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The pain is overwhelming.

My life means nothing anymore.

Black. Lonely. A void.

I have an expiration date and the final hour is here.

 

Until a boy bounces into my dark world.

Too short. Too young looking. Too smiley. Too much hair.

I want to look away because he’s too much. Too much everything.

Bright and bustling with energy.

A train wreck of color.

 

His name is Kit Strong.

Loud, adorably dorky, and absolutely my type.

In another life, I could love someone like him.

 

It’s too late, though.

I’m ready to leave.

I’ve already made my decision.

 

But he wants me to stay.

 

***This is a MM emotional romance that touches on sensitive topics like death and suicide but ends happily. ***


 

 

To Elle Spaulding—thank you for answering my questions and educating me on all things diabetes. Some heroes don’t wear capes, they wear insulin pumps.

 

To Matt—pieces of you find their way into every story I write, and this is no different.
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Jasper

September 1

 

I wasn’t supposed to feel this much pain.

It aches. It suffocates. It maddens.

The loneliness that feeds the pain is sick and twisted. It’s all I can think about. I can taste it and hear it. I’m no longer me but am drowning beneath the weight of the devastation, losing sight of everything I am.

Twins are meant to enter the world together.

It’s only right they leave the world together.

Losing my brother—my fucking other half—has been catastrophic to my soul. I’m left empty and hemorrhaging, unable to staunch the flow of pain. It’s overwhelming.

I can’t take it anymore.

The sounds of my classmates laughing and teasing one another before the bell rings are muted. Faded into the background. Another dull part of my life now that Julian’s gone and the color drained away with him. They carry on like nothing affects them.

If they lost half of their soul, they would understand.

As it stands, no one does.

I’m all alone with nothing but my pain to keep me company. I don’t want this pain. I can’t bear it. Mom and Dad are stronger, older, wiser. They are coping.

I am losing the battle.

It’s not a battle I care to win.

While the chaos continues around me, I shove my shaky hand into the pocket of my jeans, seeking out my solution. My thirty answers for one big problem. The bottle filled with little bite-sized, daily shots of forced happiness may not mean much when you look at them individually, but together, it’s my ticket out.

After class.

I just need to make it through this first hour. I’m not sure why I chose this time, but it felt right. When I started considering what I wanted to do this summer—though not exactly with these pills since I just got them—there was always an excuse not to.

Mom needed help cleaning out Julian’s things.

Dad wanted someone to help him organize his albums.

The elderly neighbors needed yardwork done.

Then, after an agonizingly lonely summer—my first summer without my brother—I started my senior year. A year Julian looked forward to so much.

Football. College. Girls.

Julian knew twelfth grade would be his. My brother, the extrovert and most popular athlete in our school, was looking forward to his best year.

He’ll forever be immortalized as a junior in high school.

I’ve passed him up on age and everything else.

It’s not right.

He’s. My. Twin.

The tears no longer come. I’m wrung dry. My soul is empty and my heart is a husk. I have nothing left to give. Mom is pregnant. The twins will come soon. She won’t even need me anymore.

Someone speaks to me, but I have no words. Julian always had the words. It was because of Julian they even hung out with me. He was better looking, nicer, and made people feel good about themselves.

I’m just Jasper.

The Darrow twin who stood in his brother’s shadow.

Clutching the pill bottle tighter inside my pocket, I glance up at the clock. It ticks by so slowly I feel as though it’s mocking me. Dangling the proverbial carrot in front of me. Taunting me by keeping me from my brother.

Mr. Halston hurries into the room, flashing his grin at everyone. Physics isn’t fun. A full week of that this school year and I can already tell you that. Mr. Halston likes to pretend otherwise.

Last year, I crushed on him. Julian teased me endlessly. Mr. Halston is every gay guy’s wet dream. Tall, dark, handsome. Scruff for days. A deep voice that vibrates your very being.

This year is different because I feel nothing for the life I used to have.

I have no future. No goals. Sex seems pointless when you have no heart left.

Rather than getting a tingly sensation buzzing through me at his arrival that smells like coffee with a hint of hazelnut, all I can do is stare. His gaze passes over me, just like it does each day for the past week since school started. Tiny wrinkles form between his brows as he studies me with concern.

