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Loss of brain function can occur even without much visible damage.

Eleven little words that struck a fear in me beyond any fear Id ever felt before. Inside I was cowed in the corner, screaming, and yet somehow, I was still by his side.


PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE





Ash



PETE HAD been busy while Id been gone. I stood in front of the shiny new door to his apartment and wondered for a moment if Id come home to the right place. Then I remembered the coarse message hed sent me a few days ago, telling me in no uncertain terms what a bitch the new door had been to fit. A separate messageperhaps an afterthoughttold me hed left a key on top of the frame.

I reached for it and turned it over in my hand. It was silver and shiny. The old one was battered brass, bruised and familiar. It felt heavy in my pocket as I slid the new key into the lock. I considered the fate of the old key now that the door it belonged to was no longer there. Pete said I pondered the strangest things.

The new door swung open with a whisper. It felt odd after two years with a door that crunched like a gearbox. The new door was like a ghost, all shimmery and silent. I wasnt sure I liked it.

A wry grin crept over my face. Really? Four days without Pete and youre worried about a door? I took a tentative step forward. The door closed with a quiet click, and this time, I paid it no heed.

I glanced around the apartment. It was quiet and still. No TV, stereo, or signs of life. That was no surprise. I was a few hours early. Despite hating every moment of the flight between Chicago and Philadelphia, Id caught an earlier plane home. Pete wasnt expecting me, but I could feel in my bones that he was home. The invisible cord between us pulled me along, and a minute later, I found him passed out in our bed. He was asleep on his stomach, something he only did when he was alone or too tired to notice. It used to make me uneasysometimes it still didbut not today. Today his bare back was exactly what I needed to see. I sat down by his head and brushed my fingers over his stubbly jaw. He didnt stir, even when I leaned down and breathed in the clean smell of his skin.

His back caught my attention again. I loved his back, perhaps because I so rarely got to see it like thisnaked and still. A while ago hed considered getting some new ink on his back, something small on his shoulder, but Id refused to do it. Id draw him anything he wanted, anywhere he wantedjust not there. His back was amazingsmooth, olive-brown, and flawless. It didnt need anything else.

I leaned down and pressed a soft kiss between his shoulder blades. Dr. Gilbert, the therapist who had the pleasure of dissecting my messed-up brain, told me every week that I should do the things I wanted to dotrust myself to do thembefore I overthought them. Id wanted to kiss Petes back for years. Now seemed as good a time as any.

His warm skin felt good, so good I did it again, and again, until he began to stir. I pulled back and waited as his arm fumbled for me, but he didnt open his eyes. Instead, he rumbled out a chuckle that came from deep in his belly.

I must be fucking dreaming if you just did what I think you did.

His voice was gruff and sleepy, but it had been four days since Id heard it. My chest felt warm. Open your eyes and see.

He didnt answer with words. Instead, he rolled over and pulled me on top of him. I went willingly and kissed him until he needed to breathe. When he pulled away, he noticed how damp my clothes were. Id gotten caught in the rain on the walk from the L, one of those autumn showers that washed away the humidity and made everything smell fresh and clean. I liked that kind of rain; it felt good on my face. If I hadnt been in such a hurry to get home, I would have stood in it longer.

Pete shoved me away, feigning irritation, but his sleepy eyes belied his humor. Youre soaked.

He blinked a couple of times and rubbed his face like he wasnt entirely awake. I laid my forehead against his and laughed. It felt so good to be home.

Beneath me, Pete shifted. He was half-asleep, but I knew what he wanted. Since the first time Id ever laid a hand on him, hed always been a sucker for skin-to-skin contact. He tugged on my shirt with clumsy hands, and I was more than happy to pull it over my head. He stilled when he had me where he wanted me, and his breathing became deep and even again. I raised my head from the crook of his neck and eyed him. I felt like I needed to get closer, like I could climb inside his skin and still not be close enough. After a moment of deliberation, I reached for the one part of him that was definitely awake.

Pete was the master of the slow, torturous fuck. The way he played my body was something I still couldnt quite believe. It wasnt often I caught him in the mood to be on the receiving end, but as I watched him drift in that hazy world between awake and asleep, I knew that now was my chance to indulge him. I worked him over real slow with my hand. He hummed and shifted a few times, but when he came it was with a quiet sigh, and he was snoring again before Id even let go of his dick.

It was mesmerizing to see him unconsciously unravel. I could have watched him for hours, but as I stared at his beautiful sleeping form, something in the back of my mind refused to rest. I ignored it for as long as I could, but the call in my head was persistent, so loud there was only one way to silence it. I kissed Petes chest and lingered over the biggest star he had etched on his skin, the one right over his heart, before I got up and left him. I padded through the apartment and retrieved my sketchbook from the bag Id dumped by the door. Like fate, the book fell open to the most recent drawing Id done of the mysterious baby girl who haunted my sketches. I stared at her, like her face could tell me what I needed to know, but the antsy feeling under my skin persisted until I turned the page on her face and my pencil touched clean paper.

Like so many times before, I was lost then, detached from my surroundings until the scratching of lead on the page petered out. Relieved, I felt better as I sat back and scrutinized the unfamiliar face of the young woman. The way Id drawn her made her seem like a mystical princess. The brief time Id spent in Philadelphia already felt like a lifetime ago, and in the darkening early evening, it was hard to believe she was the same girl Id seen this morning. I had no doubt it was her, though. Id recognize her anywhere. Her image would be imprinted on my brain forever, because she was the most beautiful girl Id ever seen.


CHAPTER TWO





Pete



I COULDNT believe how long four days could seem. Thered been times in the past when the world had stood stilllong days at work and never-ending night shiftsbut the four days Ash spent in Philadelphia were the longest four days of my life.

It felt different from the three weeks hed been missing last winter. If someone had told me back then it was possible for me to love him more, Id have laughed my ass off. Shit like that was ridiculous, right? Yeah, more fool me. Ash wasnt the same man whod run away from me back then, and if the past year or so had taught me anything, it was that whatever life threw at us, there was always room for me to love him a little bit more.

And four days without him was the ultimate lesson.

Being without him was torture and it drove me quietly mad, even to the point where Id dreamed about him coming home early, kissing my back, and jacking me off. At least, I thought I was dreaming until I stumbled out of the bedroom to find him on the couch, shirtless, chewing on his favorite pencil.

He sensed my presence, shoved his sketchbook into its customary place under the couch, and turned to face me.

His lazy grin was fucking amazing.

I glanced at the window, gauging the time. It was still light. For the first time in his life, he was early. How long have you been home?

Long enough.

His smirk remained, and I realized Id been conscious enough at some point for my dirty dreams to become reality.

Damn.

I stared at him for a long moment. I felt like I should throw my arms around him and tell him how much Id missed him, but I didnt. Instead, I mumbled some shit about needing a shower and held out my hand. He took it without hesitation, and after Id undressed him, he stood with his palms flat on the tiled wall while I reacquainted myself with his body. It wasnt sexualthe time for that would come laterand it wasnt that Id forgotten every muscle, scar, and perfect flaw I had mapped in my head. It had just been four long days. I needed to put my hands on him, and hold him under the spray until the water ran cold.

Later, Ash unpacked while I got dressed. He threw a balled-up hoodie at me. What do you want to do tonight? 

I pulled some socks over my feet. It was the first time Id been able to in days. Somehow, hed taken every pair we owned away with him. Whatever you want is fine.

He slung some more dirty clothes across the room and retrieved a T-shirt out of the dresser. After hed slipped it over his head, he shrugged. Are you working tomorrow?

Yeah, at dawn, so dont let me get drunk.

Ash snorted. It had been quite some time since either of us had gotten tanked. Hed been on and off various prescription drugs, and I hadnt been in the mood. It was hard to go wild when the person you loved was going through hell.

Do you want to walk around and get some food?

He knew me so well. It was the middle of September and summer had ended weeks ago, but the weather was still warm enough to make aimless wandering around the city one of my favorite things to do. Add in some downtime with Ash and the chance to fill my belly, and I was a happy man. Sure, I said. You ready?

We ambled along the streets, shooting the breeze and catching up. I didnt have much to tell him, because despite knowing he didnt want me to, Id spent the majority of the past four days at work. Id played pool with Joe one night, but that was about it, and Ash wasnt fooled by my halfhearted efforts to conceal it; he rolled his eyes and moved on. Wed walked all the way to the south of Lincoln Park when I finally asked him what hed got up to in Philadelphia.

Ash didnt hear my question; he was too busy staring at one of the street vendors left over from the Saturday market. Spellbound, I watched him observe the old man carving a lump of wood into a wolf. We didnt talk about art much, but I knew he loved street art. It was one of the reasons we often ended up in this part of town. He could watch the artists at work for hours, and I had almost as much fun watching him do it.

Not many photos existed of the chalk drawings he used to scrawl on the streets of Philadelphia. Id only seen a few. His lifestyle back then hadnt exactly accommodated photography, so I had to rely on people whod known him to show me, and there were even less of them than there were photographs. He worked as a tattoo artist now, and his life had changed beyond belief, but seeing him so fascinated by the artists here in Chicago often made me wonder if hed ever go back to his roots.

I nudged him in the ribs, inclining my head toward the finished carving. Do you like that one?

Hmm?

The carving, I repeated. Do you like it?

Ash turned away from the vendor with an absent shrug. Yeah, I saw one like that in Philly, but the kid had different wood.

I let the silence hang as we resumed our wandering. The purpose of his trip to back to Philadelphia was still a mystery to me. Once Id gotten over my shock that he was willing to get on a plane, Id worried that revisiting the city would dredge up unhappy memories for him, but it wasnt until he was actually gone that my imagination had gotten the better of me. I was half expecting him to come home reverted to the mess hed been a year ago. He hadnt, but I knew there was something he hadnt told me, and now he seemed so happily distracted by the wood carver, I didnt have the heart to ask him.

In the end, it turned out I didnt have to. As the frown creased my forehead, he stopped walking and pointed toward a Mexican canteen. Buy me a burrito and Ill tell you what else I saw in Philly.





IT TOOK him a while to get his story out. No matter how much time passed, talking about himself never got any easier. I listened as he explained how hed ended up standing a few feet away from the girl named in his child services file as his sister. When he was done, I picked up my beer and took a long, slow pull, buying time to cover my shock. Are you sure it was her?

Nope, but Ellie said it was her, and she…. He stopped for a moment as he figured out what he wanted to say. He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. It sounds messed up, but she didnt seem real.

It didnt sound messed up to me. When Id told him he had a sister, a part of him hadnt seemed all that surprised, but there was something else too. Disbelief, and something… more. Had he known all along and buried it with everything else hed been through? Hell, wed probably never know. Back then, he wouldnt even let me tell him her name, like he thought he didnt deserve to know. I wondered if that had changed, but I sensed it wasnt the time to ask him.

I shifted so my leg brushed his. How did Ellie even know she existed?

It was a fair question. Ellie was Ashs best friendhis only friend when hed been homeless on the streets of Philadelphiabut though they sometimes seemed like siblings, he didnt confide in her about the bad shit: the kind of shit that pushed him into a psychotic breakdown. Ellie didnt know the half of what Ash had been through since shed persuaded him to follow her here to Chicago all those years ago.

Ash rolled his eyes. She went snooping in her dads office and found a page of my file he hadnt given to Dr. Gilbert.

I knew which page he meant. It had to be the same one Id handed back to Ellies father a few months back, asking him to safeguard it in case Ash ever changed his mind about wanting to know his sister. I was curious as to why David had left it lying around his office, but I didnt have it in me to be pissed at him. Ash seemed at peace with what hed seen, and wed rebuilt enough trust between us for me to believe him.

My cell phone beeped. I pulled it out to open the message I knew was from Joe.

Lock the door if ur gettin nekkid. Be over in the morning. J

I grinned, handing the phone to Ash for him to reply. In his own way, Joe had been as worried about Ashs trip as me, but the few hours Id spent with him while Ash had been gone had done me the world of good. Joe had his own way of looking at things, and despite Ashs worries that I didnt like him, over the past year or so wed become good friends.

Aside from doctors and therapists, Joe was the only person who knew the reasons behind the breakdown Ash had been through. When Id had to go back to work in the days after wed discovered the probability of sexual abuse in Ashs past, Id had little choice but to tell him. Given the mess Ash was in, there was no way he could be left alone. I needed help to care for him, and knowing he would never forgive me if I put that on Ellie, Joe was the only option I had.

I remembered the day I begged him for help with perfect clarity. His reaction had mirrored mine: horror, anger, and grief for the childhood Ash never had. Id been taken aback by the raw emotion in him, but what stunned me most was the story he told me in return. It was something Id never forget.

Id always known there was something about Joe. He was an open and honest kind of guy, but underneath it all something lingereda deep sadness he couldnt quite hide. When he told me about his brother, Larry, I finally understood what it was, and his gentle, fraternal protection of Ash made sense.

Larry had been just fifteen when Joe left Seattle to go to college in Philadelphia. His parents had been against the move and pleaded with him to stay closer to home, but hed ignored them and gone anyway. He was a free spirit at heart. His family could trace their roots back to the Romany Gypsies in Eastern Europe, and hed inherited their itchy feet. He wanted to travel and see the world. He wanted to live outside the small community hed grown up in.

Joe never made it through his first year sharing a dorm room with Charlie, Ellies gregarious older brother. Larry hanged himself from the light pole outside his bedroom window a few weeks before Christmas break. Poor kid had been gang-raped by half the football team, and Joe hadnt had a clue until he read Larrys suicide note. Hell, he hadnt even known Larry was gay until he found his journal hidden in his mothers closet and discovered months of abuse at the hands of his peers.

Joe completed the rest of his degree at home in Seattle. Against the odds, he graduated on time, but he never forgave his parents for being too pigheaded and traditional to save his brother, or himself for simply not being there. The dark winter day Id gone to pieces in front of him, hed looked me in the eye and told me there was no way he was making the same mistake twice. He told me Ash would be okay, because we wouldnt let him be anything else. I believed him, because at the time his conviction was the only thing that stood between me and a complete breakdown of my own. For the longest time, the only faith I had was borrowed.

In the months that followed, Ash got really lowso low I nearly lost him. Without Joe propping him up… there was no doubt in my mind I wouldve come home one day to find hed shared Larrys fate. Watching him battle through that shit was hard, so hard there were times I couldnt handle it. Joe had guarded my back, stepping in when I faltered, and for that I could never thank him enough. And he gave Ash something hed never had before: a real male friend where the lines werent blurred by fear, or complicated by sex. Ash needed that, sometimes even more than he needed me.

Mind you, Joe and Charlie together drove me batshit crazy, and when Ash handed me my cell phone back with a smirk on his face, I knew something was up.

Are you working on Saturday?

I frowned, trying to remember my schedule, but my brain was foggy from not enough sleep and too much food. It took me a moment to remember that Ashs birthday was coming up at the end of the week, so I had most of the weekend free.

No, I said around a yawn. Im off from the morning through till Sunday night. Why?

Ash grinned some more. Get your game face on. Were going out.


CHAPTER THREE





A GAY club? Was he kidding me?

Absolute silence met Charlies suggestion. I stole a glance at the faces around me. Ash seemed genuinely surprised, and Joe looked amused. Me? I was fucking horrified. It had been years since Id subjected myself to the cattle market of a gay club, and with good reason. Those places scared the hell out of me.

Beside me, Joe laughed long and loud. Jesus fucking Christ, Chas. Weve been out sincehe looked at his watchyesterday sometime. Cant we go home?

Charlie took a swig from a brown-bagged bottle and then passed it to me. Yesterday? Dude, youre such a wimp. Its barely midnight. Besides, I know this girl, right? Sarah… or Sally or some shit, and she says all the hot chicks party at Pinks. You know its true. Chicks love the gays.

I took a long pull of cheap liquor as Joe began to protest and chanced another glance at Ash. His twenty-fourth birthday had passed the day before without much fanfare, but tonight wed given ourselves over to Charlie for a much needed night out. Much needed for Ash, at least. I could have done with a nap.

Ash wandered over and dropped to the ground by my head. He didnt speak; he just grinned and looked out over the water. I smiled back and lazily ruffled his hair. Wed spent the evening drinking in the city bars, playing pool, and shooting the breeze, but when the hour got too late for some of us, wed quit the town to come and eat burgers by the lake. Id assumed the night was over, but it seemed Charlie had other plans, and Joe was running out of ideas to dissuade him.

Charlies gaze fell on Ash. Cmon, dude, back me up here. Wouldnt it be fun to go somewhere and mack on him in public?

Lucky for me, Id swallowed the drink in my mouth, but Ash wasnt quite so fortunate. He choked out a laugh, spraying beer all over his feet.

What? Why?

I was relieved he saw the funny side. Hed been in therapy for a long time, but only recently Dr. Gilbert had suggested that perhaps the lack of affection we showed each other in the outside world had contributed to him feeling like he had something to be ashamed of. Trying to fix that was a work in progress. Neither of us got a kick out of being demonstrative in public, but we had begun to be more open around the people we trusted. Charlie and Joe came under that category for sure, but a nightclub full of crazy twinks? Fuck that.

Aw, you guys are no fun, Charlie said. Joe, I know you want to go. Remember that night back in freshman year? That disco club with all the foam shit? You loved that.

Joe snorted and let out another loud belly laugh. Dude, I liked the disco club because of the chicks on roller skates. Its not the same thing.

And so the bickering went on. I closed my eyes and laid back on the bench while Ash remained on the ground and nursed his beer. Joe appeared to be edging ahead, so I was surprised when I felt myself being dragged upright.

I glared at Ash. Quit yanking on me. What are you doing?

Come on, he said. Were going to the gay club.

Are you kidding?

He shrugged. We could have been there and back in the time theyve spent bitching about it. Lets just go.

I glanced at Joe. It had become a habit for the two of us to be a little overprotective. Ash caught the exchange and scowled. He didnt like being coddled, and for once, I agreed with him. Who was I to tell him he shouldnt go somewhere? I wasnt his mother. If he wanted to go to the club, wed go to the club. Joe looked like he wanted to say something, but when he saw me shrug, he grinned and bounded on ahead of us. The dude was cool like that; he knew when to keep quiet.

The club Charlie had in mind wasnt far away, but the walk gave me enough time to warn Ash what he was letting himself in for. The club wasnt an establishment Id ever frequented, but Id sure heard of it. If Charlie and Joe were expecting women, they were going to be sorely disappointed. The only chicks in that place had dicks.

Ash took my carefully worded warnings for what they were. Clubs like that were charged environments, full of heated stares and wandering hands. The last time Id been in a bar like that, Id come away needing my retinas bleached. Ash couldnt deal with shit. For my sake as much as his, I had to make sure he was ready.

Turned out, I had my panties in a twist over nothing. The club was the campiest, most ridiculous place Id ever set foot in. Ash started laughing the minute we walked through the door.

Wow. He looked around with wide eyes. I thought you were kidding. Are we the only fuckers in here with shirts on?

We are now. 

He followed my gaze, catching the shirt Charlie tossed over his head. Joes shirt followed, and before we could blink, wed lost them both to the spandex-packed dance floor. That shit was hilarious. The two of them didnt give a damn about anything, especially when theyd had a belly full of beer. Watching them bump and grind in the sea of glitter-covered skin was about the funniest thing Id ever seen.

I slipped an arm around Ashs waist and tugged him in the direction of the bar. I kept a firm grip on him as we made our way through the club. He was usually okay in crowdsthe noise in his own head caused him the most problemsbut the place was packed. I didnt want to lose track of him. And it didnt take long for me to realize I wasnt the only one with an eye on him. The caveman in me bristled. Id lost count of the times hed been hit on in front of me, but that was different. Those were chicks.

Oblivious, Ash gazed around the clubs flamboyant interior. He spotted some artwork buried amongst all the Day-Glo and feathers and dragged me over to one of the many fake stone pillars dotted around the club.

This is really cool, he said over the pounding music, tracing the ornate painted pattern with his fingertip. Look, it goes all the way up.

I followed his finger with limited interest. Strange things like that always fascinated him. Hed probably ponder for days how something as intricate as the pattern on the cardboard pillar came to be in a place as crass as the club, but it went over my head. I mean, really, who cared?

Ash rolled his eyes. Dont pretend you dont like it. I know you do.

I tugged on his hand, pulling him closer. No, I like watching you like it.

That doesnt make any sense.

Yeah, well. Whatre you going to do?

Nothing, it seemed. He slid his arms around me and gestured at the way we stood, pressed together. This is weird.

Good weird or bad weird?

He laughed, and I felt it rumble through my chest and into my bones. Both, I guess, he said. Good because I can touch you and not care who sees; bad because every guy in here is staring at you and I want to punch them in the face.

Ash, theyre not staring at me.

He looked around again. Yes, they are. And I dont blame them. Theyre only thinking what Im thinking, right?

Was he kidding me?

I opened my mouth to say as much, but he shot me an evil grin and followed his back-to-front observation by kissing me, and I mean really kissing me.

He caught me off guard. Aside from the odd snatched peck on a drunken walk home, it was the first time wed ever kissed in a public place. But my hesitation was brief, real fucking brief, because the next thing I knew I was grabbing his face and backing him into that stupid pillar.

Somewhere, even over the music and distraction of Ashs lips, I heard a loud whoop. I didnt have to look to know it was Joe. It bothered him that Ash and I kept our affection behind closed doors. A PDA like this would make his day.

Ash dug his blunt nails into my hips. I let him go. He laughed, beer-fueled amusement dancing in his eyes. Exhibitionist, much?

I kissed him again, hard. Shut up and buy me a drink.





SOMETIME LATER, I found myself quite happily drunk off my ass. We found a dark corner of the club and shared a beer as we watched Joe and Charlie go to town on the dance floor. Ash sat on a strange beanbag-type contraption with his legs bent and his elbows on his knees. I slouched on my side around him, in case some overzealous dude tried to slide in behind him. After a while, Ash stretched out so he was effectively using me as a cushion. It felt nice to have his back pressed against my belly, even if it was at a bizarre angle.

I let my hand roam up his back until it found the nape of his neck, then tugged gently on his hair. He shuddered and turned his face toward me.

Is it me, or are there a whole bunch of straight guys in here?

I smirked. Its not you.

Among the handful of questionable women, a significant number of oh so straight men hovered by the bar. They were easy to spot; they stood with their backs to the walls, probably in the hope they wouldnt be noticed. Trouble was, they werent as inconspicuous as they thought. Any fucker whod been around the block could spot a closeted virgin a mile off. It wouldnt be long before their covers were blown.

Ash swiped the beer bottle from my loose grip. I watched as he took a languid swig and let his eyes fall closed. Dancing and glitter werent our scene, but something about the vibe in the club put him at ease. I hadnt had time to speculate why until we sat down, but now with him contentedly lying on top of me, I took a moment to think it over.

Inevitably, the only reasoning I could come up with was the same crap Id been chewing on all night: it felt good to be himself in public, with me. The train of thought took me to some complicated places, because Id realized only recently that keeping my sexuality a secret at work had effectively put both of us in the closet. But coming out at work wasnt an option. There had to be another way….

Cool glass touched my lips. I refocused and Ash motioned for me to take a drink. When I was done and the bottle empty, he put it on the floor beside us. The movement caused him to lean over me and exposed the skin of his neck. Without thinking, I traced it with my tongue. Ash shuddered and shifted over to face me. With one hand, he made swift work of pushing me onto my back. Dont do that. Its hard enough to keep my hands off you.

I grinned and slid my hands under his shirt. Maybe I dont want you to keep your hands off me.

He treated me to one of his smoldering stares. It was amazing how his blue eyes could give off so much heat. He dropped his head and gave me the kiss Id been craving since we sat down. Much like our encounter by the pillar, the combination of beer, sweat, and the lack of inhibition in the air meant all bets were off the moment our lips met. I grazed my hands over his heated skin as he gripped my face and pushed his tongue into my mouth. The club and everything in it disappeared. A heartbeat thudded between us. Mine, his, I couldnt tell. All I knew was I didnt know where I ended and he began.

I broke away, my chest heaving. We need to leave. Now.





WE STUMBLED through the door to the apartment, knocking into furniture and tearing at each others clothes. Ash led me to the sofa and pushed me down. The bedroom was too far away, but as he retrieved condoms and lube from a box stashed with his tattoo supplies, there was no question about how this was going to go down. He was more comfortable bottoming than Id ever dared dream, but I never fucked him when I was drunk.

Besides, there were times when all I wanted was for him to own me, inside and out. This was definitely one of those times.

Ash tossed a condom onto the couch and popped the fly of my jeans. It wasnt long before we were naked and on the floor. I made a clumsy grab for the condoms and rolled one onto him, but I batted his hands away as he reached to prepare me. I didnt need any of that; he had plenty of lube on his dick.

He aligned our bodies. His eyes blazed. He was buzzing tonight. The heady mix of the club and the first alcohol hed touched in forever had given him an energy Id missed, a spark Id feared was gone for good.

I reached down and guided him into me. The burn was unbelievable. He thrust forward and heat spread through my belly and into my veins. I threw my head back. Fuck.

Ash smirked. He knew my body well, probably better than I knew it myself, and he set a fierce rhythm that shunted me along the wooden floor with every roll of his hips. I hit the wall, halting the slip and slide across the floor. Ash growled as the motion drove him deeper, and his eyes took on a new intensity.

I braced myself against the wall and wrapped my legs around his waist. He moved faster and faster as pent-up frustration poured out of him and into me. I loved it. It was what I craved from him, what I needed from him when he topped for me. It had been a while since wed fucked with such abandon. For a long time, wed been cautious and restrained. It didnt feel like that tonight. Maybe it was the booze, but something felt different. He felt different.

I was teetering right on the edge when he slowed his pace and pulled back. Frustrated, I made an unintelligible noise, but he held my gaze, panting, flushed, and totally fucking beautiful.

Turn over.

I obeyed him without question. He trusted me more than he did himself, and pushing the boundaries tended to happen when I was on top, but I wasnt stopping to speculate. I turned over and placed my palms flat on the wall. Behind me, Ash slid into me, sure and fast, before he could think about it too much.

The noise that came out of me was somewhere between a groan and a yelp.

Damn him.

Ash froze. I squeezed his hip. Dont stop. I pushed back onto him. Dont you fucking stop.

In response, he drove into me, clutching my hips in a painful grip. I pushed back onto him again. I needed more. Harder.

Ash slid his hands under my shoulders, slamming into me as we chased the earth-shattering orgasm still out of reach. I took a hand from the wall and reached for my dick. My balance was off and the only rhythm I could manage was ragged and sketchy, but it didnt matter. The feel of him inside me that way was better than Id ever dared imagine. Somewhere in the lust-filled haze, it felt almost surreal, and my world turned white.

I came with a shout, driving my fist into the wall. Ash wasnt far behind. He let out a strangled noise and bit down on my shoulder. A gasp, a sob, a groan, I couldnt tell.

After a long, protracted moment, he pulled out and slumped against the wall in a heap beside me. I turned and wrapped my arms around his trembling form as he hid his face in my chest. He gasped for breath, his shoulders heaving so much I thought something was wrong. Then he raised his head and grinned at me with happy eyes, and the world was softly perfect.

I… that was… fuck. I liked that.

His incoherence made me smile. I knew how he felt. I closed my eyes and pushed my body as close to him as it would go. I know, fucker. I know.

We lay on the living room floor for ages, but eventually the high wore off and Ash decided he wanted our bed. He helped me to my feet and led me to the bedroom. He disappeared briefly to clear up the mess wed made, but he was back before I could miss him.

He lay on his back with me sprawled over him. I put my cheek on his chest, and he rested his chin on my head. With his heart beating in my ear, I felt as close to him as Id ever been, and it was the first time in more than a year I felt I truly had him back.


CHAPTER FOUR





WE WOKE up sometime later in a sweaty, sticky pile of limbs. Beneath me, Ash made a noise of discontent. I pulled a few pillows aside and uncovered his face as his eyes flickered open.

Where are you going?

I grinned through the blistering hangover brewing at the base of my skull. Nowhere. I thought I heard something.

Ash sat up, scrunching his eyes against the dim light of the early morning. Maybe it was me. I was having a really weird dream.

Good weird or bad?

Good, I think, he said, acknowledging the repetition of the question Id asked the night before with a faint grin. But I think I was dancing in that damn club. That shit aint right.

I shifted, ignoring the dull ache in my lower back. The faint Texan twang in his voice made me smile. It only came out when he was tired or drunk. Right now, he was probably both. Babe, you dont dance.

I know. Thats how I knew it was a dream. Are you okay?

He gazed at me with sleepy, worried eyes. With my body still buzzing from the night before, it was the last thing I wanted. Im more than okay, I said. Apart from the headache from hell. I punctuated my words with a gentle kiss. How about you? Are you okay?

Ask me later.

He rubbed his head, and the gestures double meaning wasnt lost on me. Having sex the way we had, fucking me from behind, was a huge step for him, perhaps one he wouldnt ever be able to repeat. Hed worked hard to shake off his demons, but old habits die hard. In the cold light of day, he needed some time to brood over it.

Sure thing. I tilted his face and found his gaze. Last night was amazing for me. You can do it again anytime you want, but that doesnt mean you have to. You know that, right?

Ash flushed and smiled a heart-stopping smile that made me warm all over. I…. A loud whoop cut him off. What was that?

We both fell silent, sure wed imagined it, but the noise came again and I remembered what had woken me up in the first place.

I slid out of the bed and made a grab for the sweatpants Id helpfully left on the floor. Is that who I think it is?

Ash squinted through his messy hair. I want to say no, but it sure sounds like them.

I yanked the pants up my legs and made my way to the window, following the raucous singing until I found the source. When I saw them, I didnt know whether to be pissed as hell for the show they were giving my neighbors or kill myself laughing.

Ash appeared beside me, wrapped up in the comforter. Oh, God. What are they doing?

I considered the two half-naked men below our bedroom window. Um, looks like theyre dancing in their underwear.

Joes not dancing.

I watched Joe fall over his own feet and land in a heap on the sidewalk. Charlie was quick to follow. Ash laughed, but it cut off as it became clear that neither Joe nor Charlie were getting up. If anything, they looked like theyd settled down to watch the sunrise.

We better go fetch them.

I scoffed. Are you kidding me? Let them sleep out there.

No way, its cold.

Do them good.

Joe was my buddy, and I was fonder of Charlie than I ever let him think, but there was no way I was having those crazy drunk fools up in our place. Charlie was a puker, and I had firsthand experience of how loudly Joe snored when he was tanked. Besides, having people in the apartment meant clothes….

Ash cleared his throat and pulled the comforter tighter around his bare chest. His long battle with pneumonia had left him asthmaticsomething that bothered me far more than it did himand the smoke machines and dirty club air had left him a little hoarse.

You wouldnt say that if youd ever slept outside in the winter.

His choice of words made me feel like an asshole. I sighed and grabbed a shirt. Stay here.

I pushed open the exterior door to our building, shivering as the cool autumn breeze hit me. It wasnt anything like as cold as it was going to get later in the year, but I knew well enough that someone sleeping outside in their boxers was vulnerable to the elements. A flashback of Ash curled up on the couch, pale and fighting for breath, flashed into my mind. I wouldnt wish that on anyone.

Hey, Pete!

The clichéd gay bar song cut off. It seemed Joe had spotted me first. I made my way over and crouched down beside him. His hand thumped my shoulder, clumsy and heavy.

Hey, he slurred. We were looking for you.

Yeah, man, Charlie said. Where did you go? We looked for you… like everywhere, man.

What happened to your clothes?

Hmm?

Your clothes, I repeated, but Charlie lost interest and turned his attention to the unlit cigar hanging out of his mouth.

Joe had one too, but, though he didnt appear to be smoking it, it was lit and hot ash was threatening to fall onto his bare skin. I pulled it out of his mouth and flicked it across the street. What about your clothes, huh? Dude, youre practically naked.

It was apparently news to both of them. After talking in circles, it transpired that theyd performed an impromptu striptease on the dance floor of the club and forgotten to locate their clothes when they left. Theyd walked more than a mile through the city in their underwear.

Id seen people arrested for a lot less. I told Joe as much as I hauled him to his feet.

I did see a cop, he said, swaying. But I dont think he was a real one. He was looking at my ass too much.

So you liked the gay bar, huh?

Not bad, not bad. Hey, can you still hear the music?

Sighing, I put his arm over my shoulders and led him inside. He leaned on me, whistling, until I deposited him by the elevator.

Hey, where did you go, anyway? I was worried when you disappeared. Charlie said he saw you getting your freak on and…. He stopped and blinked. Oh, man. Youve totally got sex hair.

I turned to go back for Charlie. Shut your mouth, or youll be sleeping right there.

Ash was waiting in the hallway when we got upstairs. He relieved me of Joe and took him to the kitchen to clean the ultraviolet paint from his face. I did the same with Charlie in the bathroom, then dressed him in some of Ashs clothes and shoved him unceremoniously onto the couch.

I flopped down beside him with a heavy sigh. Babysitting hooligans had ruined my postcoital buzz, and now all I had was a hangover.

Charlie nudged me with his elbow. That place was awesome. We should definitely go again.

Something you want to tell me, Chas?

He opened a dopey eye. Hell, no. Not that theres anything wrong with it… shit, you know what I mean. It was cool as fuck, you know? Like no one cared who you were or where you came from. I didnt know gay bars were like that. I thought they were like strip clubs with dicks.

Then why did you want to go?

Charlie hiccupped as he slid further down the couch. For you and Ash. You two need to be you.

I never got the chance to figure out what he meant because Joe barreled over the back of the couch a few seconds later and landed on top of us. Ash helped me wriggle out from underneath them and once he was sure they were both out cold, he pulled me to the bathroom.

Take a shower with me?





MUCH, MUCH later that day, after a round of the quietest blowjobs known to man and a bit more sleep, I found myself in the living room with Joe. Ash had dragged Charlie out with him to get food, but Joe had remained slumped on the couch. He kept his head down while I got ready for work, but he gave me an easy grin when I dropped onto the big old chair.

I punched him on the shoulder. Feeling better?

Of all of us, hed suffered the worst hangover. Charlie got wasted every weekend, but Joe had fallen into the same sober routine I had. Without the buzz of some fuck-hot sex to distract him, the poor guy had been hanging all day.

Joe nodded. Yeah, dude, finally. I dont know what they put in that green shit I drank, but it came out the same color it went in.

Nice.

Not really. It sure got me singing, though. Sorry we woke you up. I dont even remember coming back here.

I shrugged it off. It had been Ash who wanted Joe and Charlie in and off the street, not me, though, in hindsight, having them around all day had been a good thing. In quieter moments, Id noticed Ash looking reflective. Having people around helped when his mood dipped.

Do you need me to stay tonight? Joe asked, as though he could read my mind.

I hesitated a moment before I shook my head. It wouldve made my night easier knowing Joe was with Ash, but it had been a while since Ash had started spending the nights I worked on his own again. He would be fine. It was my own imagination that made things hard. I think hes got some work to do. Should keep him out of trouble.

Joe hummed. He seemed distracted, which wasnt like him. Though the dude was as laid-back as they came, beneath it all, he was as sharp as a tack. Zoning out wasnt his style.

Whats up?

Hmm?

Youre all quiet and shit. Something wrong?

Nah. Joe leaned back and stretched his legs out. Ive got some stuff going on back home. I shouldve gone and dealt with it this weekend, but I was too busy getting my gay on.

Busy? I countered. Or distracting yourself?

Okay, you got me, but I had fun doing it.

Joe sighed, and the heavy sound marred his halfhearted grin. I considered his pensive expression. He was a friend, a good friend I would feel forever indebted to. It bothered me to see him down. Whats going on back home? Is it your parents?

Not really, although I guess if it wasnt for them this would be easy.

What would? My job, and living with someone who struggled to articulate how he felt, had taught me the art of patient questioning, but Id never had cause to use it on Joe. He was usually an open book.

He sighed again. You remember when Ash got sick? I nodded. As if I could forget. Yeah, well, before that I was supposed to move back to Seattle again, to see how it went.

With your girl?

From what I could gather, hed been on and off with a girl in Seattle since his second go-round at college. Hed met her in Philly, when she was playing jazz with Charlie in a backstreet blues bar. He made her sound like Nina Simone, but I always indulged him when he started rambling about the wild boho chick whod stolen his heart. Shed left her home city of Philadelphia and followed him to Seattle when hed gone home to deal with his kid brothers death, and it was clear he loved the bones off her. But they had a tempestuous relationship, and recently, they seemed to have been more off than on. Enough for him to leave her behind in Seattle and date other women.

Joe nodded. She wasnt done with her masters at UDub yet, and the company I work for has an office in every state. At the time, it made sense for me to go back and be with her there. At least, it made sense to her.

What stopped you?

It was a stupid question. Even without the ongoing shitstorm he had with his parents, Id pretty much begged him to stay in Chicago and hold my hand while I cared for Ash.

He saw the guilt on my face before I could hide it. Dont go there, man. This has been going back and forth for years. She knows I cant live there. Being that close to my folks would destroy us before wed even got started. We just need to find our place. Well be all right then.

Id heard that before. It was all I ever heard when people tried to talk to me about Ash. My mom, Ellie, her fathereven his therapist liked to tout that line. But I knew it was bullshit. Ash didnt need to find his place in society so he could slot right in and conform. Fuck that. He needed to find himself.

On cue, the front door opened with its strange quiet swish. Charlie appeared a few moments later, a bag of doughnuts in one hand and a tray of coffee in the other. Ash dumped another bag on the table and handed me a wrapped package.

Eat it later.

I accepted the sub from my favorite deli with a roll of my eyes. He knew as well as I did that the sandwich would be in my belly long before I set foot in the firehouse. I swiped a coffee. Something pink on the table caught my eye. Whats this doing here?

Three pairs of innocent eyes met mine as I held up the Day-Glo strip of silicone beads.

Charlie shrugged. Some drag queen gave it to me with her… his, fuck, phone number. What is it, like a glow stick or something?

I waited for the laughter to start, but nothing happened. I glanced at Ash and Joe and they both shrugged, like Charlies question was completely valid. Sighing, I put the sex toy back on the table. It was kind of perturbing to know I was the only one who knew what it was. Im outta here. Ill see you boys later.

Joe and Charlie nodded their good-byes. Ash followed me back out into the hallway, and the moment we were out of sight, he pushed me up against the door and kissed me.

Thanks for the last couple of days, he said when he pulled away. I know you didnt want to go that club. I dont think Id ever want to go back, but it was… um… interesting.

I stifled a snort. Id seen the wide-eyed looks hed tried to hide every time a proper, beautiful twink breezed by, all fairy wings and glitter. If we hadnt been so wrapped up in each other, I was sure his eyes would have bugged right out of his head. He wasnt innocent, by any means, but the gay scene wasnt something hed ever experienced. Still, if the mind-blowing sex wed had afterward was anything to go by, perhaps it had been something he needed. Wed lived in our little bubble a long time. Maybe it was time for a change.

I think Im going to quit drinking.

Huh? I looked up from hooking my thumbs in his belt loops. You feel that rough?

Not yet, but its not that.

I waited for him to gather his words. The delay would mean a jog across town, but who cared? Not me if Ash had something he needed to say.

I think I liked it too much. Being drunk, really drunk. It was fun, but it reminded me of something else.

Of getting high?

Maybe. I mean, last night was way more fun than that…. But I think it kinda clicked that getting drunk could be as effective, you know?

Not really, but then, I hadnt gotten hooked on heroin to block out years of sexual abuse and trauma. Abstinence-based recovery.

Ash raised a quizzical eyebrow.

Thats what its called, I said. A lot of addicts find they switch the focus of their addiction to something elsedrink, coffee, sex. Something socially acceptable, so no one really notices. Sometimes they dont notice.

Im not a drunk, Pete.

I know, but if you want to quit, now would be a good time to do it, right? You havent been drinking for ages now. You probably wont miss it.

Ash nodded, and I knew that in his own way, his mind was whirling. Getting wasted had been a lot of fun, but if it affected his recovery and state of mind, it wasnt worth it. I was too hungover myself to figure out how I really felt about it, and perhaps that was why hed let it slip on my way out the door. Maybe he didnt want my opinion.

Ash tapped the side of my head. Stop thinking.

I grinned and kissed him again. Sorry. And youre welcome, by the way. I had a great time… a really great time.

The double meaning wasnt lost; it never was. Ash smiled and stood back so I could open the door. I leaned in to kiss him one more time, and then I was on my way. I had one foot still in the apartment when something stopped me. Hey, whats Joes girls name? Hes never told me.

Danni, Ash said. But I dont think theyre together right now.


CHAPTER FIVE





I DONT get it.

I glanced at Mick and then shook the unresponsive man on the couch. Wed arrived at the apartment in the yuppie part of the city twenty minutes ago, but we still hadnt figured out what the problem was. The young guys buddies said he was acting weird: blanking out and falling unconscious. After witnessing the random bouts of unresponsiveness for ourselves, we were as puzzled as they were.

When he was alert, the kid was slow to answer questions and his focus was off. I stared at his distant, glassy eyes. Though he looked nothing like Ash, the vacant haze reminded me of the bright spring day Id been forced to sedate him. It was a memory that often haunted me, even when he was doing well. Holding him down on the kitchen floor… jamming a syringe into his arm while he curled himself up so small I didnt think hed ever raise his head again…. Man, Id cried like a bitch that day. Despite the sunshine streaming through the window, it had been the darkest day of my whole life.

Pete?

Right. Work. I shook myself and focused on the passed-out kid. I considered narcotics, but his friends swore blind he didnt do drugs, and I believed them. I knew someone cranked when I saw them. This guy was clean. Mick thought it was a series of absence seizures, but my gut told me it was his blood sugar. It had been low when we got here; low enough for Mick to administer a dose of dextrose. It should have been rising by now.

I moved to check. As I did, I caught sight of the discarded drug box on the floor. Something wasnt right. I looked closer, and sure enough, it was the box for the pediatric dose. I picked it up. Is this what you gave him?

Mick nodded, his face blank. I frowned, but with an audience looking on, it wasnt the appropriate place to call him out. He realized his mistake as I pushed the correct dose. Sorry, man. Im so tired tonight, I can hardly think straight.

I waved his apology away. I understood. We all had shifts like that; he just should have warned me so I could double-check any important decisions. His mistake with the dextrose was fixable because the dose was too small. An overdose could have killed the guy, and drama like that came back on both of us.

