this,” Mariah whispered to her lap, her shoulders shaking. She slammed a tight fist on the table, the water glasses trembling under the force. “I just want to know why.”

      Toryn shot up from his chair, rounded the table, and bent over to cradle Mariah in his arms. He brushed his lips against the top of her head, whispering words of love into her frizzing hair. My eyes burned and my throat tightened.

      I reached for a napkin from the table, scooted my chair over to her and gently wiped away the trail of mascara that streaked her cheeks. This entire moment felt like I was standing on the outside of the building looking in, detached from it all.

      With a sniffle, Mariah exhaled sharply and rolled her shoulders, shaking both of us off. Mariah hated being fussed over. “Well, if this is what Jon wanted, then we have to go look at the house today.”

      I frowned. “Today?”

      Toryn’s eyes widened, and he flicked a quick look to me. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Mariah said with a determined nod—an indicator that no matter what Toryn or I would say, she wouldn’t budge. She scooted her chair back, rose quickly, and yanked her jacket off the back of her chair. “We’ll leave in five.”

      I watched her take off toward the restroom and vanish behind the door. How the hell did I end up here? Ever since I got the call that Jon was dead—that it’d take a while to get the coroner’s report back, but the police were pretty sure he’d shot himself without leaving a note—I had been on autopilot.

      Now I was left with this monumental request in the one place to which I’d jokingly vowed I’d never come back unless someone died. No one was laughing now, though. There was no automatic response to this.

      “I need to get some air,” I said and shot up from my chair, shaking the table hard enough that my untouched glass of water tipped onto my copy of Jon’s will and the glittery tablecloth under it.

      I watched the papers soak up the liquid and grow soggy. Toryn tried to save them, but it was too late. All of this was too late. With a feeble shake of my head, I turned around and walked out of the hotel. I couldn’t take being inside any longer.

      Until now, I’d always been the first to leave and Jon always stayed. His absence smothered me, as did his demand that I fill his role. Had I done this to him when I left? Was I still doing this to Toryn?
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      TORYN

      Mariah returned from the bathroom with her coat on, her hair straightened, face cleaned up, and purse hooked over her shoulder. Her gaze slid between the hotel staff cleaning the remaining mess on the floor and me helplessly patting the ruined stacks of papers.

      I’d hoped that cleaning up the mess would help me deal with the bombshell of Jon’s will. I needed something to motivate me so I could return to the house after all these years, to see and revisit all of those precious memories.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Mariah said, with a wave of her hand at the sopping papers. “I can get you another copy.” Her eyes landed on the third empty seat and quirked an eyebrow. “Where’s Leon?”

      “Outside,” I said with a jerk of my head toward the side exit nearby. “Needed some air.”

      Rivulets of water continued to soak the papers into a wrinkled mess. I dropped the napkin with a defeated plop.

      Mariah’s face shifted into understanding. “I have to get the keys to the house. You take Leon and I’ll meet you there.”

      Her terse instructions brooked no argument, so I took Leon’s and my jackets off our chairs and headed outside. Instructions were good. When we were younger Jon, Leon, and I had rolled our eyes when Mariah bossed us around, but right now, I was grateful.

      An unforgiving chill punched me in the face as I opened the door, and I couldn’t help but curse under my breath. Leon stood off to the side, leaning against the brick of the hotel, one foot planted against the wall, his eyes closed.

      He’d walked through the low shrubbery to do it, clearly ignoring the sign that said not to step on the landscaping. I couldn’t help but smirk. Some things never changed.

      Even against the winter’s gray, Leon’s dark hair still shined. It was much shorter and more neatly styled than he used to keep it. When I’d seen him at the funeral, I’d expected to see his hair reaching his chin, tossed in a tiny ponytail. Where there used to be a day-old shadow etching his cheeks, there was nothing but a clean, smooth jawline.

      God, I’d missed him. I’d thought about him a lot over the years, even after our relationship imploded. My heart knew where it belonged.

      When Leon’s lips wrapped around a square, neon-pink vape pen, my belly filled with a familiar heat, its remanent trickling downward. My mouth ached for a taste of him, and the baser part of me calculated a way to ask Leon if he’d be down to revisit my bed, just to see if our bodies still fit together the same as they had before.

      Shame immediately followed, and the burn of it scorched the fantasy. Leon had been very clear that he wanted nothing to do with me, and I couldn’t get caught up in reliving fantasies.

      Clearing my throat, I said, “I didn’t know you still smoked.”

      Leon startled out of his reverie, his elbow slamming into the brick. I winced with him, a phantom pain blooming up to my shoulder. He jiggled his arm aggressively and squinted at me.

      “Warn a guy,” he said through his teeth, his face still contorted in pain.

      “Put this on. It’s freezing.” I shoved the coat toward him. Leon looked at it like it had offended him before reluctantly grabbing it. My breath hitched when his soft fingertips, always warm even in the cold, grazed my knuckles. If Leon noticed, he didn’t say anything, instead holding the vape in his mouth as he shrugged on his peacoat.

      The question I’d been wanting to ask flickered brightly inside my mind, and I couldn’t hold it back anymore. I needed that touchstone. “How’re you holding up?”

      Leon glared at me, ripped the vape out of his mouth, and shoved it into his pocket. “Why do you want to know?”

      Taken aback by the sharp edge of his voice, my eyebrows shot up. He said it like he hadn’t been the one to leave me four years ago without looking back. Like I hadn’t begged him to travel the world with me. Like I wasn’t going through hell, too.

      I shoved my fists into my coat pockets. “Well, because we just buried our best friend, and I’d like to make sure you’re not trying to deal with all of it alone.”

      “I’m fine,” Leon said, shifting his gaze to his fingers as he buttoned up his coat. “Did Mariah leave?”

      I let out a long breath through my nose, then nodded. “She’s getting the key first. Told me to give you a ride.”

      “I can catch an Uber.”

      With a roll of my eyes, I said, “And you’d be tossed around from one driver to another for a solid hour before you’d get one.” Leon gave me a sideways look, and I took a step closer. “I’ll just take you there and then you can decide how you want to get back to the hotel, okay?”

      Leon cupped the back of his neck. “Okay, I’ll do it. For Mariah.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leon’s blue eyes stayed on me, and dug into my soul. It was easy to get drawn into his intensity. If I kept looking at him, he’d be able to dissect every part of me, and I would be helpless against it.

      “Right,” he said, stalking past me toward the parking lot. He slowed his pace and threw an expectant look over his shoulder. “You still have that orange Nissan of yours?”

      It took every fiber of my being to keep my face neutral. “Yes.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Leon said, pulling out his vape and puffing it a few times as he walked away.

      I allowed myself a healthy amount of distance, hoping that by the time I got behind the wheel, my pulse would settle a little.
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      LEON

      A sweet soprano crooned through the speakers of Toryn’s compact car, the dry heat abrading my skin. I immediately adjusted the vents away from me and rested my head against the window, reveling in its coolness.

      I had to stay connected to my body, to stop the gnarled roots of grief from suffocating me. I had to stop myself from searching for a distraction in Toryn while we were both vulnerable.

      We puttered through downtown’s afternoon traffic. Holiday wreaths and ribbons wrapped the lantern lights off Gay Street, lights and painted windows covering the business storefronts. People walked around bundled in scarves and coats.

      To them, today was another Saturday, another day tiptoeing closer to Christmas and the New Year. They weren’t trying to walk on unsteady legs. They weren’t battling tears constantly. They had the privilege of living this day just like they had yesterday, with smiles and normality.

      My eyes slid to Toryn. It was undeniable how he’d changed. It showed in the confidence of his gait, the surety in his eyes. And there were parts of him that were everlasting—the tiny freckle on his lower lip, the rings he still had on each middle finger for balance, the ability to cry without fear.

      I turned back to the strangers, my thumbs rubbing over the smooth beds of my fingernails. Looking at Toryn was like staring at the sun—warm, bright, and dangerous.

      “You know, coming back here is not at all what I expected,” I said.

      Toryn ceased tapping his ringed fingers on the steering wheel. “What did you expect?”

      Allowing myself a moment, I considered the question. “I guess I expected it’d be exactly the same, but it’s not. The foundation’s remained, but the superficial bits got a makeover.”

      What I didn’t tell him is that I was talking about him.

      As we pulled to the curb in front of the house, my brain flooded with memories, seizing my insides. It was like I was sixteen all over again, sneaking into this house when I thought Jon didn’t know, trying to devise a plan to get away from my piece of shit excuse of a father.

      I didn’t realize I’d made a fist until Toryn’s hand covered it.

      “Hey,” he said. “I can tell Mariah to do this another day.”

      I yanked back my hand, unbuckled my seatbelt, opened the door, and planted a foot on the pavement. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      My focus narrowed in on Mariah, and I strode toward her without waiting for Toryn.

      No one spoke as Mariah pushed the key into the door. It still creaked the same way, and my breath caught in my throat as we followed her inside.

      It was like walking through a closet and ending up in a totally different world. This was no longer the dusty, crumbling house we’d called our own. The walls had chair rails installed, a fresh coat of paint and newly installed laminate floors showed through between stacked boxes of furniture. The dining room’s exposed brick fireplace had been painted a light gray, and chrome fixtures hung from the ceiling.

      Mariah headed to the other side of the house, and after another breathless moment of appreciation, I followed the sound of Mariah’s heels and found her running her fingers over the smooth kitchen countertop. She stopped in front of the window leading to the weed-laden backyard and wrinkled her nose.

      “God, this place has always been a dump,” she said, crossing her arms. “We’ll have to see what the comps in the area are to see if we can still profit.”

      Pressure filled my ears and clenched my jaw. Sure, it had always been a dump, but had been our dump, our escape. I slowly unclenched my jaw and made myself take in the room in front of me, which was decidedly not a dump any longer with its new appliances and sturdy hinges.

      Toryn rounded a corner of the kitchen, his lips tight. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about selling the property,” Mariah said, looking at me for a moment before turning back to Toryn. “We obviously can’t do anything with something this run-down, even if we did have time.”

      Both of them stared at me, like they expected me to weigh in. Maybe I should. Time was something I couldn’t give to this city, but Toryn’s obvious incredulity at Mariah’s statement mirrored the pounding in my chest.

      “That’s the last thing we should be talking about,” Toryn said, spreading his arms wide as if what Mariah said was spectacularly ridiculous. “So much has been done to this place already. Why can’t we look into it a bit more and see how far along he got?”

      Mariah’s eyebrows wrinkled together. “Do you have any idea the amount of work that would need to go into making this idea of his happen? People have been wanting to snatch this property for years, and it should go to someone who’ll make it into something, not a concept that becomes a money pit.”

      “Jon’s been flaky about a lot, but when he wants something, he’s all in,” Toryn said, rolling one of the rings around his middle finger quickly, his hands shaky. “If you can’t see all the work he’s done, then you’re not paying attention. He always knew how to get the three of us—”

      “Don’t talk to me like I don’t know my brother,” Mariah said, heat creeping into her voice. “He was everything to me, but it’s delusional to think he’s taken this project beyond a little makeover. He was probably onto some other big idea already, and that’s why he left it to us to fix it.”

      “Jesus, all I’m saying is we shouldn’t diminish his efforts,” Toryn said, pinching his forehead as he paced. “You’re not in charge. All three of us are involved.”

      Two pairs of eyes were on me again, and I lifted both of my hands up. “I’m not going to make a hasty decision based on emotions right now, and I don’t think y’all should either.”

      That seemed to pierce the bubble of tension and Toryn reached for Mariah’s arm, his face contorted in regret. “I’m sorry, Em, I—”

      “I know, sweetie. We’re all out of sorts. It’s a lot to take in,” Mariah said to him, her eyes tender as she brushed away a stray bit of hair. She walked toward the hallway and exhaled a hard breath. “I need to head to my house to see my parents. Mom isn’t . . .” She looked down at the floor and shook her head. “It may be a couple of days before I—we—can talk more about this, okay?”

      A couple days? I wouldn’t be here that long, but Mariah was already halfway out the door before I could get a word in. Maybe I’d have better luck texting.

      As the door slammed shut, Toryn swung around to me and said, “Please tell me you don’t agree with her.”

      Looking around, I rolled my lips together and raised my eyebrows.

      Toryn’s head dropped back, and he groaned. “C’mon, there’s so much potential. You know this place looks nothing like it used to, so obviously whatever this project is, Jon was invested. The only way it’s going to come to life is if we’re both on board, then we show Mariah what we can do.”

      A strangled laugh punched through my diaphragm.

      “Do you even hear yourself? You say ‘we’ but there’s no ‘we’ in this, Toryn. I don’t live here. I don’t work here. Regardless of whatever Jon may think he’s doing by roping me into this, I refuse to drop everything for anyone. You know that.”

      Because anyone could leave me at any time. It was better to focus on what I could control—myself. It was better to walk away than to be left or to cower and wait for the next blow to land.

      I spun around and walked away from Toryn again, and it was just as excruciating as it had been four years before.
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      TORYN

      With tense shoulders, I clenched my teeth when the front door boomed shut again. I knew better than to go after Leon. It took a while, but Leon learned how to find space when he needed it, and I had to learn to respect that.

      There’s no “we” in this.

      His words seemed to reverberate off the cupboards. I left the kitchen, fighting the urge to sag to the floor and close my eyes from this nightmare with the hope I’d wake up to find my subconscious had decided to play a dirty trick on me. Everything about this house breathed our history, and there was a weight on my chest refusing to separate it from Jon or Leon.

      I walked into the formal dining room where Jon, Leon, and I would sit and drink shitty beer, solely because Jon insisted it was the best place to feel the sunset. From this angle, I could see into the bathroom, where the walls were still covered in a mural of band posters he’d hung because Jon loved to lie in the clawfoot bathtub and listen to music on a thrifted turntable he’d set on the toilet.

      As much as I tried, there was no waking from this. Even if I stretched my imagination thin, there would be no world I could create where Jon and Leon would be here, back in my life again.

      Now I would be without Jon’s infectious laugh, his uncanny talent at literally everything, his incredible ability to tell stories. Those were the surface bits that pulled people to Jon, but what I always admired the most was how hard he loved, and how open he was about giving that love.

      How he’d pulled me out of my darkness when I couldn’t see past it.

      I walked upstairs to the main room where a bay window with stained glass along its sides faced toward the backyard, a huge lot that stretched all the way to the street.

      Leon and I shared our first kiss in this room. My stomach wrapped around itself, again and again, to stave off the onslaught of memories. It was impossible. Like tipping dominos, echoes of the nights we’d spent here filled my head, nights where we talked about our future with breathless hope, to gain independence.

      I backed out of the room and closed the door, stopping myself from listening to the past, forcing myself back into the uncomfortable present.

      Outside, I found Leon sitting on the top porch step, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket, staring off into the distance. The wind had tousled his hair into a mess of waves and reddened his nose.

      Stretching my legs over the second step, I asked, “How long are you here for?”

      “Fly back Wednesday. Bereavement doesn’t count if it’s for someone who’s not a relative, even if your parents were a couple of shit bags,” Leon said, taking a long pull from his vape. A large cloud of mist circled around us, and he fanned at it when it came over toward me. “My boss gave me some leeway because I helped in a difficult case a couple of months back without using paid time off.” He angled his head toward me, hair feathering across his forehead. “You still working at the school?”

      I smiled at my feet. “AP Language and AP Lit, which has been refreshing because they want to be there, you know? They can be a bit intense, but the kids are fun this year.”

      The conversation fell flat and the expanse of the years apart wedged between us. I could feel the weight of Leon’s stare. He never looked past anyone and had an uncanny gift to clock someone’s thoughts without much prompting.

      “I’m sorry about what I said,” Leon said.

      My breath hitched, and I looked at him, at his rueful smile aimed at the vape in his hand.

      “It’s not like you said anything that wasn’t true.”

      “Doesn’t mean I should weaponize it. Especially now,” Leon said, flipping the vape around in his palm. “So, you really want to go through with this, huh?”

      I glanced at Leon out of the corner of my eye. “Yeah, I do.”

      Leon’s his lips were pursed in a way that meant he was choosing his words carefully. “He really transformed this place, and it’s a wonderful idea, but Mariah’s right. It’s too much. This is totally hands-on, not something I can help with when I’m back home.”

      Leon rose with a grace I’d always admired and walked backward to the middle of the lawn. He rested the tip of his vape against his lips as he squinted up to the second floor and took another long pull, the smoke blowing out of his nose like a dragon ready to spit fire. He could always make shit we’d make fun of look like high art. It was one of the many things that made me fall in love with him.

      “I just wish it wasn’t all we have left of him,” Leon said, the tiniest quiver in his voice. He dashed the back of his hand over his eyes.