I look away.

If only he knew what I planned to do right after his class is over, he’d probably try and stop me. Nothing will stop me now. I’ve made up my mind, pulled the pin out of the grenade, and just need to drop it. After class. After class I will hide out in the bathroom, choke down my Lexapro, and find my brother.

I can’t stay here any longer.

I just can’t stay.

The bell rings, sending everyone to their seats and lowering their volume level. Mr. Halston may be a cool teacher, but he demands respect. The dull roar morphs into a quiet chatter as he busies himself calling roll. When he reaches Darrow, the room goes deathly silent.

Their pity rolls toward me likes waves in the ocean, each one slapping me with a cold, salty sting. I want to recoil, but I remain still as I lift my free hand.

“Here.”

But not really.

I’m physically present, but my mind is so far away from this world it’s not even funny. The pills in my pocket are supposed to help. They’re supposed to make the pain subside so I can cope with this life. I wouldn’t know. I’m not interested in masking the pain. I want to run away from it.

The classroom door opens and hushed whispers skate across the room. Someone snorts out a cruel laugh. Another person sighs in a dreamy sort of way. Several kids murmur their questions.

“Ahhh, fresh meat,” Mr. Halston says with a chuckle. “What’s your name, kid?”

I lift my gaze, slowly dragging it over to the person who’s entered our room. A boy. Too short. Too young looking. Too smiley. Too much hair. I want to look away because he’s too much. Too much everything.

Bright and bustling with energy.

A train wreck of color.

“Kit,” the colorful kid says with the cheesiest grin I’ve ever seen anyone wear. Ever. “Kit Strong.”

Eric Davidson barks out a laugh. “Strong? He’s like five-foot-seven.”

“Five-foot-eight,” Kit corrects, still fucking grinning. “Strong where it counts.”

Mr. Halston asks him another question, but I’m zeroed in on his outfit. He wears a backpack with red straps, a white T-shirt with an alien holding up a peace sign, khaki cargo pants, bright red Chucks, and a damn man purse looking bag that says, “This is my pancreas.” The strap on his man purse is filled with colorful enamel pins.

This kid is going to so get made fun of.

The first stirrings of any emotion besides grief niggle at me.

Irritation.

I’m bothered that he would wear all this shit knowing it’ll catch him hell. Some people just ask for trouble.

“…just like Matthew McConaughey from Interstellar,” Kit finishes, his too-wide grin growing wider.

What did I miss?

“You’re in the right place,” Mr. Halston says, his dark eyes twinkling.

Physics.

The only thing that makes my teacher light up like that is physics.

“Have a seat behind Mr. Darrow there,” Mr. Halston says. “He won’t bite.”

Everyone cackles around me, but I don’t flinch. I don’t care what they think or say or what amuses them. All I care about is finishing this hour so I can do what I need to do.

“Gay,” Eric coughs out, making everyone laugh.

Kit stops mid step and nods. “That’s right. Gay and proud.”

It’s like this kid wants to get his ass beat.

Mr. Halston chuckles. “Take a seat. You can talk boys with Mr. Davidson when you’re out of my class.”

Eric’s face burns crimson, earning more laughter around the room.

Kit walks across the room to the row I’m on. He makes eye contact with everyone, his eyes bright and friendly. His smile reveals a perfect row of teeth like he’s a poster boy for the dentist. With each step toward me, his mess of overgrown, chocolate-brown curls bounce.

He stops in front of my desk, unfastens one of his enamel pins, and sets it down on my desk with a clink.

“Jasper’s got a boyfriend,” Eric murmurs, making more people laugh.

Kit continues on and sits right behind me. A familiar scent of sunshine and fresh air assaults me, swirling in the air in his wake. It reminds me of picnics and past summers at Mountain Grand Lake.

I uncurl my hand from around the pill bottle and then reach for the pin. It’s a battery with a smiley face that says, “Stay positive.”

Am I that obvious?

A flash of embarrassed heat floods over my skin, revealing my inner feelings. Someone comments that I’m blushing, which only makes my flesh burn more.