Later that night, we pulled up by the lake for a well-earned break. I slouched down in my seat with a coffee and my cell phone, while Mick jumped in the back to catch a nap. I sent Ash a few messages. He was home alone and on his way to bed, exhausted from the five-mile run Joe had dragged him on. That made me laugh. Like me, he didnt care for exercise, but Joe occasionally got him to run or lift some weights. Hed gotten real lean when he was sick, and his damaged lungs had left him shaky and weak. He was ripped now, and it suited him. It really suited him. And running helped him sleep. Always a good thing when he was spending the night alone.

I dropped my phone on the dashboard, put my head on the steering wheel, and closed my eyes. Movement from the back of the ambulance roused me sometime later. Mick opened the passenger door and slid into his seat. I ran my gaze over him. Feel better?

Take more than a power nap to set me straight, but Ill do. He scrubbed his hands down his face and leaned back in his seat. Im sorry about earlier. It took me a while to get going tonight.

It wasnt my place to judge him. Hed carried my ass for months when things had been bad at home. In his own way, hed done as much for me as Joe had. I was curious, though. Mick was pushing forty, and hed been on the job since he was eighteen. I wondered why it was overwhelming him now. No worries, I said. Theres a pretzel in the bag for you.

Mick was silent while he ate his supper, only murmuring his thanks when I gave him my soda. He stretched his legs up on the dashboard when he was done. Im thinking of quitting.

I started to roll my eyes. Id heard that crap before, but something in his tone stopped me. To do what?

Anything. Wades in sixth grade now, and Janie starts kindergarten soon. Im missing their lives, man, and for what? Crappy pay and a pension thats not worth shit?

Ill miss you if you go, I said. Theyd better not stick me with Ray. I couldnt last a night shift with that bonehead.

Then maybe you should quit too. Youve said before you want to spend more time with Ash. Youre young, youve been to college. You could do anything you wanted.

I snorted. Ive got a paramedic-science degree, dumbass. It doesnt mean much else.

What about nursing? Mick said. It wouldnt take long to convert your training, and you could specialize in something that meant day shifts.

It wasnt the first time hed nudged me to bridge the gap between my paramedic training and an RN license. I was starting to think he didnt like me.

You know theyre building that swanky diabetes center up at Lakeview, he pushed. Youd be good at that; youve got a feel for those patients.

I thought you wanted me to be a psych nurse? I said dryly.

Hed always said I had a way with the crazies, but Id nixed that particular idea a long time ago. I didnt want to take shit like that home to Ash. The logical step to get off the streets would be to become an ER nurse, but in reality, that job was as crazy as being a medic. Considering it was still the same crappy hours and crazy patients, the schoolwork required to make it happen hardly seemed worth the effort.





THE FOLLOWING day, I found myself pondering the conversation. The quandary bugged the hell out of me. I had so much to consider. Changing my job would alter my whole life. Id worked my crazy schedule for so long, I didnt know if I was cut out for the nine-to-five life.

I was still ruminating over it when Ash came home that evening. I smiled when he appeared in the doorway, welcoming the distraction. Hey.

Hey, yourself.

He threw his bag on the coffee table and disappeared into the bathroom without another word. I eyed his retreating back. He had good days and bad days, and when I caught sight of an elastic band around his wrist, I knew he was having a bad day.

It had been a shock for both of us when Ash sat down with his therapist and figured out how long hed been inflicting damage on his own body. His skin was riddled with scars from the abuse hed suffered as a child, but every mark on his wrists had been caused by his own hand. And, worse, some of those marks were a decade old. These days, he wore a bright-red band to repress the horrifying urge he had to cut himself, but it didnt make the catalogue of brutal disfigurement any easier for me to handle. He was beautiful to me, inside and out, but the thought of a child so frightened that their only release was to cut holes in themselves made me sick to my stomach. Did it get any worse than that?

It made me angry, really angry. Incandescent rage swept over me every time I saw him trying to fight off everything hed been through with nothing but a crappy rubber band. I felt guilty too. Ash found it hard to quit the unwitting habit hed developed, but I found it even harder to accept that Id seen it happen and never acted on it. Would things have been different if Id gotten him help the night I found him hunched up, bleeding and burned on the fire escape all those years ago?

Who the hell knew?

Wed fought about it, more than once. Dr. Gilbert told Ash that perhaps I needed to see her too. No chance. Her brand of therapy wasnt for me.

After dinner, Ash spent the evening spaced-out with his head in my lap. Perversely, I was relieved. Usually, if he was feeling low, it was his habit to hunch over his sketchbook and block the world out. I was comforted when he stayed with me, even when he ignored first a call from Ellie, and then from Joe.

It was a strange night. I watched TV and played with his hair while he stared at the ceiling and fiddled with that damn band. When my sleepless day caught up with me, it didnt take much persuasion to get him to come to bed.





IT TOOK two days before he told me what had spooked him into his dark mood. It seemed hed intercepted a phone call from our aging landlord and learned our building was up for sale. He didnt know much about real estate, but he knew enough to know that, even as dilapidated as it was, we couldnt afford to buy our apartment. To cut a long story short, we had to move, and by the look on Ashs face, it was a prospect he found terrifying.

Ash, its okay. Well find a new place. Its no big deal.

Ash chewed on his lip. But this is your home.

I suppressed a sigh. Even after all this time, he still considered the apartment mine. Maybe it would be good for him to have his own space. Its just a building. Why dont you take a look around? See whats out there.

I dont know how to do that.

Bullshit, I countered. Get a newspaper and make some calls. Ask Ellie if you get stuck.

He glared at me, but it was superficial. He wasnt mad, he was worried, and I understood that. The apartment was the first proper home hed ever had. Leaving was a huge deal for him.

Why dont you look further north, I said in a softer tone. We dont have to stay around here. We could get more for our money if we moved to, say, Edgewater or somewhere.

Nearer your mom?

Yeah, I said. And Joes place. Wed have to commute to work, so youd have to get your lazy ass out of bed on time, but it would be worth it, right?

I noogied his head, but he fended me off with a smirk of his own. Ted has a shop in Andersonville. Id probably work there.

That shut me up. Andersonville was the LGBT heart of Chicago. After my caveman experience in the gay club, I wasnt so sure how I felt about Ash working with a steady stream of shirtless gay men. He has a shop in Lakeview too.

Ash laughed, dispersing any lingering tension. Im sorry it took me so long to tell you, he said. I had a bad day and it threw me. I couldnt get my head around leaving here.

I put my finger to his lips and shushed him. I didnt give a fuck that hed freaked out over something that would seem so trivial to anyone else. I didnt even mind that hed woken me up in the dead of night to tell me. What mattered was he had told me and wed figured it out. A new place could be the new start he needed, and if he could live with the bad days, so could I.


CHAPTER SIX





DESPITE HIS initial reluctance, it didnt take Ash long to find a potential new place. He came home a few days later with the details for a converted old house up in Edgewater. I could tell he liked it, so without really looking at the paperwork, I set about trying to find the time to go and view it.

It took a while for us both to be free, but a week later, we found ourselves on the L heading to the northern part of the city. Ash had a habit of dozing off on the subway. I teased him for a bit while he fought his heavy eyelids, but it wasnt long before he fell asleep. Amused, I shifted a little closer to him so I could feel his body heat and retrieved the property details from his bag. I flicked idly through them. The brochure hed brought home was for the last remaining place on the upper floor of a large Victorian house. The apartment was huge. It had two bedrooms, high ceilings, and a big kitchen. It even had a tiny roof garden as well as the communal backyard. On paper, the place looked perfectso perfect, if I didnt know better, Id have suspected Ellies hand.

I wasnt all that surprised when Ash told me hed gone to Ted for help. Ted owned the tattoo shop he worked in, but he was so much more than just Ashs boss. Hed taken Ash on as a rookie artist, still fresh from an apprenticeship back in Philly, and had become his mentor. Ted was a giant of a man, all leathers and ink, but his appearance was deceptive. He cared about the young artists he employed, and he looked after them well. When Ash had broken down last year and been unable to work, hed even become a sort of father figure, the closest Ash had ever had to a father, at least.

Life at the shop had changed for Ash in recent months. When he went back to work after a long absence, his workmates barely recognized him. Hed been so sick he was a shadow of his former self. And he was in a world of his own half the time. One day, he was particularly distracted when a coworker asked him if the hot guy who walked him home every day was his boyfriend. They meant Joe, not me, but the question confused Ash so much he felt the need to put them straightso to speak.

No, thats Joe. I live with Pete, hed said.

And that was that; he was out and nobody cared. No one in the shop batted an eye, and of course, Ted had known all along, the wily old fucker.

It pissed me off for a while, though I wasnt sure why. It wasnt like I wanted things to be hard for Ash, and it was for me that hed kept us a secret in the first place. Deep down, I supposed I was jealous. It was never going to happen like that for me. If I wanted to be out at work, I needed to get another job, which brought me back full circle to the shit Id had on my mind for days.

Ash stirred beside me. He raised his head and smiled sleepily, but the smile faded into a frown. Every time I see you, youre somewhere else.

It didnt make any sense, but none of his sleep-thick mumbles ever did. He was a fucker for talking in his sleep. I nudged him with my elbow. About time you woke up. Youd be screwed if I fell asleep too. Wed wake up in Wisconsin.

That earned me a scowl.

Ten minutes later, we got off the L in Edgewater. My mom lived in the western sector, but the house Ash had found was just north of Andersonville. He seemed to know where he was going, so I followed him a few blocks until we came to the right street. I looked around as he trailed to a stop. The tree-lined sidewalks and grand old buildings were a world away from the bustling district we lived in now. If I closed my eyes, it was easy to forget we were in a city at all. Even when I opened them, all I could see was the clear blue sky.

Ash lifted my hand to peer at the brochure I still held. I think this is it.

I followed his gaze to the house and raised an appreciative eyebrow. The pictures hadnt done it justice. It was bigger than Id first thought, with massive bay windows and ornate brickwork. Though the apartment was only a quarter of it, I could see it was twice the size of where we lived now.

It looked awesome, but one thing confused me. Wheres the roof garden?

At the back, Ash said. The guy on the phone said the house was extended in the sixties.

My eyebrow went up again. You called someone?

He was shitty at using the phone to communicate. He only ever called me, Ellie, or Joe. Hed rather go out in the rain than order a pizza. With that in mind, it hadnt occurred to me that hed set the viewing for the house up himself. Perhaps unfairly, Id assumed Ted had done it for him. It was a telling indicator of how much he liked the house, but the Realtor appeared before I could investigate.

Id heard bad things about Realtors, but this one was nice and she knew her stuff. After showing us around, she flashed me a quick wink and told us to let ourselves out when we were done.

When shed gone, I walked over to the big bay window. Ash was staring through the glass. I nudged his arm. Do you like it?

He nodded without looking my way. I think so. Its really big, huh?

I grinned. It really was huge. The building was old and battered in places, but I didnt mind that. We could fix the broken bits and the rest was part of its charm. Modern places were too sterile for me. They never felt like home.

Well have to buy some new stuff to fill up the space, I said. So you might have to spend some of that cash you keep under the mattress.

Ash turned and glared but it was halfhearted. His habit of letting his money stack up in the bank was a long-running joke between us. Most of the time, he seemed to forget it was there. He chewed on his bottom lip. Its a long way from home.

Not really, I countered. Besides, what makes that place our home? The tiny boiler? Or the noisy dog downstairs? Ash, we can make a home anywhere; we just need us and the right people. This place is closer to them.

How will you get to work?

Same way I do now, just in a different direction.

Silence. Ash turned his gaze back to the window, stalling for reasons only he understood.

I took a step closer to him. My first firehouse was in Forest Park. Trust me, Ive traveled further. Now, are you going to show me this roof garden?

Ash could be stubborn when it came to things he didnt want to do, but after a long, mutinous moment, he seemed to rouse himself from whatever funk he was in. He grabbed my hand and pulled me to the tiny staircase that led up and out onto the extended part of the house. A previous occupant had transformed the flat section of the roof into a decked patio. It was small, not much bigger than a bedroom, but it was clean and private, and in the summer an obvious sun-trap. Ash loved it. The fresh air, the sun, and the wind in his face made it his kind of place.

I liked it too, but for entirely different, less innocent reasons.

Ash turned his face away from the sky, attuned to my mood as ever. I know that look.

What look?

When youre thinking something dirty and you think your moms going to catch you.

My mom never caught me at anything.

Ash moved. Suddenly he was right in front of me. Yeah, but still, I know that look.

His closeness was too good to resist. I wound my arms around his waist and slid my hands under his jacket. I was thinking its pretty private out here.

He rolled his eyes. He knew I had a thing for fooling around outside, but wed never indulged it. Alfresco fucking was a dangerous game. With chicks, if the cops caught you, theyd probably slap your wrist and pat your back at the same time. Get busted with a guy? Half the PD out there would probably shoot you on sight.

I backed him against the wall. Do you think we can hear the front door from here?

Quick as a flash, he spun us so our positions were reversed. Probably. And theres no other way up, right?

To be sure, he maneuvered me so my back was against the door, and kissed the hell out of me, fumbling with my jeans. The fly popped open, and I dropped my head back against the wooden door with a dull thud.

Ash dropped to his knees, and the world couldve come stampeding up the stairs for all I cared.





WE GOT the new place, but with paperwork and everything else that needed to be done, it took a month before we could close the deal.

In the meantime, Ash left the shop in Lincoln Park and started working at the studio in Lakeview. The shop was closer to the new place, but a bitch to get to from our old apartment. The temporary commute wiped him out, but Ted was pleased. He had high hopes of Ash running a shop for him one day. Fruitless hopes, of course. Though he seemed to like his new surroundings, Ash had zero interest in that side of the business.

For the next few weeks, neither of us seemed to do much but work and sleep, until I came home one night to Ash storming out of the apartment. I watched, helpless, from across the street as he flew out of the exterior door, his eyes hard and his jaw set. Even from a distance, I could read him well enough to know he was pissed, but the source of his temper remained a mystery until I opened the door to the apartment to find Ellie crying on my couch.

I let the door swing shut behind me, dropped my bag on the floor, and crossed the living room in two strides. Ellie? Whats the matter, sugar?

She raised her head from her arms, crying so hard her whole body shook. An angry red welt marred her pale cheek.

What the fuck?

Anger flooded my veins, and the paramedic part of my brain kicked in. I tilted her face and assessed the damage. Who did this?

My tone was gentle, but inside I was raging. Ellie was a petite chick, elfin and tiny. Bundled up on the sofa in one of my sweatshirts, she looked like a teenager. I hadnt seen much of her since Ash had come back from Philly. Shed changed her job, and no matter my shift pattern, we seemed to work opposite hours. I hadnt had a real conversation with her in ages, but the imprint of someones hand on her face made my blood boil.

I ran practiced fingertips over the swelling. Ellie flinched. Did you pass out? Lose consciousness? The shake of her head was slight, but I took it as an answer. Did you hit your head on anything else?

No.

She leaned away from my touch. I dropped my hands, but instead of moving away, I put them on the couch either side of her, caging her loosely with my arms. The message was clear; she wasnt going anywhere until she told me whod hit her. Who was it, El?

Silence. For a long moment, I thought she was going to make me ask again. For a shamefully even longer moment, I feared she was going to tell me Ash had hit her.

She didnt. Of course she fucking didnt. After a protracted silence, she dropped her gaze and whispered a name so softly I thought Id misheard her.

Sean.

The simmering fury in my veins turned to stone. I hated that guy. He was Ellies sisters boyfriend, and an unpleasant run-in with him a year or so back had triggered the psychotic episodes that sent Ash into free fall. Id never forget the look on Ashs face when Sean called us a pair of faggots. He wasnt responsible for the horrors of Ashs past, but I couldnt forgive him for making Ash feel so worthless.

With considerable effort, I swallowed my anger. Tell me what happened, okay? From the beginning.

Ive been seeing someone. She bit her lip and looked away. A girl.

Id figured as much. Ash hadnt seen her around for weeks, and Ellie was gay, so it was pretty obvious shed been seeing a chick. I didnt get what that had to do with Sean. Her own family didnt even know she was….

Shit.

A horrifying scenario occurred to me. Did Sean see you with her?

Ellie swallowed another sob. We went out, for dinner and some drinks. Deb came home with me. I didnt know Meg was already there until it was too late.

Meg was at your place?

She has a key, but shes never used it. I never expected her to be there. Deb and I were fooling around when I saw them both standing there, watching us.

Ellie stopped and ran a hand through her hair. Her voice was stronger when she spoke again.

Meg just stood there. She looked so horrified, like it was the most disgusting thing in her life, but Sean…. She broke off again and took a deep breath. He called me a pervert, Pete. He said I was a dirty little bitch, in my own home. I was so mad, I slapped him. I never expected him to slap me back.

It didnt come as a shock to me. Id seen too much to be surprised by anything anymore. Besides, Sean was scum, real scum. Nothing was too low for him. What about Deb? Is that her name?

Ellie nodded. She walked out as soon as she realized I wasnt out to my family. She wasnt there when it got really ugly. When Sean hit me, I got out and ran after her, but she was long gone.

And then you came here and told Ash, I finished for her.

The picture came together in my mind. Coupled with the image of Ashs face as he left the apartment, I was worried, really fucking worried. Ash didnt often lose his temper, but God, he had one, and Ellie was probably one of the few triggers for it. The other was undoubtedly me, but an asshole like Sean wouldnt dare take a swing at me. Hed proved that before. Ellie, listen to me. Does Ash know where to find Sean?

She blanched as she followed my train of thought. I left him and Meg in my apartment. Ash knows they were there. Im sorry, Pete. I couldnt stop him. I didnt know where else to go

I held up my hand. Stop. Im glad you came here. Ash is a grown-up. If he does something stupid, its his own fault.

The look on Ellies face told me she was worried about much more than Ash hurting Sean, but I didnt share her concerns. Ash could handle himself. I was more worried that hed do Sean some serious damagethe sort of damage hed have to pay for. I reached for Ellies face again. The red mark was hot and darkening, and the swelling had spread up the side of her head. At best, it was going to leave a nasty bruise. At worst, it was worrying enough to dissuade me from going out to find Ash. You must have gone flying, I said. Are you sure you didnt hit your head or pass out?

She shuddered and waved me away. Im sure.

There wasnt really anything else to say, so I wrapped her up in a blanket and put her in our bed. I called Ashs cell, but he didnt answer. Aside from calling the police, there wasnt much else I could do, and there was no way I was going to do that. His years as a street kid made him nervous of cops, and besides, if he had done something stupid, Id be leading them right to him. All I could do was take care of Ellie and have a little faith that hed come back to me when hed done what he needed to do.

I took a quick shower and climbed into bed with Ellie. Sleep felt like it would never come, but when shed cried herself out, we both fell into a fitful doze.

Ash woke me sometime later. The moment I saw the guilt on his face, my heart dropped through the floor. I gripped his arms, digging my fingers into his skin. What did you do?

He shook his head, tapped a finger to his lips, and motioned for me to follow him. I disentangled myself from Ellie and followed him into the living room, where the reason for his guilt was abundantly clear, because there on my couch, with a packed bag by her feet, was Ellies tearstained and sullen older sister.

It was the start of a very long night. I checked Megan over for damage, then rechecked Ellie for signs of concussion before leaving them both in our bed. Meg was shocked and upset, but more than that, she knew she had some serious amends to make. Remorse was rare for a girl like her, but I knew Ellie would forgive her without question. I didnt want to be around for that.

Ash and I hunkered down on the couch to touch base. Ash had made coffee. I found myself surreptitiously checking his knuckles for bruises as he handed me a mug. He caught me, though, naturally.

What are you looking for?

Did you hit him?

What? No, at least not as much as I wanted to.

He looked defiant, like he expected me to rebuke him, but how could I do that when I still remembered punching Sean out myself?

Ash let out a weary sigh. I could have really hurt him, Pete. I wanted to, but that would have made me worse than him, right? And Meg was hurt. It was more important to get her out.

Do you know what happened to her?

Kinda, he said with a shrug. I think she finally came to her senses, and Sean didnt like it. I know Megs a bitch in public, but I dont think shes ever stood up to him before.

Wonder why, I muttered.

He had her by the throat when I got there, Ash said. He could have killed her.

I put my mug down and squeezed his hand. Sadly, he was no stranger to violence. At least you got there in time. You got her out.

Yeah, but thats not why I went. It never occurred to me that he could hit Meg too. I just wanted to kill him for hurting Ellie.

And that was enough, I said. Dont beat yourself up over Meg. She doesnt give a fuck about you.

True. Ash threw me a dark grin. She does care about Ellie, though. I think theyll be okay after this.

Every cloud, fucker. Every cloud.

Ash rolled his eyes. He hated clichéd sayings. Five years spent alone on the streets meant hed never heard most of them, but whatever retort he was going to make was cut off by a knock at the door.


CHAPTER SEVEN





WE OPENED the door like a pair of gangsters, but it wasnt Sean, it was Charlie. He was a little perturbed to see Ash and I both ready to kill, but he got over it.

For the next two days, the Mills siblings set up camp in our bedroom. Their father, David, looked tired and sad when he finally came looking for them. Hed called the police and Sean had been arrested, but for his whole family, it was the beginning of a long period of soul searching. Secrets and lies, coupled with violence and cruelty, weighed heavily on their tight-knit unit. A few days later, they decamped to their home in California, and that was the last we saw of them for a while.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the apartment was empty again. I loved Ellie like a sister, and Charlie was a friend, but even with a shiny black eye Megan was intolerable. Combined with the effect a bunch of houseguests had on my sex life, I was about ready to combust by the time they left. Shame we didnt have much time to regroup. Moving day had crept up on us, and we had just a few days left to pack and get ready.

Late one night, I was packing up the kitchen when Ash came to find me with a smile on his face. I matched his grin as he took a dish from my hand and set it on the side. Hed been quiet while wed had an apartment full of people, spending most of his time absorbed in his sketchbooks. It was good to see him smile. Good mood?

He shrugged, his eyes dancing with humor. Maybe. How was your day?

Long. I considered the remaining dishes in the cabinet with absent interest. Do we need to take this? I dont think Ive ever used it.

Ash peered over my shoulder. Hed got much better at standing behind me, but it still made him nervous. Often, he would shudder and jump back, but tonight he scoffed. Thats because you never cook anything but toast. Your mom gave us those to cook lasagna in.

I ignored his jibe. He was lucky I didnt cook for him. If I did, Id expect him to eat it and then hed really be in trouble. Do we need three?

Probably not, but we wont be that far from her, so wed better keep them. Shes already told me shell be getting the bus to check up on us.

That made me smile. Moving to Edgewater was going to put us five minutes from Maggies place; a bus ride I was happy for her to take in daylight. Commuting to work was going to kill me, but the peace of mind I got in return was more than worth it. Id never forget the time she put herself on a bus to Lincoln Park to look after Ash. Id come home to find Italian chicken soup on the stove and him safely asleep on the couch, but it didnt take long for me to find out shed been all around the city before shed found the right stop. It was kinda funny now, but back then, with Ash still fighting pneumonia, Maggie on the loose was the last thing Id needed to deal with.

I shut the cabinet with a heavy sigh. Dont suppose she gave you any food when you saw her, did she? Were running on empty, here.

Ash stepped away and opened the refrigerator. Youre in luck. Weve got spaghetti and meatballs. Do you want it now?

I shut the cabinet with a bang. For once, food was the last thing on my mind. Later. Lets do something else first.





WE FELL asleep that night entangled and sated, but all too soon, reality descended and it was time to load up and hit the road.

I borrowed Micks rickety old van to move our stuff. Apart from the couch and the massive bed, we didnt have much. Lucky, really, because on the day, it was just the two of us. Mick was doing overtime, and Joe had finally gone back to Seattle to deal with his love life. With Charlie in California, there wasnt really anyone else we could ask. Ashs colleagues were all working, and I wouldve had trouble explaining to mine why there was only one bed.

Everything went smoothly right up until the last of our stuff was loaded onto the van and I realized Id neglected to consider how Ash was going to travel to the new place.

In all the time wed been together, Id never managed to get Ash in a car or an elevator. He had serious issues with confined spaces; he wouldnt even get on a bus. The L train was a bizarre exception to the rule, and the only reason hed get on that was because he used to sleep on the subway in Philadelphia. For a homeless kid in a bustling, dangerous city, it was one of the safest places to sleep.

I froze with one foot in the van as I realized my mistake. Behind me, Ash let out a noise somewhere between a sigh and a growl. He slammed the exterior door to our old apartment, stomped passed me, and got straight into the passenger seat. Well, okay, then. I climbed in the driver side, eying him, and put the keys in the ignition. You okay?

Ash slumped down and pulled his hood over his face. Just drive. If I can get on a plane, I can sit in a van for twenty minutes.

Id forgotten about that, and it was actually going to take the best part of an hour to drive to the new place, but I kept quiet. Lacking any better ideas, I gunned the engine and put the van in gear.

We drove to the new place in complete silence; me distracted by wrestling with Micks decrepit old clunker, and Ash by whatever was going on behind his hood. He was out of the van like a shot when it pulled to a stop, but as he leapt to the ground and his hood fell back, he didnt seem unduly affected by his brief confinement. As I followed him to the back of the van, it occurred to me that maybe he hadnt been as ditzy as me, and hed prepared himself. Hed had a therapy appointment the previous day, and Id learned long ago that as far as his work with Dr. Gilbert was concerned, anything was possible. Without her skillful probing, Id probably never have known that somehow, inexplicably, he knew how to drive.

Pete?

What?

Ash shoved a box into my arms. Do you need to take a nap or something?

No I caught myself before I could snap right back at him. Moving was stressful enough without us bickering like an old married couple. Im tired, I said instead. As soon as we get the bed in, Im going to pass out.

I was joking, but Ash nodded and looked relieved. He was used to me bitching when Id worked all night, and he probably couldnt wait to get rid of me. Shame it didnt turn out as easy as all that.

Stupid fucking bed. I remembered buying it with my ex-girlfriend like it was yesterday. Id known even then that it was going to come back to haunt me. We parted ways before she ever spent a night in it, but I still took her name in vain as we wrestled it into the building. We had to take it apart in the end, or rather, I did. Ash was too busy moving everything else and scowling at the musty green walls in the living room. I knew theyd be white by the end of the week. He had a thing for white walls.

I was way past the point of daylight rest by the time Ash appeared in the bedroom doorway with takeout, beer for me, and cherry soda for him. I accepted a cold bottle with a weary grin. Okay?

Ash hummed his answer and dropped down onto the floor beside me. Yeah. Ive unpacked most of it, but there are still some boxes in the spare room. Ill do them in a bit.

Leave them. Ill do it tomorrow.

Ash shook his head. He didnt care for clutter. Nah, Ill do it tonight; it wont take long. Hey, where do you buy a bed from?

I swallowed a mouthful of Chinese pork. It was good, but I knew we were going to miss Marios, the pizza place wed practically lived at in Lincoln Park. A bed? Are you leaving me?

Ash grinned. Never. I want to put a bed in the spare room for Joe. I can put the futon on the roof, and Ive got some money in that savings account you set up for me.

Knowing him, he probably had a whole heap of cash squirreled away, but Id teased him about that a few weeks ago; he wouldnt put up with it again so soon. Besides, he was right. Joe had slept on our couch for far too long. When he dragged his ass back from Seattle, it would be nice to have somewhere to put him.

I peered into the container he was picking at. Youve got two choices: a department store or the Internet. What the hell are you eating?

Dragon Chicken.

Is it spicy?

Ash licked his lips. Yeah. I shouldve figured. I just liked the name.

I rolled my eyes while he mulled over his options. I knew hed discount them both. He hated computers, but he despised shopping even more. It took me a moment to realize he was indirectly asking me to do it for him.

Hey, dont look at me, I said. I suck at bed shopping. How do you think we ended up with that obnoxious thing in the first place?

He ran his tongue over his lips again, and I knew I was fucked. I held my ground for a while, but he had his ways of persuading me. He brought a piece of hellfire-hot chicken to my mouth and pushed it in, then licked the sauce off my lips. Dinner was quickly forgotten, but later, as he dozed beside me, naked and serene, it wasnt long before I reached for my laptop and ordered him the bed.





THE NEXT few weeks were busy. If I wasnt working or schlepping across the city, I was fixing up some part of the new place. All things considered, we settled in well, but as Id predicted, the commute to the firehouse was killing me. I lost count of the times Ash got up to find me passed out on the couch in my uniform. It worried him, I could tell, but there was no way around it. I had to work, so I had to travel.

I held that stance for weeks, until a call came in that made me question why I was fighting for a job that was sucking the life out of me.

We lost a baby that shift. It was a strangely warm day for the last days of fall. I remembered the sun melting away some of the fatigue in my bones. Then we walked into one of the most horrific cases of neglect Id ever seen, and rather than puking my lunch into the gutter, like Mick did, I felt nothing. I accepted it, and that made me sick, eventually, at least.

The next day I got up with renewed conviction that something had to change. I was in the middle of signing myself up for an online nurse/medic bridge course when Ash wandered into the living room with a plastic box of art supplies. I shut my laptop with a snap. No point stressing him out until I was sure of my path. Whats all that?

He put the box down on the coffee table and opened it. My school stuff.

Curious, I pushed myself up from the couch and set my laptop aside. Ash had been acing his night course until his past caught up with him. Hed dropped out to concentrate on his recovery, and hed never mentioned a desire to return. Are you thinking of enrolling again?

Maybe. He flipped through one of the books. But not to do this crap. It wasnt really me.

Id have to take his word for that. Art went over my head. Ash sensed my predicament and handed me the open sketchbook. What do you see when you look at that?

I stared at the drawing. It wasnt done in his usual pencil style, though I couldnt tell what hed used. I looked at it long and hard until I realized what I was looking at, or, rather who.

I inhaled sharply. Fuck. Is that…? Ash nodded and confirmed that I was indeed looking at a picture of Daryl Hunter, the man whod almost certainly sexually abused him. But why? I dont understand. When did you draw this?

Ash pointed to the corner of the page. Shocked, I cursed again. The drawing was dated months before hed flipped his shit, months before the horrors of his past collided with his present and we discovered that the man raping and murdering street kids in the park, right here in the city, was the same man whod abused Ash in foster care.

I must have seen him somewhere, Ash said, reading my mind. He was in Chicago then, wasnt he?

I nodded, suppressing a shudder. Knowing that creep had been within spitting distance of Ash all that time still made me sick. If the police hadnt shot him dead, I would have killed the motherfucker myself. I took a silent deep breath, forcing myself to focus on the present. The past was the past. I couldnt change it. Tell me whats on your mind.

I was drawing him all wrong, he said as if that explained everything. If Id drawn him the way I should have, Id have known he was bad.

I frowned, trying to unravel his words. You think that if youd been drawing the way you wanted to, youd have figured it out sooner?

Ash shrugged. I doubt its as simple as that, but before, Id always muddled through stuff in my head by drawing it. When I drew this, it didnt work because I was trying to do it the way a book told me to. It wasnt me.

I didnt get it, but I knew enough to know that art wasnt something Ash did. It was a part of him, something he needed to do. His work was cathartic. Thered been times when it was the only way he could communicate. Though the sketch of Daryl Hunter horrified me, I was pleased that he was considering going back to school. For a while hed seemed to lose the tentative confidence hed had before he got ill. It was encouraging to see a glimpse of it now.

Ash left for work, and after spending a few hours reminding myself why I hated academics, I called it quits and headed out to see my mom.

It was good to see Maggie, even when I sensed her disappointment that I was alone. Quit looking over my shoulder, I teased her in very rough Italian. You saw him yesterday.

Maggie sighed and poked my arm. But hes so happy at the moment, I want to keep him.

I laughed. Well, you cant have him; hes mine.

My mom sighed again, but she changed the subject and started prattling on about something else. The soft grin on my face remained, though. It was nice to hear that Ash was happy. I knew his mood could drop at any moment, but it was good to know the move had worked for him. It made every shred of fatigue worthwhile.

Maggie filled me with Italian peasant food before I kissed her good-bye and dragged my ass back out to work. It was a quiet shifta few heart attacks, an overdose, a severed finger. I got covered in blood and called a prick, but nothing exciting enough to keep me awake; nothing rewarding enough to stop the ever-growing part of me that hated my job.

It was the early hours of the morning by the time I made it home. I crept through the apartment. I was still getting used to the new place and had to be careful not to sleepwalk straight into the furniture.

I found Ash fast asleep in bed when I got out of the shower. Like I did most nights when I came home late, I gazed at him for a long moment. Even when I was dog tired, watching him sleep was often all I needed to wind down, but I wasnt feeling it tonight. I felt on edge.

As if he could sense my agitation, Ash shifted and rolled onto his side. He shuddered and made a sound halfway between a gasp and a cough. Alarmed, I dropped my shirt on the floor and shot across the room to get to him. I shook him. It was folklore that you should never wake someone from a nightmare, or perhaps it was sleepwalking, but I didnt care. What was the point in him going through something like that if he didnt have to? Ash, wake up.

He fought me at first, but as I knew he would, he jumped awake a few seconds later, bolting upright. What? What? What is it?

I took my hands off him, leaning away to give him space. Nothing. You were having a funny dream.

Was I?

I shrugged as I realized he didnt look distressed, just uncertain and relieved. I think so. Do you feel okay?

Yeah, I guess.

He seemed confused, and I felt bad for making him doubt himself. The recurrent nightmares he suffered were bad enough without me creating imaginary ones for him. Sorry. I must have my night-shift crazy on.

Ash flopped back down on the bed with a smile. Sokay. Means I get to see you a day early.

I slid under the covers and slung my arm over his chest, but as I did, I noticed again that something didnt feel quite right. Are these new sheets?

Mmm-hmm. Ellie sent them as a housewarming gift. Theyre black.

I considered that as I got myself comfortable. Predictably, Ash had painted the bedroom walls pure white a few days before. With the dark wood floors and black sheets, the room was going to look kinda funky. Did you call her?

The pillows rustled as he shook his head. No. She was caught up when I spoke to her last.

Under the covers, I found his hand and gave it a squeeze. Ellie was his best friend and shed been gone for a while. Although I knew he didnt talk about the big stuff with her, she had been a constant presence in his life. He had to be missing her, especially as he knew she was confronting something shed spent her whole life afraid of.

Ash squeezed back and let go to put his arm around me. Hey, guess what?

I peeled open my heavy eyes. What?

Joes back. And hes not alone. He said hes going to come by tomorrow, but Ill be at the old shop till late. Youll have to tell me if his girls as hot as he says she is.

I chuckled, tracing my hand over his stomach in idle patterns. No ones as hot as he says she is. Those chicks dont exist.


CHAPTER EIGHT





I WAS on the verge of doing serious damage to the bathroom when Joe appeared the following day. The pipes were new, but theyd been badly fitted and didnt work as well as they should. Id spent the morning reconstructing the hot water system, and by the time Joe disturbed me, I was about to chuck the whole lot out of the window.

It was good to see Joe. Hed been gone for weeksthe longest wed been without him for over a year. I buzzed him in, opened the interior door, and stomped back to the bathroom. Id forgotten his girl was in town until I glanced up from the tangled mess of copper to greet him.

Wow.

There was no other word for the couple who stood in the doorway. It was one of those moments when I appreciated the ability I had to see the beauty in both sexes. In a platonic way, Ash and I had always thought Joe was beautiful. He had a shock of jet-black hair and dark-green eyes that complemented his dark, Romany skin. The contrast with his girlfriends waist-length blonde hair and alabaster complexion was incredible. For a long moment, I found myself gawking at them. The girl was stunning; the kind of chick where it didnt matter if she was a total airhead, because youd put up with it to be with her.

Lucky for Joe, I could tell by looking at his girl that she was far from stupid. Her eyes were bright and friendly as she stepped around him. She extended her hand, the tiny stud in her nose glittering like a prism. You must be Pete, she said. Im Danni. Joes talked about you a lot. Its nice to finally meet you.

I wiped my hands on my jeans, still dumbstruck, and stupidly surprised at the strength in her delicate fingers. Her amiable smile surprised me too. Considering it was my fault Joe had been away from her for so long, I was half expecting a slap in the face.

Its nice to meet you too, I said. Joe talks about you all the time, but we were beginning to think hed made you up.

Joe glared up from inspecting the mess Id made of the bathroom pipes, but I dodged the screwdriver he tossed my way. What the hell are you doing in here? he grumbled. Ash told me there wasnt much stuff to fix up.

Joe was good with his hands, and had bucketloads of patience, which meant he was far less likely to bash a hole in the wall than I was. I watched him methodically piece together the pipes with a rueful sigh. Today was my only day off and Id spent most of it doing something that was going to take him a few minutes.

Behind us, Danni cleared her throat. Shed wandered off to look around while Joe had been assessing the pipework, but now she was back. How about I go and start unpacking your kitchen? Youve been here, what, a month and youve barely unpacked a plate? She inclined her head toward Joe. Youre as bad as he is.

Her wide, teasing smile was the sort of smile that spread. Despite my irritation with the bathroom pipes, I couldnt help but grin back. Hey, at least its clean.

Id only been to Joes shared Lakeview apartment once, but Id seen enough to know what she was talking about. It wasnt disgusting, but it was definitely grubby. Our place had never been like that. Ash didnt like clutterprobably because hed never had much stuffand I liked to keep things clean. As all-male households went, ours was in good shape.

Danni rolled her eyes. Yeah, at least your place doesnt smell like ass.

She disappeared. I turned back to Joe with a raised eyebrow. What the fuck?

He gave me a wry smirk. I told you she was hot.

I let him have his moment. Danni was gorgeous, and he was owed a few bragging rights. That being said, I couldnt help ribbing him a bit as I handed him a wrench. Dude, it took you long enough to figure it out.

If he hadnt been knee-deep in my bathroom plumbing, I was pretty sure hed have put me on my ass. As it was, he just growled and got on with fixing my mess.

I left him to it after a while. It was good to catch up with him, but I felt a little bad about abandoning his girl. I rescued Danni from the kitchen, where she was frowning at the lack of food in our cupboards, and let her take me across the neighborhood to a pizza place Joe said was good.

Though I didnt know much about her, I wasnt surprised when we got out onto the street and she slipped her arm through mine. Joe was like a Labrador half the time. It made sense that his partner was as easy with her affection as he was with his. I didnt mind. It took me a while to get used to Joe, but with a chick it was different, and for some reason, Danni didnt feel like a stranger.

We ordered some pizzas to go and stepped outside while they cooked. Recently, Id spent most of my downtime in the apartment, sleeping or banging pipes. I hadnt had the chance to take in our new neighborhood. Danni was a good companion as we walked around, bright and interesting. She was a photojournalist by trade, and shed been all over the world. Id never been further than Michigan, so I found her fascinating, especially when she told me shed been to my moms hometown. She was wise for her twenty-five years, and more cultured than anyone Id come across for a while. I could have listened to her talk all night, but after wed picked up the pizzas, she decided to play me at my own game and turned the tables.

So, Ash is your boyfriend, right?

Something like that, I hedged, wary. I had no idea how much Joe had told her about me, Ash, or the reasons hed stayed in Chicago.

How long have you been dating?

I swallowed a laugh. Ash was my best friend, my lover, and the closest thing to a soul mate Id ever find, but in all the time wed been together I couldnt recall a time Id ever considered us dating. Hed been the center of my world since the day I met him. How could I measure that? He moved in with me a few years ago.

Thats nice. Danni turned her face toward the sun with a wistful smile. Is he going to paint the walls with some of his stuff?

I dont think the landlord would appreciate that. They only let us paint the walls white because they couldnt be bothered to do it themselves.

Shame, she said. Hes really talented.

I shot her a sideways look. Youve seen his work?

Sure I have, Danni said. Its plastered all over Joes back.

Huh.

Sometimes I forgot that everyone I knew, save my mother, had a piece of Ash etched on their skin. Ellie had a tiny fairy on her hip; Charlie a psychedelic design on his arm that covered the mess left by somebody else. Even Mick had been by the shop to get the names of his kids tattooed on his chest. I shouldve remembered Joes ink, though. It had been a work in progress for as long as Id known Ash, and hed only recently finished it.

It was strange, actually. Ash had battled with the Romany design for so long, but one day it clicked and overnight Joe was covered in ink. It took me a while to figure out Joe had told Ash about his brother, Larry. I didnt speak Romany, so I didnt know the old script Id been staring at for years was fraternal, but it was.

Fratele meu, pentru totdeauna. Brother mine, forever. Those words meant everything to Joe, and as soon as Ash had made the emotional connection between the words and Joes life, hed found a way to finish the sketch. Id never figured out who the woman with her eyes sewn shut was. I had a strong suspicion it was Joes mother, but who knew? It wasnt something he liked to talk about.

You could tack some chipboard over the walls, Danni said when I didnt respond. He could paint that and you could take it with you if you moved out.

I chuckled. You should have this conversation with Ash. Hes got a thing for white walls, but you might be able to persuade him.

We reached the house. Danni took the pizzas while I found the right key. Ill certainly try, she said. He sounds amazing. I cant wait to meet him.

I had to agree with her, and with Ash due home anytime, I hoped she wouldnt have to wait too long.

Joe and Danni stayed most of the evening, and the more time I spent with her, the more I liked her. Though there was some obvious, unresolved tension between her and Joe, she fit well with him. He was practical and logical, and Danni? Well, she came across as a little wild. I liked that, and I was glad when she told me shed decided to stay in Chicago, now that shed finished her studies, and rent an apartment a few streets away from me and Ash. She had a lot to figure out, but didnt everyone? 

Long after dinner, Joe and Danni got up to leave, and he handed me the spare key to the old place. Guess I dont need this anymore.

I took the key and put it with the set we had yet to give back to our old landlord. I rummaged through a drawer of random crap and retrieved the new key Id set aside. Joe didnt look surprised when I held it out to him. Ash was doing well, but we both knew his recovery was far from over.

Joe slipped his key chain back into his pocket. Wheres he got to, anyway? I thought hed be back by now.

I shrugged in answer, watching absently as Danni sidled up to him and kissed his cheek. The genuine warmth between them was nice, but I was starting to worry about Ash. Hed planned to work late in Lincoln Park and make a final stop at the old place, but even with all that, he shouldve been home hours ago. Id had half an eye on the door all night. At one point Id even thought Id heard it open, but it seemed I was hearing things.

Danni said good-bye and hugged me. It was really nice to meet you, Pete. Maybe you and Ash could come and have dinner with me in a few weeks? Joes working out of town so I could use the company.

I returned her embrace easily. Make sure youve got a big dessert. Ash has a freakishly sweet tooth.