      He jerked his head toward my car and headed toward it. “I should head back to the hotel,” Leon said, rounding toward the passenger side.

      I pulled myself upright. My legs wobbled; I was too confused by the sudden shift, and my mind scrambled to come up with a way to hold on to him a little longer.

      Dinner would be a safe choice; we hadn’t eaten all day, and it was already beginning to settle into evening.

      I cleared my throat to buy myself time to get the guts to ask around the lump that had remained lodged in my throat.

      “Hey, do you think you’d wanna—”

      Leon looked up and the words vanished like the smoke he breathed out of his pretty mouth. I was a fool to think that he’d want to spend any more time with me than he’d have to, and today had been stressful enough. Plus, he had a life he had to get back to, where maybe a girlfriend or boyfriend waited for him.

      “Wanna what?” Leon asked, a wrinkle settling between his eyebrows.

      I fished out my key fob from my pocket and hit the button to unlock the doors. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Let’s get you back to the hotel.”

      The curiosity was still present in Leon’s blue eyes, but he didn’t press. Even when I’d dropped him off at the hotel, even after his overly polite thanks, that curiosity haunted me.
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      LEON

      Tuesday morning, I walked back to the house. But it wasn’t our house anymore. It was The Collective now.

      It looked ethereal in the morning light. Jon had always known how to make things come to life, and my throat tightened at the reminder that he would never get to do that again. I twisted my hand around the solitary key I held, its metal teeth biting into my skin.

      With a fortifying breath, I walked toward the entrance, but when I got to the end of the stairs, I pivoted. A steppingstone path that hadn’t been there last week led around the side of the house. Who would come here and do this?

      Unsure where it would lead me, I followed the path.

      Along the side of the house were wreaths, bouquets, and single roses, signs of love and mourning, some prettily decorated on stiff posterboard, others on ripped cardboard with shaky handwriting.

      All a tribute to Jon.

      Jon was here, in the earth, the breeze, the sunshine on my neck. How could I leave when there was so much left to do?

      Something rustled behind me, and I looked sharply over my shoulder to find a young woman who looked like she was barely out of high school standing nearby with a yellow rose in her hand. Her eyes were tight around the edges, deep circles set under her eyes.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said, her grip on the long stem tightening.

      Slowly, I got to my feet and dusted off the dirt on my knees. “You didn’t interrupt at all,” I said, stepping back so she could lay the rose down at the top of the pile of flowers.

      Together, we stood there in silence. The breeze ruffled the flower petals, and the hum of cars passed by on the road out front. The woman asked, “Were you a friend of Jon’s too?”

      I tilted my head toward her and nodded. “You?”

      She twisted her lips to the side like she was giving the question serious thought. “I think so. He used to come to the coffee shop I work at, and we’d talk when the days were slow.” She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, twisting the ends of her sweater over her hands. “He helped me out when I was going through a hard time.”

      I scuffed my shoe over a stone and my pulse sounded loud in my ears. “He helped me out when I was going through a hard time, too.”

      Even though my “hard time” had been my childhood, Jon had always been there. It should’ve been difficult to share this sentiment with a stranger, but something had unlocked in my chest and allowed me to release it.

      At this, she faced me and held my gaze for a long time. “I didn’t know a lot about him, but he always made me feel like he really cared about what I had to say. I don’t know many people who do that.”

      “I’m glad he was there for you when you needed someone,” I said.

      The woman looked up at the sky, squinting at the eaves of the house. “It’s a shame he passed away before he got to open this. There were a lot of people excited about it.” Then she turned and walked away, lifting a hand goodbye.

      I studied the bed of flowers and the notes piling up. Whether they were elaborate posters or jagged bits of cardboard written on in Sharpie, all of them said the same thing—Jon was missed and loved. Jon had helped so many people when he couldn’t help himself, so who was I if I didn’t at least try to keep his vision going?

      Retracing my steps along the footpath, I summoned the bravery I needed to call my boss. Gingerly, I unlocked the front door, slipped inside, and pressed the call button on my phone. Without preamble, I said, “I need more time. There have been some things that’ve come up and I can’t leave. Not yet.”

      I paced between the boxes of furniture and waited for a response, envisioning where each piece of unassembled furniture would go. Eventually, my boss exhaled a long sigh, and said, “Look, I have great empathy for your circumstances, but I’m not able to give you any more time off. I had to persuade management to give you the time you got. My hands are tied.”

      A sudden wave of nausea swished in my stomach, my throat sticky with the threat of vomiting that sent me toward the kitchen sink as a precaution. I couldn’t let this go. Jon needed me.

      Head bowed over the shiny chrome, I said, “I quit.”

      “Hey, let’s take a moment to think this through. You’re dealing with a lot of stress right now and it’s not a good idea to make any hasty decisions.”

      “It’s not hasty.”  A sudden wave of serenity washed over me. “I can’t leave Knoxville, so if management can’t give me the time I need, I quit.”

      “Leon . . .  Are you okay?”

      I smiled and lifted myself to stare out the window at a yard that held an endless circle of memories. “Yeah, for once I actually am.”

      With the same abruptness I’d used to start the call, I hung up. While I’d been on the phone, Mariah had sent a group text:

      
        
          
            
              
        I can do a late lunch at Marble City Market at one. Only have an hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, Mariah really did know how to get to the point. With a deep breath, I took myself to the bathroom with the clawfoot tub, climbed into it, lay back, and called Toryn.

      “I’ll do this with you,” I said. Maybe I should have said hello or who it was or what I meant, but not when I felt nothing beyond the coolness of the tub wrapped in every safe memory I’d ever had, and not when the person on the other end would know all that anyway.

      The silence from the other end of the line felt like an eternity. “What made you change your mind?” Toryn asked.

      “It’s not fair to Jon to run away from this and leave you to do it all alone. It’ll take a village, and Jon has that.”

      “That’s a pretty drastic shift in heart,” Toryn said, a hint of excitement in his voice.

      I breathed a laugh.

      “What about your job, though?”

      I pressed my hand against my stomach. I couldn’t let Toryn know that I’d thrown my whole career down the toilet. “I got a bit more time out of them. There’s a lot going on with the organization anyway, so I don’t think they’re going to be upset about me not being on the payroll.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Toryn asked.

      “It means I got it covered. Let’s stop fussing and focus on the fact in two hours we’ll be seeing Mariah,” I said, restlessness gnawing at my patience.

      “Well, I guess this is the time to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “I got a copy of the key from Mariah, and I went to the house earlier this morning,” he said. My heart lurched at the thought that we’d likely just missed each other by a few minutes. “Jon had an office upstairs, and there was a binder on the desk. It has all the information we need to continue—permits, construction plans, schedules, everything.”

      The onslaught of information hit me like a sucker punch. “No fucking way,” I whispered.

      “Yup,” Toryn said, pure joy coming through the line. “There are a lot of layers that’ll need to be worked through, but I think this will be enough to convince Mariah.”

      “Alright, walk me through what you know. I don’t want to go into this totally blind.”

      I listened to Toryn’s plan for the better part of an hour until he cleared his throat and said, “Hey, I don’t know if this will work out, but if it does, well . . . There’s no one else I’d want to do this with than you.”

      The air in my lungs twisted around my chest, making it impossible to speak.

      “Right,” Toryn said, his voice tight at my silence. “I’ll see you soon.”

      By the time I got a bit of nerve to speak, he’d already hung up.
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      TORYN

      Marble City Market was packed for a Tuesday afternoon. When a table finally opened, I rushed at it and aggressively wiped away the leftover crumbs and rings of condensation before setting the binder I’d bought from the Collective down on the table.

      Then I waited.

      Leon walked through the main entrance a couple of minutes later, hair mussed by the wind. He was dressed in a plain Henley and faded jeans that made me keenly aware of the shiver that raced down my spine. I stood up when he spotted me, and a knowing smile tipped at the side of his mouth. To avoid landing on my ass, I had to sit down.

      As he weaved through the crowd, he was completely oblivious to the eyes that followed him. Leon Walker had always turned heads wherever he went, and it seemed that hadn’t changed.

      “Hey,” he said, a little breathless as he sat in his chair. His cheeks were ruddy from the cold, making his blue eyes radiant. He flicked his gaze down to the binder, his index finger reaching out to brush along the edge. “So that’s it, huh?”

      I slid my hand up the edge toward Leon’s finger, close, but not enough to touch. Leon pushed a little closer, giving a mere flicker of a touch at the side of my pinkie, and a rush of fondness flooded my heart.

      “Hello, loves.” Mariah’s voice coming from nearby broke the moment. Leon’s touch slid away as he stood up, swooping Mariah in for a hug. Over her shoulder he looked at the binder and then to the empty chair next to me. I quickly slid it off the table and set it on the empty seat next to me.

      Mariah sat down, rocking back and forth to adjust her seat. There were dark circles under her bloodshot eyes and her skin was paler than normal. Her hair, wrapped up messily in a clip, had lost its usual shine.

      An echo of her usual sleek self, she appeared to be holding on by sheer willpower. I’d been there before, clawing at the tiny bit of mental stability I had. And it was excruciating that there was nothing I could do for her.

      But Jon could have done something. It burned that he made her like this yet wasn't here to help her get through it. Of course, if he'd been here, she wouldn't be in this shape. Gotta love a paradox.

      “Okay, so now that we’ve had a couple of days to think this over,” Mariah said, folding her hands on the table, looking between Leon and me. “I still believe we should sell.”

      “But you know Jon wouldn’t want us to sell,” I said.

      Mariah’s eyes flicked up from her hands. “You can hate me for it now, you can hate me for it later, but you can’t do this alone.”

      She gave me a knowing look, with a whole other set of hurt set in her eyes. This was an old hurt, one that I’d caused. The only difference between Jon and me was that I was still here.

      “He won’t be. We’re doing it together, and hopefully you will too,” Leon said. Mariah whipped her head toward him, blinking. Leon gave a smile at Mariah’s critical look as he shrugged and said, “Hey, I don’t make the rules. We all gotta agree, remember?”

      “Do either one of you know the first thing about how to go about this?” Mariah asked as she leaned forward and pointed her finger to the table, her eyes snapping between us. “We all have jobs. Careers.” She looked at me. “School’s starting back up again.” She turned to Leon, her hand upturned. “What about your cases?”

      She leaned back a bit, though certainly not retreating. “Dad is still on track to retire, and I’m going to be taking over his position in the business. When will any of us have the time, huh?”

      Leon gave a small nod, and with unsteady hands, I grabbed the binder from the chair and slid it toward Mariah.

      “Jon left this at the house. Most of the work is done. Only a few things we’ll need to do, which includes tracking down the 501(c)(3) filing and identifying how to get it transferred over to our names,” I said. “The attorney said that Leon and I are listed as the Pay on Death on The Collective bank account, and he can help make sure that account is set up where it’s suitable for a non-profit, which given everything Jon has done, it may already be. The binder also has all the contact information we need for contractors and volunteers that are already lined up and waiting for a start date.”

      Mariah opened the binder, her expression blank, and leafed through the contents. Blueprints, interior design concepts, contacts. Emails upon emails of correspondence with other organizations, therapists, soup kitchens, and life skills programs.

      Her face crumpled as she spread her hands over the papers tucked inside their plastic protectors. “He never talked to me about it.” She dashed a knuckle against the corner of her eyes. “I guess I didn’t know him at all.”

      I covered one of her hands, wrapping my fingers around her tiny palm. “You loved him, and that’s all he needed.”

      “Yeah, a lot of good that did,” she whispered, so softly I almost didn’t catch it. I looked up to see if Leon had heard, too, and the twitch of his eyebrow was all I needed to see to know he had.

      “Originally, I came here to tell you we have bidders who are interested in the property,” Mariah said, slowly closing the binder and slipping her hands away.  “We’ve got three weeks until I have to give an answer. Do you think you can get it far enough along to be a viable option by then?”

      I turned to Leon, his blue eyes steady on me. “Yup,” he said. “I think we can make it work.”

      Mariah’s phone began to jingle and with a curse she fished it out of her coat pocket and rose from her chair. “Hang on, I gotta take this.”

      We watched as Mariah walked away into a corner, her knuckles kneading under her chin. She nodded along, spoke, closed her eyes, and nodded again, her shoulders sagging.

      I exchanged a worried look with Leon. “Do you think it worked?”

      “I don’t know,” Leon said, his gaze tracing back to Mariah. “But we can’t do this without her agreeing.”

      “That was Mom, I have to leave,” Mariah said when she returned to the table, unhooking her purse from the back of her chair. She leaned over and gave us each a kiss on the cheek, adjusting her purse when she stood up straight. “Three weeks and then we talk about this again, okay?”

      “Okay,” Leon said, and I nodded, too stunned to speak. It wasn’t until she was gone that I found my voice again, my blood zinging with exhilaration.

      “So, when should we get started?” I asked, with a mixture of nerves and excitement.

      “You have anywhere you need to be?” Leon asked. I shook my head, and he pushed the binder back to me and smiled. I couldn’t help but mirror that smile. “Well, how about now? We’ve only got three weeks, after all.”

      “Heard that,” I said, clapping my hands together and opening the binder.
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      LEON

      Work started immediately. I’d set myself up to think that no one would be willing to talk to two strangers about the project, but I was wrong. I was so, so, wrong.

      In the first week, Jon’s property had a constant influx of people buzzing around its halls and rooms, putting finishing touches on the rooms upstairs. We moved Jon’s makeshift office into a larger room on the first floor where we split our time between meeting directors of local charities, neighborhood outreach projects and random friends of Jon.

      Beyond the family, only Toryn and I knew the details about what happened to Jon. Most of the volunteers had assumed his death was a tragic, spontaneous event, that one night he’d gone to sleep, and somewhere in the night, had gone peacefully.

      There was a reason the family had chosen a closed casket.

      On Friday, Toryn confined himself in the office feverishly typing on his laptop. The setting sun created a hazy blue halo around him, emphasizing the broadness of his shoulders, the perfect slope of his high cheekbones, the tiny bits of sandy blond hair poking out from underneath his peach slouchy beanie.

      Utterly unfair. No one should be able to make peach look that good.

      I knocked lightly on the doorframe, pulling Toryn out of his focus. His eyes were lidded with exhaustion.

      “I ordered pizza,” I said, poking an elbow toward the front of the house. “The dining room is a mess, so we’ll have to eat on the porch.”

      There was only one chair available on the porch, so we turned that into a makeshift table, and sat opposite each other on the porch. Toryn immediately snatched a slice and shoved half of it into his mouth.

      It was incredibly distracting. His mouth pouted when he ate, and when the tip of his tongue peeked out to grab a tiny bit of sauce from the corner of his mouth, I realized I’d made a big mistake in my choice of food.

      I was still watching his mouth when it moved again to say something to me, but I didn’t make out a single word, the syllables turning to babble. I pulled my gaze up to Toryn’s eyes and blinked.

      “What was that?” I asked, internally wincing at how dazed I sounded.

      “I was asking if you were free tomorrow,” Toryn said.

      “What’s tomorrow?”

      “Saturday. The day that comes after Friday, which is today,” Toryn said, mild amusement quirking his lips. “I’d originally promised someone I’d take their kid to The Lost Sea because he has to help his mother move, but he cancelled.”

      “Boyfriend?” I asked, wincing at how the word spilled out of my mouth before I could stop myself. Now I couldn’t take it back.

      Now Toryn ducked his head and pressed his lips into a shy smile. My pulse quickened.

      “No boyfriend.” He pulled a piece of pepperoni from his slice and tossed it into his mouth. Mercifully, before I could make a fool of myself again, he said, “Or girlfriend. This is just a garden variety platonic friend.”

      He was single. I shouldn’t have delighted in that bit of information, but I did. I was fucking elated, because somewhere in my head, the tiny glimmer of hope I’d kept tamped down flickered to life.

      I set my pizza down, my pulse drumming so hard I couldn’t take another bite. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Toryn canted his head toward me, a tiny furrow settled between his eyebrows. “Why not?”

      I pulled the vape out of my back pocket for a quick hit, hoping the burn of nicotine in my lungs would provide a good distraction from my traitorous brain. “Because you don’t owe me anything.”

      Toryn tossed the remainder of his pizza slice into the box, dusted off his hands, and scooted toward me, stopping when he was at the edge of too close. I wetted my lips, and Toryn’s gaze followed, his mouth parting.

      “You can ask me anything you want,” he said, his voice a little raspy.

      I inhaled a quick breath, my mouth suddenly dry. “Dangerous territory.”

      Toryn shrugged, his fingers rolling the ring on his middle finger. “I’ll take my chances.”

      There was no peace around Toryn. He reminded me of what I’d missed over the years, of the reasons why my other relationships failed.

      What I felt for Toryn took up so much residence in every cell of my body, it made it impossible to find space for anyone else. I’d tried and failed each time.