“That’s enough,” Mr. Halston finally says, drawing the classroom’s attention his way. “Time to focus. Does anyone know why we can’t trust an atom?” His eyes twinkle again. “They make up everything.”

Everyone groans, but Kit laughs. One of those loud, whole-body kind of laughs. His happiness and joy over a stupid physics joke literally tickles over me, infecting me. I’m so shocked by the unasked-for assault dancing over my skin, I shudder all the way down to my toes.

Kit leans forward, his wild hair tickling my head, and says, “I like him. He’s cool.”

I don’t respond.

I don’t move.

All I can think about is how his words are soft, yet they penetrate like a spear, piercing the hard layer of pain that’s built up around me since May.

Mr. Halston begins his lecture, but I don’t focus. What’s the point? In less than an hour, I’ll be sitting on the toilet in the handicapped stall, finally actually drowning in the sea of grief rather than endlessly kicking my legs, barely keeping my head above water.

Each minute passes by quicker and quicker.

Relief floods through me.

Almost there.

“Which lunch hour do you have?” Kit asks, his voice not at all a whisper.

Mr. Halston smirks our way but continues on talking.

It. Doesn’t. Matter.

I won’t be there anyway.

Kit leans closer, a breeze of sunshine and apples teasing my senses. “Which lunch hour do you have?”

The question is the same.

He doesn’t take silence as an answer.

I shrug, a bolt of annoyance sparking through me.

“You don’t know? How can you not know?” Kit asks, his voice sounding playful.

With a heavy sigh, I hold up one finger, hoping he’ll leave me alone.

“First lunch? Me too!”

Mr. Halston turns, lifting a brow. “Talking is usually frowned upon during lectures.”

“Certainly today is an exception,” Kit chirps.

Several kids laugh and even Mr. Halston seems amused. He turns back to the board, doing absolutely nothing with this bright-ass, loud-ass boy who’s practically perched on my shoulder like a fucking cockatoo.

“Meet you by the lunchroom. We can eat together.”

“Can’t,” I grunt out. “I’m leaving.”

“Stay.” His fingers are firm as he grips my bicep and leans in. “Please stay.”
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Jasper

 

I lied.

I made a promise to the colorful boy with the big mouth and even bigger smile.

A promise I will not keep.

By the time he realizes I’ve stood him up for lunch, I’ll be gone. Forever gone. He’ll be on his own. A new kid in a new school, forced to eat lunch all by himself.

They’re going to make fun of him.

Why wouldn’t they?

He practically has a neon sign blinking above his head that says he’s innocent and unworldly and trusting. I can’t even begin to imagine how many terrible situations he’ll get himself lured into. All while wearing a fucking smile.

Anger bubbles up inside of me.

Why?

Why is he here?

Why now?

I’m not Julian. Julian would take him under his wing. Warn everyone off. Be the bigger guy. That was the kind of person Julian was. Every good trait he could absorb while in the womb, he absolutely did. I was left with the shit. But it never mattered because Julian was my other half and as long as he was here, I had all those good traits too, even if they only shone on me like rays from the sun.

Now that he’s gone, there’s nothing good left. He took it all with him. I’m not going to eat lunch with Kit Strong, the boy with a man purse. I’m having brunch with Lexapro. A thirty-course meal.

Guilt infects me one pinprick at a time.

Prick. Prick. Prick.

My resolve to rush out of class and finish what I set out to do has a million holes in it. It’s a sinking ship. All I can think about is the boy behind me who breathes a little loudly and fidgets too much. He’ll stand by the cafeteria doors smiling. Just smiling and smiling. And then I won’t show. I’ll make him frown. It’ll be me.

I finally pick up the enamel pin.

Stay positive.

It’s corny as fuck.

How can I stay positive when my world is one giant negative?

The pin mocks me. I flip the pin upside down, so the smile turns into a frown. Just like the one I’m wearing. I catch Mr. Halston’s curious stare on me as I inspect the pin. His smile is soft but probing. Like he sees inside me too.

I’m not that transparent.

I’m a hardened shell, hiding all the pain deep inside.

They can’t see it.

They. Can’t. See. It.

I curl my fingers around the pin, holding it in my fist. Dragging my stare from Mr. Halston, I eye the clock. Just a few more minutes. I can leave.