They left, leaving me alone again in the apartment. I kicked around, restless and bored. Id been on night shifts for a few days and I felt a little wired. I flicked through the TV channels and spent some time inspecting the progress Joe had made in the bathroom. I shouldnt have bothered with that. It was depressing. The dude had done more in twenty minutes than Id managed all day. I was still glaring at it when the front door opened for real.

I padded through the apartment to the hallway. Ash sat on the floor, unlacing his boots. He looked up when he heard me coming. Hey.

Hey. I thought youd decided to stay in Lincoln Park without me.

Ash chuckled. Youre not that lucky.

I held out my hands and pulled him to his feet, frowning when his eyes met mine. Hed had a long day, but I wasnt prepared for the exhaustion I saw in his face. You okay?

He shook his head, a motion so slight someone else might have missed it. I… fuck, I dont know. I guess Im tired. I dont know how you face that train ride every day.

I wrapped my arms around his waist. He relaxed a little as he leaned on me and let me hold him. I took advantage of his closeness and wove my hand into the hair at the nape of his neck. I dont face it. I had to ask a little old lady to wake me up at my stop yesterday.

Did she poke you with her stick?

An encouraging spark of humor flashed in his eyes. I stole a quick kiss and let go so he could take his coat off. No, but she did talk my ear off, so I missed my chance to nap anyway. Are you hungry? Theres a pizza leftover from dinner.

What kind?

Sausage.

His favorite was pineapple, but hed have to buy that shit himself. The fact that it was in the refrigerator was bad enough. His penchant for cold pizza would never cease to horrify me, but dessert aside, there was nothing else hed rather eat. If hed had as bad a day as his slumped shoulders seemed to indicate, he needed to eat and get a good nights sleep.

He perked up as he ate. When he was done, he wandered off to the bathroom to clean up. I threw the pizza box in the trash, turned off all the lights, and made my way to the bedroom. Ash was still in the bathroom, and I felt too awake to sleep, so I dragged the box hed brought back from Lincoln Park from the hallway and set to work unpacking it.

I was halfway through when Ash reappeared. He dropped down beside me, rubbing a towel over his wet hair. Man, that hot shower was good. I cant believe you finished the pipes. I was expecting to wash in the sink again.

The sight of him all damp and disheveled was distracting, but I tried to ignore it. Something told me he wasnt in the mood to get jumped. I didnt finish them. Joe did, in about ten seconds flat. I was going to bash them to bits with the hammer.

That earned me an amused snort. Ash leaned against me and stretched out his legs. He frowned when his feet collided with something. Whats this?

I glanced at the metal cylinder hed retrieved. It was a portable oxygen system from a city ambulancemy ambulance. The night Mick had brought it to the old apartment seemed almost a lifetime ago. Id forgotten we had it. Its oxygen. You needed it when you had pneumonia. This was the spare tank.

Ash stared blankly, but for once it didnt worry me. Hed told me before that all he recalled about being so sick was feeling like he could sleep forever. Lucky him. I remembered it all. At one point, he was so ill, I had to wake him up and beg him to breathe. I took the cylinder and slid it under the bed. Remind me to take that back sometime.

He hummed a drowsy response. Warmth traveled through me as he laid his head on my shoulder. You okay down there?

Mmm, yeah. Sorry if I spaced on you.

You didnt. I pressed a quick kiss to the top of his head. Anything in particular trigger it?

Ash sighed tiredly. Not really. Just the same old shit. Hey, did I tell you Ted put me in for that GED thing?

What? No. When did that happen?

Yesterday? A few days ago? I dont know. The test is in a few months.

I was more surprised than I let on. Not by his vaguenessI was used to thatbut by his sudden acquiescence. Ash had just turned fifteen when he ran away from Texas to live on the streets of Philadelphia, and even up until that point, hed barely attended high school. Ted had been pushing him to go back and get his diploma for as long as Ash had worked for him, but hed never had much interest in it. What changed your mind?

Ash let out another long suffering sigh. Hes doing it too, so I cant really say no.

Teds getting his GED?

Yep. Out of fifteen employees in three shops, only four of us ever finished high school. Can you believe that?

I couldnt quite believe the education system had failed so many, but I could easily picture Ted rallying his troops to do something about it. The crazy old biker never ceased to surprise me. An image of him marching his group of talented waifs and strays into the test center flashed into my mind. Maybe you can all study together.

Dont even joke about it. 

Ash sat up so I could rummage through the box some more, but there wasnt much of interest left, just some old sketches and a sweatshirt of Joes. I pulled it out and put it on the bed behind me. Arent you going to ask me about the mystery girl?

Ash stood up. He turned his back on me, stretched his arms above his head, and flopped down on the bed. Whats she like?

I searched for the right word as I shoved the box under the bed and crawled in. Shes beautiful. Did you know she was a photographer?

Ash shook his head and clicked the bedside light off. She sounds amazing.


CHAPTER NINE





SUNDAY, 4:00 a.m. We had two hours left on shift, and so far it had been a quiet night. Quiet and long. Id spent a few hours updating a bunch of personal paperwork, including emergency contacts and other information for workHIPAA had complicated everyones livesbut after that, the clock seemed to stop, and the more I stared at it, the slower the numbers changed.

Slow nights were like that. Lack of activity made the time drag, and ironically, wore me out more than a crazy shift. I tried every trick in the book to keep myself awakecoffee, doughnuts, bucketloads of sugary sodabut none of it did any good. All I wanted was a hot shower, my bed, and Ashs chest for a pillow.

Micks mood didnt help much either. Hed been in a foul temper for days, simmering on the precipice of a major blowout, waiting for something to push him over the edge. It had nearly happened the night before. Wed been called to pick up one of our frequent flyers: an old drunk whod been a regular on our run sheet for as long as I could remember. He had chronic lice and stank to high heaven, but he was harmless enough. All he wanted was coffee and company. Sometimes, he even bought the coffee. Old Gabe was the kind of call we usually enjoyedno death, no blood, no hasslebut, thanks to the CPD, it had all gone to shit last night. Wed responded to the call to find the police had gotten there first, and they werent happy. It was the third time that week theyd found him passed out in front of some swanky boutique, and theyd had enough. They gave us two choicestake him in, or theyd arrest him.

Nice.

The fat beat officer was an asshole. It didnt matter how many times we told him the hospital wouldnt take him, and that a night in the cells would probably kill the old man. He didnt want to know.

Take him home to your momma for all I care. Get him off this damn stoop.

Prick.

I gave up arguing with him, but Mick persisted until I dragged him away. He was livid by the time wed loaded the old dude and driven him an hour across the city to a refuge.

This is bullshit, Pete. Im fed up with this crap, Mick had said.

Hed hardly spoken to me since.

I stretched my legs up on the dashboard with a heavy sigh. We were parked up by the lake in one of our favorite rest spots, hoping our shift would clock out before we got called out again, but it was wishful thinking. Time had slowed to a snails pace, and we were never that lucky. It was a brutal winter night, and I was tired, cold, and bored. If Mick wasnt going to talk to me, I needed to find another way to occupy my brain. Usually, I resorted to thinking dirty thoughts about Ash, but Mick always seemed to know when I was doing that, and tonight, he didnt seem in the mood to find it amusing.

On cue, he shifted in his seat beside me. What are you huffing about now?

They were the first words hed uttered in hours, but his tone irritated the hell out of me. Getting bitched out was starting to grate. Just bored, is all.

You want someone to crash their car to keep you entertained?

I bit my tongue. Id been here before with Mick, and sniping back only made things worse. I closed my eyes and silence fell over us again as I suppressed another sigh. Fighting with Mick was never any fun. Underneath the daily irritation of the others constant company, we were good friends. I didnt like being at odds with him, especially when I saw no tangible reason.

I was dozing off when he leaned over and punched my arm. Sorry, dude, he said, though he didnt sound all that contrite. Ive got some stuff going down at home. Im sorry Im taking it out on you.

Mick having trouble at home was news to me. I sat up, rubbing my bleary eyes. Is it Kate?

Mick shrugged. Its a lot of things, but I cant deal with any of it when Im cooling my heels out here.

I understood that feeling all too well. How many nights had I sat in this very same spot knowing Ash needed me at home? At least on a busy shift, time passed quickly, and exhausted or not, it was over before I really had time to fret. Quiet shifts had almost been my undoing. Thered been many nights Id nearly walked off the job for good.

The only thing that stood in my way was Mick. Hed had my back when I needed it most. He had to know without question that I would be there for him in return. I opened my mouth to remind him, to ask him what he needed from me, but like so many other occasions from shifts gone by, I was cut off by the radio. Mick started the engine as I responded to the dispatch officer. We were on the road before we had a chance to pick up the conversation.

The ambulance flew through the streets as details filtered through the radio. We were headed to a run-down immigrant neighborhood on the border of our district. The police had forced entry into a third-floor apartment and discovered an unknown number of unconscious people. There was no sign of violence or fire, and some of the victims appeared to be very young. At the mention of kids, I chanced a glance at Mick, but his gaze was on the road and there was no time to check if he was ready for this. Flashing lights that matched ours appeared in my eyeline, and a few moments later Mick pulled the ambulance to a stop.

I got out first, and pushed my way through the crowd of onlookers. A police officer guarded the door to the dilapidated building. Irritation flashed through me when I saw it was the same asshole wed locked horns with the day before. I nodded a terse greeting. What have we got?

The officer met my eyes, and instead of belligerence, all I saw was the aching sadness of a man whod seen something terrible. He shook his head and waved me through. Do what you can, son. It doesnt look good in there.

I took the stairs two at a time, with Mick a heartbeat behind me. The building had an elevator, but it didnt work. In a dump like this, it had probably been busted for years. I was puffing a bit by the time we hit the third floor, but we had no time to recover. A young policewoman was waiting for us, and she led us to the apartment in question.

The door to the apartment was open. I paused there for a moment, taking in the scene before me. There was a lifeless body on the living room floor. One glance told me the CPR attempts being made by the police were futile. The girl was dead. Her body was stiff and her lips were blue. For the sake of the officers trying to revive her, I dropped to the floor to make sure, but I was right. There was no bringing her back. I shook my head at the officer closest to me and got to my feet. It felt wrong to leave the kid where she lay, but with my gut telling me every other fucker in the apartment had shared her fate, I had other things to do.

Mick moved past me to check the back rooms while I took a look around. The details of the call had been sketchy. Now we were here, I could see why. The apartment was old and tattered, but it was tidy and homely. There wasnt a thing out of place, and nothing to explain the dead body on the floor. I walked through the living area and into the kitchen. I caught sight of an ancient boiler. I was eyeing it when Mick appeared beside me.

All dead, he said flatly. Looks like theyve been that way for a while. He followed my gaze to the boiler and nodded. Yeah, Id say so.

Being a paramedic used to mean I spent most of my time doing mundane runs and only a fraction of it seeing things nobody should ever have to see. Recently, that tiny percentage had seemed to grow with each shift that passed, and it was beginning to wear me down. Some days, I didnt have it in me to see something tragic, and today turned out to be one of those days.

Once the suspected cause of death was known, the relevant calls were made, but it was hours before we left the scene. We carried four kids, an elderly man, and a pregnant woman out of that apartment, and with each devastating trip down the stairs, the weight of the call got heavier and heavier. Wed seen carbon monoxide poisoning before, but neither of us had ever seen it kill on the scale it had tonight. The irony that a twenty-dollar detector could have saved them all was enough to make me sick.

Mick was silent on the drive back to the firehouse. A call like that was his worst nightmare. Given his already low mood, I wasnt surprised when he slid out of the ambulance the moment it stopped and disappeared inside. When he didnt come back, I figured I was finishing the shift alone.

Cleaning up the ambulance took a while, and it was long past dawn by the time I got home. I was surprised to find Ash already up and drawing at the old battered table Teds wife had given us. Usually, if he was up when I got home in the morning, Id find myself scrutinizing him for signs of insomnia, but today it wasnt Ash that caught my eye. It was something far less appealing. What the fuck is that?

Ash raised an eyebrow, keeping his gaze on his work. Gee, I dont know. It looks like a couch.

I can see that, I said testily. Whats it doing here?

I think Vivienne sent it to us.

Why would Ellies mom send us a couch?

How would I know?

There was a pause while I glared at the brown-leather monstrosity invading my living room. I tried to figure out how I could start the conversation over without being an ass, but it was tough. The couch was huge, and about the ugliest thing Id ever seen. Its… uh, big.

Ashs lips twitched. It sure is.

I walked around the couch and viewed it from every angle. It was wide as hell and it took up most of the wall by the big bay window. With the couch we already owned and the big old chair, the room was more than a little crowded. Whats in the boxes?

Ash slid his pencil behind his ear and closed his sketchbook. I dont know. The couch freaked me out so I was too scared to look.

It cant be that bad.

He appeared like a ghost beside me. Really? Look at the couch.

He had a point, but I knew it probably wasnt the couch that had unsettled him. Until the bed for the spare room had arrived a few weeks ago, hed never experienced the joys of having surly delivery men stomp through his personal space. To say he didnt appreciate it was an understatement, especially when one of them scuffed his precious white walls. Want to look together?

Ash fetched a knife. He passed it over and I sliced the boxes open. Inside each box, a pile of cushions greeted us, fucking loads of them, and every one as grotesquely huge as the couch.

My face must have been a picture. Ash burst out laughing and threw one at my head, before tossing the rest in the general direction of the couch. There you go. It looks like a bed now.

He was right. With the cushions piled haphazardly where theyd landed, the vulgar couch was beginning to look like something I could sleep on. The thought made me yawn so hard my jaw popped. Well have to get rid of something, I mused. What are you more attached to, the chair or the old couch?

The chair.

His answer surprised me. The sofa was as old and battered as the chair, but wed spent a lot of time on it together. Call me sentimental, but I was attached to it. Some of our best moments had been spent on that couch.

Ash shrugged at my curious frown. I like sitting with you. Its too easy to be apart if we have two couches.

Okay, I was tired as hell, and more than a little grouchy, but his logic made no sense. Ash, I dont lie on the couch with you because theres nowhere else to sit.

Ash was a passive soul, but he could be stubborn when he wanted to be. I could tell from the set of his jaw no amount of reasoning would do any good. I shrugged and let it go. I was attached to the memories wed made on the old couch, but I was far more attached to him.

Besides, wed fucked a lot on the chair too.

I took a quick shower and crawled into bed. Ash came in to say good-bye a few minutes later. He was wearing my clothes, and he looked far better in them than I did. He crouched on the floor by the side of the bed and met my one open eye with a searching gaze.

Are you okay?

Yeah, just a bad night.

I can stay a while, if you want?

He touched my face, but I shook my head. He never left for work until he absolutely had to. Chances were he was already running late. Maybe later?

Have it your way, fucker. He kissed the top of my head with a rueful grin. We both knew Id be over it by then and he wouldnt ask me again. I preferred it that way. He had enough horror stories in his head; he didnt need any more.

He left me to sleep, but I found it hard to switch off. The bad call and Micks obvious distress played on my mind, and after some restless dozing, I gave up on the bed and ventured back to the living room. I glared at the too big, too new sofa for a minute. It was hideous, but it was a freakin couch, right? How bad could it be?


CHAPTER TEN





NOT THAT bad at all, apparently, because later that day, I woke up too late to do anything but shower and go back to work. Ash wasnt home, but there were signs hed been back: the coffee machine set ready to go, and the sandwich in the fridge with my name scrawled on the plastic baggie. I had to smile. It was something he did near enough every night shift I worked, and even with the tragedy of the night before still on my mind, it was a good start to my day.

The only puzzling slant was the bizarre shade of purple he seemed to be painting the kitchen. Had I agreed to that? I honestly had no idea.

An hour later, I walked into the firehouse feeling good. With a full belly and whole day of sleep behind me, I didnt have much to complain about. Shame it didnt last. Id barely made it through the door when I was given the good news: Mick had taken extended leave, and for the foreseeable future my partner would be some dumbass newbie.

Fucking brilliant.

Fast forward a few days and I was officially in hell. Timthough Id called him Jim for the first few dayswas a nice enough kid, but his incessant questions and fuckups drove me crazy. I tried my best not to be an asshole. It wasnt like Id never been in his shoes, after all. For a long time, Id been the student, the rookie with a fraction of Micks experience. Id driven him half-mad with my bonehead questions and naïve enthusiasm. Over the years, hed ground me down to become as cynical as him, but after a week mentoring a rookie of my own, I was beginning to understand him a bit better.

It was exhausting. Id learned long ago that it didnt matter how many bits of paper you had to your name, nothing beat experience. Mick didnt care if I had ten degrees to his none, for the first year we worked together nothing I did went unchecked by him: no IVs, not even a simple set of vitals. I did everything I could to follow his lead with Tim, but, manbeing so patient took it out of me. At the end of each shift, I progressively became more pissed at Mick for ditching me, and more worn out than Id been since Ash had his breakdown.

On the flip side, I managed to forge a close relationship with the ugliest couch in the world. I couldnt count the number of times Ash found me passed out on it and sent me to bed. The upside of that was if I protested and tried to stay awake, he fucked me until I was too blissed out to care. At least until I had to get up and do it all over again. The situation was a stark reminder that something had to change, but with Mick gone and Tim to mentor, I had no time left in my day to do anything about it.

A week or so later, Sunday morning dawned cold and dreary. Tim met me at the ambulance with a large black coffee. I took it gratefully, making up my mind to go easy on him for the day. The dude was a good kid. Unfortunately, though, an easy day was wishful thinking. We were called out before wed even buckled our seat belts, and it was the start of a brutal shift. The calls kept rolling in, and before I knew it, we were on our third run of the day.

That particular call put me in a foul mood. After being molested by the drunkest, smelliest old woman Id ever had the displeasure of dealing with, I opted to supervise Tim from a safe distance. He was doe-eyed and patient enough to hide his disgust, even when she shoved her breasts in his face. The poor kid was going to learn the hard way.

We took a brief lunch breakten minutes by the lake to catch up on the mountain of paperwork wed accrued. Id just completed the run sheet for the vicious old woman when the radio called for us again. I listened to the dispatcher, my pen frozen on the page. Within moments, I knew the call was more serious than any of the asinine crap wed tackled so far that day, and indeed anything wed tackled since Tim had started.

Tension rose in me as the details of the job filtered through the radio. A young child had been burned by a gas fire. The severity of the injury was unknown, and the lack of information made me nervous. Mick didnt like jobs with kids involved, but he sure as hell knew what he was doing. The horrified look in Tims eyes told me he didnt have a clue, and that scared me.

I tossed my paperwork onto the dashboard, hit the siren, and put the ambulance in gear. It took most of my concentration to watch the busy city traffic, but with a practiced eye on the road, I ran through the procedure for dealing with burned infants. Tim listened carefully, taking notes in his little book that annoyed the hell out of me, but the call wasnt far from the lake, and we were there before Id had time to explain anything of any substance.

A few minutes later, we pulled up in front of a converted condo building. A doorman was waiting for us. We followed him into the elevator and up to the third floor, but the moment we stepped onto the third floor we needed no further direction. The bloodcurdling screams of the injured child echoed down the corridor and rattled my already stretched nerves. Without Mick to back me up, it took more effort than usual not to turn tail and run.

We found the injured kid in the kitchen amongst a chaotic scene of kids, balloons, and cake; all signs of a childrens party gone tragically wrong. I moved to clear the living room of unnecessary bodies. With that done, I was left with the screaming young girl and her hysterical parents. I assessed them and decided her calmer father was the parent I needed to help me. The child was in agony and scared to death. It was my job to treat her; I needed someone else to play nice. Harsh? Maybe, but Mick had taught me well. There was little point in me telling the kid I wasnt going to hurt her and then sticking her with a needle.

It was a tough call, one Tim would probably remember forever. Me? Well. Some shifts were full of blood and guts, but it had been a few days since Id seen something gory, and the injury on the young girls leg was all kinds of gruesome. Shed strayed too close to the gas fire and her skirt had caught alight. She had a severe burn on her leg, and her father had burns on his hands from dousing the flames on her body.

I examined the girl with practiced detachment. In my peripheral vision I saw Tim blanch, but he did well and held his nerve. With the child so distressed, it took a while to transport her. The hospital was waiting for us when we pulled up in the ambulance bay, but one look at the team theyd assembled told me they were far from ready. We had a severely injured child and an additional patienta single nurse wasnt going to cut it.

What the hell?

Mary, a nurse I knew well, shrugged. Boys, youre going to have to stick around and help us out for a few minutes. The pediatric team is coming, but were totally swamped. Think you can lower yourselves to a little nursing care?

Her question was rhetorical. We were staying. End of story. Not that I minded. Despite my attempts to remain detached, the little girl had a death grip on my hand, and there was no chance of me walking out on her until someone from the hospital could take my place.

It didnt take long. The hospital was one of the better ones in the city, and the understaffing was quickly resolved. With the girl in safe hands, we stepped back, but we lingered for a while. It was good for Tim to see what happened on the other side. Hed seen the agony, terror, and trauma at the beginning, but now as he watched the hospital team swing into action, he could see that the very shocked little girl really was going to be okay. Our job was all about balance. Wed lost a few earlier on in the week, but wed had success stories too. It was a shame Mick wasnt around to see it. Hed feel better, I was sure of it. I did.

A little while later, I came out of the hospital breakroom and walked right into the little girls father. He offered me a wan smile. I thought youd gone.

Nearly. I waved my cup of stolen coffee. I was heading out. Did you get your hands fixed up?

The father proffered his plastic-wrapped hands. Its funny, actually, I can barely feel them.

I looked them over, checking his dressings out of habit. That wont last. Youll feel them soon enough.

Oh, I know, but I dont care at the moment. I feel completely detached from reality. I dont know how you do what you do every day.

I snorted softly. Most days, I didnt know either.

The father shot me a knowing look. Another day at work, eh? Well, whatever it means to you, youre very good at it. You must have a way with children.

Not really. Im better with the crazy people.

Yes, I can imagine that. The father sighed. What a day, he said. Thank you, Pete. I dont think either of us will ever forget you.

Just doing my job, sir. I shook his least damaged hand, but though I didnt doubt his sentiment, the sad thing was Id probably have forgotten both him and his daughter by the end of the week. The radio chattering on my shoulder would see to that.

I made my way outside, looking for Tim, but as I made a loop of the hospital grounds, it was Mick who played on my mind. I needed to call him. Hed been a rock for me when Id had problems of my own. Hed carried me for months, and made it look easy. Maybe if my drama at home hadnt made life so hard for both of us, he wouldnt be so burned out. I looked for my cell phone and came up blank. When I thought about it, I couldnt remember the last time Id seen it.

I headed back to the bus. On the way, I found Tim on a bench by the hospital memorial garden, staring, perplexed, at the stack of forms we had to complete. Most medics I knew would push their paperwork onto their rookies, but Mick had never done that to me, reasoning that sooner or later, Id make a mess of it and hed have to sort it out anyway. Underneath it all, though, hed done me a favor, and I had to pay it forward.

Come on, I said. Well park up at the lake again, and Ill show you how to write it up.

We made our way back to the ambulance, but the radio called for us again the moment my butt touched my seat. I grabbed the receiver with a heavy sigh, handed it over to Tim, and listened while he accepted a 911 call to a suspected heart attack. He confirmed our response and handed me back the receiver with eager eyes.

Can I drive?

I moved over and let him have his way. If the kid wanted to drive, I was more than happy to let him. It wouldnt be long before his enthusiasm died; I needed to take advantage of it while I could. I settled back in my seat, prepared to watch the city fly by. It wasnt the same as Mick drivingit wasnt like I could close my eyes and catch a few zsbut it gave me a much needed moment to get myself together. I watched Tim weave through the city traffic for a few minutes, but once I was satisfied he wouldnt kill anyone, I sat up and resumed the search for my cell phone.

It eluded me for a while, but in the end, the vibration of an incoming call led me to where it was buried in the footwell of the passenger seat. Relieved, I grabbed it, accepting the call without stopping to see who it was. We were only a few minutes away from a job. I didnt have a lot of time.

Yeah?

Pete? Its Joe. Dude, you need to come home.


CHAPTER ELEVEN





JOES PANICKED voice cut through my consciousness like an ax. In the warmth of the hospital, Id taken my uniform jacket off. I froze in the motion of pulling it back on. What? Why? Whats the matter?

I dont know, man. Somethings not right. We were…. Ash… gone….

The ambulance zoomed through a tunnel and his voice died away. When we emerged, he was gone. The call had disconnected. I jabbed Ashs number, but nothing happened. Either his cell phone service had failed too, or mine hadnt recovered from its trip underground. I tried to call Joe back, but when my service came back, it rang and rang before his voice mail cut in. Frustrated, I kicked the dashboard. Why the fuck was he saying shit like that and not answering his phone?

Fuck!

Tim shot me a startled look. Everything okay?

Just drive, I snapped.

Tim refocused on the road, though his wide eyes told me he was concerned for my mental health.

It took ten minutes to drive across town to the 911 call. In that time, I tried over and over to get through to Ash and Joe, but each time I got nothing. Ashs phone was a dead end, and Joes eventually started going straight to voice mail. Bad memories had me scared to death, but before I knew it, wed pulled up at the call and I had to shake myself free of anything that wasnt my job. A man was flatlining on the floor of a hardware store; whatever was going on at home would have to wait.

We did a scoop and run. Tim drove while I stayed in the back and fought with the dudes failing heart. It was over an hour before I could reach for my phone again, and by that time, our shift was over. I grabbed Tim as soon as I was able and hustled him out of the hospital. Listen, I wouldnt usually do this, but I have to get home. Will you be okay taking the ambulance back and cleaning up on your own?

Sure. Tim took the box of fresh supplies from me. Is everything okay? What should I say if someone asks where you are?

I backed away from him, preparing to run home in my uniform. The truth. Tell them I had to leave. Dont get yourself in trouble trying to cover for me. Ill sort it out tomorrow.

I left him standing in the ambulance bay with his mouth open.

The L station was a short run from the hospital, but home was an hour away. Before I went underground, I tried Ashs cell one more time. Nothing. The line was dead. The journey home was unbearably slow. It took me back to another time Joe had called me home. Then, Ash had been in respiratory distress, drowning under the weight of severe pneumonia. Hed recovered, but his lungs had been irrevocably damaged. What if hed relapsed? I hadnt seen him awake for a few days, but it was my secret habit to listen to him breathe. Id have noticed if he was wheezing, I was sure of it, but as the train pulled into the stop closest to home, I wasnt sure of anything.

I jumped off the train and pushed past commuters heading home in the early evening gloom; then I ran all the way back to the big old house. I tore up the stairs and threw open the door. It took all of ten seconds for me to search the apartment. There was nobody thereAsh, Joe, no one. I stood stock-still in the center of the living room, breathing hard. The apartment was empty, but that didnt mean anything. Joes place was a short L ride from here, and Dannis was just a few blocks away.

Yeah, but what if….

My imagination took over. I turned on my heel, rushed back into the kitchen, and climbed up on the counter to retrieve the locked box hidden on top of the cabinets. I fumbled for the small key on my chain, my heart pounding, and jammed it into the lock. The box clattered open. I scrutinized its contents and relief swept over me, my body sagging with the weight of it. It was all there. The stashed medication was untouched, as it had been since I picked it up from the pharmacy. I kept it in case my worst nightmares ever came true again.

Ash curled up on the floor, his eyes blank, a blade at his wrists….

Stop it.

I let out a long breath and let my racing heart slow down. Way back when Ash had first broken down, hed spent weeks fluctuating between sleeping all the time and not sleeping at all. He was prescribed medication to help him rest, but the powerful tranquilizers knocked him out for whole days at a time, trapping him in the terrifying dreams that plagued him. After his first bad experience, it was a running battle to get him to take them, but with his history of self-harm and addiction, they had to be hidden. Joe was the only other person with a key, and with him nowhere to be found either, it was all too easy to let my worst fears take over.

I put the box back and slid down from the counter. My feet hit the wooden floor, the sound echoing in the empty apartment, reverberating in my head. I went back into the living room and spun around in a slow circle. The temptation to run out and search the city was strong. Id ignored my instincts before and Id nearly lost him. But this time felt different, like I needed to take a breath and see the obvious. A few long minutes later, my gaze fell on the door to the roof… the only place I hadnt checked. I laughed aloud at my stupidity. Ash loved the roof. No matter how cold it was, he always went up there if he was home alone. I took the tiny staircase in two strides and pushed open the door. Sure enough, there he was, huddled up with his sketchbook on his knees.

We stared at each other for a long moment. His eyes were red-rimmed and subdued, but they were focused and in the present. A far cry from some occasions Id rushed back to the old place. Of the two of us, I was willing to bet I looked worse.

Ash put his pencil behind his ear and set his work aside. Wheres the fire?

Joe called me.

Oh. He fingered his sketchbook. Nervous, perhaps? I wasnt quite sure. What did he say?

Not much. I took a tentative step forward, chancing a subtle peek at the open book, but I saw nothing I hadnt seen before. He cut out when I was driving to a call, but he sounded worried. Something I should know?

Ash shook his head. Not really. I didnt mean to freak him out, I…. He stopped and rubbed his hands over his face. I do need to tell you something, actually.

Okay. I dropped down beside him and stretched out my legs. I was relieved he seemed to be all right, but the heavy tone to his voice worried me. Is it bad?

Maybe. I dont know. Im either losing my mind again or theres been a big fuckup somewhere.

I frowned, watching him chew on his lip. I dont understand.

I dont either, but you know me.

I sighed. Ash could be evasive when he didnt want to talk about something. Left up to him, we could talk all night and Id still be none the wiser. Start at the beginning.

He fiddled with his sketchbook again, marking a page with his finger. Do you remember the night you met Danni?

Yeah. Id only seen her once since then, but Id been working a lot. With Ash busy too, sleeping and fucking had become my priorities. Whats that got to do with anything?

I lied to you that night.

You lied?

Sort of… whats it called, indirectly?

Does it matter?

He flinched, but he didnt look away. Anyway, I wasnt honest with you about what was bugging me.

I thought back to that night. Remembered his pale face and shaky hands. You said you were tired.

I was, but I think it was more than that, because it happened again tonight.

I shifted and put a little distance between us. Being up on the terrace was distracting. It was totally Ashs turf. The only reason I ever ventured up here was to do something rude. I was still hoping hed fuck me up here, but I figured Id have to wait for the summer now. Youre not making any sense. I need you to be clear, okay? What happened?

Ash opened his mouth and then shut it again, organizing the chaos in his mind. I gave him a moment, watching and waiting, until he exhaled a heavy lungful of air and handed me his sketchbook.

With some trepidation, I took it and glanced at the page. It wasnt the same sketch hed been working on when Id come out onto the roof. You drew Danni? Thats… uh, nice.

Look at the date.

I duly did, but even as I took in the scribbled digits, I couldnt grasp what he was trying to tell me. I dont understand.

Ash jabbed the date with his finger. I drew it the day I came back from Philly.

What? How…?

He blanched. Color seeped from his already pale face and his conviction seemed to falter. I saw her in Philadelphia. She was the girl Ellie thought was my sister.

Silence. He wasnt making any sense. I dont get it. When did you lie to me? Whats that got to do with this?

The night you met her, Ash said. I came home and saw her standing in the kitchen. It freaked me out and I ran off. I didnt come back until she was gone. Im sorry, Pete. I didnt know what to do. I thought I was having a shitty day.

Maybe you were. I turned his words over in my head, trying to make sense of them. With Ash, I often failed, because thered been times when he had seen things that werent there. Did the same thing happen tonight? Is that what you meant?

Ash nodded and hugged his knees to his chest, hiding his face in his arms. 

I nudged him. Hey, come on. Dont hide from me. What happened?

Ash raised his head a fraction, enough for his voice not to be muffled. The usual, he said flatly. Joe let himself in and she was with him. I dropped Maggies glass plate, scared the hell out of all of us, and bolted. Joe followed me. I heard him calling me, but I couldnt go back. I know it was wrong.

Ash, it wasnt wrong. Joe will understand.

Horror flashed into his eyes. You cant tell him.

I caught him as he began to lean away from me, preparing to make his escape. I wont, I promise.

He was rigid under my touch, but he let me tug him back against me. I put my arm around him and picked up the sketchbook again, staring hard at the sketch. Something crossed my mind. I glanced at Ash, asking permission. He nodded, and with more nerves than Id probably ever understand, I turned the page.

And there she wasthe baby hed drawn all his life without ever knowing who she was. I compared it with the image of the girl hed seen in Philadelphia, and though I saw no resemblance, my heart began a tattoo in my chest. Ash claimed he didnt know the identity of the baby, but after combing through his child services files, I had a good idea. Ashs sister had been taken from his mother long before he was born, but an old photograph had been listed among his personal affects when he was taken into care, a photograph that could, in theory, have been the one keepsake his mom had kept of his sister. It was a big reach, and there was no trace, physical or in Ashs mind, of the photograph now, but….

Ash, I said carefully, I dont know who that baby is, but this…. I pointed at the mysterious girl from Philadelphia. This is definitely Danni.





I TRIED over and over to get him to talk about it… to even consider the possibility that by some insane coincidence, it could be true… that Danni could be the girl named in his child services file as his sister, but he wouldnt hear it, wouldnt let me even begin to explain my reasoning, and after a long night, I began to question my own sanity. Shit like that was the stuff of talk shows. It didnt happen to real people. There had to be a logical explanation, and Ash thought he had one.

After the first night hed seen Danni, hed gone to his psychologist and explained everything. Ash had therapy every weektherapy he rarely talked about, and I didnt askbut this time he told me how, with Dr. Gilberts help, hed managed to reason that either his eyes were playing tricks on him or Ellie had made a mistake.

But his logic was flawed, because there was a massive fucking elephant he hadnt considered. You see, there was no reason Danni couldnt have been in Philly at the same time he and Ellie were. She went to college in Seattle, but her father still lived in Philadelphia. Shed talked about visiting him when Id met her, so there was every chance she could be the girl Ash had seen on the street. 

The name thing bothered me too. Ashs sister was called Daniela. Joe had never told me Dannis full name, or even what Danni was short for. In my haze of confusion, I couldnt come up with another alternative besides Daniela, but did that mean Danni was Ashs long-lost sister? Who the hell knew? Not me, but a massive part of me believed she was the girl in Ashs sketch.

I couldnt tell Ash that, though. He wasnt in the right state of mind to listen. Instead, I did everything I could to quiet the weirdo jumping up and down in my head and get a grip on reality. Ash was right; he had to be. Either we were both descending into madness together, or Ellie had simply tracked down the wrong girl. I wondered if Ellies search for Ashs sister had ever taken her to Seattle. Or had she followed a paper trail to her place of birth and simply gotten lucky? I didnt have a clue, but either way, coincidence had a lot to answer for.

And it was a damned incredible coincidence, of that there was no doubt. Fate, the hand of God… whatever. Something had put Danni in Ashs sights in Philadelphia that day a few months back, even though shed spent most of the past few years in Seattle. How fucking freakish would it be if shed chosen that week to visit her dad?

Too freakish for me. I tried to put it to the back of my mind. With Joe and Danni MIA, it wasnt too hard. I was on nights and every shift was a killer. A week later, I crawled into bed at dawn. Ash was sound asleep, but he rolled over at the right moment and shared some of his much needed warmth. I wrapped my arms around his waist and buried myself in his chest. He smelled so good, I conked out within moments. I almost cried when an incessant knocking at the front door woke me up an hour later.

Grumbling, I wriggled out of Ashs arms to go and answer it. He was down for the count and it was his day offno reason for him to be awake. I shuffled through the apartment, yawning, and flung open the front door. Two sets of wide eyes greeted me. Wide, wild eyes. One set dark green and the other a familiar shade of blue….

Joe? Whats up?

He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get a word out, Danni pushed past him and walked straight into the apartment. Wheres Ash?

Her tone was harsh and her stance aggressive. I blocked her way, defensive. Asleep. What do you want him for?

Danni. Joes voice was low, dangerously low, and seemed to carry a warning. Dont do this.

Danni let out an angry hiss of air, keeping her eyes on me. I want to talk to him.

I glanced between her and Joe. Something simmered between them, something huge. He hovered in the doorway, one foot in and one foot out, like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

Im sorry, Pete, he said. I dont know whats got into her.

Yes, you do, Danni snapped. Dont pretend you cant see it. I know you can.

Joe pushed himself from the doorframe and stood in front of her. Danni wasnt a petite woman. She was tall and statuesque, but with his strong, muscular frame, he towered over her. Stop it, he said roughly. Stop it now. This isnt fair.

Dont shout at me, Joe. Im not some timid little woman wholl roll over. Im not your mother.

Joe growled and ran his hands through his hair. Damn it, Danni.

I stepped between them, raising my hands in a placating gesture. Enough, both of you. I dont care what you want with Ash, youre not going anywhere near him like this.

Danni cut her eyes at Joe, but when she looked back at me, all the anger in her face seemed to evaporate. Pete, Im sorry. I just want to talk to….

Her voice faded away. I didnt have to look to know Ash had joined us.


CHAPTER TWELVE





SINCE THE first morning hed ever raised his head from my pillow, Id always loved gazing at Ash when hed just woken up. He wasnt a morning person. Getting out of bed was something he did on autopilot, and he often wasnt fully awake before midday. I used to wonder how he managed to work until he confessed that he only scheduled designs he could do in his sleep before lunch.

I stared at him as he stood in the doorway of the living room. His hair was tousled, his blue eyes sleepy. The light scruff on his chin belied the youth in his face. He was beautiful, and like so many times before, I was under his spell.

Ash broke his unwitting hold over me. He tore his gaze from mine and looked beyond me. He saw Danni and his face hardened. Why are you here?

Danni stepped forward before I could stop her. I know you.

No, you dont.

I do.

No, you dont.

Joe cleared his throat. I looked at him, surprised to find him glaring at Ash. I dont know whats going on here, but I think its time someone filled me in. Do you two know each other, or what?

The silence was deafening. Ash glowered at Joe, his eyes hard as steel and colder than Id ever seen them. Even from a few feet away, I could see his set jaw and too-still chest. He was defensive, feeding off the aggression coming from Joe, and that meant he was volatile. I needed to calm things down, fast.

I stepped between them all. I dont know whats going on either, but were not going to figure it out like this. Joe, come in and shut the door. Ash, go put a fucking shirt on.

Yeah, because it wasnt beyond me to be excited by him half-dressed and all riled up.

Joe did as he was told, but it took a shove to get Ash to move from where hed planted his feet in the doorway.

I hustled him back into the bedroom and kicked the door shut. Calm down. This doesnt mean anything; shes probably as confused as you are.

Ash yanked a drawer open. He was silent while he pulled an old T-shirt over his head before he turned back to me and ran a hand through his unruly hair. This is too weird, he said, almost to himself as much as me. She shouldnt be here.

Well, she is. And that means you have to go out there and deal with it. Getting pissy with Joe isnt going to change anything.

I know. Its … I hate people looking at me like that. It makes me want to deck them.

Youre not hitting Joe.

I know.

We stared at each other for a moment as we both considered what was about to happen. I hadnt noticed Ash appear until Danni had balked, and it made me wonder how much hed heard. The way it had played out so far, nothing could surprise me.

I stepped closer and laid a cautious hand on his arm. Look, she wants to talk, is all. Maybe shes worried you dont like her. Youre a big part of Joes life, and you took one look at her and ran in the opposite direction. She probably just wants to be friends.

Ash rolled his eyes. Dont patronize me, Pete. I know I was wrong, okay? Go out there and tell Joe Ill be out in a minute.

There was nothing I could do but give him the moment he needed. Defeated, I left him alone in the bedroom.

I found Joe and Danni in the kitchen. They sat at the battered old table. I looked between them, trying to gauge their expressions, but it was hard. All I could sense was an impending shitstorm. I snagged a stray sweatshirt from the back of the couch and put it on as I pulled out a chair opposite Joe.

The silence was heavy. I felt like I should say something, but without warning, and much quicker than Id anticipated, Ash appeared and slipped like a ghost into the one remaining chair. He ignored me to his left, and Joe to his right. His gaze found Dannis, and it was clear that Joe and I were there as spectators only.





WHY DO I know you?

You dont.

I do.

You dont.

Goddammit!

Danni drove her fist into the table. She had begun patiently, her voice low and even, but as Ashs trademark reticence got under her skin, she got angry all over again.

Joe and I watched it all with wide eyes. The conversation had started badly and only gotten worse. Danni thought she knew Ash. She couldnt say if shed ever seen him before, but something about him felt familiar… like some cosmic bullshit you read about in the back of crappy magazines. 

Ash thought it was madness, and from the look on Joes face, he did too, but my mind was in overdrive. It was a scenario Id heard before, and back then, the answer had been devastating.

No, this isnt the same.

The rational side of my brain reasoned that Ash had livedif you could call it thatin Philadelphia for five years. It was also Dannis home city, though shed spent the past few years at college in Seattle. There was every possibility she did know him, by sight if nothing else. Ash was a street artist. People saw himthey watched him work.

Maybe she had too? Who knew?

But unless there was another chick walking around that city who looked a hell of a lot like Danni, none of it explained the drawing festering away in Ashs sketchbook. Theyd already established that Danni had indeed been in Philadelphia at the same time as Ash and Ellie at the end of the summer. However unbelievable it was, for me, an impossible picture was beginning to come together.

Where were you born? Danni asked.

Ash sighed. It was the second time shed tried that question, and the second time hed ignored her. This time, I kicked him under the table. Tell her, I said. Tell her where you were born.

I dont know where I was born.

Technically, it was true. Ash hadnt been born in a hospital, and there were no records of him at all until he was taken into care. By then, his mother was dead. His birthday was an estimate, guessed at by a well-meaning social worker. They only knew how old he was because he was just about able to tell them. That part of his child services file haunted me, but it wasnt something that ever seemed to bother him. Until now, it had been relatively unimportant.

Danni sat back in her seat and listened as Ash explained things hed never explained to anyone before. Then she folded her arms across her chest. Her eyes seemed to flash with something akin to relief. That sounds familiar, she said. More familiar than youd think.

Ash raised an eyebrow. Excuse me?

You were born in Texas, right?

I think so.

How old was your mom?

Ash frowned. His defensive stance was beginning to fade, and instead he looked plain confused. What?

My mom was sixteen.

I swung my gaze to Danni.

I was born in Philadelphia, she went on. My mom was a drug addict, and as soon as the authorities saw her with a baby, they took me away. I was adopted almost immediately. I never saw her again.

Ashs pale skin blanched to a sickly white, but his almost undetectable nod was all the encouragement Danni needed to continue.