      “Noted,” I said, turning away from the pull of Toryn’s gray eyes, still vivid in the waning dusk. I rubbed my thumb over the nailbed of my ring finger.

      Toryn turned to look out at the road, squinting his eyes at something in the distance. “Jon loved the Lost Sea so much,” he said, his voice pitched low. “He’d go there alone at least twice a year. Insisted he learned something new every time. I figured we’d could go and learn something new together.”

      He gave me a slight smile, one that I’d once felt helpless not to kiss. Well, that hadn’t changed.

      I bit my lip and when Toryn’s eyes focused on my mouth, a tiny shiver wiggled up my spine. A rush of heat flooded my cheeks, and with tingly lips I said, “Sure, I’ll go. It’s been a while since I’ve been overly educated about a cave that has rare crystals  and a random-ass lake inside.”

      “Good.” Toryn’s smile grew, and my pulse kicked up. Then he stood and clapped his hands, like he was calling attention to a group. “Let’s close up and get going.”

      We cleaned up from our dinner, went inside to turn all the lights off, and left out the back door to the flat yard area that’d turned into undeclared parking. I’d parked my rental next to Toryn’s car. Mariah had insisted on footing the bill for the rental after she chastised me for believing I would be able to get around town without one.

      “Damn,” Toryn said, running his finger over the hood of the SUV. “This is the first time I’m seeing this.”

      I ducked my head and rubbed the back of my neck. “Got it this morning. They didn’t have any compact sedans available, so I got stuck with this tank. When I called Mariah to apologize for the gas bill, she told me to make sure I made good use of it.”

      “Sounds like Em,” Toryn said, looking down at the shapes he made with his finger on the hood. The streetlamp had turned on behind him, casting his face in shadow where I was unable to read it. “You know . . .”

      I waited, but Toryn didn’t finish the thought. We stood in the quiet of the night smushed between our cars, on the same swell of grass we’d spent so many nights together. In the yard where the three of us had gotten drunk off my father’s shitty whiskey on Halloween, and the place from where I’d called Toryn when my father locked me out of the house on Christmas.

      It was the veil between the real world and the world Jon, Toryn, and I had created, and something about being here with Toryn alone, without Jon, tied the strings of my heart into a tight knot.

      “I’m guessing you’ll want to meet there,” I said to break my mind away from the past.

      “Nah, I can drive.” Toryn’s pulled out his phone, from his back pocket, his thumbs typing out a text. My phone rumbled in my pocket and as I reached for it, he said, “I’ve texted you my address so we can meet at my house. It’s not far from the hotel.”

      Once again, I was reminded I'd placed Toryn in Limbo outside of my self-made purgatory. In my mind, he still lived in the small, one-bedroom apartment out west, with upstairs neighbors that didn’t know how to walk without stomping.

      It was hard to handle how much I wanted to know this part of him. To discover what had changed and what remained the same. I wanted to fill in all the space between us, to meld old memories with new.

      I wanted Toryn back forever.

      “What time should I come over?” I asked, distracting myself with my phone.

      “Wanna do around ten? I’d like to sleep in a little bit. I figured you’d feel the same.”

      I scoffed. “Oh, anything earlier and I would’ve laughed in your face and said good luck.”

      Toryn smirked, like he’d known I was going to say exactly that.

      As I was about to say goodbye, Toryn moved closer, wrapped his cold fingers around my wrist and gently tugged me into his arms. It took me a few beats to figure out what was happening before muscle memory kicked in and my arms weaved around his slim waist.

      His nose grazed my neck, his breath tickling my skin. My eyes fluttered at the firm press of his chest against mine.

      “I’d forgotten, you know,” Toryn whispered in my ear.

      His voice quivered, and I couldn’t tell if it was nerves, delight, or something else entirely. When his fingers combed through the hair at the base of my neck, his nails scratching along the edge, I had to grit my teeth to stave off the shiver thrumming in my bones.

      “You forgot how to hug?” I asked, attempting to keep the tone light.

      “Yeah, something like that,” Toryn said as he stepped away heading to the driver’s side of his car. My skin pebbled at the loss of his warmth, his cologne still heavy in the air.

      We got into our cars, turning in separate directions at the stop sign. My skin thrummed the entire drive back to the hotel. As soon as I’d parked, a text came in from Toryn.

      It was a group photo of Jon, Toryn, and me from sixth grade, standing in front of The Lost Sea Adventure Visitor’s Center, with a text that said:

      
        
          
            
              
        Wonder if it’ll still be the same.

      

      

      

      

      

      I zoomed in on Jon in the photo. His smile was so big it took up most of his face. I kept zooming in his face until it was too blurry to make out his features, secretly hoping that somewhere in the pixels I could find the path of choices that led Jon to the night he died.

      Swiping back to the text, I typed out:

      
        
          
            
              
        Me too.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus, this place hasn’t changed a bit,” I muttered to Toryn after nearly half an hour in the cave. “Even the tour guide’s speech is the same.”

      Toryn snorted a laugh and elbowed me in the side. “Hush, that’s not true. That girl is being very earnest about her job right now.”

      I’d purposefully slowed my gait so that we fell toward the back of the crowd. Whatever the tourist guide had to say would’ve gone in one ear and out the other with the scent of Toryn’s cologne surrounding me, or the way his hand brushed against the back of mine every once in a while.

      I’d spent too many minutes since we started this tour trying to angle a way to just reach out and grab his hand. It was foolish to feel so of- balance, taking me back to middle school when the biggest part of dating was being able to roam the halls with laced fingers and palms pressed together.

      Out the corner of my eye I caught Toryn staring up in interest at the stalactites, his tongue pressed against the corner of his mouth. He pointed upward, and I looked up at a row of crystalline spikes.

      “Cave flowers,” Toryn whispered. “These were Jon’s favorites.”

      That was something I hadn’t forgotten, the awe in Jon’s eyes when he saw them the first time when he was twelve. I didn’t pay them much attention at the time, too caught up in my own head to give a shit, but now I could really see why he found the anthodite formation so mesmerizing.

      The crowd began to walk again, and we followed behind them, deeper into the chilly depths of the cave. Toryn cupped his hands in front of him and blew into them, and without thinking I reached up and gently pulled them away, rubbing them between into my own.

      “You always get cold so easily,” I said, raising his hands up to blow warm breath over them as I held them between my cupped hands. His breath hitched. I glanced up to find his cheeks flushed, and then I realized what I’d done.

      “Thanks,” Toryn said, voice hushed. He slowly pulled away. After that, he was always near me, stealing little moments of touch, like setting his hand on my lower back to allow me to pass by when the path got too narrow. His knuckles grazed over my own too many times to count, and it made me feel hot all over.

      Was I really that touch-starved? Comparing the partners of my past to a simple fleeting touch from Toryn, or the soft breath of his voice in my ear, or the way his laugh made muscle inside of me sing, I wasn’t just starved. I was famished.

      Eventually we’d reached a large area of the cave, and the tour guide allowed the crowd a moment to take a break.  The groups that had come together coalesced and sat down or walked around looking at the walls and asking questions.

      I stood off to the side, on sensory overload, but my gaze was constantly following Toryn around the room, like he was the most interesting part of this place. Which to me he was.

      When he finally circled back to me, his nose was a little red from the cold, his hair messy from his hands.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asked me, while looking over his shoulder to watch a couple of young kids began to chase each other, clearly full of beans.

      “Yeah. I am. Thank you for inviting me.”

      Toryn held my gaze as he rolled his shoulders and scratched behind his ear. Restlessness rolled off him in waves, and made me tense up, too. When he spoke, it only ramped up the tension. “You know, I’m sure this is probably the worst time to even bring this up, but I don’t know when it would be a good time, so I’m gonna go ahead and hope that you won’t get pissed.”

      I furrowed my eyebrows to keep up with the rush of words. When he finished his spiel. “Okay,” I said, stretching out the last syllable in confusion.

      “When I’d decided to do the overseas teaching contract, at the time I didn’t think I was being selfish. I had all these ideas that it would be great and perfect and wonderful, and I believed you’d think that, too.”

      My entire body went numb. I already knew this information, but I wasn’t sure where else this conversation would be going. Still, Toryn had piqued my curiosity, so I stayed quiet so he could finish his thought.

      “You were right to be scared and to say it was cruel of me to assume you’d want to go. To say that you’d have to pay for things, and that you had your own plans. Then…you said it was a terrible idea.”

      I winced. “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, you should’ve,” Toryn said with an insistence that meant he wouldn’t be convinced otherwise.

      “You’re right, it was a terrible idea, but I shouldn’t have said it as harshly as I did, because it really hurt your feelings.”

      “We said a lot of things that night that we could’ve said better. But I’d allowed my hurt pride to control my actions and that’s where I’m at fault. I’ve been living in regret over that decision for four years.” Toryn stepped close to me, so close that I could feel our noses touch. I had to close my eyes, but I didn’t step backward. “I didn’t know if you’d come to Jon’s funeral, but I hoped you would. I wanted to talk to you, but I didn’t know if I’d be able to.”

      “I made a mistake when I cut him off with you,” I whispered, pulling back so I could look at Toryn head on. “But you two were a unit before I came along and I didn’t like the idea of him having to choose, so I took on the bad guy role.”

      “Wanna know what’s crazy about it? He never got upset,” Toryn said, his hands wrapping around my arms and giving them a gentle squeeze. “It was almost like he understood. And I know the last week has been absolutely wild, but I also know it was Jon’s way of saying he still loved you.”

      I swallowed, and with it the tension I'd been carrying for thirty years sluiced out of me, relief left in its way. Somehow, Toryn's words pierced and drained away  a lifetime of anxiety, leaving me simultaneously empty and full. Full of things I wanted to say and do to make up for lost time. To tell Toryn about all the nights I spent alone with a bruised heart, wondering if he was somewhere else feeling the same. At the time, I’d forced myself into thinking it was cruelty but now I could see I was mourning.

      I wanted to say all of this to him, to confess that my love for him had never dimmed  despite the pain it caused me to hold him in my heart, but the tour guide interrupted my moment of bravery to announce that everyone needed to gather in the middle.

      In a daze I followed behind Toryn, where the tour guide announced she was going to turn off the lights of the cave.

      After a small countdown, everything went black. The deprivation of light felt thick and expansive, and my eyes strained to adjust. A tiny shock of fear spiked in my blood for a few beats. Then something incredible happened.

      Underneath the primal fear, I felt the pulse of the earth’s heartbeat in sync with my own. I wanted to know if Toryn felt it, too, if all our pulses were in sync with each other.

      My breath hitched when Toryn’s knuckles brushed against the back of my arm, along my wrist and knuckles. He paused, waiting for permission. I hooked his finger with mine, and with hesitation, slowly began to unfurl his hand until our fingers were entwined, our palms pressed together. With my other hand I ran my fingers along the sharp bone of Toryn’s wrist and knuckles, the cold metal of his ring.

      When the lights came back on, I didn’t let go.

      After the tour finished, we walked to Toryn’s car. The air outside was crisp, the wind nipping angrily at my buzzing skin. Want had taken control of my body, a need so deep it drove me to madness. But it wasn’t only desire that brimmed in my gut and my blood. Love, its depths infinite, burst through me after years of neglect.

      Driving back to Toryn’s house was an act of torture. I actively counted my breaths in measures, and purposefully kept my gaze away from him because if I did allow myself a glance, I wouldn’t be able to hold back the desperation thrumming in my veins.

      By the time we pulled into Toryn’s driveway, every inch of my skin burned, and my fingers twitched. It was only after I were out of the car with enough distance between us that I allowed myself my chance to get a full look at him.

      Toryn walked to me, his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket, the corner of his mouth ticked upward. “Thanks for coming along on short notice.”

      “I had a good time.”

      Toryn’s smile grew, his gray eyes bright. “Me too.”

      We stood in the quiet, our twin smiles facing each other. There was so much I wanted to say but I couldn’t speak, not with Toryn’s radiance in front of me, his hair mussed from the wind, and his lips red from the cold.

      His smile faded into something serious, like he was calculating what to do. He took a step forward, his eyes a little narrowed, and my stomach fluttered. That look was just as a much a part of me as it was him, woven in my DNA.

      Toryn took a step forward, brushed his nose against mine, and let out a shaky breath breath. I tilted my head, waiting for him to make the next move. He cupped my face and dragged the pad of his thumb along the seam of my mouth.

      I slid my shaky hands around his hips to hold me steady. Toryn tipped forward and parted his lips, running them over my cheek. The heat of his breath made my skin pebble, and my eyes fluttered as his lips continued to trace shapes up my jawline.

      He continued teasing me, running the nails of one hand along my scalp, the thumb of the other hand resting near the corner of my mouth, close but not close enough for me to reach it with my tongue. I tilted my head to the side and without any direction, Toryn placed an open-mouth kiss on my neck right where I loved it.

      In the past I’d let him do this to me until I was begging. But I didn’t have the patience to see if he could still do that to me. Somewhere in the fog of my mind, I prayed this wouldn’t be the last opportunity.

      Tightening my grip on Toryn’s hips, I pressed into him until his back knocked against the door of the car. I rested my forehead against his, squeezed my eyes shut, and swallowed.

      “Please,” I whispered, “I need you.”

      Toryn’s breath hitched and I could feel him nod. He placed a small kiss on my forehead, a sweet, tender touch. “Okay,” he said, his voice a little thready. He laced his fingers with mine and placed another kiss on the back of my hand. “Okay, c’mon.”

      I couldn’t feel my legs as we walked up the stairs of Toryn’s quaint bungalow. It was a miracle I didn’t fall flat on my face. Being led up to the door Toryn’s house left me feeling like an inexperienced teenager, my cheeks hot, and neck sweaty.

      Being let up to the door of Toryn’s house, our hands separated as Toryn unlocked the door and he led me inside. Immediately I was impressed at the spacious living room and clean lines, the walls a cool gray. His laptop sat in the middle of his sectional near a mess of pillows and an unfolded blanket. Cups littered his coffee table, next to a stack of papers.

      “Want to take your coat off?” Toryn said from behind me, his voice dangerously close.

      “Sure,” I said, slowly unzipping it and taking it off, hoping the activity would stop the unsteadiness of my hands. “Where should I put it?”

      Toryn took it from me, walked away to carefully drape it over the back of a chair, then did the same with his own. His eyes locked onto me for a long time before dragging down to my feet and back up again. After a beat, he flicked an eyebrow up, lips parted.

      Crossing the living room, Toryn and I met in the middle, mouths crashing together, my hands spreading over his chest as his arms wrapped around me. I wet Toryn’s bottom lip with the tip of my tongue. A needy, high-pitched moan rumbled in the back of his throat as he parted his lips and let me inside.

      I devoured every whimper, every moan, every flick of his tongue, and my toes curled when he throttled back, exchanging the filthy kisses for sweet, closed-mouth ones that packed just as much of a punch. Blood rushed downward, heating my skin, and awakening dormant parts of my body.

      Toryn rolled his hips along my thigh, his arousal pressing against mine. I had to rip my mouth away from his to catch a breath. I looked at Toryn to find him staring at me with hooded eyes, breathing hard. His hair was an unruly mess from my hands, and his lips wet.

      I ran the tip of my thumb from the corner of his mouth around the line of his bottom lip. Toryn turned quickly to capture my thumb, heat glazing his eyes as he sucked hard before releasing it with a tiny pop.

      “Bedroom,” he said, grabbing my hand and leading me down the hallway. Warm light spilled from the lamps sitting on side tables that flanked his bed, revealing sheets still tangled from the previous night’s sleep.

      Toryn turned to me, pulled his sweater over his head and tossed it on the floor. I soaked in the smooth lines of his chest and stomach. I licked my lips and reached for the neck of my sweater, but stopped when he stepped closer and said, “Wait.”

      I dropped my arms. Toryn dipped his fingers beneath the hem of my sweater and pushed up, rewarding me by trailing kisses across my chest as he slowly undressed me. When he’d finally tossed away my sweater, he latched his mouth to my collarbone and sucked hard. My head rolled back, my breaths ragged and harsh.

      I needed to feel every part of Toryn’s skin against mine, wanted to touch him in all the places I knew that made him squirm, taste him on my tongue.

      Gripping his hair, I pulled him away and pushed him onto the bed, then crawled along the path he left as he scooted up to the top. He lifted himself on his elbows and spread his legs, allowing me to slide between them.

      Taking in the sight of Toryn under me, the slight flush sitting high on his cheekbones, the rise and fall of his chest, the tent in the front of his sweatpants, my hands itched to feel him in my hand. I wrapped my fingers around his cock, and Toryn’s head dropped back, his hand clutching my shoulders.

      I leaned over and kissed his jaw, rubbing my lips up to his ear. “I want you to fuck me.”