My parents told me I was adopted from the beginning. They loved me like their own, enough to be honest with me from the start. I was curious about where I came from, but not enough to look into it until my adoptive mother passed away.

Ash licked his lips. When did she die?

When I was sixteen. Ironic, huh? At the age my biological mother gave birth to me, I was saying good-bye to the woman whod picked up her slack.

Anger glittered in Ashs guarded eyes, but it was gone before anyone except me would have detected it. I wondered who it was forhis mother or Danni.

Im sorry.

Danni shrugged. Dont be. My dad gave me my child services file the day after she died. It broke my heart when I found out she was dead. It was like a door closed in my face. After that, I did a little digging, and it gave me a new insight into the woman who gave me up so easily. She didnt fight for me, but she did everything she could to keep my brother.

Joe slapped his hand on the table. Your what? How the hell would you even know that?

Because I looked, Danni snapped. Do you really think I found out she was dead and then forgot all about her?

Oh my God. Joe shook his head. Thats you all over, isnt it? Why cant you ever leave anything alone?

Danni narrowed her eyes, the fury in her gaze clear. Why would I leave it alone? You think she didnt matter? That her life stopped when they took me away? Danni cut a glance at Ash. Clearly it didnt.

Id heard enough. Ash looked like he was going to be sick or pass out, and wed been through enough together for me to know either reaction was highly possible. I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table. What are you trying to say?

Danni tore her eyes away from Ash with obvious difficulty. My mother ran away from the authorities when she was pregnant with her second child. She escaped from Philadelphia and she was never found. Not while she was alive, at least. She died in Texas in 1989. Her baby would have been about three years old.

She shot a nervous glance at Joe before she turned back to Ash. I dont know what Im trying to say, and I know you probably think Im a complete psycho, but I know youre from Texas…. I know you grew up in foster care. I look at you, and I see something I recognize. Im sorry, Ash, I shouldnt have come here… its just, I wanted it to make sense. Im sorry.

I watched the fight drain from her, and for a moment I was transfixed by the distress in her eyes. It stirred a familiar feeling in me: an urge, a need to protect, a sensation that up until that moment had been solely reserved for Ash. The feeling unnerved me. In an effort to disperse it, I chanced a glance at Joe. I wished I hadnt. As he met my eyes and shook his head in disbelief, it was clear he was completely mystified.

Danni dropped her gaze to the table, defeated, but as Ashs silence went on and on, both she and Joe remained oblivious to the fact that what she was suggesting wasnt as shocking to him as it should have been; unbelievably, it was something that, together, wed already considered.

Ash avoided my gaze, but I couldnt let him ignore it. Danni had seen something she thought she knew, and shed been brave enough to confront it. Ash knew better than anyone how it felt to doubt your own mind. I wasnt going to let him leave it like this.

I opened my mouth and drew a breath in, but he cut me off, leaning forward and mirroring my stance with his elbows on the table. To the casual observer, he seemed relaxed, but I knew better. Beneath the deadly calm he exuded, a storm raged, a storm that could only get worse.

I dont know what you want me to say. Everything you say is trueI was born in Texas, my moms dead…, I even have a sister out there I only just found out about. But youre not going to convince me youre her. Coincidence has had its day with me already. Im done.

I stared at him for a long moment. Despite everything wed been through, the convoluted way his mind worked was a mystery to me, but I understood the blank look in his eyes now. Accepting new people into his life was difficult for him at the best of times. It was like he didnt get why people would bother. Me, Ellie, Joe. It had taken us all a long time to break him down, and even then, he only trusted us as much as he had to. There were still days he looked at me like he didnt believe I was real. 

This? This was so fucking surreal that for once his inability to trust his own mind made sense. 

And it was so him to sit in silence for as long as possible before he let fly with a couple of sentences that effectively killed the conversation dead, but on this occasion, it wasnt enough. Not because Danni didnt accept his words, or even because she didnt believe him, but because, for once, I wasnt going to let things slide. Wed learned that lesson the hard way.

Ash had never let me tell him about the girl in his child services file. The day I told him about his sister, hed clammed up and shoved the file right back at me. Back then it was too much for him, and he couldnt take it in. If he had, hed have known the only reason the girls name was there was because shed put it there. The sister he didnt know existed had been looking for him for years. Shed left her name with the authorities in Texas so he could find her if he ever wanted to. It had been a long shot. The authorities had lost track of Ash when he was fifteen, but at the time, it was probably all she had.

There was a simple way to clear it up. Id given the file back to David months ago, but the name of the girl was forever inscribed in my head. If Dannis name was a match, then, fuck. Whatever was going on was only beginning.

Do you know your brothers name?

Three sets of eyes turned on me, but only Dannis held any glimmer of hope.

Ash cursed softly. Dont start that shit with me again, Pete.

Joes eyebrows about disappeared into his hairline, but I ignored both him and Ashs barely contained fury, focusing on Danni. Do you know it?

Yes.

I glanced at Ash one more time before I made up my mind. Well, I know Ashs sisters name, too, so if theyre not the same, were done here. Got it?

I pulled a discarded sketch pad from the center of the table and tore a blank page out of the back. Ash bristled. Him and his fucking precious sketchbooks. Write it down, okay? Ill do the same.

Danni took her half of the torn page and the pencil I slid her way. For a few seconds, the only sound in the room was the scratch of lead on paper, but all too soon, it was time to show my hand.

I handed over the page. Danni turned it over and scrutinized the name Id scribbled down. Her mouth dropped open and she burst into tears. Joe was only seconds behind her as she fled from the room.

My arm seemed unbearably heavy as I reached for the scrap of paper shed left behind. Though I knew what I would find, I turned it over and read the name shed written. Ash leaned forward, reading it upside down, and before I could even take a breath, I was alone in the room.

I read the name over and over as the front door slammed, but it never changed, and neither did the name beside it. There they were in black and whiteAshley Fagin and Daniela Bordeen. Brother and sisterseparated their whole lives until now.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN





I DONT know how long I sat alone at the table. It couldve been seconds, minutes, or even hours. I was stunned, frozen in place, but at the same time, a strange feeling crept over me, a sensation that something was falling into place.

Joe reappeared some time later. A belated glance at the clock revealed hed only been gone twenty minutes. He hovered in the doorway, his expression one of utter confusion, like hed been dropped in the twilight zone.

This is horseshit, he said. I cant believe youre going along with it.

I shoved my chair back. I felt sorry for him, I really did. Danni had a dream, and Ash a nightmare, but it was painfully clear Joe didnt have either. At least Id had some prior warning. Part of me blamed my inclination to believe the impossible on sleep deprivation, but, despite his determination to push it all away, Ash was right about one thing: coincidence had proved true before, and all the evidence Id seen so far pointed one way. Im not going along with anything.

Oh yeah? So how did it get to scribbling names down on a piece of paper? Ive got to say it, dude. You didnt seem all that shocked.

This time, I couldnt stop the exasperated whoosh of air as it left my lungs. Are you serious? Do you really think I knew all along? Trust me, Joe. I didnt.

I went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Joe followed me, accepting the beer I pushed his way. It might have been nine oclock in the morning, but we both needed a drink. Then what is it, huh? he said. I know Im missing something. Whats this about Ash having a sister? I didnt know anything about that.

Neither did he until last year, and hes never known her name. You know what he can be like. He never read the file.

Joe hummed thoughtfully. He did know Ash; he knew him well. I get that. But I dont understand why you didnt laugh in Dannis face when she barged in here and yelled that crap at you. Its bullshit, Pete. It has to be. I know Ash can be weird, but I cant believe youre taking this seriously.

So its my fault?

Joe and I both swiveled. Ash stood in the doorway. He leaned casually against the wooden frame, but he had his arms folded across his chest, and his hair looked windswept, as if hed been running.

Thats not what I said. 

Joes tone was testy. The loaded silence sat heavily in the air. I could see the signs of stress beginning to show on Ash. Joe was the closest male friend he had. It hurt to see them at odds like this, especially over something neither of them could control.

Ash? His gaze flickered to me. Can I show Joe the sketch you drew? It might help.

I thought for a moment he would refuse. His personal sketchbooks were just thatpersonal. They were like journals, and he didnt often share them, even with me.

Ash sighed and pushed himself off the doorframe. Joe and I drifted after him as he walked into the living room, reached under the couch, and retrieved his latest sketchbook.

Knock yourself out.

I took the book and sat on the couch, ignoring his uncharacteristic sarcasm. Joe sat on the opposite end while I found the right page. It didnt take long. Ash hadnt added much to the book after hed drawn the girl from Philadelphiahed been too busy with work and the move. I marked the page with my finger and glanced at Ash. In order for this to make any sense to Joe, we were going to have to start at the beginning. I needed Ashs permission to do that.

He wasnt where I expected him to be. While Joe and I had sunk down onto the couch, he had retreated back to the doorway. He looked wary, nervous, even, darting his gaze from side to side. Joe spoke before I could. He patted the coffee table. Dude, Im not mad, okay? Im confused. Come sit and help a guy out.

As ever, even when things descended into the surreal, Joe was always practical. This is how I feel, and this is what you can do about it. Ash hesitated for only a moment before he shuffled into the room and folded his long body to sit on the coffee table.

He took the sketchbook from me, his gaze on Joe. Where did Danni go?

Home to call her dad. She told me to come back and apologize for running out on you.

Ash nodded slowly. I thought your girlfriend was from Seattle.

Nope. Danni went to UDub and lived down the street from my folks for five years, but shes Philly born and bred. Now, are you going to show me whats got Pete all riled up and believing this crazy shit?

For a brief moment I was pissed, but it didnt last because I knew the moment Ash opened that book, Joes absolute certainty would fade. I wasnt disappointed. Joe stared hard at the drawing, trying to make sense of the tale that went with it. I almost laughed as his eyes bugged out in much the same way they had so long ago when Id watched him figure out that Ash was my lover.

Fuck me. I cant believe it. Joe reached out for Ash and put a hand on his arm. Dude, this is definitely her. I promise. I cant explain how or why any better than anyone else, but it is her.

Ash tore his eyes away from the floor. Do you think so? Im not that good at faces.

Joe swore. Not that good, huh?

There was silence while Ash chewed on his lip and Joe went back to staring at the pencil image of his lover. I felt almost detached from the scene. I was startled when Ash got up to leave. Where are you going?

Work. Im late already.

Its your day off.

No, its not. I took Tuesday off, remember?

No. I could hardly remember my own shift pattern. You okay?

I guess.

He turned to leave without another word, but Joe stopped him, stood, and pulled him into a tight hug. I watched with a heavy heart. The two of them were really close. Hell, Joe had even been known to crawl into bed with Ash just to get him to stay there and sleep. I couldnt help wondering how this was going to affect them, even if it turned out to be nothing.

Ash left. My perspective began to return as the front door slammed for what felt like the hundredth time. What. The. Fuck? How does shit like this even happen?

Dont ask me, Joe said. I didnt know anything about it until five oclock this morning.

His tone was bitter, suggesting a major bone of contention. Dont be too hard on her. This is freaky for all of us.

Joe snorted. Yeah, and if its true? What then? What the fuck are they gonna do? Play happy families and pretend their momma wasnt a crack whore?

I bit down on a sharp retort, knowing his cruel choice of words wasnt malicious, and the truth was, I had no real answer for him. For all my speculating, I hadnt thought that far ahead. I looked down at my hands and fingered the slip of paper that held Dannis elegant handwriting. It had always struck me as ironic that Ash shared a name with the fictional vagrant from Oliver Twist, but I hadnt thought about it for a long time. He wasnt the same kid whod shuffled into my place three years ago.

Joe plucked the paper from my hand. Huh. I always figured his name was just Ash. He never said it was short for anything.

Neither did you, I retorted. Are you telling me your names not Joseph?

Touché. His grin was faint, marred by his grave eyes. What happens next? Like a DNA test or something?

I shrugged. How the hell was I supposed to know? Maybe we should let the dust settle. Ash needs to deal with this in his own time. I know he seems okay with it, but I dont think hes considered what it really means.

Joe was the only person on earth I was ever so candid with about Ash, but he seemed to get it. Get Ash. Yeah, I think youre right. Danni can be… man, shes a fucking hurricane when she wants something.

Again, his choice of words wasnt lost on me. Id seen the way shed looked at Ash in the seconds before she bolted. It had been a look of longing, of yearning, almost. She wanted this, she wanted Ash, and that was dangerous. At least until we knew for sure. The thought of Ash bonding with someone, only to have them snatched away….

No. I couldnt let that happen.

Joe sighed. I love her. For a long time, I didnt think it was enough, but it is. You and Ash taught me that. I love her to death.

I slung an arm around his shoulders. I know, man, I know.

Joe leaned into me. I love Ash too. Not like that, but I love him like a brother. I cant let this hurt him.

He softly knocked his head on my shoulder and got up. I watched him leave with a heavy heart, knowing that whatever happened, it would be a while before I saw him again. We had to put some distance between the two people we loved so much, and after that, the future was uncertain. The idea of Ash having a real living and breathing family was… man, I couldnt name the emotion; I just knew it was warm and felt fucking amazing. But heartache had made me cynical, and it hurt to see Ash so upset. Id spent a long time trying to convince him he deserved to be loved, and it about killed me to watch him rebuild the walls around his heart. Perhaps he thought it wasnt meant to be, that he was always meant to be alone, but I wasnt having that. Something in this crazy situation had to give, and I could do nothing but hope it wasnt Ashs tenuous grip on his mental health.





A WEEK passed in a hazy flash of work and pensive pondering. Joe called to say Danni had gone to visit her father in Philly for a while, but other than that, we didnt hear from him at all. Wed agreed to some distance, but I knew Ash was hurt by his absence, especially with Ellie gone too. I did my best to be there for him, but the balance between home life and work remained as elusive as ever. More often than not, I ended up falling asleep on him, all the while clinging to some part of his body to reassure myself that he was still there.

Ash remained his usual reticent self, but when I was awake enough to be observant, he seemed surprisingly content. I observed no brooding or sullen silence, no protracted staring. No more than usual, anyway.

The strange limbo began to stretch, and the longer it went on, the more convinced I became that the morning Danni had burst into the apartment, sleep deprivation had sent me temporarily insane. I replayed the madness over and over in my head. Ash was right: it was a coincidence, a mistake… it had to be. Yeah, if I looked at Danni, I could see the similaritiespale skin, fair hair, stormy eyes, but would I have seen them if I hadnt convinced myself they were there? Probably not.

It didnt explain Dannis behavior, the sketch, or the paper trail that had led Ellie to her in the first place, but with Danni back in Philadelphia for the foreseeable future, it was all too easy to pretend she didnt exist. The whole thing was bullshit. It had to be, right?

I wrote it down to be sure. 



Daniela Bordeen (Danni): 

Born 1985. Philadelphia. 

Adopted. Philadelphia. 1985

Childhood. Philadelphia. 19852003.

College. Seattle (with Joe) 2004.

(Joe comes to Chicago. 2007.)

Danni comes to Chicago. 2010 



Ashley Fagin (Ash): 

Born 1986. Texas. 

Taken into care. Texas. 1989

Fostercare. Texas 19892001

Street life. Rehab. Recovery. Philadelphia 20012006

Chicago. 2007



I sat back and stared, horrified, as always, by how much Ash had been through before I ever knew him. I couldnt bring myself to fill in the sordid gaps of Ashs childhood, but there was no doubt his timeline overlapped with Dannis. Ash had told me Ellie thought hed ended up in Philly because he subconsciously knew there was something there for him. Perhaps she was right, or maybe she was seeing what she wanted to see. At least, thats what I told myself when I reached Ellies full voice mail for the eleventieth time. Honestly, my life wouldve been so much easier if people picked up their damned phones.

I could picture the conversation in my head….

Hey, Ellie. You know that girl you found in Philly? Did you look in Seattle first? Did you double-check her name? Did you know she was Joes girl? Can you believe this motherfucking bullshit?

Yeah. Shame Ellie never called me back.

A few days later, I was on shift when I took Dannis call, but the ambulance was parked up at the lake. I shot a glance at Tim to check he was covering the radio, slid out of the ambulance, and took a walk down to the water. Hey, Danni. Whats up?

I wasnt expecting you to pick up.

Her voice was warm. I smiled, despite my apprehension. That would make me a hypocrite, sugar. You werent the only one to get a little crazy that day, you know.

Danni sighed. I know, but I started it. I had no right to barge into your home and yell at you like that. Im sorry, Pete. It was rude and inconsiderate.

Apology accepted, I said with a grin she couldnt see. But you should know it wasnt the first time Ash and I had discussed you in that context.

Yeah, Joe told me about Ashs sketch. Im trying not to read too much into that.

I cast my eyes over the water. It was a cold, crisp afternoon, the kind that felt refreshing. And you were definitely in Philly when he drew it?

Yes.

Danni let her answer hang. I absorbed it, feeling the wall I liked to imagine around Ash crumble a little to let her in. But we dont know anything for sure, I said. Not yet. Even with everything we think we know.

Danni was silent a moment before she said, Thats what my dad thinks. He said even if Ash is the boy we found in Texas, it doesnt mean hes my brother. I mean, just because its written on a piece of paper doesnt make it true, does it?

I guess not, I said. Did you really go to Texas to look for your brother?

Sure did. The year my mom died, my dad and I didnt feel like spending the summer at home without her, so we took a road trip to do some digging. We tracked my birth mother all the way to San Antonio, and Ash… I mean, whoever it was we were tracking…. We got all the way to Houston before the trail went cold. By then, summer was over, and there was nothing I could do but leave my name and hope that my brother came looking for me one day.

I didnt have the heart to tell her shed probably only missed Ash by a few months, though she had cleared up a missing link in my head. Id noticed when Id first read the file that certain pages had been altered long after social services lost track of Ash.

Does Ash have any pictures of his mother?

No. Ash didnt have much of anything from Texas. He doesnt really talk about his mom. I dont even know her name.

Leila, Danni said. If its the same person, I mean. My birth mom was Leila Fagin. I have a few old photographs. If you saw them, youd know why I…. She sighed again. I guess none of that matters until we know for sure, does it?

I swallowed the heavy lump in my throat. Fagin. It was all slotting into place. I wondered why I hadnt thought to ask these questions when Id had Danni right in front of me. I guess not.

I want to do a DNA test, Danni said. But I understand if Ash isnt interested. Joe told me to leave him alone, and I know hes right. Im not going to push him, Pete, I promise. I need to come back to Chicago next week for work, but its a big city. You never have to see me again if you dont want to.

The thought of never seeing her again felt wrong, so wrong. I dont know what Ash wants. This was unknown territory. I couldnt promise her anything. Give him some time.

Pete, Ive been looking for my brother for nine years. I can wait as long as it takes.

She hung up. I wandered back to the ambulance in a reflective daze. Id only just pulled myself together from the last conversation Id had with her. It felt too soon to be so perplexed again, but there was no denying I felt a connection to her that I couldnt shake off.

Tim raised an eyebrow when I hauled myself back into the ambulance. Everything okay?

I tossed my phone onto the dashboard. Yeah, sorry Ive been a little spacey this week. Ive got some stuff going on at home.

Girl trouble?

Not really. I live with a guy.

The words were out before I could stop them, and it was all I could do not to clamp my hand over my mouth. I stared at Tim. The kid had turned out to be a solid rookie, but that didnt mean I could trust him. It wasnt like we were friends.

He didnt even flinch. Well, that can be as bad. My brothers husband is a real bitch.

Its nothing like that. Its some family stuff. Listen, no one really knows….

Tim held up his hand. Trust me, Pete, I get it. My brother was a cop for nine years. I wouldnt wish what he went through on anybody.





THAT NIGHT, I headed home from a long shift with three days off ahead of me. After working for the best part of two weeks straight, I needed the break. I dumped my stuff in the apartment, grabbed a quick shower, and jogged over to Maggies for dinner.

Ash was already there. Since wed moved to the northern part of the city, he spent more time with my mom than I did. It was nice. They were both more than a little eccentric, so they had an affinity I didnt quite understand. They were cooking together when I arrived, barely glancing up until I muscled in between them and grabbed my mom in a bear hug.

Pietro! Youll get flour all over you.

I grinned and spun her one more time before I set her down. Whatcha cooking?

Ravioli. Ash is mixing the ricotta for me.

I leaned over and put my chin on his shoulder, peering into the bowl. He stiffened as my chest hit his back. I brushed a brief kiss over his cheek before I let him off the hook and stepped away. Smells good.

It wont be long, Maggie said. You look happy, honey. Did you have a good day?

Nope, but I dont have to go back until Sunday, so I dont give a shit.

Maggie clicked her tongue at my potty mouth. Ash snickered and handed the bowl of cheese and spinach over for inspection. Is that okay?

Perfect, she said. Youre so good with your hands.

I watched as he turned the faucet and reached for the soap, inclined to agree with her. Draw, paint, cook. Ashs hands were amazing. I could watch them all day.

He dried off and dropped into the chair beside me, passing over his untouched glass of homemade red wine. I grinned and took a healthy sip. Even before he quit drinking, he could never handle Maggies home brew. She thought it was good for the soul, but it made him sick as a dog.

I entangled my legs with his as we caught up with each other. Over the past few days, hed finally applied to a new art school. He was in the process of explaining the course hed chosen this time around when Maggie joined us at the table. The conversation stalled for a few minutes as we dug into the meal shed laid out, but after a while it inevitably returned to the subject wed talked to death over the past few weeksDanni.

Ash had surprised me when hed confided in Maggie. It was something he did from time to time when he was fed up with talking to me, but never with anything as huge as this. I was glad he had though, because Maggies advice had been the same from the start:

If its true, Ash, then shes a gift from God. Youre a special boy; you werent meant to be alone in this world.

I couldnt argue with that, and when she said it again over dinner, it seemed right to mention Dannis call and broach the idea of a DNA test.

Ash was wary. I attempted to reason with him while we were on neutral territory. My moms place always mellowed him out. Dont be like that. Its not like she could have called you, is it?

He let out a long suffering sigh. Why did she have to call anyone? I thought youd all decided to leave it alone.

Maggie came back to the table and set dessert down. It was cherry pie, Ashs favorite. She put her arm around him and kissed the top of his head. Come on, now, honey. You cant ignore this girl forever. It would be better to know for sure, wouldnt it?

He didnt often appreciate attempts to mother him, but my mom always got her way. He rewarded her with a lopsided grin and offered me a defeated shrug. Let me think about it.

I took my cue to shut the fuck up.

We spent the night on Maggies couch, Ash on his back and me wedged in around him. The following morning dawned dreary and cold. Ash went to work, and I went home and crawled back into bed to spend the day with my laptop. I was only just resurfacing when he came home and threw a pile of twenty-dollar bills in my face.

DNA tests are four hundred dollars, he said by way of explanation.

I bent, retrieving the notes that had missed the bed and fluttered to the floor. Okay. Does this mean you want to do it?

No, but Ill do it if it shuts you up.

Ash, thats a lot of money. You shouldnt do it unless youre sure its what you want.

I dont know what I want, he said tiredly. I just want it to be over.

Hed said that before, more than once, but his reticence didnt make much sense to me. He didnt cope well with change, but there had to be more to his trepidation than that. Perhaps he couldnt imagine what the world would be like if he wasnt alone. I mean, he had me, but as close as we were, it wasnt the same as sharing blood with someone.

I rolled the bills up and snagged a red rubber band from his nightstand. I wondered where hed found that much cash, but with him, it was possible hed had it stuffed in a drawer somewhere. Do you want me to set it up?

You can do that?

I can try.

He ventured farther into the room. How long will it take?

I dont know. Ill have to call Danni, and youll have to wait for the results. It will probably be a few weeks at least.

He chewed on his lip and clenched his hands, classic signs that he was feeling the strain. I reached out and stilled his fidgeting. Whats up?

Ash twined his fingers with mine. Its just… I dont want to talk about it anymore. You, Maggie, even Ellie. Its all we ever talk about, and its driving me crazy.

You told Ellie?

Yeah, I know. Im as stupid as I look.

What did she say?

Ash grumbled. Some crap about fate. She thinks Danni is my twin, and we were always meant to meet like this.

Twins. Huh. I couldnt imagine Joes face if that had been the situation we were faced with. Is she coming home soon?

In spite of himself, he couldnt quite hide his faint grin. I asked her when I got a word in. Hopefully by the end of the month.

I was as relieved as he was pleased. Ellie had set this whole mess in motion. It only seemed right that she be here to see the results.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN





ASH MOANED. The sound was low, restrained, and subtle, but I knew better. He was on his knees in the bath, his legs either side of my chest and his dick in my mouth, hovering right on the edge of release. I slid a brave, wet finger into him, holding him steady as he came with a guttural groan.

Hot damn. He pulled out of my mouth, his face flushed with sex and the heat of the water. I didnt come in here for that.

I know, but its why I pulled you in the water.

His soft, breathless chuckle rumbled through me. So being a decrepit old man has its benefits, huh?

Id say so. It was rare that either of us used the bath. Stewing in the tub was a chick thingwe only did it together if wed had a good hard fuckbut tonight, Id come home from work with an ache in my back I couldnt shift. With Ash still out, Id decided to see if I could soak it out. It worked for a while, until hed come home and Id indulged in another method of distraction.

Later, the TV droned in the background as we lay on the couch. After drying off from the bath, wed both pulled some sweats on, but theyd long since found their way to the floor. Ash shuddered as I lifted his leg over my shoulder and took him in my mouth for a second time. He cursed, fighting the instinctive urge to push his hips forward. In my mind, I smirked as his dick slid down my throat. Before him, giving head wasnt my thing, but I loved doing it for him. I brought him to the brink and kept him there until he couldnt take it anymore, until he was begging me to fuck him. I didnt think Id ever get tired of hearing him do that.

I eased into him, waiting as he stretched before I slid in a bit more. Ash hissed through his clenched teeth and let out a groan that wasnt all about pleasure.

Fuck, I swear you get bigger.

I cupped his face with my hand, coaching him through some deep breaths. He often needed a moment to make room for me, in his head as much as his body. I was happy to give it to him. For all the progress wed made together, fucking him was still a serious exercise in control. Each time, I had to fight the urge to come in ten seconds flat, or cry. Both reactions were seven shades of embarrassing.

Ash rocked his hips, his silent cue that he was ready to move on. I slid my arms under his thighs and lifted his legs over my biceps, establishing a gentle, slow rhythm. To distract him from any lingering discomfort, I kept my lips busy on his sensitive throat, enjoying the way he writhed beneath me and dug his blunt nails into my back.

Pete.

I pulled back so I could see him. Yeah? You like that?

In answer, he arched his strong, lean body from the couch, pushing himself harder onto my cock. I stared, entranced. Watching him get off on something hed always feared was incredible. I released his legs so he could wrap them around me and reached for his dick. He flexed again as I worked my lube-slicked hand up and down, dropping his head back with a dull thud. The shift of his spine changed everything. I drove deeper into him, brushed his prostate, and everything got hotter.

Ash twisted his fingers in my hair, pulled me down, and kissed me hard. Dont stop, dont stop, dont stop.

I moved my fist in a blur over his dick, shifting back to push into him a little harder. The movement caused the leather couch to creak. The sound was harsh and imposing, and it broke through the lust-thick air like a lightning bolt.

Fuck.

His eyes flew open and he seized in my arms. It was fast, a split second, but that was all it took for something awful to flash into his mind. He cringed and squirmed beneath me, and the heat between us evaporated.

I withdrew as fast as I could without hurting him and scooted back on the couch.

Ash groaned and covered his face with his hands. No. He shook his head. No, no, no.

He reached out for me, clumsy and blind. I grasped his fingers, relieved he hadnt bolted. When he didnt flinch, I pulled him into my arms.

Im sorry, he said. Im so sorry.

The pain in his voice tore a hole in me. I kissed his sweat-dampened head over and over, feeling him tremble as he curled himself into me. Its okay. It doesnt matter. Youre okay.

It took a while for him to catch his breath enough to speak coherently. When he finally looked up, he shook his head in frustration. It hasnt happened for so long.

I suppressed a heavy sigh. Sometimes it seemed hed never be free of the demons that plagued him. Every time he moved forward, they reared up and wrenched him ten steps back. The past has been on your mind a lot, maybe more than you realized.

Yeah, but not that.

He shivered. Gooseflesh covered his pale, bare skin as his eyelids drooped. I maneuvered myself to lie on my back so he could lie under my arm with his head on my chest, then covered him with the throw from the back of the couch. Bottoming always did this to him. Even when it went well, it was a whole-body experience, one that left him exhausted. I could get up after being fucked and go to work, but Ash just couldnt.

You know I was really enjoying that, dont you?

I looked down, startled to see him still wide-awake. So was I. I put my finger to his lips to quiet another apology. Dont. We can try it again later, if you want. Dont let it fester.

Later, huh?

Yeah, later. I hummed and ruffled his hair. Today, tomorrow, next week. It doesnt matter. Weve got time.

He kissed my chest. He couldnt always respond to affection with words, but he always, always felt it. Do you think it will always be like this?

I cracked an eye open. Like what?

I dont mean that. Ash waved his hand between our naked, entwined bodies. I mean this, us. I remember when we first did this, and I couldnt imagine wanting you more then, but…. He broke off, figuring his words out in his own time. I want you more than I ever have.

It was the most vocal hed been in a while, and the thrill of it made my chest warm. I hope so, I said. Why do you ask?

No reason, he said with a shrug. Ellie told me her mom got really drunk the other night and told her she hadnt had sex in years. Is that what happens when people get married?

Sometimes, I guess. For them, I think its because they think their happiness lies in their bank balance. They dont take the time to think about anything else. 

Ash shivered again. Well never be like that, will we? Like Ellies parents?

I glanced down at him. What? In a rich, sexless marriage? Hell, no. First, well never have that much money. Second, were not gonna get married. Besides, even if we were, its always the chicks that go off sex. Men start fucking someone else.

You think Davids having an affair?

No, I mean hypothetically.

Hypo what?

In theory, I said. Like the accepted version of events before they happen. Ash frowned, mystified. I shook my head. Never mind. Do you want to go to bed?

Can we stay here?

I tightened my arms around him. Whatever you need.





EARLY THE following morning, I woke up in bed, confused as hell. Ash laughed his ass off when I shook him awake to explain himself. Apparently, Id rolled off the couch in the night and taken him with me. To him, it had seemed as good a time as any to hustle me into bed. Jerk. I took my time getting my own back, and this time, there were no glitches.

Later, with him sleeping it off beside me, I set about researching DNA tests in Chicago. A few clicks on the laptop were enough to tell me he was right about them being expensive. The good news was, they were quick. Once the samples had been turned in, it would take forty-eight hours to discover the result.

I waited until Ash left for work to call Danni. She answered on the first ring, sounding tired and disheartened. She was stunned when I told her about Ashs abrupt change of heart. We made arrangements to meet the following week when she flew back to the city. We decided I would take the necessary swabs from both her and Ash, and shed accompany me to the clinic to deliver them. I didnt relish the responsibility of collecting DNA, but it was the only way; no one else could get that close to Ash.





WHEN THE time came to take the samples, I found myself being watched. I did Ash first, with the kit the clinic had provided. He seemed surprised when it was over, like hed expected me to come at him with a scalpel. The cotton swab seemed to be an anticlimax, and when it was over, he fell asleep on the couch like a narcoleptic. His reaction made me wonder how agitated hed actually been. It wasnt beyond him to hide days of insomnia from me.

Danni and Joe met me at his place to take her sample. Joe watched me like a hawk, scrutinizing every action. It was unnerving to know he didnt trust me, and it was probably only then that I understood how much we all had riding on the test. Whatever way the results went, life was gonna change.

Still, with the tests done and submitted, we couldnt do anything but wait.

That night, I hustled a moody Ash out of the apartment and to a pub a few blocks from home. Wed been there a few times since wed moved to the neighborhood, and it was fast becoming one of our favorite places. It wasnt a gay bar, but it was eclectic and diverse enough that we felt at ease. Some things were never going to change. It wasnt our way to put ourselves on display, but it was nice to put our heads together without worrying about causing a scene.

We sat huddled together in a booth, me slouched down with my head on his shoulder while he picked at a brownie. So when do you start your classes again?

November. He slid the spoon into his mouth. I tried not to get distracted as he darted his tongue out and licked his lips. Ive got an induction workshop next month, though. Its at that gallery near the firehouse, actually.

By the soup kitchen?

Yeah. The class is based on street art. I guess you dont get more street than that, right?

I stretched my legs out in front of me, enjoying lazing against him so freely. I guess not. Are you going to recreate any of the stuff you did in Philadelphia?

Ash shrugged, mindful of my head on his shoulder. Probably not. I cant remember most of it. Hey, did I tell you I sold a painting?

That made me sit up. What? No, when did that happen?

When I went to sign up for the course. I had to take some photos of my work, so I took the stuff from the classes I did last year. Some guy wandered in while they were spread out over the table. He offered me four hundred dollars for that weird print of the industrial gas mask. Can you believe that?

I could, actually. Ashs work was amazing. He didnt often venture out of his comfort zone of tattoos and sketchbooks, but when he did, he blew me away. It didnt surprise me that someone had seen it and felt the same. It surprised me more that hed agreed to sell it. He had conflicted ideas about art and money….

Oh.

The source of the pile of cash hed thrown at me to fund the DNA test was suddenly obvious. I opened my mouth to protest, but he shot me down with a warning look, reminding me that the subject was banned until the results came in. Thats great, I said instead. I didnt know you were looking to sell your stuff.

Im not, but it wasnt a piece I liked, and I figured it was taking up space.

He finished his dessert and shoved the plate away. I watched again as he licked his lips and grinned at me. Despite all the stress of the past few weeks, I could see he was buzzed about starting school again. It was nice to see. Hed always been like that. Even when things were stacked against him, he still put his head down and worked to make his life better. I pushed myself upright and signaled for the check.

Lets go home.



IN THE forty-eight hours that followed, the DNA test hung over us like a cloud. We distracted ourselves with sex and food, and we even managed to play a little ball at the batting cages back in Lincoln Park. It was only when Ash was at work or asleep that I allowed myself the odd moment to fret and brood. It was enough to keep me awake at night. I felt stuck in limbo. Time seemed to fly by and crawl all at the same time. By the time my cell phone rang at the crack of dawn the day we were due the results, I was more agitated than Id been since the whole saga began.

I listened to the nasal voice of the woman from the clinic. When she was done, I thanked her and shut my phone. Ash sat up and swung his legs out of bed. Id drifted over to the window when Id taken the call. I walked back now and crouched down in front of him.

Its a match, I said quietly. Danni is your sister.

He absorbed my words with a slow nod, and then he did something Id never seen him do before. He put his head in his hands and cried.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN





I WATCHED Ash move around the bedroom. Wed arrived home from work within minutes of each other, but he seemed to be on his way out again. I took in the stony expression marring his face. Wherever he was going, he didnt look very happy about it.

He pulled off his T-shirt and went to the bathroom. I followed him like a lost puppy and leaned on the doorframe. He washed the last remnants of ink from his hands, scrubbing the skin until it turned a painful shade of red. When he felt my gaze on him, he sighed and turned away. Defeated, I left him alone. I was so freakin tired, I wanted to cry.

Life had been like that for the last few weeks. The DNA results had thrown him for a loop and seemed to have rendered him mute. Until he broke down, I hadnt realized how much hed counted on them being negative, counting on Dannis appearance in his life as nothing more than a fleeting glimpse of what his life shouldve been like. Though I suspected his reaction was confusing him as much as me, I wasnt expecting him to come to terms with it anytime soon, so I was pretty flabbergasted when he came back into to bedroom and told me where he was going.

Youre going to Dannis place for dinner?

Dont look so shocked. Youre the one who said I couldnt avoid her forever.

Yeah, I countered. And you said, Watch me. Whats changed?

Ash dried his hands on a towel in the hamper. It seemed we needed to do some laundry. He looked surprised when he noticed how red they were. You were right, he said. Its…. He stopped. Opened his mouth. Shut it again. It doesnt feel real. I feel like…fuck. Like shes not real. Ive imagined people before. I thought one of my foster moms was my real mom once, and I cant even remember what my real mom looks like.

I didnt know what to say. Most days I figured Ashs childhood couldnt get any worse; then hed say something like that.

Dannis real, Ash.

I know, and Im trying, okay? Its… hard. Ash pulled my favorite hoodie over his head. Besides, I ran into her at the store, and she did that chick thing with her eyes. I didnt realize what Id agreed to until I was halfway home.

I tried not to smile. Ellie also had a way of persuading him to do things he thought he didnt want to do. Maybe it wasnt exclusive to her. Itll be okay, Joe will be there.

No, he wont. Hes in New York, remember?

He shot me a strange look, like it was something hed told me more than once. I thought about it harder than my tired brain really wanted to. Shit. I did remember. Joe had delayed his trip because of the drama going on at home, but hed had to reschedule an even longer job to make up for it. He was going to be gone for weeks. Im sure shell understand if you take a rain check.

What would be the point in that?

I finally dropped my bag and flopped down on the bed while he pulled on clean socks. He was right; Danni wasnt going anywhere. Despite her promises to be patient, shed made that clear. She was in Chicago to stay.

Ash planted his feet on the floor, but didnt get up. Even from behind, I could tell he was staring into space. Reluctantly, I hauled myself upright and nudged him. Do you want me to come?

Pete, you havent been home for two days; you need to sleep.

With Ash, sometimes the answers lay in what he didnt say. He was a reticent fucker by nature, but his eyes always gave him away. I pulled him to his feet. Dont worry about me. You know I cant sleep on an empty stomach.





I PRACTICALLY dragged him the few short blocks to Dannis place. He drifted behind me, head down, hands in his pockets, his nerves palpable. Agitation rolled off him in waves, and by the time I buzzed Dannis intercom, I was as rattled as he was.

Her front door swung open. She didnt look surprised to see me hovering in front of Ash, or if she was, she hid it well. I hope you like chili. I havent had time to shop.

Silence. I forced a grin and yanked Ash forward. Sounds great. Joe raves about your cooking.

That boy would live on sandwiches if I let him.

Danni smiled, letting the door swing shut behind us. She turned to lead us into her home. A soft clicking sound caught my attention as I fell into step behind her, and a large, fawn-colored dog appeared in the hallway. I eyed it as it padded toward us. The thing was huge, and Id been jumped by enough mutts to hold a grudge against the whole species.

Perhaps sensing I wasnt a good bet, the dog bypassed me and went straight for Ash. He bent to pet the dog. When he looked up, I saw a hint of a genuine smile on his face. Whats his name?

George, Danni said. This is his first week in Chicago. My dads been taking care of him for me.

Ash held the dog by the chin as they stared solemnly at each other. Is he one of those racing dogs?

A greyhound? Yeah, the shelter we got him from said he was a retired racer. There was a beat of silence while Danni waited to see if Ash would say anymore. When he didnt, she waved her hand for us to follow her.

The dog stuck close to Ash as we walked through her apartment to her kitchen. Kids and animals always gravitated to him. He was wary of children, but he liked animals. He was comfortable with them, like hed been around them before. I knew in my heart hed love to have an animal at home, but Id always resisted. Maggie had a cat once. It was old, deaf, and completely insane. It spent most of its time on a bench outside, screeching at passersby. Id quietly gotten rid of it when Id realized Maggie considered it a role model.

I glanced around Dannis apartment as she showed us to her kitchen, noting with a wry smile that her taste in décor was familiar: dark wooden floors and clean white walls. The only difference between her place and ours was she had punctuated the plain walls with framed black-and-white photographs. I didnt have to ask to know they were her own work.

The distinctive smell of paprika and cilantro invaded the air as we came to the kitchen. I peered into the pot bubbling on the stove, and my belly growled. Id eaten nothing but pretzels all day, and I was famished. Danni came up behind me and handed me a beer. I took it and slumped into a chair at her small, round table, noting the can of Ashs favorite cherry soda she put beside me. That was weird. Though hed stuck to his guns and stayed away from booze, he hadnt talked about it at all, and Id kinda figured Joe wouldve mentioned it if Ash had told him.

For his part, Ash lingered in the doorway. He hadnt said a word so far. Danni glanced at him, before she turned away and stirred the pot of chili. I ignored him too. There was only so much chivying he could take, and true to form, he roused himself a few moments later and slid into the seat beside me. Naturally, the dog followed and put its head on his knee.

Danni put a bowl of chips on the table. I think he likes you. He can be a bit aloof with men.

Does he like Joe?

Everyone likes Joe. The dog bumped Ashs hand with his nose. Danni smiled as Ash scratched its ears. Did you have a dog when you lived in Philadelphia?

Ash shook his head. No, but I remember when the racetrack closed and they dumped the dogs by the docks.

Sadness clouded Dannis eyes, but Ash was amused. They were probably better off there. Dogs dont go hungry on the streets. Why do you think so many vagrants have them?

Why didnt you?

Too busy getting high, I guess.

I observed the frank exchange with wide eyes. Danni didnt know the horrors that had driven Ash to run away from the foster care system in Texas, but shed figured out hed lived rough long before we ever met her. It wasnt that difficult. What else could become of a runaway kid with no support network? Ash had dropped off the map at the age of fifteen. The only other conclusion she could have drawn was that he was dead.

A shudder passed through me. Ash felt it and shifted, but I averted my gaze and tried to focus. The night was young, and there was a lot to talk about. The past was the past. At some point, it would have to stay there.

The rest of the evening was difficult. The obvious conversations went unsaid, but even small talk proved dangerous. Ash fluctuated between bizarre displays of candor and long periods of silence, and when he lost his tongue, Danni didnt quite know what to say. After two days on shift, plugging the gap was far from easy. Most of what came out my mouth was rambling nonsense.

Danni didnt seem to mind. Much like when Id first met her, I found her fascinating. If the occasion hadnt been so loaded, I wouldve enjoyed her company. As it was, I wound up feeling sorry for her. It was clear she carried a lot of guilt that she and Ash had lived such different lives. She even worried that shed walked right past him when he lived rough in Philadelphia.

Art seemed to be the vital common ground they shared. Danni was a musician and photographer, and she was intensely curious about Ashs work. He always had some kind of pad or book with him, and eventually, she managed to persuade him to show her. I sat back and took a break while she pored over the pocket-size sketchbook. Ash leaned forward. I put an encouraging hand on his thigh and set about finishing the abandoned bowl of food in front of me. The chili was good. Joe was right: the girl could cook.

I was about done when Danni came to a sketch of a gothic fairy. The design was old, and it was one of Ashs most popular pieces. It had his signature mystical backdrop, and hed recreated it countless times for various clients. I asked him once if he ever got bored with it, but he didnt. The design was born of something hed drawn for Ellie, and much like her, it never failed to make him smile.