      Toryn’s nails dug into my skin and he looked straight at me, his eyes clear. “Yeah?”

      I nodded, and he pulled me back down, giving me another searing kiss, which left me light-headed. He carefully adjusted me until I was on my back, worked open my buttons, then took off my jeans and underwear at once. He ran his tongue over my hipbone, fingers tracing the inside of my thigh toward the base of my cock. I shuddered.

      Toryn crawled up to the top of the bed again, reached into the drawer of the side table, pulling out a condom and lube. When Toryn’s wet fingers reached between my legs, I grabbed his wrist and gave it a squeeze. His head snapped up, eyes wide.

      “I’m okay, it’s just— It’s been a while,” I said, a little nervous.

      Toryn leaned over and kissed my hip again. “I’ll be careful.”

      He slowly pushed a finger inside.

      True to his promise, Toryn was careful, checking in and whispering praise against my skin, distracting me from the discomfort with his mouth on my cock. He took his time, too, in a way that left me sweaty and boneless until he hooked his finger, and I let out a sound so primal, I would’ve been mortified had I not been dazed out of my mind.

      Toryn shucked his sweatpants down to his knees and grabbed the condom, rolling it on with little finesse. When he lined up against me, a hand planted next to my head, eyes steady on me, he said, “If it’s too much we can stop.”

      I hooked my foot around his thigh. “If you stop right now, I’ll murder you,” I said between my teeth. “Fuck me.”

      The moment we connected, our time spun into an infinity ribbon, no end, no beginning, no future, no past. Our breaths mingled as one, our kisses slow as he fucked me with a fervor I didn’t have to direct. He knew when to slow down and roll his hips, knew how to hike my leg over his shoulder and speed up. He’d memorized how it would drive me out of my mind, turn me pliable for his hands to mold me into whatever he wanted.

      I knew he liked his collarbone sucked until it bruised, knew he loved his hair pulled hard when I needed him to stop, knew he loved being called baby when he was close to tipping over the edge.

      I loved it when Toryn came first, seeing the way he fell apart over me, how his entire chest flushed from exertion. Loved the way I didn’t have to say how I loved getting sucked off with his fingers inside of me after he’d pulled out, still sensitive and buzzing. He knew exactly how to swirl his tongue and move his fingers at the same time to rip the orgasm out of me.

      Afterward, Toryn rested his head on my stomach, his skin sticky with sweat, fingers tracing shapes along my ribs. I pushed my hand into his damp hair, waiting for my heartbeat to calm down before I spoke.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, gingerly getting up off the bed as he gently pulled the condom off. This would usually be where post-sex awkwardness slipped in, but this wasn't the first time with us, so everything was familiar despite the years that had passed since we last came together.

      By the time he got back into the bedroom, my mind was angling for a way to see if it was possible to go again, but my body didn’t have the energy for that.

      I started to rise from the bed in search of my clothes, but Toryn’s fingers stopped me as they traced over the tattoo on my back covering an old scar from when my father had stabbed me with a broken bottle during one of his drunken rages.

      “This is new,” Toryn said, tracing the outline of my phoenix tattoo. “When did you get it?”

      “Last year,” I said, rising and slipping my underwear on. “My fuck you to the bastard.”

      Toryn’s lips brushed over it and hooked his chin over my shoulder. “You never let the shit that happened to you drown you. I love that about you.”

      There was something in the way Toryn spoke that made me pause, but before I could ask anything about it, he guided me until we were face to face, and leaned in to kiss me, languid and sweet.

      He broke away and pressed his forehead against mine, and asked, “Want to stay over?”

      I grinned and kissed him again. “Do I get breakfast?” Toryn leaned back on his hand and quirked his eyebrow. “Hey, the hotel gives me free breakfast. I don’t make the rules.”

      Toryn tilted his head back and forth in consideration, a small smile on his face. “Okay, as long as you agree to wake up early with me tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I said, leaning in for another kiss to stop Toryn from roping me into something else.

      I leaned into the familiar feel of his body next to mine, content for the first time in four years. As we drifted off to sleep, I hoped the next two weeks would not be as challenging as I'd thought. I hoped this would be the beginning of us stitching back the relationship I'd missed more than I'd let myself feel.

      I hoped things would get better.
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      TORYN

      Things took a turn for the worse.

      A rogue freeze had rolled through for three days, as did contractors’ cancellations so they could fulfill emergency calls.  Emails from volunteers were short, explaining that other obligations had come up. Everyone gave us a list of promises, but we would have to be patient.

      “I’m sorry,” one of our volunteers said over the phone, apology heavy in her voice. “There’s so much going on with our holiday programs, it’s hard to find a way to budget the time.”

      We understood their time constraints, but we didn't have time on our side, either.  There was only one week left. I had to work harder and prove that I could do this. Not only for Jon, but for the people who needed it. For me.  

       The once-bustling house grew vacant and cold, and I started to wonder if we’d be able to prove to Mariah our fight had been worth it. I began to doubt that we would ever make The Collective a reality. 

      “I seriously have no idea what the hell I’m reading here,” I said late one night at The Collective while I squinted at my laptop screen trying to read some documents the accountant sent me. The numbers and words blurred together, like weird hieroglyphics. I huffed an exasperated sigh and waved a hand frantically. “I have no idea how she expects me to understand a lick of this. I wish we had a bookkeeper.”

      “We do have one, but she’s swamped with end of the year paperwork,” Leon said from the corner near his desk, his feet propped up on a spare chair, focused on something he was reading out of a binder. His hair was messy from his hands, and his desk was littered with coffee cups and protein bar wrappers.

      I scrubbed my face and breathed a long sigh. “I just wish we had more time.”  

      My chair was yanked away from my desk hard, pushing me back into Leon’s desk and trapping me there. I uncovered my face, using my hands to try to gain control of my chair again. Leon’s foot rested between my legs to hold me in place as he reached over and snapped my laptop shut. I ineffectively tried to push myself toward it, but he was lightning quick, deftly keeping it out of my way.

      “I’m starving, so I know you are, too,” he said with a long yawn as he pulled out his phone, typing rapidly. “Hell yeah, Alice’s is still open late. C’mon, I’ll drive.”

      My heart flew up into my throat. Alice’s was a staple for locals, the place for afterparties, and late-night study pitstops. Jon, Leon, and I used to frequent it when we were kids trying to pretend that we were just as cool as the college kids.

      It was one of the last places I’d been to with Jon before he died.

      Leon headed to the door but stopped in his tracks when he realized I wasn’t moving. His forehead wrinkled in worry, but relaxed as I stood on wobbly legs, grabbed my keys and wallet, and slipped my shoes on. “Food’s a good idea.”  

      The parking lot was packed, even for a Wednesday. Inside, the air hung thick with the scent of bacon. The order bell shrilly tinged to alert the servers over the swell of multiple conversations at once. The tightness in my throat let go a little as the controlled chaos brought a welcomed distraction.

      We settled into a worn booth in the back near the kitchen door. A tired server took our orders and left to grab our drinks. When she delivered our waters, I took a long gulp, the liquid metallic on my tongue.

      I didn’t want The Collective to fall apart. We’d put so much time into it already, and it was so close to the end. But would it be enough to convince Mariah? Would she be able to see Jon’s vision like we did, and be convinced of its potential?  

      Leon nudged my shin with the tip of his shoe. I looked up and blinked. He rested his chin in his hand, his blue eyes radiant under the bright lights. He flicked up his eyebrows and waited, not an inch of impatience marring any of his features.  

      Several beats passed. Servers rushed by with trays full of food. I could hear the tinny sound of someone’s phone playing a video. The world swirled around us in dizzying circles, and not once did Leon look away, his unspoken question still hanging in the air.

      “I’m not sleeping very well,” I said with a shrug. I could tell Leon knew there was more to it, and if he was disappointed in my answer, it never showed.  

      Leon hummed and slid his upturned palm to me. I stared at his long fingers, remembering the way they twisted in my hair when he kissed me, how they pressed into the tight muscle of my aching neck, the warmth of them when they spread over my heart. When they wiggled in invitation, I let out a breathless laugh, and slotted my hand in his.

      “You’re pushing yourself too hard and need a day to recharge,” Leon said, his thumb roving over the side of my hand.

      “And Mariah could show up at a moment’s notice demanding to see progress,” I said, pulling my hand away. Leon’s grip tightened, holding me in place. “I know we’ve not had a chance to talk about us, but there’s no way you can ask for more time off from your job.”

      “Right,” Leon whispered. Then his gentle touch slipped away as he rolled his head toward the ceiling, cheeks puffed as he exhaled a long breath.

      There was so much we needed to talk about, beyond The Collective. How those restless nights were filled with knowing that the warmth of him next to me could very well be on borrowed time. And the thought of having to go back to a reality without Leon and Jon was a reality I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with.

      “Well, here y’all go,” our server said, setting down both of our plates of late night, breakfast food. “I’ll refill your drinks. Anything else I can grab for ya?”

      Leon and I shook our heads silently and the woman walked away with our cups. I stared down at the food in front of me wondering how I was going to eat any of it when it felt like my stomach had been kicked sideways and flipped upside down.

      We filled in the silence with carefully casual conversation, making sure that we didn’t walk into the landmine that I’d laid before us. I barely tasted any of the food and only finished half of it. Leon’s plate was in similar shape.  Neither one of us got the leftovers to go.

      Back at home we went straight to getting ready for bed. The room ran cold, so I added another blanket to the bed. Leon came into the bedroom after brushing his teeth and nestled under the covers, waiting for me to turn the lamp off.

      In the clear night, the moon snuck inside of my bedroom, spreading its white glow over my wall. I flipped on my side toward Leon, and found him turning toward me, too. He reached out his hand, and I grasped it, suddenly terrified I’d lose him in the middle of the night.

      “Please don’t go,” I whispered, not caring about how wet my voice sounded.

      “Shh,” Leon whispered back, scooting closer to me, and pulling him into his arms, giving me a soft kiss on my lips that sent a shiver down my spine. “I’m not going anywhere, love. You couldn’t get me to leave even if you tried.”

      I curled in closer to him and set my ear over his heart. I closed my eyes, ignoring the tears of relief that escaped. I fell asleep just like that, in the arms of the man I loved, with the promise that no matter what happened with The Collective, we’d wouldn’t be doing this alone.
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        * * *

      

      As though the spirit of December had been listening, its tell-tale gray clouds rippled in and loomed over the city, oppressively muting the bright rays of the sun. The gloom lurked around like an unwelcome guest with no intention of leaving.

      I’d woken on Thursday unable to remove myself from the safe cocoon of my bed. Even when my stomach pleaded for food, I spent an exhaustive amount of time calculating a path that required the least resistance before getting too tired to care and going right back into the aimless worlds of my dreams.

      Leon figured it was a part of me being exhausted. But he realized something was amiss when he came to tell me that a couple of the contractors were able to fit some work in at The Collective,  but I was too trapped in the miasmic fog of my mind to listen.

      I knew it’d happen, because it always did, but this was a familiar bit of lethargy that I hadn’t felt in a long time. When I still hadn’t left the bed by early Friday, Leon coaxed me out and took me to the bathroom. He undressed me with the comfort of familiarity and lead me into the shower.

      Soaked in the warmth of the water, the soft woosh of the curtain filled the shower. I turned sideways, rested my forehead on the tile, and squeezed my eyes shut.

      A small kiss pressed against my shoulder. “I’m here,” Leon said, voice hushed. He rested one hand on my hip and ran the fingers of the other through my hair. He placed another small kiss on the back of my neck, then on my arm as he began to wash my hair and body. He was a constant presence, never too far away, and it wasn’t until the water began to run cool that he guided me out of the shower and toweled me off.

      He steered me away from the bed, and into the living room, handing his cup of coffee to me. I stared down into the darkness, my eyes burning.

      “I miss him so much,” I said, closing my eyes to stave off the sudden rush of tears. “I just want to understand why he did it. He must’ve felt so alone, and I never noticed. I’m so tired. I’m so tired. All I want to do is go to sleep and hope to wake up one day and not have to feel like this anymore.”

      Leon drew closer, hooked two fingers under my chin to turn my head toward him. His blue eyes shone with moisture and his chin crumpled in a way that I knew meant he was holding back, too.

      “When you feel like this, there’s one thing you can do to get through it: celebrate. You celebrate getting out of bed. You celebrate brushing your teeth. Celebrate taking a shower. There may be times you can’t do all of that, but anything you can do, you celebrate. And you know why should do it?”

      A lone tear escaped and trickled down my cheek as I whispered, “Why?”

      “Because you deserve it,” Leon said with a ferocity that had my heart singing a melody as light and intoxicating as birdsong in the morning. The feeling blossomed until it took over every inch of my skin, all the way to my fingertips and toes.

      Without a doubt, I knew this was love. And I’d missed it so much.

      I turned to Leon, whose eyes were still shiny, brimming with a thin line of tears, and cupped his face. He tilted his face into my hand, his eyes closing. A tiny smile lifted his lips, and he inhaled a deep breath before he turned to kiss my palm.

      “I came in the bedroom to tell you Mariah texted us and said that she wants to meet on Monday,” Leon said, as he pulled out his phone. “We should figure out how we’re going to present everything.”

      My face went numb. We’d already lost a couple of days, and there was still so much to do. I reached for my laptop and set it on my lap.  “Let’s make The Collective happen.”

      “Okay,” Leon said, his eyes crinkling as his smile widened. “Let’s make it happen.”
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      TORYN

      On Monday, Leon and I pulled into the new gravel parking lot to find Mariah staring up at the house. She wore a snow-white sweater and matching dress pants, her long mauve peacoat rustling in the wind.

      She looked sturdier, more like herself.  The slump her shoulders had had, the messy wisps of her hair that had floated around her head, and the deep circles that had been under her eyes three weeks ago were gone. Now, even in grief, Mariah looked powerful.

      Except her eyes. Her eyes had changed. The sadness they carried wasn’t reversible. I knew what it was because I saw the same change when I looked in the mirror.

      “I can’t stay for long, I have to attend a meeting, but I wanted to check in and see what you’ve done to the place,” Mariah said, as she nodded at the house.

      Leon and I headed inside to show her the progress we’d busted our asses to make. Mariah followed behind us, her face impassive as she weaved through the newly decorated and furnished rooms. It’d changed a lot since the last time she’d been inside, and it was so close to being what Jon had planned.

      With careful precision, she walked into our office, took her coat off, laid it over the back of my office chair, and sat on the edge of my desk. She looked like a principal approaching a troublemaker. I waited to see who would speak first.

      Leon caved. “What do you think so far?” he asked from the doorway, his hip canted to the side. At least he could look casual right now.

      Mariah rolled her lips into a line and stared down at her leather boots. “It’s not going to work.”

      She spoke with conviction and so sharply her words sliced the breath out of my lungs. I looked at Leon and found him in equal shock, cupping his hands around the back of his neck. “Why don’t you think it’s going to work?”

      “You’ve done good work so far, which is commendable, but you can’t keep up with this pace. You need more than volunteers. You need employees who are highly trained, people who know how to run a non-profit,” Mariah said, looking at each of us squarely, meeting our eyes without wavering. “And money is running out.”

      “It’s not out yet,” I said, a step closer.

      Mariah tilted her head to me, eyes searching. “For the time being, sure. But when it does, what are you going to do?”

      “We raise the money,” Leon said, as if the answer was obvious. I looked at him briefly, but Mariah’s eyes stayed steady on me.

      “Which means you’ll have to work with more volunteers, and then you’ll have to find sponsors, do marketing,” Mariah said, her finger tapping on her arm. “All which require funding, which brings me back to point that this will quickly turn into a money pit if something doesn’t happen quickly.”

      “You’ve wanted to wash your hands clean of this since day one, and now you’re just dying for an excuse to let it go,” I said, unable to throttle back my anger. Mariah leaned back, thrown off balance by my vehemence. Her surprise poured gas on my blazing fury.

      Mariah rose from the desk and walked to me, her eyes pleading. “Toryn, I know where this is going, and I can’t lose you too.” She flicked her eyes to the side. I knew what she was doing, and I refused to look at Leon. “He can’t either.”

      My next several breaths came in shuddery waves, and I stepped back. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Mariah’s hand shot out and grabbed my arm hard enough for it to be painful.  “You’ve worked so hard to be here, to be healthy and stable. This place will ruin you just like it did him,” she said with a wild ferocity that paralyzed me. “You need to stop this while you can.”

      Leon slammed his chair into his desk so hard Mariah and I jumped to the side. He looked between us, his eyes wild. “I quit my job to do this, and I have nothing to go back to,” he said between harsh breaths. “We can’t give up now.”

      “Why would you do that?” she asked, her hands upturned and arms spread wide.

      Leon laughed, but his voice was sharp, prepared for attack. “Why? Because I was miserable and lonely. I ran when things got tough and lived a life where all I did was wake up, do my job, and try to convince myself it was enough. But it wasn’t. This could be more than enough. It could be everything.”

      Leon looked at me with a deep hurt that mirrored what I’d seen the day I told him I was leaving to travel halfway across the world to follow my dreams. And it was halfway across the world that I found that that my dream wasn’t there at all.

      “How long?” I asked, my voice tight as I pushed the words past the knot in my throat. Leon turned to me, his face blank. “When did you quit?”

      Leon looked away. “The first time we came here.”

      Mariah breathed out a sharp breath, her nose scrunching. “Leon that was three weeks ago. Why didn’t you—”

      A ringtone trilled, tinny and annoying, suffocating the thin air. Mariah lifted a finger and pulled her phone out of her slacks, squeezing her eyes shut as she answered it. “Hold a moment. I’ll be out in five.” She hung up too quickly to allow for someone to respond, then spun toward the chair to grab her coat. She slipped into it gracefully, swiping her hands down the lapels. “That’s my driver. I need to leave.”

      She turned to us and opened her arms in invitation. Despite the tension that radiated between us, we were drawn into her gravitational pull. That, and we had an unspoken agreement to never part without expressing affection, because we never knew when it might be the last time we saw each other. It should’ve been awkward with three people hugging at the same time, but it felt like a tiny pocket of safety, a place to forget and breathe in Mariah’s sweet perfume.

      “I love you both so much,” Mariah said, her voice knotted with emotion. She stepped away, squeezing both of our arms.

      In her eyes I saw a hint of the glimmer that used to shine all the time, the same color as Jon’s. In her tiny smile I could see the ghost of a past where Jon could convince his older sister to do whatever he wanted, no matter how outlandish it was. Her whisper held hurt and pain that would be everlasting, but also a little bit of Jon’s cadence, the sound of hope.

      Mariah sniffled and dabbed a knuckle under her eyes. “Alright, time to go. Keep working on this for now, but let’s do dinner this week, okay?” She looked at Leon. “If you need anything, you’d better call me.”

      Leon gave a small smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The click of Mariah’s shoes echoed through the hallway, and I waited until the familiar slam of the front door rumbled through the house before I turned to Leon and found his eyebrows raised to his hairline.

      “So,” he said, stretching out the vowel. “What the hell was all that about?”
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      LEON

      I almost couldn’t hear Toryn over the roar in my ears. “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions, and I ask that you don’t argue with me,” I said, keeping my voice without any challenge in my tone. “What happened?”

      Toryn scrubbed a hand over my eyes and exhaled a shaky breath. “That’s difficult to answer. There are a lot of layers.”

      “Please try,” I said, working hard to keep my voice steady.

      With a sigh, Toryn spun his chair around, sat down, and rested elbows on his knees, playing with the ring on his middle finger. “Almost two years ago, I got depressed. Really depressed. To the point that it was hard-to-get-out-of-bed-depressed,” he said, sucking in a long breath and shaking his head. “And it wasn’t because of a singular event, either. It was a series of situations that built up all at once.”

      I waited for him to continue, taking in the way his leg bounced as he spoke, at the way he rubbed his hands together like he was trying to brush off his anxiety. “There was a student I was working with that had good potential but a chaotic home life, bouncing around from family member to family member. I could see the system had ignored him, too. We’re so swamped as teachers that it’s hard to have the patience for it, you know?”

      I took my chair, flipped it around, and straddled it, loosely clasping my hands over the back. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. There are a lot of flaws in the education system.”

      Toryn nodded, keeping his eyes focused on his hands. “It took too long to find out he was dyslexic, and in the end, he still dropped out. I felt like I’d failed him.”

      “You did the best you could at the time,” I said.

      “It wasn’t just that,” Toryn said, rotating the ring on his finger. “Honestly, as terrible as it sounds, I wish it was only that. But something changed, and I couldn’t figure out what it was. I couldn’t get out of bed or eat or shower. I was so tired. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and never wake up. Got pretty close.”

      I extended my hand, and Toryn stared at it for a moment before taking it in his own. “Jon figured it out. One day he just showed up with a bag and said, ‘I’m not leaving until I know you’re okay.’” Toryn paused, swallowing hard. “He ended up staying a whole month. Helped me with my short-term leave, got me into a well-recommended psychiatrist and therapist, drove me everywhere, fed me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to hide the emotion that clawed my ribcage. “Fuck, I’m so sorry. I wish I’d known.”

      Toryn slanted me a sad smile. “Honestly, I’m glad you didn’t. Mariah didn’t know for weeks. Hell, I still haven’t told my parents.”

      “Why?”

      Toryn shrugged and released my hand to run his arm over his eyes. “By the time I was comfortable enough with it, it was long done. Plus, I don’t want to worry them, and they wouldn’t understand, not really. They don’t get therapy and all of that.” He blew out a sharp breath. “Okay, your turn. Why’d you quit your job?”

      I pulled my vape out of my pocket and took a long drag, exhaling a cloud of smoke from my nose. “Because I owed it to Jon. And to you.”

      Toryn’s head shot up, eyes round.

      “Yeah, you,” I said with a huff. “When I came back, I was determined that I’d say goodbye to Jon and leave. Then I came to the house alone, and I met this woman who Jon helped in a way that changed her life.” I ran the pad of my thumb over my bottom lip, thinking about her story and what she said about people being at the right place at the right time. “It made me realize that by saying no to this, I’d be saying no to him, to the people he helped, and to you. I couldn’t do that.”

      A tinny alarm rattled off, and Toryn twisted in his chair to grab his phone off the desk. He bit his lip and gave an apologetic look. “Shit, I’m supposed to volunteer at the meal kitchen today. But I can call and—”

      “Go,” I said, rising from my chair and dragging it back to the corner. “You’ll regret not going if you don’t do it.”

      It wasn’t until we were outside that Toryn grabbed my hand and said, “I’m sorry about your job.”

      I wanted to tell him that I wasn’t sorry at all. That if I had to do it all over again, I would make the same choices in the exact same order if that meant I got to spend that magical night with him again and all the magical nights since. To feel his lips against mine after going so long without their sweetness. I wanted to tell him this, but instead, I lifted a shoulder and said, “It is what it is.”

      On my way to the hotel, I took a detour toward the cemetery. After I parked, I walked the winding paved path toward the lot where Jon was buried. I passed rows of graves in silence, stopping in front of the still-fresh mound of dirt and the headstone that marked Jon’s grave. Wreaths of silk flowers and signs expressing love still littered both in a visible reminder of his effect on peoples’ lives.

      What the hell had I gotten myself into? Could I really run something like this when Toryn could be falling apart? Mariah had sounded so certain it was happening, when I’d been spending my nights with him, without any idea that Toryn had nearly faced the same reality as Jon.

      I crouched down and placed my hand on the ground, my lip curling. “Well, Mariah isn’t fully on board, and Toryn doesn’t have you to talk him off the ledge again. The only way I can help is if we pull out of the project.” Anguish snipped away at muscle and sinew, leaving me hollow. Through clenched teeth I said, “I’ve already lost four years with him, and it was torture. If I lose him for eternity, too, I don’t know if I’d survive.”

      In the land of silence, where people were loved and forgotten, I covered my face with my hands, and let the tears sting my wind-burned skin.
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      TORYN

      The meal kitchen was in a building in front of a dying strip mall. It was the kind of place people tried to forget existed, an afterthought in a conversation.

      Inside, it was far from an afterthought. Decorations and photos covered the walls, and somewhere in the back, the college radio station was on. In the far corner, there was a Christmas tree that was more ornaments than tree, with a skirt of presents looped around it.

      I’d completely forgotten about Christmas, too wrapped up in trying to make The Collective come together to realize people were preparing for the holidays.

      Jon had loved the holidays, loved to make a big deal out of all of them. He always paid attention and had a long memory, so that whenever he gave a gift, it held meaning and sentiment. I still had his gift, the one I’d last gotten for him, hidden in my closet somewhere. I’d hoped for once I could reciprocate properly, but now I never could.

      “Toryn?” a raspy voice said from behind me. I turned and found an older woman with striking green eyes who wore a red apron that was covered in reindeer and had frills around the shoulders, and she had her hair covered in a gauzy cap. She extended her hand with a smile that held a naked kindness so close to Jon’s, I could’ve sworn my heartbeat stopped for a second. “Hi, I’m Diane.”

      “Thank you for letting me come here today,” I said, my throat feeling funny as I spoke.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to drive out. We’ve been short-staffed, so the extra hands will be very helpful,” she said, nodding toward the back. I expected her to send me right into the kitchen, but instead we took two right turns and ended up in an office with a small desk that housed an old laptop and several spiral notebooks. Next to it was a small table with a Keurig on it. “Coffee?”

      “God, yes,” I said with a sigh of relief, which earned a laugh. “I didn’t get a chance to get my morning round.”

      “I don’t know if you know this, but Jon grew very close with our regulars,” Diane said with a glance over her shoulder. Her lips turned up at my unconcealed surprise. “I figured not.”

      “Honestly, I’m starting to think that I didn’t know him at all.”

      Diane turned around, passed me a coffee, and settled in her chair, her frail fingers wrapped around her mug, her green eyes steady on me. “People are complicated. Everyone has a story or two they hide.”

      I looked down and stared at the bottomless depths of my mug. I wished more than anything Jon had been more open about his stories. I wished he hadn’t concealed them from me. I had failed him—was failing him—in more ways than one.

      “He was good at noticing the little things,” I said to my mug. “I think that’s why he was so appealing to people, beyond the fact he had great charisma. He listened, and it was easy to trust him because he never took advantage of it.”

      What I didn’t tell her was how he was good at getting people to be open about their struggles, really reaching inside and helping them bring all their darkness into the light.

      “There’s a lot of pain that walks through the doors here. People who have nowhere else to go, some who have been beaten down by an imbalanced system. It’s hard to be honest about your feelings when you’re crawling through the muck,” Diane said. “I’ve never met someone who carried as much empathy for these people as Jon did. I’ll always wonder how he handled it so well.”

      It was excruciating knowing Jon hadn’t really handled it well at all.

      Diane spun her mug around in her hand, turning to look out the window. The horizon was obscured by the city skyline. Up here it looked like uncontrolled chaos. It looked a lot like what my mind felt like.

      “Alright,” Diane said as she set her mug down and planted her hands on the surface of the desk while she lifted herself out of the chair. Her face contorted for a beat before she straightened up and wiped away the wrinkles from her apron. “Let’s get an apron on you so you can help get some cookies going.”

      Three hours later, covered in a dusting of flour, with my hands throbbing from work, I handed over my dirty apron and said my goodbyes to the volunteers. Diane followed me to the back door, and when she opened her arms to offer a hug, a knowing glint in her eye, I was helpless not to accept.

      “If you ever need a place to come and get your mind off things, I got plenty to do,” Diane said with a couple of pats on my shoulder.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, and found myself meaning it.

      Outside, I hissed at the sudden jolt of chill. Despite how exhausted my body was, my mind ran wild. I stared up at the bland, nondescript building. It was worn from an era of seasons but still holding strong.

      I wished Jon had held on, opened up about his feelings when he was going through whatever it was he’d gone through, the way he’d helped me be open about my own. I wished he hadn’t thought that putting a gun to his temple was the only solution, that he hadn’t believed his absence was a better option.

      Now I knew holding back was not the answer. The only way to get through this was by moving forward.

      A gust of wind rippled through, rustling the papers on the notice board. A few broke free from their pins, tumbling across the parking lot. I chased after them, snatching them up one at a time.

      They were too ruined by the dirt to be hung up again, so I headed toward the nearby trashcan to throw them away, but I slowed my gait when I read what they were advertising. Shoving the papers under my arm, I yanked my phone out of my pocket and called Mariah.

      Bypassing a polite greeting, I said, “I have a solution. A way to make sure The Collective can go forward.”

      Mariah waited for a few beats before replying, then said, “I’m listening.”
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      LEON

      Somewhere in the winter’s quiet, I’d found sanctuary.

      A part of me wondered if I could find a place to lay myself out on the damp earth and close my eyes, get lost in that silence, and let my mind go. I wanted to fall asleep and wake up a few years down the road to the dulled edge of sorrow that sliced me in two with one flick. I didn’t want to die, that much I knew, but I longed for peace.

      I knew I wouldn’t find it here having a one-sided argument with Jon’s headstone. It wasn’t the first time I’d been disappointed by someone I loved, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      I headed back down the paved path toward the parking area.

      In front of the cemetery was a coffee shop with a bakery next to it that served to-go orders from the window. My stomach had started a riot, and the scent of fresh bread lured me across the road.

      Walking into the coffee shop was like returning from the underworld. The dark aroma of ground coffee blended with the soft hum of conversation, the clatter of glasses and the hiss of the steamer. There was nonstop movement from the baristas behind the counter, and from the customers retrieving their orders.

      I had just closed the door behind me when my phone chimed. It was a text from Mariah with a link.

      
        
          
            
              
        Found this and I think you need to see it.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a link to a video, so I stepped back outside to play it. I clicked on it to find a thumbnail of Jon’s winning smile. My breath hitched, my finger hovering over my screen for a moment before I hit the play button.

      His deep voice spilled from my phone’s speaker as he introduced himself. “Today, I want to share how I came up with the idea of The Collective. When I was teenager, I met someone who’d been through a really hard time—single parent home, surrounded by addiction and zero support. They’d basically been abandoned by the people who should’ve been their biggest support system. And even though they’d had this terrible hand dealt to them, they wanted to survive.

      “I’d never met anyone like that before, and for some reason that person decided they liked me enough that they wanted to be my friend, which was an incredible gift. Eventually we became each other’s family, and when I was having some dark times, they helped remind me it was important to live.

      “Not everyone is as lucky as I am to have had that. I want people to know that there is a place where they can get support they need without any judgment. Everyone needs at least one person who loves them no matter how messy they are, and if The Collective can help even one person, then it’s done its job.”

      The video ended and I slumped against the wall, gasping for a full breath. Jon had never told me about those dark days when we were kids, how I’d helped him get through it. I’d always believed he felt a sense of obligation to keep me around when I had nowhere else to go.

      But he hadn’t been doing me a favor. Toryn still left to live abroad, and I couldn’t stay in Knoxville with nothing but the memory of him. And I left without thought about what would happen to Jon. I’d left him wandering alone in a minefield.

      I wondered if this was why he came up with The Collective, if it was why he submerged himself into trying to find a way out of the deep end. Did he ever get a taste of freedom from the demons he battled, or did they continue to chip away at his weakened armor until he literally couldn’t bear to breathe anymore?

      For the rest of my life, I would carry the guilt that came with the knowledge that none of those questions would ever be answered.

      I looked back at the cemetery across the road. Jon was trapped with the others who resided there.

      But we could make his vision live on.

      When the iron fist of emotion clenched tightly around my heart, I didn’t fight it. I let the anguish dig its dirty claws into my skin and rip me apart. I slumped against the side of the building, pressed my hands onto my knees, and bent over, choking out the sobs that rattled through my chest.

      It was torture. I’d done my best to avoid this suffering my entire life, but now I set it free and let it rush over me. I didn’t cry just for Jon. I cried for what I’d missed about him, for the laughter he shared with me, how he always showed up when I asked him to. I cried for the abundance of opportunities he would miss, at my youthful ignorance for believing he’d be there when I came back.

      But I wouldn’t let this take me down. Jon needed me. He needed someone to carry on what he started. I would give everything I had to make sure his vision would come true, that it would be able to see the light of day.

      I pushed myself off the wall quickly, swiped a hand over my face. I texted Mariah to let her know that I watched the video then walked back to my car. I tried to call Toryn, but it went to voicemail. “Hey, I’m heading back to The Collective house to grab a few things and then I’ll be on my way to your place. I’ll see you soon.”

      At the end of the road, I adjusted my rearview mirror to see the bench near Jon’s headstone before I flicked my turn signal and drove away, determination bubbling in my veins.

      The moment I pulled in at The Collective, Toryn sprinted to my rental.

      “I know how to make The Collective the money it needs to go forward,” he said in a rush as I got out.

      I stopped short. “How?”

      “Do you remember the Symphony in the Square fundraisers? The Grant family has been a huge supporter of it for years. If we can work with them to hold a fundraiser for The Collective, it could work.”

      My stomach did a cartwheel. “What about Mariah?”

      “I told her to meet me here to discuss it,” Toryn said, in a breathy way that meant he was excited. “I don’t know if she’ll be on board, but we can at least try.”

      “Then let’s not give her any reasons to walk away again,” I said, walking to the street and checking the road before heading to my rental. I yanked open the driver’s door and slid into my seat. “Get ahold of the guest list from the funeral if you can, that’s a good place to start. Let’s make this into an entire pledge drive.”