Danni was quite taken with the latest reinvention. I like this, she said. The tiny birds remind me of something I saw in the studio when I got my first tattoo.

Ash visibly brightened. No matter his mood, he was a sucker for ink. You have tattoos?

A few. I have one on my ass you probably dont want to see, but I can show you the others if you want.

I shifted awkwardly. Ash cringed, and I realized wed both reacted in the same waylike a brother, and not like a man. Danni was a beautiful womanthe kind fantasies were made ofbut I wasnt attracted to her in the slightest. Unless Id finally drawn a line between men and women, it was clear that my instincts saw her as family. I liked that feeling, especially when I saw it mirrored in Ash. It felt right.

Danni began to roll up her sleeve, revealing her pale skin. Where did you do your apprenticeship?

Ash tore his gaze away from the inked skin appearing on the inside of her upper arm. Rising Phoenix.

I knew it, she said. Sal did my very first one. I was sixteen and she didnt want to do it at first, but my dad charmed her.

Ash smiled. It was faint, and hesitant, but it was there. Your dad must be persuasive. Sal was my mentor, and she thought you should be at least thirty before you got ink.

Yeah, well, my dads kind of bohemian. Once she figured he wasnt going to sue her, she was okay with it. She did this one for me a few years later.

Ash tilted his head to one side, scrutinizing the intricate design of a real beating heart. It was the sort of piece he loved. The idea of having an actual organ drawn on your body was gruesome to me, but he could take something like that and make it beautiful. Looking at the work by his former mentor, it was obvious where hed learned that skill.

What do the dates mean?

His eyes were unguarded and clear. He raised his arm and stretched out his hand, and for an aching moment I thought he was actually going to touch her.

Then she revealed the significance of the numbers etched on her skin and he dropped his arm like a stone.

I dont know what was worse, seeing the birth and death of his mother in stark black ink, or knowing he didnt recognize it. It was all so heartbreakingly tragic.

Ash was three when his mother died. His child services file said hed been found curled up asleep beside her body, and despite the drug-ravaged state of his mother, hed been reasonably clean and well fed. It was also documented that aside from the needle lodged in her arm, not a single trace of drugs were found in the dilapidated shack they called home. It was ironic that despite his young mothers best efforts, hed followed her path anyway.

Ash dropped back in his seat, his expression flat and sullen. The shift was sudden and brutal. Danni got up and began clearing the dirty dishes from the table. Ash stood and took them from her hands.

Ill do it.

Without another word, he took the dishes to the sink and turned the water on. I knew him, the fucker had manners, but for a long time, running and hiding was all he knew. He needed a minute, and I knew the effort it took not to turn tail and bolt.

Danni started to protest, but I stopped her with a silent shake of my head. She took my outstretched hand and let me lead her out of the kitchen, then perched beside me as I flopped down on her way too comfortable couch. Too much, huh?

I closed my eyes and stretched. This is huge for him, and hes not that great with change. Dont take it personally.

Danni sighed. I know. I keep forgetting that Ive had years to get used to this. Im surprised he came at all.

Me too, I admitted. But its a good sign that he did.

Danni twisted her body to look at me. You two really love each other, dont you?

I yawned in response, wincing as my jaw popped. Most of the time. We have our moments.

Im glad he has you.

My answer was swallowed by another yawn. This time Danni laughed and threw a cushion in my face. I was about to retaliate when I sensed Ashs presence in the doorway. The glare he bestowed on me was fleeting, before he turned his eyes on Danni.

Where do you work?

Danni sat up and smoothed her hair. I just got a job as a culture photographer for an independent publication here in Chicago. I havent done much yet, but Ive got some stuff here on my computer. Would you like to see?

It was clear he didnt want to be alone with her, but the thought of us all crowding into her tiny office space was ridiculous, even to him. He waved me back down when I started to haul my ass up from the couch. Watching them disappear down the corridor was the last thing I remembered until he shook me awake sometime later.

I sat up, eyeing familiar surroundings that were somehow all wrong. I heard a giggle. My focus returned and Danni smiled at me. I was mesmerized. It was like those rare moments of sunshine I got from Ash, like the whole world was smiling too. I glanced at him, waiting for him to see it too, but he was stamping into his boots, his face impassive. Her smile faltered, and the moment passed.

We walked home in companionable silence. It seemed to me that the evening had gone as well as could be expected, so I wasnt ready for the fury Ash threw at me the moment I shut our front door.

How do you do that? How do you walk into someones life and act like youve known them forever?

What?

Dont give me that. He kicked his boots into the wall with a loud thud, leaving an angry black mark on the newly painted wall. You know what I mean. How do you like her so much already? You dont even know her.

I bristled under his uncharacteristic aggression. He never raised his voice. I could count on one hand the number of times hed actually yelled at me. Theres nothing wrong with liking her. In case you havent noticed, shes amazing.

Amazing? Yeah, well, she seemed taken with you too.

He laughed, but there was no humor in it. Beneath the anger, his distress was obvious. He liked Danni, I knew he did, but emotions didnt come easy for him, especially ones he didnt understand.

His confusion was heartbreaking. I moved to comfort him, but he flinched and took a step back. Frustrated, I threw my hands up in the air. This isnt about her, Ash. This is about you still believing youre not worth loving. How many times do people have to prove you wrong, huh? Ellie pulled you off the streets; Joe held your hand while you puked blood on his feet. Why do you think people do things like that?

Ash stared, and the longer he was silent, the more defeated I felt. I was too tired to reason with him anymore. I know this is hard, but shes your sister and she wants to love you. Sooner or later, you need to accept that and goddamn let her.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN





WE GOT over the spat, but the disquiet lingered. The next day, I got up to find Ash had painted over the mark on the wall, and it felt like the worst kind of metaphor. Wed kissed and made up, but nothing was resolved. Ash apologized for losing his temper, and I accepted it unconditionally, but where did we go from there? Was he wrong for feeling the way he did? Who the hell knew?

It wasnt the first time wed both been out of our depth, but it never got any easier.

I couldnt say what passed between Ash and Danni while Id slept on her couch. On the way home that night, Id noticed Ash had his hand jammed in his pocket, but he didnt show me the photograph shed given him until a few days later. I turned it over warily, convinced it was a snapshot of their long-dead mother or something equally disturbing. It wasnt. It was me, stretched out on her sofa like I owned it.

I cringed. I look like Im drooling.

I know, youre right.

About drooling on the couch?

No, about the photo. It really is you.

I was mystified, but that was nothing new. The bizarre exchange was the latest in a long line of conversations I didnt understand. Was he calling me lazy? I doubted it, but either way, I didnt have time to figure it out. I had to get to work.

A little while later, Tim met me by the ambulance, handed me a cup of coffee, and pointed up at the sky. Gonna rain tonight.

I followed his gaze to the murky clouds. He was right, but I didnt mind. The jaded gray sky suited my mood. Id taken a detour on my way home the previous evening and knocked on Micks door. It was the first time Id seen him since hed left me hanging in the ambulance bay. I didnt bear him any bad feelings, but after talking in circles long into the night, Id come away knowing for sure he wasnt coming back. He wanted to see his kids grow up, and he wasnt prepared to miss out on that anymore.

His resolution put things in perspective for me, but in my heart, I knew it would be a while before I could make any real plans of my own. I had a meeting scheduled with my supervisor at the end of the month, but I had no idea what I was going to say to him, because even after all this time, I still had no idea what I wanted. I just knew I was tired, so tired my bones ached, and every moment I spent on the street was a moment of my life Id never get back.

I was six hours into a double shift when Ash called me. We were parked up at one of the city hospitals, restocking and clearing up from a run. It had been a quiet afternoon, but I stuck my cell phone under my chin and carried on working. There was nothing worse than being unprepared for a job.

Whats up?

There was a pause before Ash answered. Guess where I am?

Home, work, or buying candy, I said dryly. Unless you had wild plans I didnt know about.

Very funny, Ash retorted. Im actually sitting on the wall outside Dannis place.

Um, okay. Have you taken up stalking, or were you invited?

Ash snorted. I called her after you left, and she invited me over.

You called her?

My surprise was justified. Ash rarely called anyone, let alone someone he wasnt sure he wanted to talk to. I was taken aback hed called me.

Yeah, I figured I was rude the last time I saw her, and she did give me a cool gift.

Gift? I echoed, bemused. You mean that god-awful picture of me?

I like it.

You like pineapple on pizza. You have no taste. Anyway, why are you lurking outside her building?

I wanted to ask you something. Do you remember when I asked you if you missed Heidi?

I thought back to the one and only conversation wed ever had about my estranged sister. Yeah, but I dont remember what I said. It was a long time ago.

You said, Hell no, Ash supplied in an irritatingly accurate impersonation of me. I was wondering why not. You lived together for most of your life.

Not really, I said. She didnt come and live with us until I was five.

What? I dont understand.

Shes my dads daughter from a previous marriage, Ash. Maggies not her mom.

You never told me that.

Didnt I? I honestly thought I had. Wed talked about my dad before. Ash knew he died when I was fourteen, and that my sister left not long after. Well, I guess it never seemed important to me. She was my sister in every sense until the day she decided she didnt want to be.

Ash didnt say anything. The only reason I knew he was still there was because of the soft sound of his breathing. I could see him clear as day in my head, slouched down with his hood up. Ash….

Dont you ever get tired of it?

I jumped down from the back of the ambulance and slammed the door. Tired of what?

This.

By this, of course, he meant him. Never. Balance, remember?

Ash sighed. The sound was heavy and world-weary. It doesnt feel very balanced to me.

It will one day, I said. And if you push me away now, what do you think will happen when I need you?

Asshole.

Yeah, I know, but you love me for it.

I do.

It was about the closest he ever really got to telling me he loved me, but I didnt mind. I knew he did, and I wasnt much for platitudes myself.

Guess I should go knock on that door.

I guess so. Ill see you tomorrow, okay?

Yeah, see you tomorrow.

He hung up as the first spots of rain began to fall. I looked up at the sky and let them land on my face. It was probably the most constructive conversation wed had in days, but for some reason I felt a sense of foreboding. There was something in the air, something I couldnt shake. As Tim poked his head out of the ambulance to let me know a call had come in, I figured tomorrow couldnt come fast enough.





I LISTENED in silence as the alert for a major incident came through. A packed train had derailed. Dozens trapped and injured, probably a large number of fatalities. It was a mass-incident deployment and every available crew was being called to the scene. I took a brief few seconds to mentally check the whereabouts of everyone I cared about: Ash, Maggie, Joe, Mick… Danni. Then I shut down and got my head in the game. The job sounded bad, really bad, and I knew from experience that the only way to get through it was to put my brain on lockdown.

In the distance, I could hear the wail of sirens as every district in the city began to respond. A prickle of adrenaline ran through me. Fear, excitementI could never tell. It was a ripple of energy that couldnt be defined.

Tim looked at me hopefully, his cautious excitement clear. Can I drive?

Not this time, buddy, I said. Get yourself ready for some major shit. Whatevers going down, its not going to be pretty. Think of the worst pictures they showed you in training and make it ten times worse.

Tim nodded grimly, but said no more. The kid had proved himself not to be squeamish, but a call like this would put the young rookie to the test. I hit the lights, put the ambulance into gear, and hoped to God he was ready.

Despite the flurry of activity on the radio, we were only the second ambulance to arrive. The first was from another district, and as I pulled to a stop, I saw the crew was already out and arguing with the fire crew. Not a good start.

I slid out of my seat and hurried over with Tim a heartbeat behind me. I knew the firefighters. They werent from my firehouse, but they were stationed close by. Id worked with them before, and I knew they wouldnt be yelling at paramedics without a good reason. Whats going on?

The lead firefighter turned to me. Pete, you need to sort this shit out. Its like a fucking bombs gone off down there. Weve got people trapped, people coming out who need transporting, and this fucknut is telling us he wont go down there.

The paramedic spread his hands and spoke slowly, like there wasnt a major incident exploding around him. Were the first crew on scene. Protocol says we need to evaluate and assess how many further crews are needed. If ambulances come and go with no communication, its going to be chaos. Besides, Im not going down there until you declare it safe. I dont get paid enough for that.

The firefighter growled before I could intervene. Fuck your protocol, and fuck your money. We need medics down there now. People are dying.

On paper, the paramedic was right, but on the street, that theory didnt mean jack. With Mick at my back, I wouldnt have thought twice. Wed have left the first crew to whatever they thought their role was and followed the firefighters underground. But Mick wasnt there and Tims silence reminded me that he was an inexperienced rookie. The barely contained panic rolling off a job-hardened firefighter unnerved me. Hed obviously seen something horrific, and taking Tim into a scene like that was risky… perhaps too risky.

Five minutes later, I swallowed my nerves, jammed the hard hat onto Tims head and grasped his shoulders. Do exactly as I tell you and watch where you put your feet. If I tell you to leave someone, leave them. Some people arent coming off that train. Do you understand?

Got it, boss.

I took a deep breath and led him underground.

The trek to the derailed train was dark and long, at least half a mile. We pushed past shocked commuters being evacuated. As usual, it struck me as ironic that I was fighting to get to something the rest of the world was running away from.

I smelled the wreckage before I saw it. My stomach churned. It didnt matter how many years of service I had, the smell of blood and mangled flesh never got any easier to bear. More firefighters passed with the walking wounded. The tunnel was too dark to assess their injuries, but it was kind of irrelevant anyway. Those that needed our attention the most were the ones unable to carry themselves off the train.

Ahead of me, the lights of the cars flickered in the murky gloom. The first three were empty, but beyond them, I could see two that lay at awkward angles. One of them smoked, a barely recognizable tangle of twisted metal. I passed my bags back to Tim, followed the firefighters direction, and scaled the side of the first wrecked car to lower myself through a smashed-out window. Tim dropped the kit after me as I raised my flashlight to survey the scene.

What I saw made my heart stop. The firefighter had been right. The scene was a complete bloodbath, like nothing Id ever seen before. There were bodies everywhere: trapped under debris; pinned to their seats by fallen handrails. The haunting sound of people in the worst pain imaginable filled the air, seeping through my skin and into my bones, imprinting the carnage into my mind for the rest of my days.

I didnt know where to start.

I turned to Tim, glad the dim light didnt allow me to see his face. We need to prioritize. Ignore anyone screaming; they can wait. Check anyone unresponsive for a pulse. If theyre dead, tag them and move on. Ill be right behind you, so if you make a mistake, Ill catch it. Dont stop for anyone, just keep tagging.

We were down there for hours. For every survivor we found, a dead body weighed them down. Another paramedic crew managed to squeeze their way into the damaged cars, and to make room to treat the living, we had to set up a crude makeshift morgue in one of the abandoned cars. It was hot, oppressive, and with only two flashlights between us, we worked in the dark. Over and over, I called for more resources and backup, but they never came. After all the living had been loaded and carried up by the firefighters, I did a final sweep of the cars and discovered a tagged body that hadnt been moved to the temporary morgue. I bent over the woman. She was alive, her body bent at an impossible angle, held in place by the weight of the car. Tims tag was right, albeit premature. There was nothing I could do. The womans torso was almost completely severed from the lower half of her body. Though she was clinging to life, she was going to die, and soon.

The logical part of my brain knew it wouldnt take long. A minute, if that. I waved Tim past me so I could crouch beside her while her body shut down. She was beyond help, but I didnt want her to die alone.

She took seconds to die, but it felt like hours. I was horrified when I found myself willing her to hurry up. When she was dead, I shut her eyes. It had always felt wrong to let a body stare at a world they were no longer part of. With that done, I stood to exit the train. Our work was far from done, but for the people lying obliterated around me, it was over.

I came upright and searched the murky darkness for Tim. He wasnt far away. I began to step over the piles of twisted metal to where he stood with the firefighter whod been our guide. I was three feet away when the car began to shake. I turned and felt my eyes widen. Inexplicably, through the shattered rear window, I saw the shadowy silhouette of a fast approaching train.

What the fuck is that?




PART TWO




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





Ash



THE BRUISE spreading across his temple looked old, like it had been there a year. It reminded me of the dusky, vintage-style tats the chicks had been digging all year. Roses, hearts, butterflies. Id done so many of them I could sketch one out with my eyes closed. The ink designs were fashionably faded, done in muted shades, but in the dim light of the hospital, the ominous mark on Petes beautiful face was all I could see.

That, and the livid cuts and burns littering his arms. The doctors said the right side of his body had taken the brunt of the accident. Hed suffered a significant blow to the head and a blunt-force trauma to his abdomen. The words meant little to me, but Id seen the terrifying swathe of darkened flesh beneath his hospital gown. The injury covered his entire right side from his belly to his back; there was more of it than skin. The doctors were preoccupied with his liver, and even to my laymans brain, it made sickening sense. Nothing could survive a wound like that without being smashed to bits.

I shifted on the stool Id pulled up close to the bed. Theyd offered me a chair, but I needed the discomfort of the hard plastic seat to keep me grounded. Slumped down in the chair, it would be all too easy to let this nightmare take me away. I needed to be close to Pete. I needed to touch him. He seemed so far away from me, I needed to feel him to know he was really there.

Tubes protruded from his wrists, his arms, and even his chest. I avoided them and squeezed his hand. His fingers twitched in response, but to me or the pain he was in, I couldnt tell. I let my gaze travel over his too-still form. He looked like he was sleeping, his eyes closed and his body slack. If it wasnt for the periodic crease in his forehead, Id have been fooled. Unconscious he might have been, but I knew his face better than my own, and I knew he was hurting.

They kept telling me he was lucky, that if hed been standing a yard in either direction, hed be dead. When the runaway car, somehow loose through human error or faulty brakes, hit the derailed train Pete was working on, every rescue worker underground had been killed… every soul except him. I always thought Id know if something happened to him, like a sixth sense connected us. There was no such thing. When I opened the door to the uniformed officials, it felt like the bottom of my world fell out.

The CFD wanted to drive me to the hospital, but I sent them on to get Maggie. I didnt remember calling Danni, but the officials left and the next thing I knew she was there, sliding her pale arms around me and telling me everything was going to be okay. Shed retreated to the corner of the room when wed first arrived at the hospital, speaking only when the doctors came in. By some miracle, she seemed to know the questions I couldnt find the words to ask.

I felt her hand on my shoulder now. It was probably the third time shed ever touched me.

Ash? Im going to see if I can reach Joe again. Can I bring you anything?

Can you see if they found Maggie yet?

Of course.

Maggie wasnt home when the fire department called at her place. Theyd left a note and a message on her machine, but I was worried she wouldnt pick it up, or know what to do when she did. I knew if they didnt find her soon, Id have to go and get her myself. It would kill me to leave Pete, but hed kill me himself if I didnt take care of his mom.

Danni left. A nurse came in and checked all the machines in the room. I was used to that now; they seemed to come in every ten minutes or so. Most of them didnt look at me, even though Pete had signed some form that made me his next of kin, but this one came around the bed and stood beside me.

Im going to take some blood from Pete. Dont worry, it wont hurt.

She connected a strange contraption to one of the tubes shoved into Petes arm. I felt sick as the vial turned an ominous dark red. Why do you need his blood?

To check his liver function.

The nurse spoke like I understood the implications of what shed said. I didnt, and I wasnt sure I wanted to. Or maybe I did. Maybe I needed to know everything. When will you know?

In a few hours. Hopefully his mom will be here then too, and we can update you both together.

I nodded slowly, reaching again for Petes hand. Id dropped it when the nurse came in. Though Pete had me listed as next of kin, I wasnt sure what that meant.

Her sharp eyes caught the movement, and she smiled. Dont worry too much, honey. I know your Pete; hell be all right. He just needs some rest.

You know him?

The nurse rubbed Petes arm. The gesture was maternal and sweet. It made my eyes itch. I split my time between the ER and ICU. Petes one of my favorite medics. Hes a strong boy. I know hell be okay.

She left and Pete and I were alone again. I pondered her words as I fiddled with the ID bracelet on his arm. The nurse said he needed some rest, but I doubted she knew how right she was. Hed been exhausted for months. Hed tried to hide it, but I saw it all the same. The way he dragged himself out of bed every day, the way he slept like a dead man when he finally made it home. Add in the stress of the past year and it was no wonder he wouldnt wake up.

I tore my gaze away and glanced through the tiny window. Unbelievably, the sky was beginning to darken again. Pete had been injured in the middle of the night, but it was dawn by the time I reached him. As I stared through the glass, I couldnt figure out the time, but it was clear a whole day had passed me by. A whole day… twelve hours, and he hadnt moved at all. They kept telling me hed wake up in his own time, but they didnt seem to know how long it would take. Apparently he had a history of blows to the headall of them work related. Though it was news to me, I wasnt surprised. How many times had he come home to me battered and bruised? Too many to count.

Ash?

I felt my scratchy eyes widen as they landed on Danni. I hadnt heard her come back. I watched as she bent over Pete. She didnt touch him, but she looked at his face real close, like she was searching for something. I guess she didnt find it, because she sighed as she straightened up.

No change?

I shook my head. She sighed again. A small silver camera dangling from her neck caught my eye. My brain hurt as I tried to remember if shed had it all day.

She caught me staring long before I figured it out. I always have one with me, she said by way of explanation. I guess its the same as your sketchbooks.

I traced a scant patch of undamaged skin on Petes arm. What is there to take pictures of here?

Danni fingered the camera. Who knows? I was about to head out and photograph the sunrise when you called. I forgot I was still carrying it.

I guessed that answered my question.

You know, when my mom was sick, sometimes shed spend a whole week asleep. She didnt believe us when she woke up until my dad started taking pictures of her. Maybe….

A knock at the door cut Danni off. She narrowed her eyes and straightened up. Ill go see who it is.

Her footsteps were silent as she crossed the room and slipped like a ghost through the door. It felt like hours before she came back and shook me.

Ash, sweetie? There are a bunch of fire department people outside. One of them wants to come in. Is that okay with you?

I sat up from where Id slumped down on my arms. Who is it?

I dont know, but its just one guy. I can get rid of him if you want.

I let go of Petes hand and slid the stool away from the bed. My knees clicked as I straightened my legs for the first time in hours. No, its okay.

I folded my arms across my chest as she went back to retrieve whoever wanted to see Pete. I wondered who it could be. His workmates didnt know about me and he wasnt friendly with many of them. The only one hed ever truly trusted was….

Mick?

Hey.

I stared at him. What the fuck? He was supposed to be dead. The medic working underground with Pete had been killed. Id assumed it was Mick. Hed been Petes partner for years, for longer than Id known him. It hadnt crossed my mind that Pete would be with anyone else.

Danni backed away, sensing something she didnt quite understand. Ill be outside.

Youre not leaving, are you?

I panicked as she touched the door handle. Suddenly, she was right in front of me again. Im not going anywhere, okay? Ill be outside if you need me.

She kissed the top of my head, holding my gaze for a long moment until I nodded. She backed away again. I took Petes hand when she reached the door, squeezing his fingers. They twitched in response, and I forgot all about her and my irrational fear of being alone.

I forgot about Mick, too, until he appeared on the other side of the bed. I rubbed my spare hand over my face. Youre supposed to be dead.

I know, kid. Trust me, I know.

He shook his head slightly, looking older than his forty years and guilty as hell. He swallowed hard and touched Petes face, his fingers hovering over the ominous bruise. Thats a nasty hit.

I figured he wasnt talking to me. Why would he? It wasnt like I didnt know that already. I ran my gaze over him. He was in civilian clothes… clean clothes, like hed come straight from home. It didnt make any sense.

Has he come round at all?

Hmm? No, not yet.

He will, Mick said. Give him some time. Petes strong. He wont let this beat him, Ash. You know he wont.

My heart wanted to believe him, but the rest of me was too terrified to even try. The doctors said Pete could wake up the same person hed been the last time I saw him, but theyd also said over and over, that there was a significant chance he wouldnt… that hed be so damaged by the blow to his head, hed never be the same again.

Eleven little words that struck a fear in me beyond any fear Id ever felt before. Inside I was cowed in the corner, screaming, and yet somehow, I was still by his side.

Ash?

What?

Mick didnt flinch. He sighed and gave me the same patient look Id so often endured from Pete. I know this is hard, but youve got to have a little faith. Theyve scanned his brainits all there, and theres no bleeding that they can see. Hell be okay.

I wanted to sag against him and have him tell me that over and over.

I wanted to punch him in the face.

Mick had always been good to me, and his words were meant as comfort, but they meant nothing. No one could tell me Pete was going to be okay. The doctors had made that clear. Where were you when it happened? Were you on another ambulance?

Ash, Mick said slowly. I wasnt there.

What? I dont understand.

I havent worked for weeks. I took a leave of absence.

A what? Why?

Mick sighed, his gaze drifting over Petes prone form. Its a long story. Ive had some family stuff to deal with, and it was getting on top of me. I wasnt doing the job right and it was starting to affect patient care. It was better for everyone if I took a step back.

Shock rippled through me. Pete had never mentioned Mick taking time off work. But if you werent there, who died? They said a paramedic died. Who was it?

Tim, Mick said. He was a rookie. Pete was training him.

Was he young?

I… I dont know, Ash. Im sorry, I wasnt there. Im so sorry.

Dont be. I shook my head. Youd be dead if you were, right?

I guess so.

Silence fell over us again. Mick was deep in thought and clearly upset. I couldnt find it in me to comfort him, and it wasnt too hard for me to slip back into my own daze. In my mind, I replayed the past few months, trying to figure out how something so huge couldve happened in Petes life without me noticing. I knew he wasnt happy at work. He used to tell me funny stories when he came home, or moan about the little things that bugged him. When had he stopped doing that? Last week? Last month? Last year? 

How did they know where to find me?

Mick took his hand from Petes arm and scrubbed it down his face. Pete changed all his shit up when you guys moved to the new place. He must have finally put you down as his emergency contact and signed a HIPAA form or something.

The door opened before I could answer. Maggies terrified face appeared, and any words I had died on my lips.

Maggie flew across the room, her petite frame a dark-haired blur. I met her halfway and embraced her. Her scent was familiar and warm. She smelled like the herbs she grew outside her front door; she smelled like home. I swayed as I breathed her in, struggling to hold myself upright until her deeply accented voice cut through the fog.

Ash, what happened to him? What happened to my boy?

I shot a desperate glance at Mick. My knowledge of the accident was sketchy, and I couldnt bring myself to list Petes injuries out loud. 

Mick came to my rescue. There was an accident on the L, Maggie. Pete was underground when something hit the train he was working on.

Maggies hand trembled as it hovered over the wounds on Petes arm. Why is he sleeping like this? Hes so far from me. Wake up, angelo. Come on now.

Pain flared in my chest. I guided her into the stool Id vacated and backed away from the bed. I needed desperately to be with Pete, but I couldnt bear this.

Ash, why dont you take a break for a few minutes? Mick rounded the bed and put his arm around Maggie. Ill stay here with Maggie.

I looked at him like hed grown two heads. Maggie laid her hand on my arm. Go on, honey, she said. My Pete will be safe with me. The Lord took my husband; he wont take my boy too.

Numb, I shuffled out into the corridor. A crowd of fire-department people had gathered at one end. Some of them glanced my way, but I turned my back on them. They meant nothing to me. Lacking any better ideas, I went into the restroom and splashed some water on my face. It didnt make me feel any better.

It was still raining when I drifted outside. I found a bench by the door and sank down on it. Id felt strangely together when Id been by Petes side, but now that I was alone, the gravity of the situation began to sink in. Maggies words had stirred something in me. Petes injuries terrified me, but I hadnt once considered they might kill him. The thought alone tore a hole in my chest.

I put my head in my hands.

…he wont take my boy too.

Maggie was right. She had to be. I couldnt imagine a world without Pete. He was everything to me: my lover, my friend, and so much more. Hed taught me to be strong, to like myself… to trust myself and believe life could be better. I wanted to share that life with him. I couldnt lose him now.

I sat on the bench in the rain, my mind swimming. My memory had proved unreliable over the years, but I remembered every happy moment Id spent with Pete. The first time he grinned at me, the first time he put a platonic hand on my arm, the first time I kissed him. I saw him at work once. A car flipped over outside the shop, and for reasons I never quite understood, Petes ambulance was dispatched to the scene. I watched, awed, as he comforted a dying man, argued with cops, and directed firemen, all the while crouched under the hood of a burning car. Ted told me recently it was the day he figured out Pete was my lover.

Boy, the fire in that car had nothing on your eyes, hed said.

I sensed a presence beside me. Danni. My hand reached automatically to take the paper cup she held out. Its tea, she said. It took me a while to track you down, so it might not be that hot.

She stared until I took the hint and swallowed some lukewarm tea. It felt strange as it trickled into my empty stomach, like it was washing away my soul. I didnt want it. I set the cup on the arm of the bench.

Its quieting down in there now, Danni said. Most of the official people left. Im going to take Petes mom home and feed George. Ill be back in the morning.

The thought of being alone was daunting, but I nodded. Shed been with me since the crack of dawn. It wasnt fair to ask her to stay.

Joes here, Ash. Youre not going to be on your own. I promise.

Had I said that out loud? Joes here?

Hes with Pete now, and hes going to stay with you through the night. Is that okay?

Being handled with kid gloves got under my skin, but there was no denying how much I needed Joe. Even when Pete was with me, everything felt better when Joe was there too.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





IT TOOK another twelve hours before Pete finally stirred. His mouth twisted into a grimace, and I watched, frozen, with my heart in my throat as he lurched sideways. The movement was clumsy and left him off balance, but before he could right himself, he was violently sick.

I struggled with him, fighting to keep him on the bed while Joe ran for help. Blood-stained vomit covered me, and it took all my strength to keep us both from tumbling to the floor. Pete, please. Someones coming, okay? Someones coming to help you.

My poor attempt at comfort fell on deaf ears. Pete screwed his eyes shut and clenched his fists, his body rigid with pain. He was in agony and I couldnt do anything but hold him.

The door burst open. Suddenly the room was full of people. Faceless hands pulled Pete from me, and I was pushed away. I stumbled backward, dazed and clumsy, until my back hit the wall and I slid to the floor. A sea of bodies surrounded the bed, and I watched helplessly as Pete fought against them. It took everything I had to stay crouched in the corner… everything I had, and the viselike grip Joe had on my arms.

It seemed like a lifetime before a nurse crouched in front of us, holding out two matching blue shirts. Theyre going to take him upstairs to fix him up. The doctor will come and talk to you, but its going to be a while before we hear anything. You two should go and get cleaned up.

Joe pulled me to my feet in time to see Petes bed disappear into an elevator. I watched the doors close with unblinking eyes. Whats upstairs?

Surgery, the nurse said as though she was talking to a child. They need to repair the damage to his liver.

The nurse pushed the shirts into Joes hand and left. I followed Joe into the restroom in a daze. Id forgotten I was covered in blood, and I hadnt noticed he was too.

We cleaned up in silence. Joe handed me a clean shirt and kept his hand on my arm. Are you okay?

I pulled the shirt over my head, buying some time, but when I was done, I didnt know what to say. I couldnt lie to him, but I had no way of articulating the rising panic in my chest. The doctors had been worried about Petes liver from the beginning, but despite the weight of their warnings hanging over me, I hadnt prepared for the prospect of him having surgery.

The thought of him being sliced open made the room slant around me, and the floor seem closer than I wanted it to be. I put my hands on the counter to steady myself and dropped my head, trying to slow the hammering pace of my heart. Beside me, Joe said nothing. His hand was warm on my back, but it was the wrong hand, damn it. I felt myself shrug it away, and then… nothing. I heard and felt nothing.

Ash?

What?

Joe sighed. I need to make some calls. The nurse said we can wait in Petes room. Come on.

I slipped back into Petes room. For the first time in hours, I was alone… truly alone. After the panicked chaos of just minutes before, it felt surreal. With Pete gone, it was like the glue holding me together had disintegrated, and I felt myself beginning to crumble. I drifted back to the corner Id come from and slid down the wall. There was a chair in the corner of the room, but I had a sudden, horribly familiar desire to make myself as small as possible. I brought my knees up to my chest and covered my head with my arms. I didnt move until Joe dropped down beside me.

Dannis got Maggie. Theyll be here soon.

I let out a shaky breath. I hadnt even thought about Maggie. Make sure shes got her coat on.

My voice was absent, vacant, almost, but Joe nodded. Dont worry about that, okay? Dont worry about anything cept Pete. Weve got your back, dude.

Silence fell over us. Joe sat so close I could feel the heat from his body, but he didnt touch me again. Perhaps hed learned his lesson the first time. I felt bad about that. Even at my worst, Joe had always been able to touch me.

A doctor came into the room a little while later. He didnt have much to say, and the confirmation that Petes liver was damaged and the surgery was going to take hours didnt make me feel any better. The nice nurse lingered after hed gone. She handed us plastic cups of something warm. Did you stay with him while they put him to sleep?

Yes, she said. I would have stayed longer, but they kicked me out.

This is bad, isnt it?

The nurse glanced at Joe. Internal bleeding of any kind is serious, she said. Even if Pete comes through this surgery, hes got a long road ahead of him.

If.

The word resounded in my head as the nurse left, but Joe and I werent alone for long. Pete always painted himself as a solitary creature, but gradually, the room filled with people waiting on him. Maggie, Joe, Danni, Mick and his wife, Kate. The room was full thentoo full. As soon as I was able, I passed Maggie to Mick and slipped out into the corridor.

It was getting late, and away from the murmured voices and the infuriating beep of Micks watch, the hospital was eerie and quiet. I found a couch at the end of the corridor and sat with my head in my hands. I felt better on my own, calmer, at least until my mind began to race again. Then it was all I could do to stay still.

If, if, if.

The tiny word held so much power. The nurses well-meant explanations went over my head, but I understood that word all too well.

What if…. What if…. What if….

Id wasted too much time over the past twelve months considering how bad my life could get, but as I sat alone in the deserted hospital corridor, my very worst fears had never felt more real. Pete was fighting for his life, and there was every chance he could lose.





I CAME around to someone shaking me. Despite feeling more wired than I ever had in my life, Id dozed off. Startled, I found myself staring into a set of wide gray eyes Id nearly forgotten.

Ellie?

The very same.

I blinked a couple of times. I hadnt seen her for weeks, not since shed been outed to her family and punched in the face by her sisters boyfriend. My head felt fuzzy as I stared at her, like if I woke up properly shed disappear again. What are you doing here?

Thats a nice way to greet an old friend.

She stooped and pushed my hair out of my face. The slight shake of her head told me I looked as bad as I felt. I dont understand. How are you here?

My dad got a call from a colleague in the city about one of the victims. A woman with some bad burns, I think. He read the accident reports, found out medics from Petes unit had been hurt, and made some calls. We jumped on the next flight. Im so sorry, Ash. I never seem to be here when you need me.

Hmm?

Ellie sighed and held out her hand. Like the fool I was, I let her pull me up and along the maze of corridors until we got to a room that didnt look like it belonged in a hospital at all.

My dads golf buddies with the chief of staff here, she said in response to my confusion. He said we can use this room for as long as you need it.

Use it for what?

Sleeping. Taking a shower.

I started for the door. I cant be here. The doctor needs to know where to find me.

Ellie moved, blocking me with her tiny frame. Ash, honey, they know where you are, and they have my cell number. Just take a shower and clear your head. Ive left some clean clothes in there for you. Ive got some food for you when youre done.

She folded her arms across her chest. I recognized the determined set of her jaw, though I hadnt seen it for a long time. I touched her cheekbone. The last time Id seen her face, it had been battered and bruised. For some reason, my brain expected the wound from Seans hand to still be there. Id hit Sean that night; not enough to really hurt him, but God, Id wanted to. Was this my punishment? If Id battered Sean the way I wanted to, would Pete already be dead?

Ash?

I dropped my hand. Im fine.

No, youre not. Youre exhausted, and I know for a fact youve eaten nothing but candy bars since you got here. Youre no good to Pete if youre a wreck. You need some proper food and some sleep. My dad said the surgery will take hours. They know where you are; theyll come and get you the second anything changes, okay?

I didnt feel like eating and my mind was too busy for sleep, but some cold water on my face sounded good. I took the quickest shower known to man. The clothes Ellie had brought were mineshe must have found them at her placebut I came across an old T-shirt of Petes at the bottom of the pile. Like most of his favorite clothes, it was soft and worn. I pulled it on without a second thought.

Ellie was waiting with a cup of soup when I emerged from the bathroom. She stood guard while I forced it down, but when I made it clear I wasnt staying put, she relented and followed me back to the couch Id been slumped on when she arrived.

There, she said softly. Ill leave you alone now.

I caught her hand as she turned to go. I dont want you to leave me alone.

She looked relieved as I pulled her into my lap. Good, she said. Because I missed your funny face. It feels like the whole world has changed since I last saw you.

I put my arms around her and hid my face in the scarf tied around her neck. My hummed reply was muffled. It sounded more like a groan.

Ellie squeezed my hands. Its okay, honey. Everythings going to be okay.

I forced my head up to look at her. Im all right, El. I… I just need him to be okay.

He said the exact same thing to me when you were sick. She smiled sadly. Thats how I knew how bad it was, because hed never have said something like that if he wasnt so worried about you.

I know.

Guilt washed over me. Ellie caught my face with her hand. Oh, Ash, I didnt mean it like that. I meant that you two are so stubbornly in love with each other, you can face anything together.

The image of Pete crying out in pain danced in front of my eyelids. It was hard to remember the way hed been just a few days agowarm and laughing. If, if, if. The ache in my chest throbbed.

I changed the subject. What about you? Is everything okay with your folks?

Ellie made a face. Sort of. They feel so guilty that things had to get so bad before I felt able to tell them I was gay. Theyve been taking it out on each other.

That cant be any fun, I said absently. In the back of my mind I knew I cared, but her voice sounded too far away to be real.

Its not, but theyve been having problems for years. I need to focus on me for a while. On reflection, it was probably silly to keep it from them for so long, especially as I had Charlie lying for me, too, but you live and learn, right?

I blinked. Hmm? Charlie? How is he?

Ash, do you need to lie down?

I waved her concern away, but she remained silent. When I tore my gaze from the floor, it was obvious she had something else on her mind. Whats up?

It doesnt matter. Its probably the last thing on your mind.

I dont like whats on my mind. She bit her lip, maintaining her mutinous silence. I shook myself and leaned forward. El, say it, please. I could use the distraction.

When were you going to tell me Joe is dating your sister?

Oh.

Somehow, over the past twenty-four hours, Id managed to separate the girl who brought me candy bars and tea from the reality of the past few weeks. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew her presence bothered me, but I couldnt seem to remember why.

I never told you that?

Ellie tsked. No, you said your sister barged into your apartment. I figured shed tracked you down, but Joe told me everything.

I let out a long breath that turned into an unending yawn. Sorry, its been… intense, I said for lack of a better word. It all happened really fast.

So I hear. I think Joes still in shock.

I shifted slightly. My overstrung muscles were beginning to ache. Yeah, well. Its kind of your fault. I wouldnt have known who she was if you hadnt dragged me back to Philly.

Thats not how I heard it, Ellie said. I heard she knew you the moment she saw you.

So she says.

You sound suspicious. Whats up with that?

You sound like Pete.

And just like that, the brief interlude was over. Reality descended, and with it came a sickening sense of impending doom.

I couldnt stay still after that. Ellie tried her best to distract me, but eventually, she left me to go and find her father. I made my way back to the room, where everyone else was waiting. Seeing Ellie felt surreal. Id missed her, but despite the obvious cloud of the accident hanging over us, something else felt off. She seemed different, guarded and closed off. By the time she left, I was shamefully relieved.

The door to Petes room squeaked. I slipped back in, every eye on me, but nobody spoke. Danni made room for me between her and Joe on the floor. I sat down without much conscious thought, put my head on Joes shoulder, and closed my eyes. I didnt open them again until finally, sometime in the early hours of the morning, a grim-faced doctor appeared in the doorway.


CHAPTER NINETEEN





THE DOCTOR held up his hands. Pete is out of surgery, he said quickly. Hes in recovery.

There was an audible sigh in the tiny, packed room, a rippling wave of relief, but it didnt touch me. The doctors expression was tight and grave; he had more to say.

The room settled. He took a breath and went on, Pete had a small laceration to his liver. It was oozing slowly, so it took a while to stitch it up. Weve repaired the damage, but he had a rough time on the table. It was touch and go for a while. His blood pressure dropped and we nearly lost him. With his head injury still a serious concern, the next twenty-four hours will be critical.

I heard only white noise after that. I wondered where Id been when Pete had nearly died for a second time in as many days. Sitting on the floor, maybe, drinking cold tea that tasted like piss, taking a fucking shower….

Joe shook me. Four men I vaguely recognized from Petes firehouse had slipped into the room to stand by Mick. I felt their stares drill holes in the side of my head as the doctor addressed me directly.

Youre Petes partner?

Was I?

Yes.

Okay. The doctor gave me a brisk nod. One of the nurses will take you up to the surgical ward. I suggest the rest of you go home. Theres nothing else you can do tonight, and I wont be allowing any visitors until the morning.

And that was that. A few minutes later, I found myself staring at another horrifying mass of tubes and machines. In reality, they were probably exactly the same as the ones attached to Pete before hed been taken to surgery, but they seemed more imposing this time around.

I approached the bed, my sneakers squeaking on the shiny floor. I winced, like I honestly believed the noise could disturb him.

It didnt.

I curled my fingers around his limp hand. At first glance he didnt appear much different, but as I looked closer, I could sense the subtle changes. His skin was cooler and paler, and the periodic twitch in his hand was gone. With the tube forcing air into his lungs, he seemed utterly lifeless.

A doctor I hadnt seen before appeared beside me. Were going to take the ventilator out now. He doesnt need it.

Is that good?

Its normal.

I stood back from the high surgical bed and watched, anxious, as the doctor pulled the tube from Petes throat. The doctor was quick and efficient, like he did it all the time. He didnt seem worried at all, but for me, the wait for Pete to breathe on his own was endless.

Come on, breathe, Pete, please.

He sucked in a painful, rasping breath. Relief washed over me. I sagged against the wall for moment, but then, like a magnet, I was drawn back to him. I took his hand and squeezed it harder than Id dared since this nightmare began.

A few hours later, Pete was moved from the surgical department back to ICU. His new room had a bathroom attached, and someone had left a toothbrush and Joes favorite old hoodie by the sink. I pulled it on. The hospital was stuffy and warm, but I felt cold to the bone.

I took a seat by Petes head. His nurse from the night beforethe nice one whose name I couldnt figure outcame in and lowered the bed. I was surprised at how pleased I was to see her, surprised enough to let her hug me.