      I closed the door, then rolled down my window. “Oh, and Toryn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you.”

      Toryn’s breath hitched. “Damn,” he said, his voice low and raspy. “I wasn’t prepared for that at all.”

      “Get used to it. I plan to say it a helluva lot more,” I said, pressing the ignition button.

      “That’s good.”

      My eyebrow rose and twitched. “Good? That’s all you have to say?”

      “So far, yup,” Toryn said in a playful tone. It’d been too long since I’d heard that tone, and I didn’t realize until now how much I’d craved it.

      “By the way, there is no one else I’d want to do this with. And I don’t just mean this—” Toryn waved his hand at the house and then placed it on my chest. “I don’t want to wake up knowing that you’re somewhere else, in someone else’s heart. You’re it for me, Leon. It’s you or it’s nothing.”

      “Okay, I get what you mean about being ill-prepared,” I said, a little awestruck.

      Toryn’s smile was resplendent. “Well, get used to it, because I plan to say it a helluva lot more.”
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      TORYN

      Dusk fell, bringing with it a sharp drop in temperature, forcing us inside as we waited for Mariah to arrive. Leon had set up three chairs in the main area, but neither one of us sat down.

      Mariah’s car lights flashed through the windows, alerting us to her arrival. When I started toward the front door, Leon stepped in my path, his hands grasping my hips.

      “Let her come in. She’ll feel rushed otherwise.” He laughed as I raised a dubious eyebrow. “I lived with her for two years. Trust me on this.”

      With a sigh I rested my head on Leon’s shoulder, and he kissed me right above my ear. I melted into him a little more.

      “Let’s hope she doesn’t take much longer to come in here,” I said through the thudding pulse in my ears. “I don’t think passing out in the middle of our fundraiser plan is going to win us any points.”

      “Hey, you never know, that may be the one thing that helps get her on board,” Leon said, jerking away with a chuckle when I pinched his side.

      Before I could respond, the door creaked open, and Mariah stepped inside wearing a big hoodie and jeans. Outside of her business attire, her skin free of makeup and hair loose around her shoulders, she looked less rigid, more relaxed.

      Her eyes flicked between the two of us, and she smirked. “I had a feeling.”

      I scratched behind my ear, avoiding her eyes. “What gave it away?”

      Mariah snorted and stepped closer toward us. “Years of watching you two together. You’re about a subtle as a train wreck.” She took a seat in one of the empty chairs and waved her hand in invitation to the other ones before slipping her hands into her hoodie’s front pouch. “Let’s get comfortable.”

      Leon took my hand in his and laced our fingers together. It was a little clammy, but it was grounding enough that I could move.

      Mariah waited until we were fully seated to speak. “So, did Toryn fill you in on everything?” she asked Leon. He nodded and she mirrored it. “It’s a good idea.”

      I jolted forward, my heart nearly leaping out of my chest. Leon squeezed my hand, and said, “It really is.”

      Mariah’s eyes shifted away. “I haven’t been fair to y’all. My head was so tied up in the aftermath of losing Jon that I hadn’t been able to really look at what you’d done and realize how much you’d accomplished.” She turned to Leon and leaned forward, putting a hand on his knee. “How much you sacrificed. I didn’t give any thought to the fact you both were hurting too. I was selfish in my grief.”

      “You weren’t selfish,” I said. “You lost your brother in probably one of the worst ways possible.”

      Mariah rolled her lips into a tight line, her chin crumpling a little. “He was just as much family to the both of you as he was to me,” she said, her voice cracking. “I didn’t realize how he needed you both as much as he needed me. And I get so fucking angry at him for not leaving some explanation—that we all have to live with that mystery.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks and off her chin. I scooted my chair closer to her, opening my free hand to her. Leon did the same, and she gave a broken laugh, accepting both.

      “I’m going to make the fundraiser happen,” Mariah said, with a smile that contained something like hope. My eyes widened, and I jerked my head to Leon, his lips parted in surprise. Mariah clutched onto our hands harder. “And I want to be involved, to help run this with you, to bring in my experience.”

      I clapped my hands together and said, “Well, Leon and I have a few ideas we’d like to run by you if you’ve got the time.”

      “I do,” Mariah said, with a smile. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      LEON

      
        
        Five Months Later

      

      

      In truth, I never thought I’d actually see this day. It was that belief that rooted me to the spot, staring out the window at the sign we’d installed yesterday.

      
        
        The Collective Neighborhood Center

      

      

      We’d made Jon’s dream come to life.

      A group of volunteers walked toward the front lawn from the road, carrying tables and chairs. Toryn jogged to them and pointed toward the back, watching as they filed that way.

      The front door swung open and Mariah walked in, the spring breeze following her. She looked at me with a grin and unhooked her purse from her shoulder, tossing it on one of the spare chairs in the main area.

      “Alright, better get this show on the road,” Mariah said. “We have vendors already showing up.”

      We walked to the backyard, which was bustling with people. Vendors and volunteers scurried around to help with setup. One was directing where to set up the food line, and others were getting the parking situation figured out.

      My stomach fluttered, a mixture of nerves and excitement. What if no one showed up and this was just a big disappointment? The vendors had taken time away from their businesses for this, and we’d already invested so much to make this happen.

      Mariah’s fingers scratched my shoulder, gently pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s going to be great,” she said. Her eyes held boundless love and sincerity, and they never lied.

      There was always doubt, but deep down I knew that she was right. Even if today didn’t reach our expectations, we’d have tomorrow and the next day to continue to build. Jon’s message was already out there, and we only needed to spread it.

      Toryn jogged up to us, his cheeks flushed. “Hey, could one of you go and check out the front to make sure everything’s set up?”

      “On it,” Mariah said, striding toward the front in the same breath.

      I turned to Toryn, extending my hand to him. He accepted the invitation, and we walked the path around to the side of the house. Jon’s memorial was still up, flowers stretching all the way to the end of the lot. We’d planted more for spring and seeing them in full bloom was a sight so incredible it was hard to comprehend.

      I pointed to the group of bird houses we’d added in the corner a couple of days before.

      “A vendor gave those to us for free,” I said, slipping an arm around Toryn’s waist. “They’re nesting boxes for the birds. She said it’s for good luck.”

      Toryn moved to stand in front of me. He rested his hands on my chest, his shirt flexing tight around his biceps. His gray eyes held a light inside of them, the intensity of his gaze making a shiver curl down my spine. His cheeks were flushed from the sun, hair a little damp with sweat.

      He looked healthy and happy. He was beautiful.

      “God,” Toryn said, the words breathless and shaky. “I hate that Jon isn’t here, and I’d give almost anything to have him back again. But he brought me you, and I can’t help but be grateful for that.”

      Pressing my forehead against Toryn’s, I whispered, “I’m grateful he brought me to you, too.”

      I brushed my lips over Toryn’s and he hummed, tilting his head slightly, inviting more. I kissed him again, a small, close-mouthed kiss. We exchanged several of the same until Toryn’s mouth parted, his tongue sweeping along the seam of my mouth in unhurried exploration, rather than heated and demanding. We had a lifetime of kisses ahead of us.

      These kisses told him all the things I couldn’t say out loud—how he reached out to me when I’d woken up from a nightmare, how his laugh carried me through the days when stress took over and made me on edge.

      Someone cleared their throat, and the moment broke, our arms untangling and eyes opening. Mariah stood off to the side, her face unreadable. “Sorry to interrupt, but I think you both should see this.”

      “Is everything okay?” Toryn asked, dipping his head to meet her eyes.

      Mariah remained silent as she grabbed both of our hands and led us toward the front of the house. I followed her, my heart pounding in my throat with worry. Her pace quickened as we headed toward the sidewalk. She dropped our hands and pointed to the front of the house.

      Cars were backed up down the street, and swarms of people walked toward the house. Several people walked through the yard toward the memorial area for Jon, setting down small bouquets and trinkets.

      “You did it,” she said, turning to us with shiny eyes. “They came.”

      Nothing could have prepared us for this. I’d hoped we’d get some traction, but this was beyond anything we could have projected.

      A young woman came up to us, her dark hair twisted into a loose braid. It took me a second to realize it was the woman who’d spoken to me a few months ago. She was holding two yellow roses.

      “When I saw in the paper that you were one of the guys who helped to open this place, I decided to come down and say hi and give you this,” she said, handing over a rose. “I’m glad you helped make Jon’s idea come to life.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, my voice tight. The woman walked away to set the other rose down in front of Jon’s memorial plaque.

      “Who was that?” Mariah asked, pulling my attention to her.

      “Someone I talked to a while back. She helped change my mind about staying here,” I said.

      Toryn’s hand tightened around my palm, and I realized that I hadn’t let go of it. I turned to him and found tears brimming in his eyes, his smile a little shaky. “We should go introduce ourselves to everyone.”

      We all walked in step toward the backyard. I stopped at the memorial spot for Jon and squatted in front of the tiny plaque we’d had installed. “I’ll be there in a second.”

      Mariah gave a curious look to Toryn, and he nodded. “Okay, come find us.”

      I pulled out a folded bit of paper from my pocket and cleared my throat.

      “From the day I found out you were gone I searched my memories, wondering if I missed something important, if there was anything I could have said or done to change your mind. If I had told you that having you in my life was the best gift. Maybe it would’ve worked. Maybe it wouldn’t. Either way, I miss you. You’d always said there’s no use in dwelling in the past, and I guess you’re right.

      “You taught me about love. How everyone deserves it in abundance. You overflowed with it. You gave so much of it to me, and I never said thank you.

      “So, I’m going to do it now. Thank you. Thank you for showing support, for picking up the phone no matter when I called, for getting in the car and visiting me when I felt lonely. Thank you for being my family. Thank you for being my best friend.

      “I wonder if you can hear me. I wonder if you’re happy. I wonder if you can see how much you’ve changed people’s lives.

      “I wonder about a lot. But there’s one thing I know for sure without a single doubt—you saved me.”

      I reached out and placed my hand on the plaque, my eyes fluttering closed. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I let them flow, caught them in my hands. Then I stared at them, let them fall from my palms and onto the flowers below.

      I stood and looked up at the clear sky, then toward the crowds of people flowing toward the house.

      “They won’t have to fight alone anymore. We’ll hold out a helping hand the way you always did. The way we wish we could’ve done for you.”

      I blinked away the burn and took a deep breath to compose myself and headed to the backyard to join Jon’s supporters. When I reached the back of the house, Toryn looked up from the group of people he was talking to, gave a small nod and turned back to say something quick before he began walking to me.

      When we met, I slid an arm around his waist, ran my fingers through his hair, and cupped his face before I leaned in and gave him a gentle kiss. Toryn smiled against my lips, and we walked back toward the crowd, our hands connected. I stood next to him the way I would for the rest of our lives.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        Get more of The Collective in The Wild Within!

      

      

      The Wild Within is the first novel in The Collective Series. It’s an angsty, forced proximity, best friend’s brother, bisexual romance which also contains bipolar representation, discussions of past suicidal ideations and therapy about a suicide attempt. If any of these are triggers, please proceed with caution and most of all, keep yourself safe.

      The next two chapters are a preview of The Wild Within, which is available for pre-order on Amazon for $2.99.

      
        
        PRE-ORDER NOW
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      Duncan Maxwell’s days revolve around helping others, so when his best friend needs Duncan to drive his younger brother around, he doesn’t hesitate to say yes. A little less sleep is an easy price to pay to improve someone else’s life, and many of Chance’s appointments are at The Collective, where he volunteers. It also doesn’t hurt that Chance is charming, funny, and . . . attractive.

      Chance’s world spirals into a blur of adjusted medications and support groups and therapy appointments after his recent bipolar diagnosis. He can’t complain, though, because most people don’t have the support that his brother affords him. Instead of wallowing in self-pity, he focuses on not being a burden and searches for life beyond his diagnosis—maybe even a life with Duncan.

      But while Chance struggles to tame the wildness within himself, he watches Duncan silently push himself past the brink of exhaustion. In his desperate attempts to help find balance, has Chance caused Duncan to destroy his own?
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      DUNCAN

      “Alright, folks, you just listened to a new favorite of mine called Into the Blue, by a local artist of ours, Casey McLean. Beyond creating incredible music, she supports several non-profits and charity drives here in Knoxville. And speaking of charity drives, if you have a couple bucks to spare, check out The Collective’s website and hit the donation button. The Collective is a local organization that helps those in need by offering free support groups, life skills classes, and so much more. Well, that’s the end of our show, but stay tuned for our favorite morning team, The Knox Dynamic Duo, to get you started on the right foot. And remember, never give up because the moment you feel like letting go is exactly the moment the tide turns. I’m Duncan Maxwell signing off here at WUTZ.”

      I waited for the cue, shucked off my headphones, faded my mic, and adjusted the volume for the commercial break. I stretched my back with a groan, grabbed my backpack and water bottle, and headed out of the recording booth. My skin itched to get outside, suck in the fresh air of a new morning, go home and spend time in the one place that calmed the buzzing in my brain—my garden.

      After an equal measure of goodnights and good mornings to everyone else at the shift switch, I exited the building. The sunlight of the new day illuminated the night sky in streaks of mandarin and goldenrod. Below the watercolor sunrise, thick fog rolled over the parking lot. May was finally here, and that meant planting season. I couldn’t wait to get my hands dirty.

      I grabbed my keys and phone out of my backpack as I strolled toward my truck. There were several notifications—mostly emails from The Collective about their new program schedule, a few social media comments, and a spam voicemail transcript telling me my social security number had been compromised. After I cleared them out, I found several missed calls from Tristan.

      An uneasy burn settled in my stomach. Tristan only ever texted. Something was wrong. I hit the call button.

      When the line connected, Tristan said, “I’m driving to Florida.” His voice sounded wrecked and wet, like he’d been crying. I opened my mouth to speak, but he barreled on. “Can you check the mail for me and bring in any packages? Oh, and the plants. Dammit. You’ll need to make sure the plants are doing okay. Maybe you should come with me, that’d be better because—”

      “Hang on,” I said, my brain trying to catch up, my heartbeat flipping. “Why do you have to leave?”

      “It’s Chance,” Tristan said, his exhales whooshing in my ear. “He’s—He’s—” A choked sob cracked through, and my entire body ran cold, ice flushing through my veins.

      “I’m on my way over,” I said, jogging the last few feet to my truck. I ripped open the door, tossed my backpack into the passenger seat and hopped inside. My hands shook as I slid my keys into the ignition. “Give me fifteen minutes, okay?”

      I threw my phone to the side and slammed on the accelerator as soon as I left the parking lot. My body drove on muscle memory, my mind replaying the wobbly tone of Tristan’s voice. It was a sound I’d heard before from loved ones at The Collective, an avalanche of worry and grief laced with devastating pain.

      The front door to Tristan’s house sat wide open as I pulled into the driveway. My feet squished on the front yard’s dewy grass, and when I stepped inside, I found him in his pajamas—a rare occurrence. His usually well-kept blond hair was a mess, like he’d been running his fingers through it. His flannel pajama pants and t-shirt wrinkled against his wiry frame as he zipped from his bedroom to the living room to shove a stack of clothes into a duffle bag.

      “What’s going on?” I said, slowly closing the door. Tristan rounded a corner, and I closed the distance, blocking his path. I grabbed his shoulders to steady him, and when his eyes connected with mine, I had to resist taking a step back.

      He looked like he’s seen hell. The remnants of tears lined his sharp cheekbones. His eyes were bloodshot and puffy, and his skin was so pale it looked like someone had drained the blood out of his body.

      An icy shiver ran down my spine as my mind circled through a list of possibilities of what happened to Chance.

      Was he found in a ditch somewhere?

      Did he end up in the ICU in a coma?

      Had he gone missing, and no one know knew where he was?

      The last one was an electric shock in my chest, and I grabbed onto Tristan’s shoulders, swallowing down the urge to heave.

      “Tris,” I whispered, unable to hide the shake of my voice. “What happened to Chance? Talk to me.”

      Tristan clutched a stack of clothes to his chest, inhaled a shaky breath, and squared his shoulders. “I got a call early this morning, from a hospital in Orlando.” His face crumpled, and his voice was hoarse, like he’d been screaming nonstop, and my heart hurt knowing that he likely had been. “It was Chance telling me he was admitted to the hospital on suicide watch because he tried. . .” Tristan’ squeezed his shut. “They’re discharging him tomorrow.”

      I exhaled hard in relief. That meant he wasn’t gone.

      Another choked sob escaped from Tristan’s lips. He squeezed his eyes shut and tripped forward. I caught him and wrapped him in a hug, circling my palm between his shoulder blades. His muscles were tense and twisted like the knots in a rope, his skin chilly to the touch. He sagged stiffly against me, and I had to brace myself on the floor to hold him up.

      “Let’s take a seat for a sec,” I said and guided him to the couch. He flopped down onto the cushions, the clothes slipping out of his grasp and spilled on the floor. He stared vacantly at the fireplace, his shoulders curled forward, his arms twisted around his waist. I sat next to him and inhaled several breaths through my nose to quiet the battering ram in my chest. When I felt like I could speak again, I placed a hand on his knee.

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked, and Tristan blinked slowly before he lifted a shoulder in a way that basically said he didn’t have an opinion on the matter. “Okay, let’s start with coffee.”

      I counted my steps to the kitchen, going through the motions to make the coffee. The moment I knew I was out of Tristan’s sight, I planted my hands on the counter and listened as the coffee maker burbled to life. This wasn’t a situation I was unfamiliar with. I’d spoken with countless family members over the years who’d been through this, and I’d always been able to keep my emotions separated.

      But this wasn’t someone else’s family.

      This was my best friend’s brother.

      And right now, I wanted to sink onto the floor and cry. The naked pain and worry on Tristan’s face was heartbreaking. In over twenty years, and I’d never seen him look this lost. He was the one who always had a plan, and a backup plan. He wasn’t the type to let himself fall apart. Tristan was the definition of a pillar of strength.

      I ran my pinkie over my lip ring, then rubbed my fingers over the side of my neck to calm my hammering pulse. I couldn’t be a good friend to Tristan if I was a mess too. I made the coffees, shook out my hands, and carried the mugs to the living room.

      “Coffee’s ready and yes, I made sure it was black with two of your fancy sugar cubes,” I said, setting the mugs down on his custom coffee table.  The table was worn but beautiful, and I circled the back of my knuckle over a large knot.

      Tristan stood in front of his fireplace, cradling a picture in his hands, and ran a knuckle over the glass. His bottom lip quivered, and he inhaled a shaky breath, blinking hard like he was trying to stave off tears. He looked down at his watch and cursed.

      “I need to get back to packing. There’s so much I need to do. I need to email my boss, and I need to put in my timecard and—oh,” Tristan said, his eyes widening when he saw me, like he’d forgotten I was in his house. He clutched the frame, his eyes shiny and lips parted.

      “Take a minute to breathe,” I said, nodding to the coffee. “You’ve got a long drive ahead of you and you don’t need to be frantic on the road. Traffic sucks right now anyway, so there’s no need to stress yourself out more.”

      Tristan set the frame on the table and sank down on the couch. I handed him the mug, and he curled his fingers around the center, absently running a fingertip over the ceramic.

      “I’ve always loved this picture,” he whispered, and brushed his fingertips over the glass once more.

      Encased inside was a picture of two boys in front of a Christmas tree. I recognized the boy on the left as a teenage Tristan, his blond hair nearly white, teeth covered in braces. Next to him was a younger Chance, his dark-brown hair curling around cherubic cheeks, a radiant smile showing off his lack of two front teeth. They wore handcrafted t-shirts with their names on them, and Tristan’s arm was settled on Chance’s head while Chance cupped a handcrafted wooden duck in his hands.

      Tristan was a bastard for being so lucky that he knew where Chance was.

      My stomach soured. It was unfair to be envious of this. Tristan was in the shit, and I didn’t need to get distracted with comparing.

      I cleared my throat. “You said Chance is being discharged tomorrow?”

      Tristan rubbed a hand over his face and slumped back against the cushions, peering down into his coffee. His index finger grazed over a chipped bit on the handle.

      “Yeah, but he sounded strange, like he was unsure of what to say. Like he was ashamed that he had to tell me,” Tristan whispered, biting his bottom lip as a tear rolled down his cheek. He dashed it away quickly, his shoulders rounding on themselves. “I didn’t know if his address was the same because he moves around so much, you know? It’s hard to stay in contact sometimes.”

      “I remember,” I said, concentrating on keeping my voice steady.

      Tristan exhaled hard enough his cheeks puffed out. “So, I called the leasing office, and they told me he’d been evicted and had another week before they changed his locks. I’m not sure what happened, but fuck, when he said he was on suicide watch—” Tristan’s face twisted again, and he ran the back of his hand over his splotchy cheeks. “I’m leaving as soon as I can. I need to reschedule some meetings, but after that, I’m heading down.”

      I nodded, set my ankle on top of my knee, and waited. It was something I’d learned through mentor training. If there was enough silence, thoughts would flow and so would the words.

      “I should’ve known something wasn’t right,” Tristan said.

      “There’s no way you could predict what he was going to do,” I said, and gave Tristan’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “When things like this happens, it’s easy to blame ourselves. But doing that is an act of futility.”

      Tristan nodded and ran the back of his hand over his nose. How many times had I felt like that? Liked I’d failed, like I should’ve known better. It was too many to count.

      Tristan took a sip of his coffee and swallowed hard. “I know he’s been on again off again with his ex-girlfriend for a while. They brought out the worst in each other.” His lips twisted to the side, his nose flaring. “Oh god, how did I miss the signs? This is my fault.”

      I set my hand on Tristan’s knee. “Chance is an adult. He made a choice. Whether he made the choice because of her or not, it was still his choice to make—and it had nothing to do with you.”

      “And I’m his big brother,” Tristan said, setting the mug on his coffee table with a loud clink. “I should’ve been there for him more. I should’ve stopped this from happening.”

      I shook my head, having told myself this mantra a million times before. “If he got checked into the psych ward of the hospital, there is no way you could’ve stopped any of it. And he called you, right? It means he trusts you.”

      Tristan’s chin wobbled again, and his body slumped like a marionette doll’s strings being cut. He covered his face again with his hands and nodded. “Right.”

      “So, go down there, clean up his apartment, and help him out,” I said with a voice that brooked no argument. “And Tris, you need to prepare yourself, because whatever condition Chance is in when you get there. . .it’s not likely who he is. His behavior or reactions may be be a symptom of something bigger.”

      Tristan tilted his head to the ceiling, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Right.”

      “Did he tell you anything else about his stay? Did you speak to a nurse or doctor?”

      “No, not yet,” Tristan said, grabbing his mug and taking a long drink of his coffee. His face scrunched unpleasantly as he swallowed it, sucking in a breath through his teeth. He pushed the mug away. “And I didn’t ask. I was working hard not to break down on the phone. The last thing he needs is me losing my shit. Goddammit, I wish I knew what to do. What do I even say to him?”

      I adjusted my stance until I faced Tristan, curling my arm on the cushions to rest my temple on my knuckles. “Do you want me to be the listener or give you advice?”

      Tristan moved his head back and forth and laughed, but it contained no humor. “Advice.”

      “You head to Orlando, you do what you need to do, and you bring him home. It’s possible he won’t come. He may only stay a day and then run off. He may hang out for a while. But he needs unconditional support, love, and help. It won’t be easy, but that’s what you can give him.” The old feeling of hopelessness curled inside of my chest. I empathized with Tristan, understood his guilt. “Remind yourself that none of this may work but aim for the best. That’s what you can do for him.”

      “Okay,” Tristan whispered. He rose from the couch, curled his hands around the back of his neck, walked toward his bedroom, and stopped in the middle of his path, his head hanging. I let the quiet drag on as I waited for him to speak first. “Can you make sure those damn groundhogs don’t get into my vegetables?”

      The defeat in his voice thickened the tension in the air until it was suffocating. I scrambled to find something to say to lift Tristan’s spirits and snapped my fingers. “Have you tried taking a leak on the vegetables?” Tristan’s face morphed into a look of disgust, and I laughed. “I’m serious. Rodents hate the scent of humans. It’s an old trick that’s worked for a long time.”

      Tristan huffed a laugh and shook his head. “There’s no way I’m pissing on my garden.”

      “Well, you don’t want them to attack your crop, right? sometimes that involves peeing outside,” I said. Tristan narrowed his eyes and before he could speak, I lifted my hands in surrender. “Well, since I’m such a good friend, I’ll help you out this time, but don’t expect me to be your go-to rodent deterrent. You’ll eventually have to do it.”

      “Do not,” Tristan said, his finger pointed at my face, lips curved down in distaste. “Piss in my garden. I eat what comes out of there.”

      I couldn’t contain the laughter bubbling in the back of my throat. Tristan scratched his arm absently, his lips pursed. “You know, I really wish I had one of those raised garden beds my nana had in her garden. Chance made one for our parents years ago. They lasted forever.”

      Then he shrugged his shoulders, and he rolled his lips into a thin line, sniffling loudly.

      I knocked my knuckles on the coffee table. “Maybe when the dust settles, if he stays, you could ask him. It could help give him something to focus on while he figures things out.”

      “Yeah,” Tristan said. A flicker of light shining in his blue eyes. “Yeah, maybe.”

      I got up and nodded toward Tristan’s room. “C’mon, let’s get you ready for the road.”

      Tristan rolled his shoulders back and schooled his expression of determination. I knew the storm raging inside of his heart and mind, and I could feel the old trembling of my own pain coming back to life. I pushed it aside and followed him into his bedroom. He didn’t need me being maudlin; he needed me to help him go get his baby brother.
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      CHANCE

      
        
        One Month Later

      

      

      Tristan pulled into the parking space, his knuckles white from clenching the steering wheel. He turned to me and slanted a tiny smile, and said, “I’ll be back here in an hour.”

      I gave a jerky nod, tapping my bobbing legs. The urge to tumble out of the car and pace was impossible to ignore.

      “Do you want me to go with you?” Tristan asked, his blond eyebrows lifting upward, nudging an elbow into my arm.

      “I can handle it,” I said through clenched teeth. The unease in my muscles continued to tremble through me, making it hard to concentrate. “It’s not the first time I’ve made people uncomfortable because I’m acting like a weirdo in my therapist’s office.”

      “Wait,” Tristan said, his voice growing stern. He unbuckled his safety belt, his jaw set. “Did someone say something to you in there?”

      “Chill,” I said, with a roll of my eyes shifting in my seat. My muscles screamed for relief. I bounced my legs faster, but nothing could stop the restless tremor inside of my body. “No one’s said anything. But people stare because—because I look like a fucking tweaker.” I twitched, knocking my knees into each other. When I reached for the handle, my muscles jerked and seized on their own and my fingers slipped over the metal.

      All I could focus on was the urge to move, move, move. If I couldn’t get out of Tristan’s car, I was going to scream. Tristan reached over and pulled the handle of the door, and I tumbled out with a groan. Tristan got out after me and rested his arms on the roof.

      “I know this is tough,” he said, after a few seconds of silence ticked by. “But you’re doing great. You got this.”

      “So easy for you to say. You’re able to sleep at night like a normal person, and you don’t have to be babysat by someone because your antipsychotics make you unable to sit still,” I said, my voice tight with concentration. It was hard to hold a conversation when my body waging war and holding me prisoner. Tristan’s eyebrows wrinkled together, hurt coloring his blue eyes. I walked away, a sledgehammer of guilt crushing in my bones. “I need to get inside before I’m late.”

      “I’ll be back in an hour,” Tristan said again, his voice booming in the parking lot. I lifted a hand in acknowledgment, not looking back.

      Skylar was already waiting for me when I walked into the lobby. She’d twisted her mousey brown hair in a messy braid, and a pencil sat on her ear, buried between loose curls that framed her face. She always wore baggy jeans and vintage band t-shirts. It was the total opposite of the therapist I had at the hospital, who had a penchant for ties with terrible cartoons on them.

      I really hated ties.

      So far, we’d only had a few sessions together, and unlike the people at the hospital, Skylar’s presence didn’t make me feel like I was a lab animal being studied. But that didn’t convince me she could be someone I could trust, so I kept a safe distance.

      “Hey, Chance,” Skylar said, a kind smile on her face. She tucked her hands into the back pocket of her dark wash jeans. The t-shirt of the day had an obnoxious banana in the middle, with the band name slapped in the corner. It still surprised me how she dressed like she was going to a punk concert rather than work. “Are you ready?”

      “Sure,” I said, hating how my hands curled like tiny lobster claws, how my voice shook as I concentrated on the words coming out of my mouth. I couldn’t stop the way my muscles begged for relief, how the urge to move itched in my veins. How it made me want to rip my skin off and tear at my organs until nothing was left of me but an empty shell. I tried to ignore it and focus on Skylar’s sandals as I followed her through the maze of halls and to a room with an open door.

      Soft tones of blue and gray bathed Skylar’s office, giving it a calming effect, which I’d quickly figured out wasn’t by accident. A loveseat sat against the wall, covered in a smattering of soft pillows, a window behind it. The early afternoon sun cut through the open blinds, covering everything in a soft yellow. I sat down, my legs dancing on the floor, my hands tapping along my knees and up my thighs. I shook my shoulders.

      I shot up to my feet and paced.

      “How are you feeling?” Skylar asked, kicking off her sandals and settling down in the wingback chair in the corner. She tucked her legs to the side, picked up her yellow notepad, and pulled the pencil from her ear.

      “Absolutely fantastic. Thanks for asking,” I said, my voice devoid of emotion. I squeezed my eyes shut and moaned in frustration.

      Skylar slanted me a sympathetic smile. “Sounds like it. When do you see your psychiatrist?”

      “Friday. The same day I always see him. Nothing’s changed in a month and a half,” I said. Nothing I did helped stave off the quiver in my calves, the prickling in my thighs. I picked up speed, hoping to get some relief. It didn’t work. “I’m telling Brian I’m done with all of this. It’s absolutely bullshit. I can’t sleep, I can’t—” I ground my molars together, clenching hard until my jaw ached. “I can’t even hold a fucking conversation.”

      Skylar jiggled her pencil in her hand and wrote something down. “Unfortunately, trying to figure out the right mix of medication for bipolar disorder is difficult, but we will work to find the best combination for you. You go to Behavioral Health, right?”

      I nodded, then rolled my neck and paced again, circling the room three times before sitting down on the couch once more, slapping my knuckles on the side of my thighs. Skylar remained still in her chair and rested her chin on her hand.

      I rolled my eyes up to the ceiling and traced along the crown molding, and jiggled in my seat, exposed under her stare. She did this a lot with the silence. It was always uncomfortable, waiting to see who would speak first.

      Skylar asked, “What are you feeling right now in this moment?”

      I secretly reveled in winning this round.

      “What do you think?” I said, not hiding my irritation. Skylar didn’t respond, and I exhaled a sharp breath. “Strange. Everything’s strange.”

      “Strange,” Skylar said, writing on her notepad. “Would you like to expand on that?”

      My eyes studied the framed artwork on the wall and trailed down to the hardwood floors. Mahogany. I focused on the curve of the wood, counting the set of black rings at the edge. The only sound that sat between us was the tapping of my hands on my legs, the wild tempo of my feet.

      “I haven’t been to Knoxville in almost ten years,” I said. “It’s weird to be back. I don’t want to be here.”

      Skylar looked at me for several beats and wrote something on her legal pad again.

      “And no offense, it’s not that I don’t think you’re not helpful, but it’s just . . . the reason I’m here is that I tried to kill—” I closed my eyes, a reel of scattered empty orange pill bottles littering a dirty bathroom floor. The sound of water drops flooded my ears as I curled up in a small bathtub in my apartment, my heartbeat slowing, my eyes drifting closed. I jerked my head hard, willing the memory to vanish. “I’m here because I couldn’t take care of myself.”

      “That’s an interesting choice of words, Chance,” Skylar said.

      I slapped my twitching hand against my chest. “It’s true though. Do you think I can get a job like this? My entire life is about appointments and walking around my brother’s house until I literally pass out from exhaustion. I’m—” I cut myself off and shot up, slamming my fists into my thighs as I walked in place. “I’m twenty-seven and all I’ve done is fuck up my life and everyone else’s.”

      Skylar tilted her head to the side, her gaze assessing. I turned away. It felt like she was looking down at the foul, messy bits of my soul, staring face to face with the wild beast that lived inside of me. The same one I’d been unable to tame. No one needed to know the shadows I’d danced closely with, and no one needed to see how they suffocated me, clutched onto my heart, and whispered dark secrets in my ears.

      “I’m sensing a theme here today,” Skylar said, shifting in her seat and turning to me. “It sounds like you’re dealing with a lot of thoughts about a lack of agency, of independence. Is that right?”

      My mouth grew dry, and I nodded, unable to turn around to face her.

      “So why do you think that’s happening?”

      I shrugged and bit my lip. “Because it’s true? What am I going to do when everyone’s patience runs out? I’m unemployed and staying in a spare room at my brother’s house because I don’t have a place of my own. I don’t want to be a bigger fuck up, I don’t want to disappoint—”

      I covered my eyes with my arm. I hated crying, but it felt inevitable. I circled the room again, focusing on the itchy, spiky sensation in my limbs.