Im going to kill him myself when he wakes up, she said conspiratorially. I couldnt sleep last night. Ended up starting my shift three hours early.

Did you think he was going to die?

The nurse studied me for a moment, her arm still draped around my shoulders. I probably shouldnt say this, but no, I didnt. I just wanted to be here when they brought him back down. Funny, really; I havent seen him for months, but like I said last night, hes always been one of my favorites.

Why?

Everyone likes Pete, honey. He has a good soul.

You sound like his mom, I said absently.

A shuddering sound caught my attention. I stood quickly and leaned over Pete, every nerve strained tight enough to snap, but he didnt wake up. Deflated, I let my head drop. God, I missed him. It had been days and days since Id heard his voice.

The nurse pushed the stool closer to the bed. Sit, she said sternly. Ill be back soon.

She left, and I was briefly alone with Pete until the next nurse came in. My heart ached as I watched over him. He was battered from head to toe. His right eye watered constantly, still sore from the dust and debris of the accident, and his arms, already burned and bruised, bore fresh wounds from the IVs hed torn out during his brief, pain-filled moments of consciousness before surgery. Even his breathing was off, hampered by the massive incision his hospital gown covered.

It was like the worst dream Id ever had. I was horrified, and yet I couldnt look away.

Sometime after dawn, a raspy moan startled me out of my daze. I leaned over the bed and searched Petes face for signs of pain. It was the third time hed groaned. Each time so far, hed had me fooled, but this time, I got the shock of my life.

His eyes were open.

Pete?

He blinked slowly, once, twice. His eyes were empty, sightless and unseeing, like he wasnt really there, and there was no recognition as he stared at me. I leaned farther over the bedrail and tried again. Pete?

His eyes closed in answer. Beside me, the nice nurse put a hand on my arm. I hadnt heard her come in. Hes had a bucketload of morphine, honey. You wont get much sense out of him for a while, but keep trying. He can probably hear you.

She left, presumably to fetch a doctor. Petes eyes fluttered again. My heart jumped as he swallowed and tightened his fingers almost imperceptibly around mine.

Ash?

I squeezed his hand and touched his face, grazing my fingers over the dark stubble dusting his jaw. Im here, Pete, Im here.

Mag… gie?

I sent a silent prayer of thanks up for Joe and Danni. It was only because of them I had a clue where Maggie was. Shes fine. Shes at our place with Joe and Danni. Shell be back in the morning.

Pete frowned. Id said too much. Id given him too much information, and he couldnt process it. He shifted slightly and blanched. He opened his mouth to warn me, and for the second time in as many days, he rolled over and puked on me.

I held his head until it eased. A nurse I didnt recognize came in to help, but Pete fought her as she tried to force him onto his back. His face screwed up in pain, and when the gown that covered his torso rode up, I saw why. A long line of stitches was covered with a large dressing, but all around it, I could see the sickening swathe of bruised skin had expanded onto his back.

Leave him.

The nurse made a noise of annoyance. Hes better off on his back.

No. I took her hands from his body. Leave him alone.

The nurse sighed and backed away. Fine, but when the doctor comes in, hell have to move.

She flounced from the room. I didnt care. She was a nurse, and perhaps I shouldve trusted her, but I trusted Pete more, and I didnt have it in me to force him into something that caused him pain. I pulled the blanket back over him. Easy. Lie how you want.

There was no response, but he was still for a while after that, and he seemed more comfortable on his uninjured side. A doctor came in and checked him, and despite the evil nurses threat, he didnt make Pete move. I changed my shirt by the side of the bed, mourning the warmth of Joes old hoodie, and settled back in my faithful stool.

Ash?

I leaned over the bed, ready to move if he puked again. Im here.

Maggie?

Shes at home.

Mick?

That was a new one. I felt a surge of relief that I didnt have to tell him Mick was dead after all. Hes fine.

Ash?

Im right here, Pete.

Maggie?

I sighed, pulled up a stool, and prepared to go back to the beginning.





THE REST of the day was much the same. Pete had brief periods of consciousness, but they were cruelly interspersed with painful bouts of sickness. The doctors said it was a common reaction to anesthetic and would ease, but it didnt let up until hed had a third dose of anti-sickness drugs and morphine. By then he was so stoned it was difficult to tell if his lack of lucidity was due to his head injury, the obvious pain he was in, or the hard-core drugs.

Every conversation started the same. He said my name, and then Maggies. When he was satisfied with my answers, he paused before he asked for Mick, like he knew he hadnt asked the right question. I dreaded the moment he asked for Tim.

Maggie came back around noon, Danni too, but the doctors limited their time in Petes room to five-minute bursts. They waited outside for most of the day until Danni once again took Maggie home to our place.

The evil nurse returned in the evening. She smirked when she saw Pete on his back. As shed predicted, eventually hed had to roll over to accommodate the doctor, and hed passed out before he could move himself back.

Bitch.

Pete stirred, muttering. The sharp lines of pain had eased from his face for now, but his usually warm complexion was tinged with gray. I caught the nurses eye as she scribbled notes at the end of the bed. Morphine is like heroin, isnt it?

Yes, but we keep it locked up.

A flicker of suspicion crept into her gaze. It wasnt quite what I meant, but I didnt have the energy to be offended. I didnt know jack about a lot of things, but I understood the effects of opiates all too well.

I stroked the side of Petes face that wasnt bruised. Do you still feel sick?

Mmm. Cant believe… take… this for fun.

I took some comfort in the fact he seemed to know what I was talking about. Then he shifted again, like he couldnt get comfortable, and the moment passed.

Its too loud.

What is?

His eyes fluttered open again. There was a long pause while he considered his answer, but the combination of a serious blow to the head and a system full of morphine had left him confused. It wasnt long before he forgot what he was trying to say.

It was painful to see him so disoriented. He could be a real asshat when he was grouchy and tired, but whatever his mood, he was always sharp. It hurt to see him without a tangible grip on reality.

I rubbed his shoulder. Roll over. Get on your side the way you were before.

He obeyed, shifting over with a groan, but it was obvious he had no memory of the way hed been lying before, or the fight hed put up to stay there.

There you go, I said when he was as comfortable as he was going to get. Stay still for a bit.

Whats… up with your shirt?

You puked on me. I fingered the weird hospital-issue blue shirt I was wearing. It was the third one Id been through, but I didnt have the heart to tell him that.

You look like a nurse.

Is that a bad thing?

There was a pause while he tried to answer, but again, he blanked out before he could think of one.

Wheres Joe?

Hes around here somewhere.

Did I puke… on him too?

I tried to smile. Only once. Dont worry, hes used to it.

It was true. It wasnt the first time one of us had puked on Joe. He seemed to get the worst end of everything. I remembered the night Id coughed a lungful of blood onto his new sneakers. Id bought him a new pair, but that day still stuck in my mind. I remembered staring at him and struggling to comprehend why he was there.

Ash?

Startled, I opened my eyes. I hadnt noticed my head drop. Whats the matter?

Tired.

I sighed. I know you are. Sleep, its okay.

Pete fumbled until he caught my hand. He licked his dry lips and it seemed to take him forever to figure out what he wanted to say.

I nearly cried when he did.

Not me… you.

Was he fucking kidding me? He had a serious head injury, a fresh surgical incision on his belly, and he was worried about me? Pete, Im fine. Just rest. Dont worry about me.

I shouldve known better than to argue with him. He was off his head on morphine, but he was still a stubborn asshole, tugging on my hand until it dawned on me that he wanted me to put my head in the space between his body and the bedrail. I lowered the rail. You better not fall out.

He made a noncommittal noise, forcing his eyes to stay open until I was where he wanted meslumped forward in the crook of his curved body with my head on my arms. Then he sighed quietly and closed his eyes. He dropped a heavy hand on the back of my neck, and I let the pulse in his wrist lull me into a weird kind of doze.


CHAPTER TWENTY





LATER THAT day, Joe brought Maggie back to the hospital. I sat with her for a while, until she persuaded me to take a break.

I stepped out into the corridor, lost in thought, but as I passed the waiting area, I felt the stares of the small group of men from Petes firehouse. Mick told me most of the station crew didnt give two shits that I was Petes lover, but their poorly concealed curiosity got under my skin. Mick seemed so sure it wasnt an issue, but the fact that none of Petes colleagues had been anywhere near his room said a lot. Besides, whatever Mick thought he knew, Pete had kept us a secret for a reason. With that in mind, I put my head down and slipped past them.

Despite my initial protests, I took advantage of the room Ellie had arranged for me and took a hot shower. I stared at the bed for a moment. I was exhausted, but I couldnt bring myself to stay away long enough to grab a proper nap. Instead, I pulled on some clean clothes, brushed my teeth, and headed on back.

I pushed open the door to Petes room. Maggie was gone, and in her place, Ellies father, David, was waiting for me. Danni was there too, but she excused herself. She squeezed my arm as she passed. I tried to ignore how normal her touch was beginning to feel as Davids piercing gaze made me squirm.

Hello, Ash.

Hey.

David lowered the thick file in his hand. It was wishful thinking to hope it wasnt Petes. How are you doing, son?

I stalled, running my gaze over Pete. He was on his side, asleep, his face peaceful and smooth, and he looked as comfortable as Id seen him so far. Im okay.

I thought you might say that. David slid his glasses down his nose as a ghost of a smile flickered over his face. What about Pete? Hows he doing?

He was talking earlier. Thats good, right?

Its encouraging, David said. Does he remember what happened?

I havent asked him. I shuddered, reaching for Petes hand. The magnitude of the train accident scared the hell out of me. Though I knew it wasnt quite what happened, I couldnt handle the image of an L train barreling into him… of him lying underground, bleeding and broken, the only soul left alive.

David turned a page over. It says here his blood work is all good. The damage to his liver has been repaired. Barring any complications, he should make a full recovery from the surgery.

I pulled up my faithful stool without comment. Id heard all this from the other doctors; he wasnt telling me anything new.

I suppose it remains to be seen if he can recover from this blow to his head. Head injuries can be funny things: unpredictable and unique to the individual. It takes all a persons inner strength to recover. Which is a good thing, Ash, in this case. Pete has tenacity on his side, at least.

Tenacity?

Determination, David said. I saw how hard he fought for you. Hes strong, make no mistake, and with injuries like this, every resource counts.

Easy for him to say, but I got his point. No one had to tell me how strong Pete was. Hed carried me every day wed been together. Did he get sick while I was gone?

I dont think so. As far as I know, hes been asleep the whole time.

I nodded, trying to work through the fog in my brain and figure out how long it had been since hed last thrown up. The nice nurse told me the side effects from the morphine would wear off as his body became more accustomed to the drugs. I wondered if hed have trouble coming off them. I doubted it. David was right; Pete was too strong for this.

I take it the blonde standing guard is your sister?

Yes. I fought the urge to bang my head on the bedrail. Did I really have to have this conversation again?

David was amused by my clipped answer. An impossible twist of fate, eh? I think you were owed a good one, son.

I guess. His turn of phrase seemed familiar. I scowled at him, but he paid me no heed. I didnt see him all that often, but every time I did, he made it impossible to forget the role hed played in piecing together my sordid past. The dude couldnt seem to help himself.

Hows Megan?

David raised a surprised eyebrow. Ellie didnt tell you?

I shook my head. We hadnt managed to cover everything wed missed while shed been gone. All I remembered from the night of Petes surgery was that shed met someone in California, and her parents were teetering on the edge of divorce. Neither subject seemed a wise one to broach. Megan was the least of my worries, but I needed a break from the medical spiel.

David slipped his glasses back on, his expression hard to read. Meg is spending some time in a residential center in Malibu.

I felt my eyes widen. Drugs?

No. David sighed heavily. Its not that kind of place. Its more of a mental health facility. Megan has some issues she needs to work through. It seems her relationship with Sean was more destructive than we first thought.

I traced a vein on the back of Petes hand, remembering the finger marks on her neck and the distant, broken glaze in her eyes. Did she hurt herself?

Yes, David said. Youre probably aware that shed done it before?

I nodded. Id never been told, but Id seen the scars on her arms. They were familiartoo familiar. Do you know why?

Not yet, and Im not sure we ever will. I suppose we have to accept that weve let both of our daughters down.

Ellie loves you, I said absently.

Yes, we know Ellie loves us; she has a big heart. Its just unfortunate that she doesnt trust us. We had our suspicions about her sexuality for years. We knew she was testing us when she brought you home, and then, later, Pete too. It broke our hearts when it was obvious wed failed.

What about Sean?

David sighed again. Megs not fit enough to testify against him, and Ellie doesnt want to. We filed a restraining order and I spoke with his father. I just have to hope the fear of a family scandal is enough to keep him away. Thank you, for all you and Pete did to help the kids. Im glad they felt they could come to you.

I didnt really know what to say to that. Anything that came to mind was seven shades of stupid, and besides, all Id done was give Sean a fraction of the ass kicking he deserved. I shifted uncomfortably. The conversation felt surreal, like the tables had turned somehow. I knew David meant well, but I wanted him to go now. I didnt want Pete to wake up to him.

Perhaps sensing a shift in the air, David gathered his paperwork. He clapped his hand awkwardly on my shoulder and left.

I spent the next few hours tending to the cuts and burns on Petes arms. The nice nurse had given me some ointment to apply, something I suspected was more for my benefit than his. Either way, I didnt care. It gave me something to do instead of staring. Danni had brought me a sketchbook, but I hadnt dared pick it up. I knew my mind too well, and I didnt want any macabre memories of this nightmare.

My mind wandered as I dabbed ointment onto Petes damaged skin. Despite my best efforts, Danni kept invading my thoughts. David had called her bizarre appearance in my life an impossible twist of fate, but it felt like an acid trip to me. Even when the test results had officially arrived in the mail, they hadnt seemed real. Pete thought I didnt think I was worthy of her, but it wasnt that. I didnt get it… I didnt get her. The way she looked at me, like I was a present she hadnt unwrapped yet. Fuck. She was going to be bitterly disappointed when she finally did. I didnt know shit about family, but I knew I wasnt the brother shed dreamed of.

You wont scare me off, Ash, shed told me. If you want me out of your life, youll have to say it. Dont hide behind the things you think I cant handle.

Shed said that to me twice, and both times shed given me every opportunity to bail. For reasons I didnt quite understand, I hadnt, and when the bottom dropped out of my world, who had I called? Thats right… her. Explain that, because I couldnt.

I finished dressing Petes arms and twisted the cap back onto the tube. It slipped out of my tired, clumsy hands. I bent to retrieve it. As I fumbled under the bed, I felt Pete grab my hand. The abrupt movement made me jump. I straightened up to find him not only awake, but sitting bolt upright. He blinked a couple of times, like he was as startled as I was, then I felt a sudden pressure on my shoulder, and the next thing I knew, he was on his feet.

I caught him as he pitched forward. Whoa, easy.

He didnt answer as he let me take his weight. It took a moment for me to realize he was disconnecting all the wires attached to his body. Hey, hey, what are you doing? Stop it.

Pete wrapped his arm around his injured body and bent over. He came upright slowly, holding out a thin plastic tube. Hold this.

Stupidly, I took it and watched in horror as he pulled the rest of it from somewhere beneath his hospital gown. He swayed, his hand shaking as he tossed the strange contraption on the bed and gripped the bedrail. By the look on his face, I wasnt sure I wanted to know where it came from.

Pete, please. You need to get back on the bed.

Ash, shut up. I need you to help me. He opened his eyes. Behind the exhaustion and pain, they were surprisingly clear and alert. Will you help me?

Of course. Lean on me and Ill help you back up.

No, not that. I need to go to the bathroom.

I stared at the freakishly long tube laid out on the bed. I thought you had a catheter doing that for you.

His malevolent stare said it all. Damn, so he had pulled it out of his dick. If I didnt know he was braver than me before, I sure did now. Bathrooms all the way over there. Think you can make it?

Pete eyed the closed door of the bathroom attached to his room. It was about five feet away from the bed. Nope. Thats why I need you.

His sudden lucidity had caught me unawares, but I couldnt say no to him. If there was even a shred of the Pete I knew behind his tired eyes, he would probably try it without me.

I took his weight. Tell me if you need to stop, okay?

Pete wasnt a heavy guyhe only weighed a few pounds more than mebut manhandling him across the room was hard work. His balance was shot, and despite his best efforts to hide it, moving caused him a lot of pain. I was relieved when I kicked the bathroom door closed behind us. Shame he couldnt remember why he wanted to come in there in the first place.

I watched him stare quizzically around the small space. I thought you needed to piss?

No.

Fair enough. Lacking any better ideas, I sat him on the closed toilet and crouched in front of him. Is there anything else you need while were in here?

His gaze flickered around the room again before it came back to settle on me. He stared hard at the shirt I was wearing: another one of his. Clothes?

I left the bathroom and retrieved the bag of stuff Danni had brought from our apartment the day before. I allowed myself a rueful smirk as I rummaged through it. The contents were pretty much identical to the bag Ellie had brought for me.

Pete was yanking on his hospital gown when I stepped back into the bathroom. Under different circumstances, his irritation with the tie at the back of his neck would have been funny, but the grimace on his face was anything but. I put the bag down and helped him out. The gown slipped down his torso and gave me an eyeful of the hideous bruise spread over his skin. I swallowed hard, looking away before I got caught in the thrall of the dressed incision, and bent to find him a T-shirt. After a brief, silent standoff, he allowed me to ease it over his head. Socks and his beloved sweats followed, and once hed brushed his teeth and run his hands through his hair, it was clear he felt fractionally more human.

Which hospital is this?

St. Marks. I zipped up the bag and stashed it under the sink. The nurses had told me he needed to start eating and drinking more before hed be allowed to go home, so I filled a glass and handed it to him.

Pete took a tentative sip. Not so far from home, then. You should go back to the apartment and get some sleep. You look like crap.

I looked up. What the hell was he talking about? St. Marks was the closest hospital to his firehouse; it would take me over an hour to get home. He knew that, because he commuted the route every day. Unless….

Shit.

Pete, we dont live in Lincoln Park anymore.

What?

He frowned, and the thud of my heart picked up pace. Was it really possible that he didnt remember? I took a shaky breath. We moved a few months ago. We live in Edgewater now.

The silence was deafening. Pete blinked a couple of times, his confusion clear, but nothing changed. He didnt have a clue what I was talking about. A rush of panic swept over me. I felt hot all over, and the small bathroom felt like a cage. A full-blown panic attack hovered at the edge of my consciousness. I fought to beat it back.

Pete took my hand, his palm cool and smooth as he shrugged, like it was the most normal thing in the world. You live there too, right?

Yes.

I was so tightly wound, the single word almost choked me.

Pete leaned forward. Whats the matter with you?

Nothing.

Sure? You look like youre going to be sick.

You dont remember our new place in Edgewater?

The crease in his forehead deepened as he tried to piece together the fragmented parts of his brain. I crouched in front of him again, putting my hands on his knees to steady myself as much as to comfort him. Close your eyes, I said. Close your eyes and tell me what you can see.

He looked at me like Id grown horns, but he covered his face with his hands and thought hard. I worried briefly that the strain would cause him more damage, but I knew Pete. For him, nothing could be worse than this, even if he didnt know it yet.

After an endless few moments, he blew out a shaky breath and opened his eyes. All I can see is that big-ass bed.

What color is it?

What?

The sheets. What color are they?

Black?

He sounded unsure, but relief washed over me, and it was all I could do not to drop my head in his lap and cry. There you go. They were gray in the old place. Ellie sent us a new set.

I remember that, Pete said thoughtfully. White walls, right?

Yep. Except the kitchen. Joe made me paint it purple.

Purple? Why?

I dont think he thought Id do it.

Where is he?

Joe? Hes around here somewhere. I think hes with Danni.

Danni?

He muttered her name again under his breath, and it belatedly occurred to me that if he didnt remember moving, he might not remember her either. A flicker of apprehension ran through me. Perhaps I shouldve kept quiet and gone for help when he first woke up. Maybe pushing him was doing more harm than good.

How do you feel about that?

Hmm?

Danni, Pete clarified. I can hear her talking to you sometimes. Its like shes always been here.

The insight of the simple words, coupled with the sweats and T-shirt he now wore, were nearly enough to convince me he was all right, that everything was as it should be. Then he blanched and his hand flew to his head.

What? What is it?

He groaned and doubled over. I caught him as he lurched forward. Hey, come on, lets get you back to bed so I can get some help. Can you move?

I dont… want to go back to bed.

You cant stay here. I glanced desperately at the closed bathroom door, worried about the stiches in his abdomen. The pressure of being bent double had to hurt as much as the obvious pain in his head. Pete, please.

Im okay. Give me a minute.

I stayed on my knees while he leaned on me, letting my hand roam over his back until he encouraged me to move higher, to the base of his skull. As I rubbed the tight muscles there, I felt some of the tension in his body ease.

An unknown amount of time had passed when he raised his head. I helped him upright, surreptitiously checking his stomach for blood. There was none, and as his gaze locked on me, I was lost. For days, his right eye had been a horrifying, vicious red. Now it was only slightly bloodshot, and the warmth that defined him was just about detectable.

Can I ask you something?

It took considerable effort to break the spell his recovering eyes had cast on me. Sure.

What happened to Tim? Is he dead?

It shouldnt have, but his question caught me off guard. In the brief moments hed been awake, hed shown no sign of remembering the accident, let alone the devastating consequences. Mick told me he probably didnt know the firefighter whod died in the train car, but hed spent weeks training the rookie medic. There was every chance theyd become friends. I didnt know what to say. The doctors said it was important not to overwhelm him, but lying to him wasnt something I could live with.

Yes, I said cautiously. He died when a runaway train car hit the one you were working on. It detached from one of the stationary trains further up the line.

Was he next to me?

I dont think so. They said he must have been at the other end of the car.

He began to shake his head, but he winced as he thought better of it. That doesnt make any sense. Hes new. I wouldnt leave him on his own.

You didnt. Mick said you stopped to check a dead body. It was the last radio contact Tim made before the train hit.

She wasnt dead.

His words were whispered, almost to himself as much to me. I didnt know what to say. People kept trying to tell me more about the accident, like they thought I needed to be told how brave Pete waslike I didnt already knowbut Id blown them off. I was beginning to wish I hadnt.

Fuck! Pete grimaced. I feel like my brain is upside down. Why cant I figure this shit out?

I found his hands and squeezed them. You hit your head pretty hard.

Hit it on what?

I didnt know the answer to that either. Lucky for me, though, it seemed his period of alertness was over. His eyes drooped, and it was all he could do to piss while I held him up.

Relieving himself seemed to cause him an entirely different pain than the one in his head. He muttered something about razor blades, and his eyes watered. I didnt have the balls to ask what he meant, and after a slow, painful trip back across the room, he passed out like hed never been awake at all.

Mick put his head around the door a few minutes later. I waved him in. He approached the bed, stopping to retrieve something from the floor on his way. I take it you didnt pull this out?

No, he did.

He must be feeling better. Mick covered a snort of laughter with a cough and set about fixing the mess of tubes and wires Pete had tossed aside.

I watched his deft hands as they worked. Pete and Mick were quite similar, strong and capable, and they were good friends. Pete mumbled something as Mick reattached the wires to his chest and pulled his shirt back down.

Grinning, Mick leaned over him. You awake down there?

Pete muttered something else. It sounded like hed called Mick a bastard, but Mick didnt seem to mind. He laughed, put the oxygen tubes on Petes face, and pulled up a chair. With them sharing an in-joke I didnt understand, I took my cue to slip away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





THE NEXT few days were tough. Leaning on people didnt come easy to Pete, and the more he had to do it, the more bad tempered he became. The only person he didnt growl at was Maggie, and that was because he spent most of her visits asleep. Inevitably, I took the worst of it, but every time I thought of backing down or calling him a prick, Id remember the whole summer Id spent staring blankly at the bedroom wall. Petes temper was hard to take, but it was real; it was him. Id take it any day over the other, more alarming effects of his head injury.

It took a while for him to fully regain consciousness, but as he became more aware and lucid, any relief I felt was muted by the strange and illogical holes in his memory. The gaps in his head didnt make any sense. He remembered going underground to work on the train wreck, but he didnt remember the shift leading up to it. He remembered that Danni was my sister, but he couldnt remember how shed appeared in our lives.

There were other things too, little things like the layout of our new apartment and the names of Maggies neighbors. They probably wouldnt matter to anyone else, but they mattered to Pete. I wanted desperately to help him, but it took me a few days to figure out how. With newspapers banned and words hard to come by, I resorted to my fail-safe method of communicationmy sketchbook. I drew everything I could think of: our apartment and everything in it; Maggies ancient cooking pots; the battered old wallet Mick insisted was molded to the shape of his ass. I even, after some persuasion from Pete and reluctant permission from his neurologist, studied Tims face from a photo Mick brought me and drew him too. When the ever-present pain in his head was manageable, he scrutinized every scrap of paper I gave him. Sometimes it helped and sometimes it didnt, but from his shattered perspective, it seemed to be better than nothing.

A day or so later, I left Pete trying to make sense of Maggies scatterbrained conversation and retreated to take a shower and track down Ellie. I hadnt seen her since the night of Petes surgery. Shed been back every day to check on Pete, but I always seemed to just miss her. I took a shower and sat down on the bed, resolving to call her. It was early evening when Joe came to wake me. I sat bolt upright as he shook me. His strong hands kept me on the bed, but Id near put him on his ass by the time I figured out it was him.

Sorry, dude, he said when Id come to my senses. I didnt mean to freak you out. I came to tell you Im leaving. Im going out of town tomorrow, so I need to get home and get myself together.

No, Im sorry. My heart slowed as I came back to the present. I must have been completely out of it. Youre leaving? Where are you going?

New York, Joe said wearily. Ive got some business to wrap up there.

I rubbed my hand over my face. Id never quite understood what Joe did for a living, but I knew hed cut his New York trip short when Pete had been hurt. How long will you be gone?

A few days, maybe a week.

Is Danni going with you?

No, thats what I wanted to talk to you about.

I stamped into my sneakers and checked my cell phone. Dr. Gilbert, my therapist, had left me a ton of messages. At some point, I would have to listen to them and call her back. She probably thought Id slit my wrists.

Ash?

Hmm?

Joe sighed. Can you get a hold of your shitty attention span for a second?

Sorry.

Joe eyed me for a moment. I usually hated being scrutinized, but Joe had learned how to handle me from Pete, and he rarely got it wrong.

Look, he said. I know this is totally the wrong time to say this, or maybe its not. I dont know, but you need your friends right now. Im not going to be here for a few days. Danni is. I know things are complicated between you two… hell, between all of us, but she wants to help. Can you do me a favor and at least try to let her? For me?

There wasnt much I wouldnt do for him. Long before any of my bullshit had come to light, Id always known Danni was his one true love. If things ended badly between me and her, there was every chance shed leave Chicago. I couldnt let him be hurt like that. Ill try. I promise.

Theres something else too. He looked down at his hands. I know it wasnt my story to tell, but I… I cant handle any more secrets, dude, I just cant. You two have a lot to work out, but shes your family… or at least shes going to be.

I had an idea where he was going, but I couldnt find it in myself to be angry with him. You told her I was abused in foster care?

I told her everything. Im sorry, Ash, but I had to. She knew I was hiding something huge, and it was going to destroy us. I need you to trust me, but I need her too. She wont tell anyone, I swear.

Is she here?

Not right now. Her dad just flew in; shes getting him settled at her place.

Her dads in town?

Joe rolled his eyes, though he seemed surprised by my easy acceptance of his loose tongue. Yeah. Between here and work, she was worried about the dog getting lonely. Freds going to keep him company.

Fred?

Yeah, Fred. Hes a cool guy, youll like him.

I couldnt think of a reason why Id ever find out, but I kept that to myself as Joe walked me back through the hospital. We parted at the main entrance as he headed home to pack for his early-morning flight. It wasnt easy to see him go. Having Pete in the hospital was hellish, but that was about to change, and I wasnt sure I could face it without Joe by my side.

I hadnt told Pete the doctors were getting ready to discharge him. He was miserable in the hospital and I knew hed jump at the chance to escape, but it wasnt that easy. After days and days of postsurgical tests, the doctors had finally concluded his liver was safe and his blood work sound, but that was about all they could tell me. The long-term effects of his head injury were still unknown. His fractured memory and shattered sense of balance, the constant pain and nauseathe doctors said it could go on for weeks… months, if indeed it ever went away.

It was a daunting prognosis. In the hospital, there was a whole team of doctors and nurses. At home, it would just be me. I hadnt set foot in our apartment since Pete had been hurt, and he, well, he could barely remember it at all. After the initial rush of relief, reality had set in. Pete was out of danger, but he was still a long way from recovery. He needed me in a way hed never needed me beforein a way no one had ever needed me beforeand it scared the hell out of me.

I slipped back into his room. Pete was asleep and Mick was dozing in the corner chair. I kicked him awake and sent him home. At night, it was the two of us, and I liked it that way. With the lights turned off and his hand in mine, it was all too easy to shut everything out. I put my head down on his bed, and for a few dark hours it was just us.

Tonight, though, with my impromptu nap keeping me wired, I didnt feel like sleeping. Instead, I pulled my stool up close to the bed and took out my sketchbook. After Id attempted to sketch Petes life for him, it hadnt taken long for me to give into the urge to draw for myself. I tried not to record the more sinister side of Petes injuries, but it was impossible to resist drawing him. Before the accident, Id never really sketched him. Id drawn images that made me think of himsymbols of strength, warmth, and lovebut Id never drawn him. Now Id started, it was like a dam had burst. I wasnt so good with faces, but I drew other parts of him: his arms, his chest, and his hands.

His hands… man, they captivated me. During quieter moments with him, Id developed a newfound obsession with them. Hed always liked my hands, but Id never understood it until now. A few months ago, hed considered getting some new ink. I wondered if I could persuade him to let me etch one of his hands.

What are you staring so hard at?

I smiled as his eyes fluttered open. How the hell had he known I was staring? Maybe I was too predictable. I was lookin at you, fucker.

Me?

I hummed, adding the final touches to the abstract sketch of his curled-up left hand.

Show me?

I passed it over, hoping he wouldnt flick through the rest of the book. He stared at the sketch. For a moment, he seemed amused until he zoned out and dropped the book disinterestedly onto his lap.

He turned away from me and clicked on the TV, cutting me dead. I was getting used to that, the way he blanked out and stared into space. For a while, there was no life in him at all until he seemed to remember something hed obviously had on his mind.

Mick told me the cats out of the bag.

I glanced up from my sketchbook. Id retrieved it from his lap and started a new sketch. You mean your firehouse buddies found out about your sordid double life?

His lips twitched like he was fighting a smile. He shut off the TV, forgetting about it as quickly as hed forgotten about me, and eased onto his side. Something like that, but theyre not my buddies. They never have been.

I steadied him with my free hand. Is it bad?

I dont know, and I dont care. Its not like Im going back there.

My pencil froze on the page. Id been taking this a day at a time; I hadnt considered what Id do when Pete returned to his job. Youre not going back to the firehouse?

Look at me, Ash. His tone was bitter. Even if I wanted to, theres no way I could ever go back.

I set my pencil down. On the inside, I was so relieved I could have cried, but I didnt want him to see that. Despite all the crap that came with it, he loved his job; it was who he was. I couldnt imagine him doing anything else. What will you do instead?

Pete shrugged. I dont know. I had a plan before all this, but I cant remember it now.

You had a plan?

I think so.

You never said.

Didnt I? Shame, you couldve told me what it was.

He didnt seem to have anything else to say. To change the subject, it seemed like the ideal time to discuss his discharge from the hospital.

His reaction was more muted than Id expected, or perhaps even hoped, but it didnt matter. After fifteen days of pain and heartache, he was finally going home.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





I DRUMMED my fingers on the back of my cell phone. Id waited to return Dr. Gilberts calls until I figured shed be out of her office. At eight oclock on a Monday evening, I hoped Id be able to leave her a message. No such luck. Not only was she at her desk, but she had time to spare, and she wasted none tapping into my nerves about Pete coming home. It didnt take her long to figure out one of my biggest worries wasnt Petes health, but rather the OxyContin script he was bringing with him.

To get past the fear of relapse, you have to face it. If youre truly worried you might slip, then take the necessary precautions, but be sure youre doing it for the right reasons. Pete needs you to be strong for him. Theres no reason you cant do that, Ash. You just have to believe you can.

Easy for her to say, but I got her point; now I just had to figure out what she meant by necessary precautions.

The following day, I surprised myself by confiding in Danni. It was the second time shed come to my rescue in the space of a few short hours. The first had come in the shape of an escort home. Mick had offered to drive Pete back to the apartment, and it took me a split second to realize I couldnt get in his car. My life and the way I dealt with it had changed hugely over the past year or so, but I was tired and stressed. I couldnt do it. When Danni offered to come home early with me to check the apartment was ready, it seemed like the perfect solution. Mick didnt care either way, and Pete… well, he didnt seem to notice.

We took the L back to our neighborhood. The train was packed with rush-hour commuters, so we had to stand close together. Danni was practically on top of me. I could smell her hair. It smelled nice, like vanilla with something else… cherries, maybe. It reminded me of a candy store I used to play behind when I was a kid. It was one of the few good things I could remember about Texas, and it kept me in a pleasant enough daydream until we made it back to Edgewater.

It felt weird to be back in the apartment. It had only been a couple of weeks, but it seemed like a year. I felt a little lost as I stood in the hallway, but Danni dragged me out to buy groceries before I could dwell on it. On the way home, I got Petes scrip filled at the drugstore. When Danni caught me staring at the bag like it was about to explode, it felt natural to tell her why.

Im an addict.

Id never said it aloud before.

Danni followed my gaze to the ominous paper bag. Do you want me to keep the hard stuff at my place?

I… I dont know.

How long have you been clean?

I shrugged. Define clean. I havent smoked any heroin for four years, but Ive slipped in other ways. I took some benzos a few months ago.

How many?

I frowned. What? Benzos or months?

Both.

I dont know how many pills, but it was… shit, more than a year ago, I guess.

Why did you do it?

I considered her question. Pete said Id nearly ODd on his moms Valium, but I didnt remember it at all. I dont know. I was feeling a bit crazy at the time.

Danni nodded thoughtfully. If I hid them somewhere in your place, would you lie to me to get to them?

No. I didnt know much, but I knew I wouldnt do that. Lying to her would mean using Pete. I could never do that. I dont think Id go looking for them; its just if they were right in front of me….

Danni swept the bag off the counter and into her purse. Okay, she said. Ill put them somewhere safe. If Pete needs them, call. Ill tell Joe where they are too. One of us will always be around, Ash. Were only a few minutes away.

She meant it as comfort, but it hurt that shed fallen into Joes way of allowing my drama to dictate her life. I needed their help to support Pete, and nothing was more important than him, but it weighed on me that I couldnt be trusted to care for him by myself.

A knock at the door broke the heavy silence. Expecting Pete, I left Danni in the kitchen and jogged to the front door. Ellies smiling face caught me off guard. Despite my good intentions, Id never gotten around to tracking her down.

Hey, she said cheerfully. I thought Id come and make sure you had everything you needed. Cant have you starving to death, can we?

She breezed past me and into the kitchen before I could answer, stopping short when she saw Danni already putting groceries away in the cupboards. Um, hi.

Danni spun around, a warm smile forming, but Ellies face fell, and then there was silence, complete and utter silence.

The two women skirted around each other for the next hour. Danni cooked something up in the big pot shed brought over while Ellie bustled around changing the sheets on the beds and cleaning shit that was already clean. She gave her seal of approval to the apartment, but I could see she wasnt happy. I expected her to wait for Pete, but she didnt. She left without giving me any indication of when Id see her again.

I was beyond confused, but when Pete shuffled through the door that afternoon, I forgot all about it.

It took a while to get him settled. The car journey wore him out and made him sick. I sat in the bathroom doorway and watched him puke his guts up. I wanted to go to him, rub his back, and tell him everything was going to be okay, but I couldnt, because he didnt want me to. He wouldnt even let me help him up.

He went to bed in a foul mood, and it was late by the time I had the balls to crawl under the comforter beside him.

Pete rolled over to face me. Hey.

Hey, yourself. Headache?

Mmm, like a bitch. Whats up with you? You look kinda freaked.

I doubted hed respond well to me telling him that his surly demeanor was scaring the crap out of me. Instead, I attempted to explain the weird scene Id witnessed between Ellie and Danni.

His response made sense, even if his delivery was a little short.

Its not rocket science, Ash, he said flatly. Ellies not used to sharing you, is all. Shell get over it.





THE NEXT few days were strained. It was a huge relief to have Pete home, but the sense that I didnt truly have him back lingered. He wasnt well enough to attend Tims funeral, and he didnt give any indication of wanting to go, but I could pinpoint the day it happened as when what little humor he had left disappeared.

To me, Tims funeral was a stark reminder of what could have happened to Pete. I could have lost him forever, but for him, it was a trigger for the overwhelming guilt he felt at having a rookie die on his watch. Put together with the effects of major surgery and a debilitating head injury, it was enough to send him into a black mood he couldnt seem to shake.

He slept a lot and barely ate. He hardly spoke either, and it became a common occurrence for him to switch off and look away when someone was talking to him. Sometimes, he even got up and limped out of the room. It was disconcerting for Joe and Danni and upsetting for Maggie, but for me, it was terrifying. It reminded me of the way Id been when mental illness had taken over my life. Pete had spent months at the mercy of my dark moods, and watching him suffer now, I knew I was only experiencing a fraction of what Id put him through. It made his demeanor easy to forgive, but now I knew how it felt from the other side, I was never quite going to forgive myself.

A week after he came home, he pulled himself up from the couch and shuffled into the kitchen. I watched him from where I was attempting to work at the table, cocking my head to the side. Something was off.

What came next happened in slow motion. Pete staggered. He put a hand out to steady himself, but there was nothing in front of him. His legs buckled and he sank to the ground.

I didnt get there in time to catch him.

My heart skipped as I cradled his head in my arms and found the pulse in his wrist. Beneath his warm skin, it was strong and steady. The pounding in my ears faded as I realized hed passed out. Hed taught me himself how to deal with fainting clients.

I leaned against the cabinet behind me with his back on my chest and his head lolled on my shoulder. I spoke quietly into his ear, waiting for him to come around, and it didnt take long. He was only out for a few minutes before he stirred. 

He groaned and brought his hand to his head. I squeezed his fingers so he knew I was there, but he seemed startled when he opened his eyes.

What the fuck?

You, um, fell, I supplied helpfully as he stared at me. Perhaps it was our position. It wasnt often he found me behind him.

Fell?

I think you passed out. Maybe you stood up too fast?

He sat up, his confused gaze flickering around the room. Great, he said dully. Did I take you down with me?

No, I didnt get to you in time. Did you hurt yourself?

Its hard to tell.

He moved to stand up, wincing. I put a hand out to help him, but he ignored it, wrapping his arm round his abdomen and hauling himself to his feet. After a few false starts, he hobbled into the bedroom with me drifting behind him.

He sat down and blew out a long breath. A flash of irritation crossed his face when he saw me in the doorway. What?

Do you have a headache?

No.

I raised an eyebrow. Really?

I knew I was right. His eyes had that strange haze that seemed to come with the worst headaches he got. He stared me down until he figured I was going to hold my nerve.

A bit, he conceded. But I dont want any of that narcotic crap, so dont even say it.

I didnt say it. My worries about having hard-core drugs in the apartment had proved unfounded, because even when he was in agony, he wouldnt touch them. He hadnt swallowed anything stronger for pain than a Tylenol since hed left the hospital. The thought that he was doing it for my benefit rankled me, but at the same time, I knew it was more likely he just didnt want to. Drugs like that messed with the mind, and he was having enough trouble there as it was.

I took my cue and left him alone for a while, though I checked on him periodically. The lights were off, but I could make out the hunched shape of his body as he fought the pain in his head. It was hard to watch, but there was nothing I could do for him. I couldnt even lie with him because I knew from experience he couldnt handle being touched when his head was pounding. In the hospital, hed found comfort in me rubbing his neck, but he hadnt let me anywhere near him since hed been home.

I figured he was asleep when I came to bed around midnight, but he moaned as the mattress shifted beneath him. I put a cautious hand on his shoulder. I couldnt see his face because he had his arms over his head, but the tension in his body was obvious.

Pete?

He groaned again, dropping his arms from his face. What?

Are you sure you dont want to take something?

He stared at me for a moment. His eyes were so dark they looked almost black. In the murky light of the room they looked hollow, like empty holes where he used to be. He reached for his pillow and pulled it over his head.

I dont need any bullshit junk, Ash. Leave me the fuck alone.

His tone was as flat as his eyes were dull. Defeated, I dropped my hand and moved away.

Over the days that followed, nothing much changed. Pete healed from the injuries I could see, but with each day that passed, every part of him I recognized slowly disappeared. The warmth that had drawn me to him was gone, and in its place there was nothing but cold, detached impatience. Life became still and soundless. The silence was heavy, loaded with everything that wasnt being said. It was numbing and I hated it.

By the time I opened the door to an oddly familiar woman a week or so later, I was beginning to feel totally detached from the world around me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





I STARED at the tall, brown-haired woman. She smiled faintly, one of those cold smiles you got from people who worked behind reception desks. It looked like it hurt her face.

Is Pietro here? Maggie told me this was his new address.

Something about the tone of her voice set me on edge. For some reason, I couldnt bring myself to stand aside and let her in. Youre looking for Pete? Why? Who are you?

Who am I? A dangerous glare flashed in the womans eyes. Im family. I think a more appropriate question is, who are you?

For a split second, I thought she was trying to tell me that she was Petes long-lost wife, and the young boy hiding behind her legs was his son. The way our lives had panned out recently, nothing could surprise me anymore.

What the fuck are you doing here?

I whirled around. Pete was behind me, leaning against the kitchen doorway, his eyes narrowed and his glare murderous.

The woman folded her arms across her chest. I tried to call, but apparently youve been busy trying to get yourself killed.

I called you too, Heidi. I called you five years ago. You took your sweet time getting back to me.

The proverbial lightbulb clicked. So she was his sister. I wouldnt have known to look at her. Her skin was as light as his was dark, and where his eyes were a rich, warm brown, hers were dull and flat, almost like mud. She reminded me of Megan. The sneer on her face was the same.

I took a wary step back, unblocking the door. It wasnt an invitation, but Heidi took it anyway, walking right past me and into the hallway before I thought to stop her. My gaze cut back to Pete. He turned a withering glare on me. The black glint in his eyes scared me; I didnt recognize the man behind it.