      “How about we play this movie out?” Skylar said, and untucked her legs, slipping the notepad into the side of her chair. She rested her elbows on her knees, her hands clasped in front of her. “What’s the worst scenario that can happen here?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but my tongue twisted, my stomach flipping sideways. I rubbed my wrist over my eyes. Then, before I could even stop myself, I said, “Death.”

      “Which makes sense, given everything you’ve been through. But you’ve been close, haven’t you? And here you are,” Skylar said, waving a hand in front of her. “Standing in my office, very much alive.”

      I blinked at her, my eyebrows scrunching in confusion. “Okay?”

      “You’re juggling a lot right now—you just got out of the hospital, moved in with your brother, and you’re trying to find a balance in medication. It’s a highly stressful time. But what do you want to do?” Skylar asked. “What’s something that you want just for yourself?”

      I hadn’t thought about it. The moment I picked up the phone and called my ex-girlfriend, fighting against the darkness that filled my vision, and the tug of something deeper whispering to me, I knew death wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t want to be a period at the end of a sentence. And I had pushed and pushed and pushed through the mud and somehow landed here.

      I swayed back and forth and swallowed hard over the glassy shards in my throat. “I want to keep living. I want to get better. I want to be better.”

      A tiny smile crept up on Skylar’s lips. “And it’s perfectly okay to want that, Chance. This is all new to you, and this adjustment period can be painful. This will not be easy, but you’re here now, and you’re trying. That’s the hardest part.”

      “Right,” I said, not fully convinced. How could I believe her? I’d been back in Knoxville for a month, and it’d been nothing but an endless blur of psychiatrist appointments, doctor appointments, and therapy to fill my days. I felt tired in a way I never had before. This wasn’t the exhaustion depression offered, wading through wet sand and fog. This was different.

      And it scared the living shit out of me.

      “I’ve also been thinking,” Skylar said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “There’s a local center we correspond with called The Collective that offers programs you might benefit from.”

      I squinted, suspicion curling my shoulders up. “What type of programs?”

      Skylar’s pencil glided along the paper of her legal pad in soft strokes. “Two of their most successful programs have been one that works with LGBTQ+ organizations, and one for disadvantaged youth. But they also have a bipolar awareness group on Wednesdays.”

      Bile burned in the back of my throat, bitter acid glazing my tongue. My mouth watered with impending nausea, and I breathed through my nose slowly before swallowing. “No.”

      Skylar tilted her head, her eyebrows lifting with curiosity. “No, what?”

      “I don’t want to do that—” I clenched my jaw as I continued to pace despite the exhaustion in my muscles. Words scrambled in my head; my brain cluttered with the need to move. “Support groups. I had enough of those in the psych ward.”

      “I get it. This, however, is a lot different,” Skylar said, her voice taking on a soft tone of sympathy. It made the knots in my stomach twist more. “Hospitals have a wide spectrum of patients and they’re often understaffed, so curated care is scarce. These support groups are more specific and much more personal. You’d be around people who also have a bipolar disorder, and you can discuss your struggles and your accomplishments together. They even have one specifically geared for family members. Maybe your brother could go to a few of those.” At my silence, Skylar gave an easy shrug. “Humor me, Chance. If you hate it, you don’t go back, and we talk about it next week.”

      A tinny alarm on her phone cut through the air, alerting us that the session was over. I continued to move around the room as Skylar walked to her desk, wrote on a Post-it Note, and handed it to me.

      “Check out The Collective’s website,” Skylar said. “They have a lot of great source material and information.”

      The Post-it Note crushed under the pressure of my grip, and I shoved it into my pocket. I trailed behind Skylar through the labyrinthian halls, turning left and right so many times I couldn’t remember where we started.

      Skylar gave me a big smile, her crooked front tooth visible. It made her less intimidating and more real. “Let me know how it goes with the psychiatrist. I’ll see you next week. And if you need anything, call, okay?”

      I nodded, and Skylar held the cherrywood door open for me, waving her upturned hand in the air as she said, “After you.”

      Tristan stood in the large waiting area, talking to a tall man with dark hair. I couldn’t see who he was with his back turned to me, a tight blue t-shirt clinging to his body, showing off broad shoulders and a slender waist. His frayed cargo shorts were snug against a pair of tanned legs.

      Holy shit. My lips parted and at the familiar yank pulling at my belly. Heat rose to the surface of my skin, my chest and neck feeling flushed.

      Panic settled in quickly after. Was this a manic episode? I waited for the burst of energy, the racing thoughts, the euphoria clouding my mind.

      Nothing. All I got were my jittery legs and feeling very much like a thirteen-year-old again.

      Jesus, what the hell was wrong with me? I shook my head in disbelief. I did not need to be checking out random strangers. I could barely carry a conversation.

      Tristan smiled, genuine and wide, gearing up ready to speak, when he peered over the stranger’s shoulder and found me. His face lit up, and he lifted a hand. “Oh, hey!”

      The man looked over his shoulder, his eyes connecting with mine. My heart jumped into my throat.

      It wasn’t a stranger.

      It was Duncan Maxwell I’d been checking out.

      My brother’s best friend.

      Oh, holy shit.

      I hadn’t seen Duncan in years. After I’d left Knoxville, whenever I ever came back, it was mostly to have a place to crash between jobs or moves and never stayed long enough to catch up with Tristan’s friends.

      Duncan looked just as good from the front. Stubble lined his jaw, and his skin carried a bronze hue he didn’t have when he’d visited my house during college breaks. His smile was still the same, though, his eyes scrunching together into tiny crescents. The only difference was now tiny crow’s feet settled in the corners.

      Did I just see a lip ring?

      Here I was, fully exposed, my body jittering as my legs took on a mind of their own. My stomach sank to the floor, and I rubbed my eyes, hoping Duncan was a hallucination I could blame as a side effect of my medication. That’d be a good reason to talk to Brian.

      Yeah, no dice. Duncan was still in my therapist’s office, very much real and alive. Wishful thinking on my part.

      “Hi?” I said, unable to hide my puzzlement. I circled my head around in hopes it would say, what the actual fuck is going on here?

      Duncan lifted a hand and said, “Hey, Chance. Been a while, huh?”

      I stopped in place, my legs screaming as I tried to cobble a coherent thought. “Uh, you could say that.”

      I made a route along a row of empty seats, keeping my focus on Tristan and trying to ignore how I felt every inch of Duncan’s eyes on me. My mind splintered with a mixture of emotions—betrayal roaring the loudest. The tightness in my throat made it impossible to speak.

      Duncan canted his hip to the side, like it was perfectly normal to run into his best friend’s little brother at his therapist’s office. I wanted to run away but couldn’t push my body to behave.

      “Tristan was telling me about how nice it’s been having you back home,” Duncan said, interest sparkling in his hazel eyes.

      Hot embarrassment curled its ugly hand around my stomach. Duncan Maxwell wanted to make small talk with me? Seriously?

      I turned to Tristan helplessly, hoping he’d be able to see that I wanted to leave, but what I got back was Tristan’s face beaming with pride.

      “Oh, was he?” I said, my tone flat, unable to stop the bitterness making my skin crawl, the sharp chill that stung in my blood.

      Duncan’s eyebrows arched up, his eyes darting to Tristan for a moment before he focused back on me. “Yeah, he told me you’ve been working hard since you’ve been discharged from the hospital.”

      My vision tunneled, black swirling in front of me. Duncan knew about me moving back home. He knew about my hospitalization. He knew I was going to therapy. The burning rope twisted tighter, wrapped around the middle of my chest, the friction making my heart twinge. Then my brain went into overdrive, thoughts flashing at high speed.

      What else did Duncan know?

      Did he know about my diagnosis?

      Did he know why I was hospitalized?

      Did he know how badly I wanted to die in Orlando?

      The cloying scent of lavender filled my nose, the pale light of the apartment bathroom surrounding me as my fingers curled into claws and grew numb.

      I pried my eyes open and found myself back in the lobby of my therapist’s office. I felt dizzy and when I tried to walk, my feet tripped over themselves, and I landed sideways into a chair.

      Everything was hot. I sucked in a shallow breath, my lungs burning for more air. The office was stifling, and a small sweat broke out on my temples.

      I needed to get out of here.

      I shot up from the chair and pulled my lips into an uncomfortable smile. I walked away, my shoulder knocking into Duncan’s by accident. The threat of throwing up was too great for me to apologize. I swallowed down the thick saliva that filled my mouth and said to Tristan, “Leave. Let’s leave. Catch up later.”

      I’d forgotten how nice summers could be since I’d moved back from Orlando where the days were oppressive and suffocating. Now outside, my lungs released from the vicelike grip squeezing them.  Finally, I caught a full breath. I paced the parking lot and circled around Tristan’s car, my legs tired but my need to move unrelenting.

      I couldn’t stop, even as exhaustion crashed over me like trees falling in the forest. I wanted peace; I wanted to soothe the discomfort.

      Tilting my head up, I spotted a large oak, its wide trunk held twisted, gnarly branches that spread out like slender fingers. It was great to work with sturdy, and easy to find. It’d make a great side table in Tristan’s spare room.

      I scoffed. What was the point of thinking about what I wanted to build when I couldn’t even stand still?

      Then I reminded myself of all the people I’d met in the hospital, lonely and without family or support. They didn’t have the option of a second shot at this like I did. So, I would stop bitching, get back on my feet and find work. Once I did that, I’d find a place to live and then focus on what to do next.

      “Hey,” Tristan said at the rear of his car.

      I didn’t respond. When I reached to open the door and he made no point to move, I asked, “Why aren’t you getting in?”

      Tristan’s eyebrows wrinkled, his lips turned into a deep frown. “You’re upset.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, your deduction skills have kicked in. A-plus on that.”

      Tristan’s gaze narrowed, heat creeping into his voice when he asked,“What the hell?”

      “Why did you tell Duncan about me being in the hospital? Do you get some sense of purpose by being the hero for your freak-show little brother?” I asked, my voice rising, my body swaying as I pushed my words out through clenched teeth.

      Tristan reared back like he’d been slapped in the face. “What? Of course not. He was there because—”

      “You know what? I don’t care,” I said and got into the car. I buckled myself into my seat as anger licked its way through my veins. Tristan closed the passenger door and then made his way around to the driver’s side.

      He sat in his seat for a long time, hands settled on the steering wheel. I didn’t bother to look at him as I pushed down the urge to scream.

      “I’m sorry,” Tristan said, his voice soft. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You don’t get it,” I said, banging my head against the headrest, swinging my legs back and forth. “I hate how you need to take care of me. That you have to drive me all over town like a child. It’s humiliating. And there you were talking it up with Duncan like we all had a family barbecue last weekend.”

      “Okay, I get you think I screwed up, but I told Duncan because when I got the call because I needed help,” Tristan said, his voice thick with emotion. “This is tough, Chance. For you, and for me. Duncan’s my best friend and I trust him. Of all the people in the world, he’s the one person who won’t judge you, I promise.”

      I closed my eyes and tapped my hands on my thighs, hoping it would help calm down the restlessness. It didn’t. “Can we please go home? I want to take the meds that knock me out so I can sleep for a while.”

      Tristan turned the car on. It wasn’t until he was farther down the road that he tapped my bouncing leg and said, “Friday’s only two days away. We can get there You’re doing stellar, bud.”

      “If you say so,” I muttered with an uncomfortable grunt. I really wanted to move. Being restrained made the edgy twitch in my body worse. “Hurry. Being in this car makes me want to walk into traffic.”

      The drive back to the house was brutal, and by the time I got inside, I was clawing at my shirt. Tristan grabbed the white rectangular case on the coffee table and popped it open, dumping a few pills into his palm.

      “Here,” he said, handing me my pills. I took them dry. Tristan disappeared into the kitchen, and I followed him, watching him pull veggies out of the fridge and setting them into the sink. He turned the tap on, the water spraying out of the spigot.

      “Want to tell me what you and Skylar talked about today?” Tristan asked, his tone cautious.

      I stood out of Tristan’s way in the corner and walked in the place. “She wants me to go to a support group. Something about a place called The Collective.”

      Tristan peered over his shoulder, shaking water from his hands, his eyebrow raised. “Oh? I’ve heard a lot of good things about The Collective.”

      “Yeah? Does it have a bunch of five-star ratings on Google?” I asked, unable to hide how unimpressed I was by this information.

      Tristan stopped moving, his hand holding a mixing bowl midair to cast me an unamused look, exhaling a weary sigh before turning away.

      “Not everything has to be a fight, Chance,” Tristan said, his voice small and sad.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. Tristan’s signature coiffed hair was overgrown, and his jawline dusted in a week’s worth of stubble. The bags under his eyes gave the telltale sign of his lack of sleep.

      I’d seen this look on him before, plenty of times—When he was coming home from an all-nighter in college for an exam or when he’d flown in on a red-eye after a long business trip. It wasn’t unfamiliar by any stretch, but knowing this look was solely because of me placed a newfound weight on my shoulders.

      “I think going to a support group is a good idea,” Tristan said, his tone subdued, ripping a head of lettuce and dumping the shredded bits into the bowl.  “The organization has been around for a long time, and they have a lot of great success stories. You should check it out.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, standing in place and lifting my knees up higher. “At this point, I’ll take anything over being in the hospital.”

      Tristan pulled his lips to the side and chewed on his cheek. “Yeah, I guess, so.”

      I didn’t answer and headed to the spare room, unable to stand the pity in Tristan’s eyes. Exhaustion had blissfully settled in, but I had another day to face tomorrow, a day where I had to sit surrounded by strangers and listen to all the shit they were dealing with in their lives.

      I ran my fingers over Tristan’s cedar dresser, the top worn from years of use. As a kid I’d had its twin, but I’d lost it in one of my moves. I squatted down on the floor and ran my knuckle over my grandfather’s initials on the lower corner of the dresser, a tiny signature of the work he’d put into making this.

      Then I lifted myself up, sprawled out on my bed, and turned on the radio to the local college station as someone droned about an outdoor symphony fundraiser. I exhaled happily when my entire body went silent along with all my wandering thoughts. For the first time that day, everything was still, the music on the radio a calming background to the fog rolling in my mind.
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        Loss chased him away, Hope brought him love...But is that enough?

      

      

      Sean is only twenty-seven, but he’s already lost everything that gave him life. On the verge of losing hope for a future, he moves to a town where no one knows about him, the death of his child, or his failed marriage; but when his nightmares and his guilt follow him without the pitying glares, he realizes he can’t move forward on his own.

      Jonah has worked tirelessly to keep his father’s memory alive and be a fixture in the small town he grew up in. Now, nearing forty, his dreams have been long forgotten to keep everyone else’s alive, and he doesn’t know how to reclaim his life as his own without losing his last connection to his father.

      But when the two men’s lives collide, they’re forced to confront their grief and accept that there can be life and hope after loss—if you’re willing to chase it.

      

      Tropes: Small town romance, Bisexual Romance, Out for You, Second Chances

      

      Trigger Warnings: Discussions, memories, and dreams about stillbirth, btu the event is not on screen.
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        Coffee, with a double shot of desire....

      

      

      West is still floundering three years after a failed relationship spun his life out of control and forced him to move back to his hometown. When he meets Rhys at Bold Brew, his curiosity sparks, and he wonders if the alluring photographer could be his shot at embracing the inner Little he suppressed in the past. Rhys's photos are a passionate exploration and call to West's needs and desires. 

      Rhys loves to guide and nurture partners—then send them on their way. But something about West is different. The quiet man responds to Rhys's Daddy dominance in beautiful ways. And the camera loves him, too. 

      When West agrees to a photoshoot, their chemistry ignites. Rhys and West are a perfect complement to one another's cravings. But can this double shot at love last as long as one of Rhys’s photographs, or will they drink their fill and move on?

      

      Tropes: Daddy kink, Mild Age Play, Small Age Gap

      

      Trigger Warnings: Discussions of alcoholism and attending AA meetings. Character is in recovery without any relapses.
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        Follow the Stars

      

      

      
        
        Can the Stars Make Two Friends Lovers or Break them Apart Forever?

      

      

      When Noah loses his best friend Rory to cystic fibrosis, he feels lost without her unconditional love and support.

      Ezra—the one who understands his grief—suggests they embark on something they've been planning for years: a road trip along the Eastern Seaboard. But Ezra has a secret no one knows—he’s been in love Noah for years.

      Ezra fears he won’t be able to hold back his feelings as they fulfill Rory’s biggest dream on her bucket list. Noah worries the connection he has with Ezra's lost without Rory to guide them together. But through their grief, the question remains: If you follow your heart, can you find love as bright as the stars?

      

      Tropes: Best friends to Lovers, Forced Proximity, Demisexual awakening, Bisexual Romance, Neurodivergent Hero
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