He moved, his body a blur as he closed the space between him and his sister, yanked her out of the apartment, and slammed the door behind him. He didnt seem to notice the kid hed left behind, and Heidi didnt come back for him either.

I spent the next hour huddled on the kitchen floor with the young boy. My experience with children was limited; I didnt cross paths with many in the tattoo trade.

Lacking any better ideas, I retrieved a dusty box of colored oil pastels and sat him on the floor with a pile of newspaper. Though cowed by the raised voices filtering through the front door, the boy was kinda chatty. His name was Liam. He wasnt altogether sure how old he was, but between us we figured out he was either four or five. I shouldnt have been surprised when he told me his mom was fighting with his Uncle Pete. The logical part of my brain had drawn that conclusion the moment I figured out who Heidi was, but it still jarred me. Liam said he hadnt seen Pete for a long time, but he sent him birthday presents. As the kid rattled off his date of birth, I realized that less than a week before the train crash, Pete had been mailing gifts to a nephew I knew nothing about.

The night Pete was hurt stuck in my mind for many reasons, most of which Id tried to forget, but aside from the obvious, Heidi was at the center of a memory I couldnt shake. Until that fateful night, Id had no idea she wasnt Maggies natural daughter, and the conversation wed had just hours before the train wreck played over and over in my mind, distracting me from the series of stick men Liam drew for me.

My mind swam. My memory still had its holesholes I sometimes thought were best left unfilledbut I remembered every moment Id ever spent with Pete. Hed never told me about Heidi, and hed certainly never told me about Liam.

I didnt get it. I tried, turning it over and over in my mind, but I didnt understand. Pete had loved his dad. Losing him when he was just fourteen had hurt him more than he often cared to admit. He rarely talked about it, and the pain in his eyes when he did was enough to put me off bringing it up. Perhaps now I knew why. Id never thought of Pete as a secretive person, but hed hidden me from his workmates for years. Maybe I didnt know him as well as I thought.

The notion lingered and left a bad taste in my mouth. I had no right to judge himmy own sordid secrets had nearly destroyed us bothbut the idea that he could hide something so huge was unsettling.

Are you friends with Uncle Pete?

I glanced down at Liam. He had a sweet face, pale blue eyes that must have come from his father, and sand-colored hair. He didnt look much like Heidi, and he didnt bear any resemblance to Pete at all. We live together.

Here?

Uh-huh.

The kid stared around at the garish purple walls. Your walls are like grape jelly.

I smothered a snicker. Joe had bought me the paint as a dare. Id taken the challenge, but we both knew I hated it. Now the bets were on to see how long I could stand it. Joe had aimed low; he was probably right.

Why did you draw on your arm?

I needed the practice. The kid was staring at the wizard on my arm, so I held it out for him. I drew on Uncle Pete too.

That earned me a solemn stare. My dad has a big bird on his leg that doesnt come off in the shower.

A big bird, huh? Is it an eagle?

Maybe.

I reached absently for a piece of paper. Id drawn tons of eagles over the years, mainly for bikers, soldiers, and cops. They werent my favorite thing to draw, but I managed a rough outline and held it out. Like that?

Liam frowned, scrunching his face up in a way that reminded me of the way Pete looked at my work, the way he scrutinized it, like he thought he was missing something really important. Sort of. The beak is bigger.

Under his earnest direction, I adjusted the proportions of the bird. By the time Petes bare feet appeared in my line of sight, the poor thing looked more like flamingo.

I looked up his sweatpant-covered legs until I found his face. His expression was tight and stressed, but otherwise unreadable. His gaze dropped to his nephew.

Your moms waiting for you outside.

Liam scrambled to his feet, keeping a tight hold on the sketch of the bird, like he expected it to be snatched away from him. I waited for Pete to reach for him and take him to his mother.

He didnt, so I figured Id have to do it myself.

The kid glanced at Pete as we passed him, like he wanted to say good-bye, but he didnt. Instead, he found my hand so I could lead him to the front door. Heidi was nowhere to be seen when we got there. I wondered for the few minutes it took me to find her if shed left her son behind on purpose.

I crossed the street to the old war monument she stood beside. Id already decided I didnt like her, but I sure was jealous of the cigarette she had jammed in her mouth. It had been more than a year since Id last smoked, but like every other vice, the temptation never went away.

I relinquished Liam to her. She appraised me with a critical gaze. Petes boyfriend, huh? Maggie seems quite taken with you. Have you been seeing my brother for long?

A while.

Heidi appraised me with her dead eyes. Well, good luck to you. That boys tied to his mothers apron strings. He always has been. No amount of living this twisted lifestyle is going to change that.

There was nothing I could say to that. I walked away, and I was halfway across the street when Liam called my name. I turned and he waved.

Bye, Uncle Ash.

Huh.





PETE WAS in the bedroom when I let myself back into the apartment. He was in the process of trying to pull a hoodie over his head while he growled into the cordless apartment phone. It took me a moment to realize he wasnt speaking in English. I paused in the doorway. Pete only spoke Italian to Maggie, and Id never heard him to speak to her the way he was now. I didnt know much Italian, but it was obvious he was still pissed.

The call ended abruptly. Pete stared at the phone in his hand for a split second before he launched it at the wall. The phone shattered as it hit the ancient brickwork. I started forward, but Petes unforgiving profile stopped me short. Instead, I leaned on the dresser and tried to pretend that shit was normal. So that was your sister, huh?

Yep.

What about Liam? I paused as I considered my words carefully. I didnt know you had a nephew. 

Not carefully enough, it seemed, because he shot me a glare hard enough to splinter ice. Yeah, well. Im hardly uncle of the year, am I?

I refrained from pointing out that the kid seemed to like the idea of the uncle he barely knew; that and the Lego sets Pete sent him every Christmas. Is Heidi coming back?

Probably not. Persistence isnt her style.

Why now? I mean, why did she come now? Was it because of the accident?

In a roundabout way. Pete laughed bitterly. But trust me, she wasnt inquiring after my health.

What did she want?

Pete was silent for a moment. Indecision seemed to swim in his eyes before he shrugged like we were discussing the weather. What she always wants, he said flatly. Money.

Money?

Yeah, money. What the fuck is this, anyway? What do you care what she wanted? Forget about it.

I was stung by the venom in his tone. Hed always had a short fuse, but his temper was quick and hot, over in a flash and rarely aimed at me. But he was cold now, colder than Id ever seen him, and he was lying to me, or at least holding something back. Part of me was relieved by his angerit was the most animated Id seen him in weeksbut most of me was filled with an ominous sense of foreboding. The sensation of dread crept under my skin and threw me off balance. Even at my worst, Id never felt so alienated from him.

Heidi said shed talked to Maggie. Do you want me to go check shes okay?

Pete drove his fist into the wall with a low growl. Dont do that.

Do what?

Let me shit all over you. Its not right. I know you think Im a bastard, so you should say it.

I dont think youre a bastard.

Well, you should, and youd be right, but you know what? She deserves it. Your sister is fucking amazing and you dont even want her. Mine? Yeah, mines a bitch I cant seem to get rid of. Ironic, huh?

The first defensive flash of my own temper ran through me as his words hit home. Why did everything have to come back to Danni? Id never asked her to walk into my life. What the hell did Heidi say to you?

Pete cocked his head to one side, sneering. What she always says, Ash, only this time, she brought her kid along for effect. Do you know how she found out about that train wreck?

No. I

By accident, he bit out. Her douche bag husband came to Chicago on business, and she saw an old newspaper on the L. She figured the city would have paid me off by now.

Paid you off?

Yeah, when you get crippled on duty, they give you a payout to keep you from suing their asses. My darling sister came for her share. Going on past history, she figured wed divvy it up.

Hed lost me. Youre not crippled.

Oh yeah? Pete took a step forward. For the first time ever, his close proximity made me uncomfortable. I cant walk from the bedroom to the kitchen without needing a nap. How the fuck do you expect me to go back to work?

I dont. I thought wed already figured out he wasnt going back. Is Heidi in trouble?

It was the wrong thing to say, but I didnt catch my mistake until it was already made and Petes eyes darkened with fury.

No, shes not in trouble. Shes a selfish bitch. Do you know what she did with her share of the money my uncle stole from Maggie? The money my dad died for? She got a boob job. So dont stand there and try and make me feel bad about this.

Im not trying to make you feel bad, I snapped. Im trying to understand. I didnt know any of this. You never told me.

Never told you? What the fuck? Ash, weve been together too long for you to pretend you didnt know my family was screwed up.

I stared at him. Did he really believe I was playing dumb for the sake of it? I didnt know anything about it. You never told me Heidi was involved in what your dads family did to Maggie. I didnt even know Maggie wasnt her mom.

It was his turn to stare. You must have known, he said. How the hell could you not know?

You didnt tell me.

Pete opened his mouth and shut it again. For a moment, he looked as lost as I felt. The silence was heavy and overbearing, but the uncertain cogs turning in his jumbled brain gave me a flash of hope.

Until a switch flipped in his eyes and the stranger whod come home from the hospital was back.

Im gonna go and stay with Maggie.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





A FEW months ago, I tattooed a woman just shy of her eightieth birthday. The old chick was all kinds of insane and her weathered skin was a nightmare to ink, but I remembered the quote she wanted etched on the back of her hand. It was a quote Id inked onto dozens of clients, but each time it made less sense than the first:

What doesnt kill me makes me stronger.

Bullshit. Plenty of things shouldve killed me, but as Pete pushed me away, I felt weaker than I had in a long time.

It wouldve been easier if hed hit me. I followed him outside, but when Mick pulled up, he got in his van and left without looking back.

Mick came back a few hours later. What the fuck was that?

I… I dont know. My tongue felt too thick for my mouth. I shifted on the stoop. I had yet to find my way back inside. Ive never seen him like that before.

Neither have I. Mick dropped down beside me. This head injury has thrown him for a loop.

I blew out a long breath. It wasnt even about that.

What was it about?

I have no idea.

Then it probably was the head injury, Ash. I know hes a grouchy motherfucker, but he loves the bones off you. This isnt him walking away. Hes just freaking out and dealing with it by being an ass. Hell be back.

I tilted my head and rested it on the cool brick wall, exhausted. Do you have a cigarette?

Mick snorted. Hell, no. I know it doesnt feel like it right now, but hell be back, and when he is, I dont want to be the one responsible for your twenty-a-day habit.

Damn it.

Mick left to go and do whatever he was doing with his time now. I sat on the steps for a little while longer before finally retreating inside to clear up the mess Petes temper had left behind.

I swept up the shattered phone with a heavy heart. The doctors had warned me about temporary or even permanent personality changes, but Id figured they meant something I would see straight away, something others would see too. This change in Pete was subtle… a creeping sensation that something wasnt right. Add in the secrets hed kept from me, and I couldnt be sure any of it related to his injuries at all. I didnt get it. He loved me, I knew he did, and God, I loved him. How had we come to this?

The day turned into evening, and then into a dark cold night. Maggie called me as soon as Pete was asleep. Whatever reason hed given for sleeping on her couch didnt make any sense to her, and she didnt understand why I wasnt with him. I didnt understand either, and after a moments deliberation, I gathered my sketchbooks and jogged over to her place. Pete might have been lost enough to run away from me, but Id be damned if I was just going to let him go.

Maggie let me in. I kissed her good night, deflecting her fussing, and sent her to bed. I approached the couch carefully and took Petes hand. Though he spent most of his time asleep these days, hed become jumpy. He wouldnt admit he was having weird dreams, but I knew he saw Tim die every time he closed his eyes. Not tonight. Tonight he was sound asleep and unnervingly peaceful, like getting away from me really had been all he needed. Fuck. I pulled my hand away like Id been burned. Was that the problem? Was it really just me?

I sat back on my heels. A few days before the accident, wed dumped Maggies broken old couch and given her ours. For some reason, Pete had seemed reluctant to part with it. Her blankets and throws matched the ones at our place, and for a moment, it was all too easy to pretend nothing was wrong. If I closed my eyes and listened to him breathe, it felt like we were at home. But we werent at home, and as I turned out the main light and sat alone in the dark, I realized that I didnt have a clue what to do next.

In the end, I stayed where I was. I spent the night on the floor by Maggies coffee table, watching over Pete and sketching like a man possessed. When he stirred around dawn, I took my cue and left. It wasnt exactly moving forward, but as the pattern continued in the nights that followed, it was all I could do. I spent my days trying to catch up on the sleep I missed and drawing custom pieces to sell in the shop. Petes logic was skewed right now, but he was right about one thing: he wasnt going to be working for a while. Ted had given me indefinite leave to look after him, but if I wanted to do that, I had to figure out a way to bring more money in. For me, that meant breaking probably one of the only rules Id ever set myself: designing tattoos for someone else to ink in my absence.

I hated that. I didnt have much of an ego, but the very thought of another artist using my work made my skin crawl. Still, at least churning out designs kept me busy in an otherwise empty apartment. I was used to kicking around by myself for days at a time, but without any idea of when it would end, this felt indescribably worse. My footsteps echoed on the hard wood floors, and every shadow seemed to go on forever. Needless to say, I spent most of my time on the roof, until the weather changed. Storm clouds and heavy rain forced me indoors, and it was only then that reality really hit home.

Pete had left me, and as it stood in that moment, it didnt look like he was ever coming back.





???J

I shut my phone without replying to Joes message. Hed returned from his trip and found out Pete wasnt at home, but I wasnt in the mood to talk about it. I was in the bank, paying the bills Pete usually handled on his laptop, and that was about as much as I could handle. I hated banks. They were worse than hospitals, soulless and cold. Pete told me once I was probably an anarchist in another life. Either that or a hippie.

My phone vibrated all the way home. I tried to ignore it, but the distant hope that it could be Pete made blocking it out impossible.

Of course, it wasnt Pete; it was Joe. In the end, I relented and sent him a message politely asking him to leave me alone. It wouldnt work for long, but I figured hed give me the rest of the day to sulk in peace.

I went home and got in the shower. I didnt linger, but when I ventured into the empty bedroom, I wished I had. Life without Pete was hard. I spent every night watching him sleep, but his complete conscious absence in my life was unbearable. I took a pillow and huddled up on the couch. I was dozing off when my phone beeped again.

???J

Goddammit!

The next morning, eleven long days after Pete went to stay with Maggie, I left her place at 7:00 a.m. to take the L across the city to the GED testing center. On the way, I considered blowing it off. Ted would understand, and I think he half expected me not to show up anyway. I deliberated all the way south to the Loop, but in the end, I pictured Petes face when I told him Id agreed to take the test and dragged myself into the test center.

It was a decision I came to regret when I was confronted with pages and pages of questions I didnt have the first clue how to answer. It reminded me of the health department test Id taken for my tattoo license, but unlike then, I hadnt prepared for the GED exam at all. Ted had scheduled study groups and Pete had promised to help me at home, but when he got hurt, Id forgotten all about it, and I knew he had. I remembered him telling me that most of the test would be common sense… stuff I already knew, but as I stared at the very first question, I couldnt see how that could possibly be true.

I considered cutting my losses and going home. Then quasi-Pete popped into my head again.

Youve got nothing to lose by trying, fucker.

Perhaps he was right.

The test went on forever. I was exhausted by the time it was over, and disheartened. Even if I passed, which was highly unlikely, there went seven hours of my life Id never get back. I couldve done with going home and collapsing on the couch for a few hours, but even though Id spent the whole day in the test center, I still had somewhere else to be.

I made it to the new college Id enrolled in just in time for the induction workshop. I wasnt in the mood to interact with people I didnt know, but it was a mandatory requirement. I slipped into the back of the small lecture hall as the leader of the volunteer-run college began to speak. I tuned him out and glanced around me. The college was a cool place, a community project rather than an actual school. It was more relaxed and less intense than the school Id attended before, and I fit in a lot better. The class I was taking was loosely based on street art, but there were no restrictions on the mediums you could use. That suited me. My own street-art days were behind me. It had been a long time since Id picked up a box of chalk.

After the welcome speech, I spent some time with my mentor before I followed his advice and took a look around. There was plenty to see as I drifted through the converted warehouse. The front of the building held the public galleries, and at the back were big open studios with huge drafting tables and every material and tool you could think of. Writers workshops made up the third floor, and music and dance studios the basement. It seemed the collective, as my mentor had called it, had something for everyone.

I was staring around the photography gallery on the second floor when I spotted Danni. She stood by the biggest piece in the room, with her back to me. I recognized the style of photograph she was scrutinizing. I hadnt taken much in the night Pete and I had gone to her apartmentId been too intent on rejecting every effort she made to engage mebut despite my best efforts, Id walked away with her work indelibly stamped on my brain. I didnt know much about photography, but the stuff on her apartment walls blew me away. The piece she stared at now was no exception, and my eyes were as drawn to the black-and-white image of a sleeping old man as they were to her.

Naturally, she spun around in a swirl of vanilla-scented hair before I caught myself. Ash? Hey, I was going to come and see you later.

Saved you the trouble. I came to a stop beside her. Is this yours?

Hmm. Danni frowned. It is, actually. Im not sure I like it anymore, though, so Im resisting the urge to rip it down.

It was a feeling I knew all too well. Whats stopping you?

What little dignity I have left, and the fact that it doesnt belong to me anymore. I donated it to the collective.

Youre a student here?

Danni opened her mouth to answer, but she was cut off by her cell phone. She pulled it out of her purse and pressed a few buttons. Shoot, is that the time? Listen, Im due downstairs, but I wont be long. What are you doing now? Do you have a class?

I shook my head. No, I dont start for a few weeks. I was just taking a look around.

Ill be done in an hour. Wait for me?

She did that chick thing with her eyes, and lacking anything better to do, I agreed to go and find her in the music studios when I was done looking around.

Twenty minutes later, I found myself observing her from a distance in much the same way I had the first time Id laid eyes on her. I felt a little stupid when I realized what she was doing. She was twenty-five and shed just picked up a masters degree. I shouldve figured she was a teacher, and Id forgotten she was a musician as well as a kick-ass photographer.

I slipped into the small studio and slid into a seat at the back. I pulled out a sketchbook to keep from staring. When I sat back twenty minutes later and frowned at the page, I found Id missed Dannis lecture on American Blues and drawn the piano she sat behind.

Dazed, I shook my head and gathered my stuff together. The class was beginning to filter out as I shoved the book into my bag. I considered attempting to sneak out with them, but Danni was beside me before I could even stand up.

I didnt think youd come.

I got to my feet and stretched. Got nowhere else to be.

Pete doesnt need you?

Um… not right now.

Danni shot me a look as she shoved a stack of papers into her purse, but she seemed to accept my answer. Lets go grab some dinner, then.

She took my arm and pulled me toward the door. I didnt have the heart to tell her I wasnt hungry, but as luck would have it, she turned to me the moment we hit the street. You know what? I dont think I want anything heavy right now. Can we get some ice cream instead?

Ten minutes later, we slid into a booth of a diner Pete and Mick often frequented when they came off shift. It felt weird to be there, like I was intruding on something sacred. Sensing my discomfort, Danni ordered for me, but with Pete on my mind, the dessert turned my stomach when it was placed in front of me. The sketch stuffed in my bag came to my rescue when I couldnt find the words to fill the inevitable awkward pause that came next. You play the piano?

Danni stuck her spoon into my untouched dish. My dad taught me for years until I went to an arts academy instead of high school. I play jazz, mainly, but Ive been dabbling in some more contemporary classical recently.

I made a face to tell her I didnt have a clue what she was talking about. Charlie plays jazz guitar.

I used to play gigs with Charlie in Philly. Thats how I met Joe.

A distant bell rang somewhere in my head. I felt like Id heard the story before, but I couldnt quite remember the details. Do you play in Chicago?

Not really. I play at the collective sometimes when I teach, and I think I might play at the arts festival in the spring, but Ive been a little distracted since I got here.

The source of her distraction was obvious. I ducked my head and looked away. Um, what are you going to play?

Danni reached for her cell phone. Funny you should ask, actually. Ive got two pieces I cant choose between. Do you have an iPod?

Nope.

What about your phone? Does it have an MP3 player?

I have no idea.

Pass it over.

I duly did, and I watched, mystified, as she fiddled with her phone and mine.

After a few minutes, she handed it back. There you go. I recorded these tracks yesterday. Have a listen when you get home and let me know what you think. Do you have headphones?

I didnt, but I knew Pete had some in the box his cell phone came in. When he left, all hed taken was the meds for his liver and some clothes, so I figured theyd still be there. Did you write them?

Danni shook her head. No. I dont write. Ive tried, but Im terrible at it. Anything I play back makes me cringe.

I found it hard to believe she was terrible at anything she tried her hand at, but I kept quiet. I checked my phone for the call I knew wouldnt come and shoved it back in my pocket.

What about you? Your class will be exhibiting at the festival too. Have you thought about what sort of pieces youre going to submit?

Hmm?

She spoke again, but her words floated over my head as I realized I was staring at the lines of ink I could see through the white fabric of her shirt.

Danni frowned. Is my tattoo really that bad? I know its a little close to home for you, but you keep glaring at it like its the worst thing youve ever seen.

What? Oh, no, sorry… its…. Can I see it again?

Sure.

She shrugged out of the shirt she was wearing. It left her in a sleeveless white vest. She didnt seem to notice the stares of every guy in the busy diner, but I did, and the growl that bubbled up in my chest surprised me. It took considerable effort to shove it down and focus on the design shed revealed on the inside of her arm.

Weird.

I leaned forward, tracing my mothers date of birth with my fingertip. Pete had ink on the same part of his body in memory of his father. Whenever I saw it, I felt a rush… a flood of emotion I didnt quite understand. Id never known Petes father, and recent events had shown me that perhaps I didnt know Pete as well as I thought I did, but the dedication on his arm always stirred something in me, like I wanted to hold him so tight all the pain behind the ink would fade away.

Dannis tattoo meant nothing to me, and I couldnt figure out why.

We spent the rest of the evening alternating between watching ice cream melt and engaging in conversation that fluctuated from effortless to downright awkward. Danni didnt seem to consider any subject off-limits, and it felt cathartic to talk about things Id only ever discussed with my therapist. It seemed Joes loose tongue had done me a favor. Danni accepted the weird parts of me for what they were. No explanations, no disappointments. To her, I was who I was. She didnt know me as anything else. Even my favorite phrasepsychotic depressiondidnt seem to faze her.

We talked about everything, or rather, she talked and I choked out a sentence from time to time. Her past, my past, and the past we shared. She told me about her parents and the death of her mother; I told her about my life in Philly and what had brought me to Chicago. She didnt find my life on the streets as horrifying as Pete always had. In some ways, she seemed fascinated.

You dont sound all that Southern, she commented when Id told her about the few good things I remembered of my childhood in Texas.

Not anymore, I said. When I ran away from foster care, I cut all my hair off and started speaking like a northerner. I think I figured it would make me harder to find.

Danni touched my hair. What did you cut it with?

A razor blade.

For the first time all evening, Dannis eyes grew tight. She stared at me for a long moment until she sighed and offered me a wry smile. All these years I was searching for a cowboy, huh?

I wondered if she could tell that Id never told a soul what Id just told her, not even Pete. For a brief, dark moment, I was transported to the dingy bathroom at a truck stop in Oklahoma City, until her hand on my arm brought me back.

Stay with me, Ash.

The waitress was beginning to give us dirty looks when the giant elephant Id hoped to avoid made itself known, bizarrely by way of a conversation about blood. We were both type AB, which, according to Danni, meant we were creative, unpredictable, and mysterious.

She made a face at my disbelieving snort. Okay, lets try it this way. What about Pete? What type is he?

O.

Danni pursed her lips, fighting a smile.

What? Whys that funny?

Type Os are kind, curious, and stubborn. Sound familiar?

It did, but it also sounded like Joe. Danni laughed when I said as much. Too true. How is Pete, anyway?

I felt my humor evaporate. You probably know better than me.

Not really, Danni said. I havent seen him. Joe said he was pretty stressed, so I figured Id give him some space. I was planning on bugging you instead, but you, mister, dont ever answer your front door.

I dont always hear it.

It was true. I spent my nights at Maggies. If Danni had called during the day, Id probably been asleep, on the roof, or hiding under my pillow.

Danni sighed. Its okay, Ash. I expected you to ignore me. I…. God, I dont know. I know you told Joe to give you some time, but I didnt want you to be on your own.

I twirled the straw in my empty soda cup. Sometimes its better that way.

No, its not, you just think it is because youve forgotten you know any different.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





THE APARTMENT was dark and dim. The TV was on. I couldnt really hear it, just a few distant voices, but I stared at it for a long time. Let it consume me while my bones grew heavy. My perspective was off: slanted… tilted. It probably should have made me dizzy, but the world wasnt moving fast enough for that.

The couch shifted. A heavy hand landed on my shoulder. It felt like the earth vibrated, but I couldnt bring myself to care.

You still on that badass med? I thought you were done with that.

I rolled my head to face the body slumped next to me. Joe stared right back, his eyes wide and green. Its kicking your ass, huh? He sighed. Dude, it wont be for long. Pete said just for a few days, so you can get some rest.

Rest. Fuck, if only they knew. I liked downers: junk, benzos, but the pills I was swallowing these days were something else. There was nothing restful here, no relief or gentle, consuming oblivion. Instead there was nothing… nothing but an abrupt, black hole where my consciousness used to be.

I let the deadweight of my body pull me down so my head slumped on the arm of the couch. I laid my cheek on my arm while I studied Joe. The dude was here all the time, every moment Pete wasnt. It was odd at first, but now he felt like some weird extension of Pete, without the hot bits.

Weird, because I got the impression Pete didnt like him.

Joe turned back to his phone, but he left his hand where it was. It was warm, like Petes, but it held none of the power Pete had: no buzz, no charge. No crackling energy. It didnt feel right, and it didnt feel wrong. It was just there.

A ripple of numbness washed over my face. I lay still, feeling myself drift into that horrible blank place where time disappeared. Sleep, but with my eyes wide open. Sometimes I came around from it to find whole days had passed, whole days with Pete that Id missed. Id wake up to find him gone again, and it would be hours before he came back. I didnt want that… I couldnt have that tonight. I needed to stay awake because, fuck, I just needed to see him.

I blinked hard to get my eyes to focus. Who are you texting?

If Joe was surprised Id spoken to him, he covered it well. My girl. Shes mad at me for sleeping through her call this morning.

I thought you broke up. I shifted my heavy limbs and tried to sit up slightly. Joe yanked on my shoulder to help me out, passed me a bottle of water, and pulled his best impression of Pete until I drank some.

We did, he said. Its complicated.

I fumbled with the cap of the water bottle, but I couldnt get it screwed on. I didnt protest when Joe swiped it from my hands and did it for me. She sounds high maintenance.

Joe shrugged. All chicks are high maintenance. Youre lucky you like dudes.

Lucky wasnt a word I usually attributed to myself, but as far as my love life went, I knew it was true. It had been six weeks since Pete had carried me home from some freaky hospital in the ass end of nowhere. Id spent most of that time rocking in the corner, convinced my head was about to explode. Now I was medicated to the point where I felt almost nothing at all, but something in me recognized that it took a special kind of love to do what he was doing for me.

The kind of love that could only come from a heart like his.

Whats she like?

Joe glanced away from the TV. His phone was on the arm of the couch, long forgotten. His face told me it had been longer than I thought since either of us had spoken.

Who?

Your girlfriend. With considerable effort, I lifted my head from the back of the couch.

Joe smiled and stretched his legs out in front of him. I dont really know how to describe her, man. Shes this buzz of… I dont fucking know. Shes, like, magic or some shit. She walks into a room and lights the whole place up.

Does she smile?

Joes lips twitched, perhaps at my badly worded question or maybe at something for his eyes only. She does, actually, all the time, when shes not getting on my case about bullshit that doesnt matter. Did I ever tell you how I met her?

He had, I was almost sure of it, but I couldnt remember, so I shook my head. Joe leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. I could tell he was settling down for the long haul. I didnt mind. I needed something to focus on.

I was eighteen when I first saw her. Fresh out of high school, Id only been in college a few weeks….

And so it went on. He talked for hours about everything and nothing. Sometimes I listened, sometimes not. Turned out I had heard the story of the beautiful jazz musician hed met at one of Charlies gigs, but I doubted Id remember tonights particular rendition of it any more than the last. Whatever. It didnt matter. Joe had a nice voice, almost as nice as Petes. It wasnt too hard to distract myself from the white noise in my head.

Sometime later I realized his voice was fading. He sounded far away, too far away.

Ash, come on, dude. Wake up.

I wrestled with his hands as they shook me. What the hell was he shaking me for? I was already awake, dammit. I pushed at him and tried to roll away so I could get up, but I couldnt. The arm of the couch was in the way, and my abdomen collided with it like a sucker punch. Winded, I tried again, but Joe held me back. I felt his hands on chest, my neck, and face. Why the hell was Joe touching my face?

Easy, Ash. Wake up. You cant sleep like that. Come on, wake up.

Something wasnt right. His voice was changing, morphing into something I knew I should recognize. I shook my head to clear it, but my eyes wouldnt open. They felt too heavy, like they were glued shut and I would never open them to see….





I CAME awake with a gasp that nearly made me retch.

I snapped my eyes open. The cold, clammy weight on my face fell away and I lurched sideways. I tried to right myself. Knowing myself as well as I did, I expected my flailing hands to find air and shadows, but they found flesh, and I dug my fingers into a strong, olive-skinned arm. Fuck!

I lashed out. The body attached to the arm pinned me to the bed, and before my brain could engage, my faulty fight-or-flight response kicked in. Held down against my will, I chose to fight, and it took far longer than it should have for me to realize the arms restraining me belonged to Pete.

He held me firm, though he kept his face clear of breathing in my ear. Sadly, he was an old hand at dealing with this. Ash, Ash. Its okay, its me. Ash, come on. Focus.

I stared at him, my heart pounding. In the murkiness of the room, his dark eyes seemed almost black. Pete? Wha… what are you doing here?

I couldnt wake you up. He inhaled a shaky breath. Shit, Ash. I couldnt wake you up.

I clamped a hand over my mouth, breathing hard, and looked around the dark bedroom. I had a vague memory of getting ready to trudge over to Maggies place. By the look of it, I hadnt gotten very far. I was still barefoot. I glanced at the window. It was late, that much was clear. Damn. Last thing I knew it was daylight and I was counting the hours until I could see him again.

A shudder passed through me. It took a moment to figure out it wasnt mine, and that the arms around me were damp and clammy. Jesus! Youre freezing. How the hell did you get here?

I walked.

You what?

He didnt answer, but he didnt need to. The sight of him dressed in sweats and a T-shirt, hair damp from the rain lashing the windows, was answer enough. Why did you walk here? Whats the matter?

Pete shook his head. I couldnt wake you up….

He trailed off, racked by violent shivers, but I got the picture. Hed told me once what had gone through his mind the day he found me zonked out in a benzo coma. It didnt take a genius to work out hed come home tonight and freaked the fuck out. I put my hand on his cold arm. I was sleeping, Pete. Its okay.

He scowled. I know that now.

I dropped my hand. Why are you here? Did you need something? I would have brought it to you if youd called me.

I did call you; I think… maybe I got the number wrong. It wouldnt connect.

The frown on his face faded as he became uncertain again. I looked around and spotted the earphones Id found in his drawer. They were still attached to my cell phone, where Id finally figured out how to work the MP3 player. Id been listening to Danni play her piano when Id come in the bedroom. I must have passed out with it playing and run the battery down.

I got up and plugged it in. Batterys dead, I said. And you threw the apartment phone at the wall.

Silence. I stood by the window as Pete stared at the floor. I waited for him to look up and tell me whatever was going on behind his troubled eyes, but he didnt. To break the deadlock, I knelt in front of him, balancing myself with my hands on his knees. Pete, its the middle of the night. Why did you walk here?

You didnt come.

My eyebrows shot up. The simple sentence held many meanings. What?

He made a frustrated noise. Look, I know its fucking selfish for me to expect you to drag your ass over to Maggies while I sulk on her couch, but I freaked out when I woke up and you werent there. I called you; you didnt answer, and when I got here, you were flat out on the bed

You knew I was at Maggies with you?

He stared at me like I was the one not making sense. Of course I knew. Do you really think Id have stayed away this long otherwise?

I didnt understand why hed left in the first place. I thought you were asleep.

I was, most of the time, at least, but I knew you were there. I could hear that damn pencil scratching on your sketchbook. I liked it… it felt like it was grounding me, reminding me what was really important. I lost my head a bit when I couldnt hear you tonight. Im sorry.

There were so many things I wanted to say, but as I got to my feet, he shivered again, and the sensible side of me knew I had to get him out of his wet clothes before he got really sick.

He wasnt used to people taking care of him. However cold he was, I knew he wouldnt take kindly to being undressed like a child. Instead, I gave him the shirt off my back, retrieved a hoodie and a pair of sweats still warm from the dryer, and retreated to the kitchen while he got changed. I made him some coffee while I waited. He wasnt supposed to drink it for a while, but I figured one weak cup couldnt do much harm.

I watched from a safe distance as he took a long sip and smiled for what felt like the first time in weeks. Wow. Is this, like, real coffee? Maggie tried to give me dandelion extract yesterday. I nearly throttled her. God knows where she got it from.

His sudden geniality made me nervous. It must have shown on my face. He set the mug down on the nightstand when I didnt answer. Come here.

Where?

Here. I need to talk to you. He held out his hand. Please?

It was telling that he didnt get up and come to me. Though he was often careful when I was antsy, it wasnt his style to passively sit back and wait. I appraised him, needing a respectable distance to be objective. He was a messpale, tired, and in obvious pain. Was I really going to make him ask me again?

I sank down beside him, leaving a gap between us that he quickly closed.

Ash, Im sorry. Im so fucking sorry.

He nudged me with his shoulder. I leaned into him. He was warm nowwarm and familiar, like hed always been, even when he crawled into bed after a long night shift in the middle of winter. Putting my hands on his cold, rain-soaked skin had unnerved me more than Id realized until I felt the comforting heat from his body flood through me. Dont be sorry. Its okay.

Its not okay. He shook his head and then thought better of it. I know Ive been a real bastard to you, Maggie, and everyone else whos crossed my path. I dont….

Dont what?

Pete sighed. I dont understand how I got here. Its like everything I need to know about my life is just out of reach. I can see pictures of it, the ones you drew me, but it feels like somethings missing.

I reached out, but instead of finding his hand, I caught the cord of his hoodie and wound it round my fingers. I dont get it. Did you forget me? Or us? I dont understand.

Pete stilled my twisting fingers, unraveling the cord before I cut off my circulation. I cant explain it. Its like when I walked in the apartment after getting out of the hospital. I knew it was mine… ours. I could see stuff I liked everywhere, I could see you everywhere, but it scared me as much as it comforted me. I felt like I had this defined life I knew nothing about.

I knew the apartment had freaked him when hed first come home from the way hed stared quizzically at certain things, like it was the first time hed ever seen them. But in the six weeks that had passed since the accident, those brief moments had become less frequent. Right up until Heidi had appeared on our doorstep, Id honestly thought hed gotten over it.

What about now? Pete, youve been gone, what, like, two weeks? It feels like a lifetime to me, but whats changed?

He opened his mouth and shut it again, a move hed definitely learned from me. Everything, he said hoarsely. Everything and nothing. I… sometimes, I feel like Ive forgotten the foundation of who I am. I remember that I love you, I even remember why. God, this is so hard to explain. I just feel like Ive forgotten how, like Im not capable of it or something.

Was he kidding me? Since Id spent the evening with Danni a few days ago, her thoughts on Pete had been playing in a loop in my head.

Seeing you two together changed the way Joe thought about us, shed said. Instead of seeing the obstacles in our way, he started to just see us. Ash, he honestly believes Pete taught him how to love me, and I think hes right.

Her words struck a chord. There was no doubt in my mind that Pete had taught me how to love too. Hed opened my eyes to a part of me I hadnt known existed, and it broke my heart now to see him doubt himself. Perhaps it was my fault. In the hospital, Id drawn everything I thought he needed to see. Id never thought to draw myself.

For what its worth, he said tiredly when I didnt respond, Im sorry I hurt you.

I stared at him, taking in his unshaven face and shadowed, bloodshot eyes. He was so tired he could barely hold himself up. No, Im sorry. I never even thought… shit. I thought youd forgotten things, you know? I never… I never thought.

Why would you? Its not like we planned for this.

Yeah, but….

Ash, dont. Ive done this to death in my head. Its not your fault; hell, its not even mine. It happened, and now we need to get through it, together. He grunted humorlessly. Weve been through worse, right?

I shook my head. No, Id take that a hundred times over this. Pete, I cant lose you.

He made an abrupt grab for my hand. The strength in his grip surprised me. It had been a long time since hed touched me with any real sense of purpose. Ash, its going to be okay. I know Ive made this harder than it ever needed to be by running away from it, but Im done hiding. Maggie gave me something today. I dont know where the hell she got it, though Ive got a pretty good idea.

What was it?

A photo album. It started off with old pictures of my dad and stuff He took a deep breath. I havent looked at a picture of him since he died. Can you believe that?

I could, actually. Everything that had happened over the past few weeks confused the hell out of me, but there was no doubt that he had some seriously unresolved issues when it came to his family. What came next?

Pete let out a brief laugh that made him wince. You. Loads of fucking pictures of you and me. It took me right from Thanksgiving three years ago to when I was in the hospital. Maggie told me to look at what I saw and listen carefully to what my heart told me. You know how she likes to spout that spiritual crap at me? He rolled his eyes, but his expression was earnest. I tried, and I thought about it so hard I was sure my head would explode. I miss you, Ash. I dont know what my lifes supposed to be like, but I know I dont want to live it without you.

He raised his hands like it was a done deal, but I was still confused. How did Maggie get pictures of you in the hospital?

Not me, fucker. Us, and for that, I think you need to look closer to home. Who carries a camera instead of a purse?

Danni.

It wasnt a question. I had a vague memory of a tiny silver camera hanging from her neck in the hospital. Id never noticed her using it, though.

I think she gave the camera to Maggie, and they put the album together between them from Maggies old boxes, Pete said, reading my mind. Do you want to see? Turns out my mom takes a mean snapshot.

You brought it with you?

Hell, yeah. It was like an electric shock to my brain. I cant stop looking at it.

He reached for his discarded jeans, pooled damply on the floor. I bent to help him, shooed him upright, and retrieved a thick, postcard-sized book from his back pocket.

Pete took it, flipping past the photos of his father and straight to the images of us in the hospital. I stared at them, shocked. I hadnt noticed a thing. Though, that was sort of understandable as I seemed to be asleep in almost each one. In fact, we both did. I took the book from Pete and turned the pages until I came to an image of Pete sleeping with his body curved around my head, which rested on the edge of his bed. Our hands were tightly clasped, and from some angles it was hard to tell where he ended and I began.

It was strange to see. In the hospital and every day since hed come home, Id never felt so far away from him.

Pete nudged me, smiling again. See? he said. Cant argue with that, can you?

I guess not.

I meant to say so much more, but the giddy feeling that came with the realization that he really still loved me stole my words. Instead I returned the viselike grip he had on my hand and suddenly felt overwhelmingly tired. Will you stay? Tonight, I mean. I dont want you to go.

Pete shook his head, and my heart fell. Was he really going to leave me again so soon?

Ash, look at me. He put two fingers under my chin and drew my eyes up from the floor. Im not going anywhere. I told you. Im done hiding from this. I love you, and theres nowhere else I want to be. I was going to talk to you tonight anywayapologize, grovel, beg, whatever. Then you didnt show and I freaked. Im sorry I barged in here and yelled in your face, and I know theres a hell of a lot more to say

Pete?

What?

Kiss me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX





HE DID kiss me. He kissed me until he fell asleep in my arms, which turned out to be about ten seconds later.

It took me a lot longer to find rest. Having him back in our bed, back in his customary place with his head on my chest, was amazing, but I couldnt help worrying it was too good to be true. Hed gone to sleep with a smile on his face. Pondering what mood hed wake up in kept me up until dawn broke.

It was late when I woke up. Pete was still asleep with his arm clamped around my stomach. I shifted to get some air, and his morning wood dug into my hip. The sensation made my heart beat faster, and for a moment, I was thankful he was still asleep. I hadnt had a sexual thought in weeksat least not any good onesand the stirring in my belly was slightly disturbing.

I stared at the ceiling, absorbing the warmth from his body. Stretched out on his good side still bundled up in his hoodie, he looked content and relaxed. It was nice to see, and I wanted to make the most of it. Hed said he was back for good the previous night. I didnt want to indulge the pessimistic monster that lived in my brain, but there was no telling if hed feel the same when he woke up. I closed my eyes in the peaceful quiet, ignoring the nerves fluttering in my belly. Before too long, I felt the scruff on Petes jaw against the bare skin of my chest and I knew he was waking up.

In the old daysin that faraway world wed lived in before the accidentId always been amazed by the way he could go from being dead asleep to fully functioning in a matter of seconds. These days, it took him a few attempts to force his eyes open.

He raised his head and glanced around the room. My heart sank when I saw him frown. I tensed, ready to move away if he needed space. My heart flipped again when I realized he was smiling.

I thought you were joking when you said the bedsheets were black.

I eyed him warily. They were black when you got out of the hospital.

I know; thats what I meant.

Oh.

Nonplussed, I looked away. Pete tapped my temple with his fingertips. Wheres your head at, fucker?

I looked down at him again. Shouldnt I be asking you that?

Guess our roles have switched a bit, huh?

I nodded, but Pete sighed.

I dont like it.

You dont like being taken care of.

His silence spoke volumes. The scowl on his face said even more. Its not that, he said after a protracted pause. Im worried about you, Ash. I dont want all this crap to mess you up. Youve been doing so well.

Pete, Im okay. And it was true. None of this was easy, and I felt like wed been to hell and back, but if this had happened a year ago, there was no doubt Id have fallen apart. I was different now, stronger, maybe. Who knew?

Maybe thats the problem, Pete said, as much to himself as to me.

What do you mean?

He shrugged. I dont know, really. I think I woke up in the hospital looking for the screwed-up kid I met three years ago, like I was missing the bit in between. I wasnt expecting the fuck-awesome man youve turned into.

There was a compliment hidden in there somewhere, but his genuine confusion marred any pride I found in his words. It doesnt matter now. You got there in the end.

Did I? Ash, I dont know myself too well right now, and for a minute there, I was worried I didnt know you either.

Yeah, well. It only took you a week to figure it out. Youre a better man than me.

The hell I am.

His glare was fierce, but fleeting. I sat up, supporting him as he pushed himself upright. I considered helping him as he wrestled his way out of his hoodie, but thought better of it.

He dropped it over the side of the bed and lay back down, mashing his face into my chest. Man, it feels good to lie here with you. I cant believe I walked out on this.

So, why did you?

My question was cautious. Hed told me how unsettled hed felt when hed come home from the hospital. I understood that… probably more than I wanted to, but I still didnt get why the confrontation with Heidi had driven him to leave. Her appearance had been a bolt from the bluefor me, at least. I couldnt see how the two incidents were connected.

Pete thought for a moment before he shrugged. I dont know. One minute I was ready to throttle my sister, then the next thing I knew, I was staring at Maggies ceiling. The bits in between are a bit of a blur.

I fiddled with his hair. It was longer than usual and it felt different, softer. So you didnt want to leave?

Hell, no. Pete jerked his head up to look at me. I didnt, Ash, I promise. I just felt like the past had collided with a present I didnt understand. It was weird, really fucking weird, and the only way I could deal with it was by being a prick.

I was silent as I mulled it over. His bewildered state of mind probably wouldnt make any sense to anyone else, but it did to me. The difference between us was that it had taken Pete only a matter of days to stop running. Me? Id been hiding from shit my whole life.

Something bothered me, though, something I couldnt shake. It had been on my mind more than anything else since the day Pete walked out on me. What about Liam? Why didnt you tell me about him?

Pete sighed. I dont know. I guess it was something I tried not to think about. Family was everything to my dad, and when he died, it took less than a week before it all went wrong. I was the link between all of us. I felt like it was my responsibility to keep us together, and when it didnt happen, I felt like Id failed him.

I tightened my hold on him, squeezing him as tight as I dared and dropping a kiss on the top of his head. You were fourteen. You shouldnt have been responsible for anything.

He chuckled, but it was dry and humorless. We both knew nothing about his adolescence and life since couldnt be further from that.

For what its worth, I always meant to tell you. Then another birthday or Christmas would go by and something else would happen to distract me. I never set out to keep it from you, it just kinda happened that way.

Most people probably would have pushed him more, demanded more, but it was enough for me. He hadnt lied to me; he just hadnt told me something that turned out to be really fucking important. I wasnt exactly in a position to complain about that. When did you last see him?

Liam? I havent seen him since he was a baby. Maggie and I met Heidi in a motel in Michigan not long after he was born. Shed left the douche bag she was with at the time, and she needed money. She took every cent we had and disappeared overnight.

I filed the information away for future reference. There was more, I knew there was more, but Petes eyes were weary. I could see hed had enough of the heavy stuff. Liam likes you.

He seemed to like you better. The kids got brains, Ill give him that.

I laughed, but Petes face remained serious. I traced the deep frown on his forehead. What is it?

He sat up, propping himself up on one elbow. Dont give me a free pass on this, Ash. I wouldnt blame you if you couldnt forgive me.

Forgive him? Was he kidding me? With his body pressed against me the way it was in that moment, Id forgive him anything. Pete?

What?

Shut up.





I UNDRESSED him with shaking hands, shaking hands he chose to ignore, keeping his gaze firmly on mine. I traced the scar on his abdomen. It had changed since I saw it last, and it looked nothing like it had six weeks ago, when it had been a savage wound in a sea of brutal bruising. Does it still hurt?

Nah. He shivered. I raised an eyebrow. Really, he said. It just feels weird now.

What about underneath?

Not really.

Not really?

Okay, not often. You worry like an old woman.

Hed been saying that to me since the day we met, and it never failed to make me smile.

I rolled him onto his back, hiding my grin, and lay down beside him so I could put my chin on his chest, but with his eyes warm and teasing, I couldnt stay still for long. I stretched up and brushed a kiss over his lips. It was soft and sweet, but he responded fiercely, seizing my face and drawing me up and over him.

His kiss was hot and rough, reminiscent of the first kiss wed ever shared, a kiss that went on so long I felt like it would never end. We used to spend hours lost in each other like that, like there was nothing in the world but us.

Pete pulled away, breathing hard. His grin was a mile wide and his low, rumbling chuckle was soothing to my thumping heart.

Wow, he said huskily. Im pretty sure I didnt forget about this. He rocked his hips and his cock rubbed mine hard enough to make my eyes flutter. I was starting to worry about my dick, though. I thought it had given up on me.

Is that why you really came back?

Yes. His tone was serious but his eyes betrayed his humor.

I laughed too, and the misgivings Id had felt a million miles away. I was… relieved. I turned the word over in my head. It wasnt the right one, but it would do for now. The life we had together was so much more than the intense, complex physicality we shared, but as the familiar heat began to build between us, it felt like the final pieces of a shattered puzzle were beginning to fall into place.

Pete stayed comfortably on his back while I tentatively reacquainted myself with his body. Hed lost weight, but his torso was still hard and unyielding until my lips found the weak spots I knew so well. His muscles jumped as I teased him and he wove his fingers into my hair. His gravelly moans made my body burn with a deep and primal need for him, but I ignored it until his cock hit my chin.

I took him in hand, working him slowly as I considered my options. He watched me, his head tilted to one side, like he almost had the answer to a puzzle of his own. He bit down on his lip, breathing heavily, but there was something in his face: an uncertainty. His eyes widened when I reached for the condoms, and I knew why. I knew the apprehension in his eyes, the fear. I knew it well because for a long time, it had been my constant companion.

He didnt want to be fucked.

I took his face in my hands, kissing away the tension. I had no intention of fucking him, at least not that way.

In the old days, he used to ride me all the time; it was his way of teaching me that bottoming wasnt about giving up control. He hadnt done it for a while, though. Life had gotten in the way, and Id never considered returning the favor until a split second before I lowered myself onto him.

It hurt. It hurt a lot, and I nearly gave up until I felt him tremble beneath me. His whole body shook, and I realized this was the moment he really needed me to be strong for him.

He moved to guide me, steadying my hips. Easy, thats it, just like that.

I leaned forward, keeping my weight off any part of him except his dick, and rested my head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arms around me, and we stayed like that for a long time, until the pressure of him filling me gave way to something incredible. The sensation of taking him that way was overwhelming. He reached for my cock, but I knocked his hand away.

It was too much; I just couldnt.

I moved slowly, the way hed taught me, following the subtle cues of his body and watching him fall to pieces beneath me. He dug his teeth into his bottom lip, fisting the sheets as he fought to keep his battered body still. He lost. I felt him rise up as I gave into his whispered pleas and rode him harder, faster, the way he needed it. My head and my heart sent me conflicting messages, but I let my heart win. If he had taught me anything, it was that sometimes I had to let go and let my body show me the way.

The heat between us boiled over. I always knew when Pete was close from the way his breathing hitched and his eyes fluttered and struggled to stay open. If he was fucking me, hed fight it and strain to hold his rhythm, but if I was topping him, hed go slack and let me guide him as he lost all composure. This was different. He was inside me, but I was the one in control.

At least, I thought I was until he closed his hand around my cock. I gripped the headboard with both hands, moaning out a curse, but I didnt have the strength to fight him anymore. He twisted his wrist once, twice, and I was undone. I opened my mouth to call for him, but nothing came out. My body spilled over his chest, and the sensation hit me so hard I fell on top of him. There was no time to ride it out, or even move my weight from him. Before my head had even started to clear, he put his arms around me and held me in place. He thrust up into me, groaning with pain and pleasure as he finally found his release.

Aftershocks shuddered through me as he pulsed inside me. I absorbed them absently, feeling the way I always did after bottomingcompletely disconnected from my own body. Pete whispered something in my ear and lifted my hips. I made a noise of discontent as he slipped out of me, but it didnt sound quite right.

In a flash, his tight hold on me disappeared and I found myself on my back. Breathe out, Ash, let it go. Come on.

I felt my face screw up as I fought to follow his direction. When Id had pneumonia, Id developed a nasty habit of holding my breath for so long I forgot about it and tried to breathe in again without letting it go. It didnt happen often, and Pete had grown wise to it, but it was a pain in the ass when it did.

I caught my breath as he rubbed soothing circles into my chest. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?

He couldnt hide his wince, but his grin was bright and clear. It hurt like a bitch, but it was totally worth it. That was… fuck, I dont even know.

I rolled over to face him. Good, huh? Dont think I could do it a lot, though.

Pete snorted softly. Yeah, I know, but you dont have to. Do what feels right and it will all come together. I rolled my eyes at his inadvertent pun, but he poked me hard until he had my attention. I mean it, he said. I needed that, but I didnt know it until you did it. Your instincts are good, Ash, youve just gotta trust them.

His words hit me hard and I felt the alien sting of tears in my eyes. I looked away and shifted so I could get up and chuck the condom, but he stopped me.

Dont even think about it. Trust me. Youre not going to want to move for a while.

He gingerly rose from the bed to clean up. I watched him maneuver around the room, holding his stomach and using the furniture for balance. It felt wrong to lie back and let him, even with the dull ache forming at the base of my spine and creeping into my belly, but I knew better than to argue. Besides, his free and open smile as he slid back into bed made everything else fade away.

We lay in a peaceful postcoital haze for a while. He hummed as I drew lazy patterns on his stomach, and later, I felt myself dozing as he played with my hair. Eventually, though, reality set in and my stomach growled in protest at being forgotten about.

I raised my head from Petes chest. Did you bring your meds?

Mmm? No, Ill get them later.

I frowned and sat up further. He had pills he was supposed to take every day to help his liver heal. Id have to run to Maggies and get them myself. What about food? Are you hungry?

He shook his head again, but I was getting used to that. His appetite was still a fraction of what it had been before the accident. Sometimes he changed his mind when I put actual food in front of him.

I got up and padded to the kitchen to see what the cupboards held, but I didnt hold out much hope of anything good. I couldnt remember the last time I went shopping, and I hadnt been hungry enough to care about the empty refrigerator.

A small linen bag hanging on the front door caught my eye as I neared the kitchen, considering a quick run to the grocery store.

What the fuck?

I retrieved it. Inside, I found all of Petes medication, his cell phone, and his wallet. Confused, I carried it into the kitchen and set it on the counter. Even as messed up as he was, he wouldnt be caught dead carrying a bag like that down the street. No way had he brought it himself. The mystery deepened as my sense of smell drew my eyes to the pan on the stove. I lifted the lid and peered inside. The still warm eggplant pasta was Maggies, but the pot most definitely wasnt. The funky purple dish had Danni written all over it.

I took a bowl back into the bedroom. Pete sampled a cautious forkful. Its good, he said. When do you think they brought it over?

He smirked, but I didnt get his humor until I was satisfied hed had enough to eat. Oh, God. Do you think they saw us?

Pete laughed, but I was horrified. The whole world could have walked in on us earlier and I wouldnt have noticed. The thought of either Danni or Maggie seeing that made me feel sick.

Ash, dont worry about it. Im sure my moms seen my ass before. He rolled over onto his side, briefly burying a grimace in a pillow. My gaze drifted to his bare feet poking out the bottom of the duvet. Why do you keep looking at my feet?

I shrugged absently, my mind still on the exhibition we might have given my sister and his elderly, devout Catholic mother. You do this thing with your feet when your belly hurts and youre trying to hide it.

I do?

Yeah, they curl up.

He stared at me for a moment, his gaze intense before he picked up the long-forgotten earphones still plugged into my cell phone. What were you listening to?

Danni. She put some stuff on my phone for me to listen to.

And you figured out how to do it?

I flipped him off, but he laughed harder and followed the wire trail to my cell phone. He pulled on it until the charger disconnected, hooked it onto the bed, and stuck the earbuds into his ears. After a minute, he raised his eyebrows. Shes really good. My mom loves that track. She plays it all the time.

She does?

Yeah, its by some Italian composer dude. I bought her the CD for her birthday. Do you know what that piece is called?

What do you think?

That earned me another chuckle. Hed laughed a lot in the past few hours, but the sound was only now beginning to feel normal again, and a part of me still thought I was dreaming. Pete settled himself beside me, his head on my chest. He closed his eyes as I wove my fingers into his hair and kissed the top of his head.

Indaco, he said sleepily. It means indigo, like your eyes.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN





I WATCHED the woman as she rounded her desk and sat down. When Pete told me the name of my new shrink, for some reason, I was expecting a man. Dr. Gilbert was an older lady, Ellies moms age probably, without the Botox.

Why dont you start by telling me why youre here?

Was she kidding me? Didnt she know? I was there because my brain could no longer perceive reality. I was there because Ellies father had convinced Pete his worst nightmare was actually my life.

I was there because I had nowhere else to go.

Dr. Gilbert eyed me as mutinous silence took hold. She didnt frown like I expected her to, and she didnt look away either. Instead, her eyes, which were a strange light-brown color, seemed to grow more animated the longer her question went unanswered. For some reason, I felt like Id played right into her hands.

On another day, in another place, in another lifetime, it probably would have irked me. Today, like most days, I didnt care.

While she stared, I considered my options. Escape was my first instinct. I could go to the bathroom and never come back. She didnt look all that athletic; it wasnt like she could chase me down the street. An emotion close to amusement washed over me. Pete was right outside. Dr. Shrink might not chase me, but he probably would. I was faster than him, but he was stronger, and he wouldnt give up.

He told me hed never give up.

In front of me, Dr. Shrink sighed and opened a drawer in her desk. She placed a notebook and ballpoint pen between us.

Silence can be breached in many ways, Mr. Fagin. Lets start with a method you know.





DR. GILBERT opened a drawer of her desk and pulled out a folder. I wanted to show you something today.

I frowned at the piece of thin cardboard she passed me.

Dr. Gilbert smiled. You dont remember?

I felt Petes gaze on me as I turned the card over in my hand. I do, I just didnt know you kept it.

Youd be surprised what I keep in that drawer, Ash. Its interesting, dont you think? To see how you saw yourself two years ago?

She gestured for me to show the drawing to Pete. I duly passed it over, uncertain of his response. He was aware that it had taken me a while to open up to Dr. Gilbert, but I wasnt sure Id ever told him the method shed used to communicate with me until I had.

I watched his eyes follow the words that made up what was, in essence, an eyeball. Dr. Gilbert had asked me to use words to draw how I felt about myself. There were only so many ways to call myself insane, and words were never my thing, but that day, Id come up with a whole plethora of negative connotations.

Broken. Hopeless. Weak. Crazed. There were dozens of them, like a thesaurus had puked on the page and swirled in a manic, cyclic pattern that made up what I supposed was my own eye. Fascinating was Dr. Gilberts word of choice, but I could tell by Petes muted reaction that he was trying to hide his horror. He didnt look at me as he passed the drawing back. In fact, he was utterly silent as he folded his arms across his chest, much like hed been since wed arrived at Dr. Gilberts office.

It had been a while since hed come to a therapy appointment with me. Hed come once at the beginning and a couple of times the first summer. Today was my last scheduled session, and because she knew I wouldnt, Dr. Gilbert had called him up and asked him to come. I was kind of pissed shed gone over my head, unsure if he was up to dealing with my crap. So far, his closed expression made it hard to tell if I was right.

I wonder if youd write the same things if I asked you to do that now, Dr. Gilbert mused. Perhaps you could try it at home and send me the result.

She didnt seem to expect an answer, but I nodded anyway. Beside me, Pete rolled his eyes. He knew it would take me months to get around to it.

Dr. Gilbert leaned back in her seat and folded her hands together. Ash, we covered most of our conclusions at the beginning of the week. Today, I wanted to see you both so we could perhaps compare where the two of you were when you first came to see me. A lot has changed, but it seems to me that though your relationship has evolved, in essence, it has remained the same since you met. Am I right?

She always lost me when she talked in riddles like that. The way I saw it, any answer I gave could be right and wrong, depending on your point of view. And I couldnt see why it mattered. My relationship with Pete was about us, not words.

Dr. Gilbert stared at Pete. She seemed to expect something from him, which surprised me. Shed been trying to crack him from the very beginning, but Id figured she knew by now it was never going to happen. He was here for me, no other reason. She was never going to get him to talk unless she asked him a direct question he couldnt dodge.

You once told me your relationship was built around pizza, she baited him cautiously.

Pete snorted. Did I?

Triumph sparked in Dr. Gilberts eyes. Yes, you did. I asked you on the phone if you could think about what you thought it was built around now. I asked you to write it down, but I suppose that was too much to ask?

Pete rolled his eyes. I dont need to write it down. Its not like Im going to forget.

Given recent events and my own blighted relationship with my memory, I didnt get how he could be so sure, but I was curious nonetheless.

Strength, Pete said. And faith. Love isnt always enough, and weve let each other down as far as trust is concerned. When things go wrong, you have to have faith that youre strong enough to pull through. We have that, even if we dont always know it, and its what keeps us together when life gets tough.

His sudden lack of reticence surprised me, but hed never spoken truer words. Id nearly given up on myself, on us, on everything so many times. Petes strength and unwavering faith in his love for me had always been my anchor. Youre right.

His gaze flickered to me. I know Im right, but not for the reasons you think. You think Im talking about me, but Im not. Youre the strong one, Ash. Im just the fucking passenger.

Huh?

Pete sighed. Dont you get it? It was your strength that brought us together in the first place. You should have rolled over and died in Texas, and in Philly, but you didnt. You picked your ass up, came to Chicago, and found me. You were a mess, I know that, but I needed you as much as you needed me. That hasnt changed, Ash.

I didnt buy it. Pete got angry and his gaze turned heated. Theres no other way to fix this. You have to keep loving me, and you have to trust yourself to do that. There isnt anything else, Ash. Just you and me.

Thats all I want.

There was a protracted pause before Pete grinned. Good, because I want you too, and whatever future we can fuck up together. I know I havent shown you enough recently, but Im in this all the way, for as long as youll have me.

What if I want you for a long time?

Ive been counting on that since just about forever ago.

Dr. Gilbert silently observed the bizarrely candid exchange. It was probably the most shed ever heard Pete speak. She seemed to bring out the counterpoints in our personalities. To her, I was the open book, and he the mystery. Weird.

Ash, you seem confused, she said. Nothing is obvious, is it? And it probably never will be, especially for you. You have to accept that the memories you have of being held down and raped in your bed might not be yours, and that your nightmares stem from something you witnessed, rather than experienced yourself. In the same vein, you have to decide whether the distinction is important. Some might argue it is, but there is a good case to be made for the other side. Theres every chance the consequences would have been the same for you either way.

I glanced at Pete. It was rare that things were spelled out for him so brutally. Dr. Gilbert did it all the time to me, but he wasnt used to it. The gray tinge to his warm complexion told me it hadnt got any easier for him. I pulled my gaze away from him and focused on Dr. Gilbert. Our time was nearly up. Soon, this would all be overfor now, at least. I was under no illusions that I would ever be free of it.

So, youre saying I have to choose?

Thats up to you, Ash. You cant change the past. What did or didnt happen is set in stone. Your choices are about today and tomorrow, your present and your future. You have the tools now to deal with the repercussions of your childhood, and you have the same strength youve always had. What happens from this day forward is up to you.





WE LEFT Dr. Gilberts office in Lincoln Park and made for the L to head back north. Pete probably shouldve gone home, but I had to stop by Teds shop in Andersonville, and being the stubborn asshole he was, he decided to come with me.

Id never been to the studio Ted owned in the gay heart of Chicago. It was the closest shop to our Edgewater apartment, but Id never had need to go there. Now, with most of my drawings going to other artists, it made sense to deliver to the shop closest to home.

The Andersonville studio had a different vibe from Teds other shops. It was his newest, biggest venture, and it had a colorful lightness I liked. Lincoln Park was edgy and dark, and Lakeview, where Id been working recently, was pretty mainstream. I liked the people, but Id be lying if I said the work they churned out didnt bore the ass off me. The Andersonville shop seemed eclectic and quirky, with just the right amount of fun.

I left Pete staring at some grotesque-looking jewelry in the piercing studio and sought out the guy managing the ink catalogues. Id met Justin a few times in the other shops. Like everyone else in the Andersonville shop, he was gayout and proud.

He let out a low whistle as he flipped through the stack of designs. This stuff is awesome. Its so different from anything else we have. Ive got some clients wholl really dig some of this. Ted said youre busy right now, but let me know if you ever want to come in and ink some of this yourself. Weve always got space for you here.

I declined his offer. The stuff Id given him wasnt anything special. The sketches were doodles for clients who didnt have a set idea of their own. I did miss tattooing, but not enough to leave Pete while he still needed me at home. My own recovery would probably never end, but his was just beginning.

It had been a month since hed come home from his brief stay on Maggies couch. His mental state had improved, but his battered body was still a source of frustration for him. Some days, it was all he could do to get out of bed. But, get out of bed he did, and Pete being Pete, he did what hed done his whole life and faced his shit head-on. He took the meds he didnt want to take, ate when he wasnt hungry, and, perhaps most important of all, he talked when he really didnt want to talk. Some days were hard, really hard, but there wasnt anywhere else Id rather be.

Besides, working in the Andersonville shop, even temporarily, added weight to a horrible idea Ted wouldnt let go of. Hed been after me to work in Andersonville for a long time, but he didnt just want me to tattoo there; he wanted me to run the whole shop. Accounts, wages, responsibility. Nah, screw that. It wasnt me.

I escaped Justin and searched out Pete. He wasnt where Id left him. I tracked him down, cornered by a flamboyant kid with pink hair. He reminded me of the beautiful boys with angel wings in the gay club we went to all those months ago. Theyd all swarmed to Pete too, much to his chagrin. It seemed it wasnt just me that found him irresistible.

Pete made a grab for me as soon as I was close enough. There you are, he said meaningfully. Are you done?

I eyed the strange hand on his arm, torn between amusement and the urge to rip it off and use it to beat the kid it belonged to. The discomfort in Petes eyes meant amusement won out. Yeah, Im done. Justin has my designs. Hes going to stop by the apartment in a few weeks to pick up some more.

The kid let out an abrupt huff of air. Oh, damn it. Are you Ash? Bemused, I nodded and watched him drop Petes arm in disgust. Fuck, thats so unfair. I heard your boyfriend was as hot as you. I had to see it to believe it.

And with that, the kid was gone, flouncing away into the depths of the piercing studio. Beside me, Justin chuckled. I hadnt noticed him following me out from the back of the shop. Dude, your reputation precedes you. Even the gay chicks think youre hot.

The conversation made me squirm. I cut Justin dead, bid him good-bye, and all but dragged Pete out of the shop, much to his barely concealed laughter. He was still laughing as we decided to forgo the L and walk home. An unwise decision, perhaps, given his current level of fitness, but when he began to lean on me, it was easy enough to steer him to a bench overlooking the park in the sun.

I put my arm around him as he rested his head on my shoulder. It felt strange to be openly affectionate with him in public, but if we couldnt do it in Andersonville, we couldnt do it anywhere. Pete was quiet for a while, regaining his sense of equilibrium. I thought hed dozed off until he raised his head and turned his curious gaze on me.

I like that shop. Why dont you work there?

I raised an eyebrow. Hed made his feelings on me working in the Andersonville shop perfectly clear. I thought you didnt want me to work there.

When did I say that?

Though it bothered me to see him confused by something I could remember with perfect clarity, I couldnt help the bubble of laughter. Well, you never actually said the words, but you didnt need to.

He mulled it over for a moment. Nah, that was me being a caveman. You should work there if you want to. Its a nice place. Just dont run off with a beauty queen.

Thats what you were worried about?

I guess so.

Idiot. I laughed harder. Pete feigned annoyance until he really did put his head down to take a nap.

I watched over him while he slept. Id never seen him sleep outside before. I did it all the time, up on the roof, or on the bench outside the shop in Lakeview. Even in Lincoln Park I used to spend my lunch break snoozing on the back step. It was habit for me, but not for him.

My mind wandered as I stared at his peaceful form. I felt lucky as the warmth from his body seeped into me. Hed chosen the right words in Dr. Gilberts office. I closed my eyes, content in the knowledge that our relationship was built on faitha faith rare enough to call just ours.

A cold, wet sensation disturbed my daydreams. I opened my eyes to find a solemn face staring back at me, and it took me a moment to place Dannis old greyhound, George. I petted him, scanning the communal park for her. I didnt have to look far. She dropped down on the bench beside me a moment later.

Aw, you two look so sweet from a distance.

Pete raised his head from his lazy doze, disturbed by Georges lumbering paw on his knee. We dont look sweet now?

Danni scratched the stubble on his chin. Hate to break it to you, but youre too old to be cute, buster.

I looked on as Pete shrugged and took her hand. In the beginning, Id been jealous of the easy dynamic theyd forged overnight. It had faltered when hed been hurt, like his relationships with just about everyone, but it was better than ever now. The difference was me. These days, I got a real kick out of seeing them together, like it somehow made my world complete.

Danni stayed awhile until she left us to visit Maggie. It seemed in the weeks that Pete and I had been busy with each other, the two women had become firm friends. Their shared love of music and cooking had bonded them, and together they made a formidable team. Petes words when theyd first ganged up on him still made me smile: Were so fucked if they stay friends.

I didnt think so. I could think of worse things.

After Danni left, we sat contentedly for a while, until I remembered the envelope Justin had given me. Ted had left him my GED results, and theyd been burning a hole in my pocket since we left the shop. I pulled them out of my pocket. Pete raised an eyebrow. Oops. Id forgotten Id never told him Id taken the test.

I held out the envelope to him. He took it, turning it over in his hands. Whats this?

GED results. Can you open them for me? I dont want to see them if theyre as crappy as I think they are.

When did you take the test?

I tilted my face to the sun and closed my eyes. When you were staying with Maggie.

There was a beat of silence before I heard the slow rip of the envelope. The sound of rustling paper stopped, and for the longest moment, he still didnt speak.

Then he began to shake and I opened my eyes to find him laughing his ass off. His amusement pissed me off. I glared at him, resisting the urge to punch him, and made a grab for the letter. Its not funny, asshole. I forgot all about it until the day before. I never even got the books to study from, let alone read them.

Pete laughed harder as he held the letter out of my reach and began to read it aloud. I frowned as he rattled off a bunch of numbers. They didnt make any sense to me.

What does that mean? Did I fail all of it?

He stopped laughing and gave me a look. Are you kidding me?

I shrugged to let him know I was entirely serious. He lowered the letter and gestured to series of printed numbers. You scored above average in every test, and aced the arts and social studies sections.

I took my opportunity to snatch the paper out of his hands. What?

He pointed to the big number at the bottom of the page. Your percentile rank was ninety-one, which means if youd done this in high school, youd have been in the top 10 percent of your class.

I frowned. Are you sure? What about math?

Pete sighed. Ash, Im sure. You didnt fail. Youre a freaking genius.

Something in my expression triggered his amusement, and it was a while before he calmed himself enough to shut the hell up and listen to me. Can I ask you something?

He sobered with a heavy sigh. Depends. You have your serious face on.

I wasnt aware I had one, but I schooled my expression all the same. Considering the lack of communication between him and his workmates, I figured he wouldnt want to go to the fire-department fundraiser for families of the rescue-crew victims of the train crash, so I was surprised when he let my tentative question hang in the air.

Do you want to go? Ill come with you if you do… or not. Whatever you want.

I dont want to go.

I nodded slowly. Thats cool.

Its not cool, Ash. The accident was just that, an accident, but Tim….

He broke off and shook his head. I took his hand and waited for him to go on. Tims death was still a taboo subject, and it wasnt my place to convince him it wasnt his fault. My stint in therapy had taught me that he had to figure it out on his own, however long it took.

What about his family? I said when he didnt speak again. His mom sent you another card. Maybe you could go and see them sometime?

Yeah, maybe.

I let it go. He was tired, sleepily content in my arms. For now, I wouldnt have it any other way.


EPILOGUE





Pete

One year later….



TWELVE MONTHS. Fifty-two weeks. Three-hundred and sixty-five days. When you broke it down, a year didnt seem that long, but a lot happened to us in that long, difficult year, and by the end of it, our lives had changed beyond recognition.

I wove my way through the artsy, bohemian crowds, searching for Ash. I saw him, and a smile split my face. Id often heard it said that people didnt change, but I didnt believe that. Time changed people. Life changed people, and the spirited, vibrant man who grinned back at me bore no resemblance to the broken kid whod shuffled through my door all those years ago. I shifted the warm body on my chest and waved. He excused himself from the people he was talking to and moved toward me. As usual, we met in the middle.

He plucked his infant niece from my arms before he even said hello. I rolled my eyes and passed her over. The baby had been perfectly content with me, but the way she burrowed into him left me under no illusions of my place on her list. His chest was her favorite place to be. I could hardly blame her for that. Ash was my rock. Sometimes the chiseled planes of his chest were the only things that made sense.

Ash wrapped his arms around the bundle of light in his arms. He was amazing with that baby. His was the first face shed ever seen, and shed seen him every day of her life since.

Yeah, thats right. Ash, the baby whisperer. Who knew? None of us, until the kid made an unexpected and complicated arrival on our kitchen floor four months ago. With Danni in all kinds of trouble and Joe out of town, Id had no choice but to dump the newborn baby in Ashs arms and hope he didnt drop her. He hadnt, and by the time Danni was well enough to take her daughter back, theyd forged an unbreakable bond. That little girl loved him almost as much as he loved her.

A warm hand on my arm broke my slightly misty-eyed stare. Ash tilted his head to the side and offered me a lopsided grin. I wasnt sure you were coming.

I wasnt sure you wanted me to, I countered dryly.

I cast my eyes around the arts festival. Despite his anonymous fame on the underground scene, Ash was often still reluctant to show his work. Id taken his reticence in the run up to the festival to mean he wasnt that keen on sharing, but in the end, my curiosity had gotten the better of me. The stage hed designed for Danni to play her piano from was the biggest project hed ever done, and I really wanted to see it.

He took my hand and led me away from the tattoo display stands, past the kids workshops and food carts all the way to the music tent. There was a lot going onbig crowds and bands tuning upbut as Id become used to since Ashs work began appearing in public, the biggest cluster of people was utterly silent. I didnt have to look to know they were staring in awe at Ashs piece, but once Id left him and pushed my way through, it wasnt long before I became one of them.

The piece was awesome. When Ash had been homeless on the streets of Philadelphia, hed scratched out a living by creating chalk-drawn murals on the sidewalk. Id only ever seen grainy photos of his work back then, but recently, Danni had used her voodoo magic to persuade him to go back to his original medium.

Perhaps it helped that hed recently visited the city he was so deeply connected to.

When Danni discovered she was pregnant, she and Joe had decided to get married almost immediately. Their wedding had taken place a week later in her home city: the city where theyd met. Walking the streets of Philadelphia with Ash was something else. He showed me everywhere he could rememberthe good and the bad. He showed me the spot where he drew for Chinese tourists, and the bridge that had sheltered him on cold winter nights. He even took me to the rehab center where hed kicked his heroin habit. It was shocking and enlightening for me, but it seemed to give him some closure. I wasnt surprised when we got back to Chicago and he picked up a stick of chalk for the first time in years. It seemed hed come full circle and was now ready to go back to the start.

The results were stunning. Id never seen anything like the graphic images he produced clandestinely across the city. I stared at his latest creation. It felt strange to know I was one of only three people who knew whod drawn it. Even Ted didnt know he was harboring the citys most mysterious street artist. Sometimes I thought it was a shame that no one knew the work was Ashs, but in reality I knew anonymity suited him much better. He could put his work on show without scrutiny, especially when the subject matter was something as personal as the image in front of me.

It had been a while since hed reproduced the baby girl hed drawn since childhood. Comparisons with photographs Dannis father had were inconclusive, but I still believed it was her, and despite his reticence on the subject, the subtle tributes to her in the scene splashed across the stage led me to believe that Ash did too. The glitter of the diamond in her nose, the pale-gold flash of her hair, even the numbers that made up the life and death of their birth mother were there.

Like most of his chalk work, the piece Ash had produced on the concrete surrounding Dannis white piano was a riot of color. It was a stark contrast to the dark, edgy tattoos he designed. It was like the street art tapped into a different part of his brain. He told me once the images were like dreams, fantasies, almost, but as I stared at the smiling baby in her mystical setting of stars and unicorns, it struck me that perhaps this piece was closer to reality than he thought. The way hed drawn her, it was like she was the pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. Damn. I knew hed grown to love his sister, but I hadnt known he felt quite like that.

I tore myself away and found him by the entrance of the tent. He was waving a tiny set of bells in front of the babys face. She looked suitably unimpressed. I slid my arm around him and put my chin on his shoulder, grinning at the baby.

Hey, little lady. Is Uncle Ash being a dork again?

Ash rolled his eyes, leaning back into me in a way that made me feel like the luckiest man alive. Are you ever going to call her by her real name?

Nope. And I meant it. Who the hell called their child Cosmo? It was the stupidest name Id ever heard.

What did you think of the piece?

I loved it. How did you get the piano to look like it was floating on water?

He shrugged like it was no big thing. Danni gave me a lens to look through. By the time I was finished, I could hardly walk straight.

Well, it worked. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a pond.

Really?

From the spark in his eyes, I could tell that had been his intention. I planted a quick kiss on his cheek. Really. Its awesome. Shell love it.

Ash kept his possessive hold on the baby while we walked back to the area where he was working on Teds tattoo displays. Most of Teds workforce had turned out to promote the studios. They all greeted Ash as we passed them, and it still struck me as funny that none of them knew the main attraction of the day had been created by one of their own. None of them knew hed spent the past week hiding under a tarpaulin in the dead of night, scratching out an image of such depth and beauty.

I waited while Ash said good-bye to his niece and reluctantly handed her back to me. He would be tied up at the festival until the evening, but I was taking the baby home to her father. Joe had been away for a few days, and I knew hed be pining for his daughter. The kid had that effect on people. I had her all to myself every other Friday, and she spent half her life with Ash, but I still missed her when she wasnt around. Shed definitely inherited those pesky, mesmerizing Fagin genes.

Later that night, I went home to an empty apartment and got ready for work. After months fearing Id never work again, the bone-crushing headache that had been my constant companion had finally faded. I could see clearly again, like a veil of misery lifted, and everything looked brighter. My newfound clarity had helped me make some important decisions, and though Id never made it back to the fire department, it had been my choice to quit. After completing the nurse/medic bridge training Id looked up months before the accident, Id landed a bonehead job at a private clinic.

It was hard to turn my back on emergency medicine. I didnt miss the hours, or the horrors Id seen, but I did mourn the buzz of adrenaline that came with it. Agency work in the citys worst ERs was the obvious solution for that. I picked my own hours and worked when I wanted to work. Three night shifts a month kept my skills up and helped ease the inevitable guilt I felt about jumping ship to the cushy world of private healthcare. The extra time I got to spend with Ash helped toowhen I could tear him away from his sister, at least. Somehow, in the months Id spent recovering from the accident, Id missed them becoming inseparable.

Seeing Ash and Danni together was amazing. She was something else, something incredible, and she brought Ash to life in ways Id never considered. They were both artists, creative souls, and the buzz of energy she brought to his life was magical. Joe and I often found ourselves staring at the two of them in awe. We were both ordinary guys; how the hell did we get so lucky? The only downside was the stinky-assed greyhound taking up residence on my couch. Damn thing didnt know how to share.

I got myself together and made my way across the city to the ER. It was an average night shift. Though nursing was a different system of care than life as a medic, the cases that rolled through the door were the same. Heart attacks, car wrecks, crazy-ass junkies. I felt right at home working the triage desk. The only down point of the night was when an ambulance came through with a crew I used to know well. Id be lying if I said it didnt sting when one of them put his head down and walked right by me. It made me angry too. The job had nearly killed meit had killed Timand that self-righteous motherfucker thought he could judge me for making my life better? Perhaps the guys reticence had more to do with my domestic situation, but I didnt care much about that either. It would be a brave soul who tried to use Ash as a stick to beat me with. Brave and stupid. 

In the early hours of the morning, a bachelor party gone wrong burst through the hospitals main entrance. The sight of the groom with his head split open took me back to a similar incident at Joes bachelor party. That night stood out in my mind for a number of reasons. Some were obvious, like the drunken fall Joe and Charlie had taken from the podium in the strip club, and Dannis wrath when shed seen the two-inch gash in Joes forehead, but others were less so.

Being in a club full of naked, dancing women had been a new experience for Ash. We were both bisexual, so I was expecting him to at least look, but he didnt. Until one of the strippers chased us out of the club and jumped him, I hadnt realized how much his outlook on life had changed. It was another turning point for us, sexually, at least, but that was a story for another day.

I left the hospital at dawn. The sun hovered above the clouds, just bright enough to make my eyes hurt. I crossed the street with my head down. I didnt see Ash until Id walked into him.

Whoa, there, old man. Where are you off to in such a hurry?

He steadied me with his hands, laughing. My glare softened as his infectious grin spread through me. Home, I kinda thought thats where Id find you. What are you doing here? Its like, six in the morning.

Seven, actually, he corrected. I went home with Danni last night, and Cosmo kept me up. I figured Id come get you and we could go to bed together.

Sounded like heaven to me.

I fell into step beside him and caught sight of an envelope poking from his jacket pocket. Whats that?

He pulled it out and passed it over. Some pictures Danni took at your moms place last week.

He tried to hide his smirk. My refusal to have pictures of my own face all over the apartment was a long-running bone of contention between us, and Danni really took it to heart. Photography was her passion, and she was as good at capturing the essence of people with her camera as Ash was with his pencil. Every other week she tried to change my mind with some epic shot of me and Ash together. I suppose she figured if anything could sway me, it was the image of his face. She was right, and every time I nearly caved. Only the amusement I found in her frustration stopped me.

Today was no different. The photo was of the two of us sitting on the steps of Maggies building. I was on the step above Ash, and he was leaning back into mea position I couldve only dreamed of when I first met him. I had my head ducked down and hed tilted his back. With my hand on his chest and him cupping my chin, it looked like we were about to share a fuck-hot kiss.

I embraced the warm feeling in my bones and laughed. How does she do that? I was thinking of jumping you that day. Good thing I didnt.

You can ask her later. Theyre coming for dinner, remember?

Of course I did. It was a rare night that we didnt eat with what had become our own eclectic brand of family. Between Joe, Danni, my mom, the baby, and the freakin dog, there was always someone around. It was nice, and it was something Ash had never known before.

I passed him the photo and bumped his shoulder. You should send that to Ellie. She loves that shit.

Ash said nothing, and I let it go. Ellies decision to remain in California was a sore subject. Ash understood her need for some time to explore her sexuality away from the scrutiny of her tight-knit family, who had returned to Chicago, but he missed her. And he felt guilty for finding solace in his relationship with Danni, especially since the two women seemed to rub each other the wrong way. I found the notion ridiculous, but what did I know? Id never had two chicks fighting to be my sister. I was stuck with Heidi, and despite Ashs best efforts to convince me otherwise, I still thought she was a self-centered bitch. Heidi could kiss my ass, and I wasnt about to spend the rest of my life feeling bad about it.

I did call her kid from time to time, though. If the accident had reinforced anything, it was that life was too short to wait for things to fix themselves. I wasnt interested in trying to make Heidi a better personbeen there, fucked it up alreadybut seeing Ash with his niece reminded me why Id kept in touch with Liam in the first place. He was family, and he deserved a shot at being loved. Lord knew he wasnt going to get that from his mom.

Ash had been shocked when he found out that Heidi had tried to dump her kid on Maggie before she came looking for me. Despite everything hed been through, his blossoming relationship with his own family had restored his faith in human nature, and Heidis cold callousness was beyond comprehension to him. It wasnt to me. One way or another, I was almost certain Liam would become my responsibility eventually. Maybe that was why Id never told Ash he existed, like some weird kind of denial. Who knew? Id reached the stage where I didnt care. The past was the past.

Ash nudged my arm. Whats got you all broody?

I smirked at his choice of words. It was a term that had been thrown around a lot since Cosmos birth. The magic of seeing Ash with a baby had brought the inevitable questions from those around us about what the future might hold for the two of us. My mom wanted us to get married, but that was never going to happen. It wasnt something either of us believed in, and we didnt need a piece of paper to validate what we had. Kids? Well, that was more complicated. Ash was terrified of passing on the addiction gene hed inherited from his own mother, and me? I just didnt want to. Cosmo was great, and Liam seemed like a cool kid, but jacking off in a sperm bank? Nah. It wasnt me.

We made our way home and fell into bed. Ash was all over me, and that suited me fine. He fucked me until I forgot my own name, and I was asleep before hed even rolled off me.

Later that day, I woke up alone. I rolled over in the big bed and fumbled with my cell phone to check the time. I was surprised to find it was early evening. That happened a lot these days. It was the one thing I couldnt shake from the accident. Before, I was a light sleeper. Nowadays, I slept like an elderly cat, especially if Id pulled a shift at the hospital.

With some effort, I hauled myself out of bed and into the bathroom. As I splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth, I caught sight of the new ink on my hand. It was one word, etched on the outside edge of my palm. Amatothe Italian word for loved. Endearingly, Ash seemed to worry Id forget.

I got cleaned up, pulled on some clothes, and followed the smell of cooking into the kitchen. I lingered in the doorway when I got there, appreciating the sight before me. My mom was at the stove with the baby on her hip, waving a spoon of something in front of her like the indulgent grandmother shed always wanted to be. Joe and Charlie sat at the table playing cards. Joe was winning, but I could tell by the gleam in Charlies eye that he wouldnt be for long. At the opposite end, Ash and Danni sat close together, their gold heads so close it was hard to tell who was who. Between them, I could see photographs and sketches, plans, no doubt, for their next project.

The scene was perfect, and I took a moment to enjoy it before Ash sensed my presence and looked up. Our eyes met, and as I stared at him, I tried to tell him everything I felt in that moment. He smiled and got to his feet, his work forgotten. The heat of the mug of coffee he pressed into my hands a moment later had nothing on the lips that grazed my cheek.

There you are, he said softly enough for only me to hear. Come sit. I missed you.

I let him pull me into the warm kitchen to take my place in what had become the central hub of our patchwork family. Sometimes, I thought I missed our quiet life in Lincoln Park, but on nights like these, when I saw the people I loved safe and content, I knew I didnt. All of us had been to hell and back, and wed come out of it with our own imperfect brand of perfection.

I kissed Maggie on the cheek and slid my arms around Ash from behind. I put my chin on his shoulder and nuzzled his neck. My life had taught me that moments like these were the rarest thing, and that each day could be your last. You couldnt change the past or control your future, but you could make the most of your present. Family had many definitions. What mattered was what it meant to us, and with Ash at peace in my arms, it meant everything.
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