And then…

Fuck.

It’ll have to be tomorrow.

Today is not the day.

He asked me to stay.

I realize I’ll have to have lunch with this kid. I’m not an asshole, just sick with grief. The pills will be waiting for me tomorrow. Julian would approve of this minor delay. Help find the kid another equally unique kid to keep him company.

What’s one more day?

Mom did tell me she was making meatloaf. I love meatloaf. Julian hated it and Dad isn’t a huge fan, so I know it’s just for me. Imagining her eating the meatloaf all by herself is almost enough to bring tears to my eyes. I hope the twins will grow to love it.

A shower of relief rains down on me, loosening my muscles with each drop of realization. I’d been buzzing with the need to carry out my decision, but now I’m almost fatigued without having to carry the burden of it. My eyes droop and I slouch into my chair.

I’m tired.

So damn tired.

The bell rings and I’m not in a rush to get to the bathroom. Slowly, I stand and pocket the enamel pin. Since I didn’t take any notes and didn’t bring my backpack, I don’t need to grab anything.

“What’s your name?”

Kit’s voice stalls me from leaving. I turn to find him standing too close to my nearly six-foot frame. He stares up at me, unfazed by my standoffish personality. Eyes as green as an apple Jolly Rancher with dark splinters of deep blue.

“Jasper.”

“Casper?”

I clench my jaw, unsure if he’s messing with me or not. As soon as his strawberry-colored full lips twitch, I let out a groan. His lips continue their amused journey to split apart, curling into a pleased grin. A dent of a dimple forms at the same time a loud laugh barks out of him.

“Gotcha, quark.” He holds up his schedule. “Help me find my next class?”

I want to tell him no. To remind myself I only promised lunch. Instead, I find myself nodding. It’s what Julian would do, right?

Another quick glance tells me he has every single class with me.

Every. Single. One.

What’s happening?

I shoot Mr. Halston a confused look. He’s a physics teacher. Maybe this is some rule of law we haven’t learned about that pushes this colorful force into my dark void, infiltrating every corner.

Mr. Halston watches us with an intensity I can’t quite interpret. Hope. I see hope in his eyes. A hope I don’t understand. I’ve been hopeless for so long that it’s staring me in the face and it’s as foreign as an alien being.

So much hope. And gratitude.

At first I think he’s smiling at me in a grateful way because he knows I’m taking in this goofball and literally showing him the way.

His smile isn’t for me.

It’s for Kit Strong.

Like he’s the one saving me.

“Enjoy your day, boys,” Mr. Halston says, waving at us.

Kit waves back while I frown.

I start walking toward the door, imagining Kit is walking behind me. But the moment I step out of the classroom, he’s right there next to me. Head held high. Grin affixed and aimed at everyone.

Happy.

He’s so happy.

Julian was happy.

I clung to that sunny disposition like a lifesaving raft. My brother was my everything. Normally, I would dive down into the grief of my loss, but not now. Not when people are pointing and laughing. Not when they tease.

“Homos,” Eric coughs out, shooting a hateful glare our way.

Eric adored my brother. Might have even worshiped him at one time. They were teammates and good friends. Behind the smiles and jokes, I see a familiar pain. One that is an echo of my own.

“You’re Eric Davidson,” Kit says, stopping right in front of Eric.

Too close.

Too close, Kit.

This bright boy doesn’t understand personal space. He’s invasive. An infection. I want to grab him by his colorful backpack and pull him back a few feet so he’s out of our school’s wide receiver’s punching distance.

Kit’s smile is too pretty to destroy.

“And you’re the new nerd.” Eric twitches, clearly uncomfortable under Kit’s close scrutiny. “Welcome to Mountain Grand High.”

“Thanks,” Kit says. “Are you really going to Notre Dame?”

Eric’s brows furl. “Yeah, what’s it to you, stalker?”

Kit laughs. “You call it stalking, I call it learning. Nerd, remember?”

Eric shifts on his feet, shooting an uneasy glance my way as though I can make sense of the new kid.

“Your mom works at Mountain Grand Memorial.” Kit cocks his head, his dark curls bouncing. “Right?”

“Are you threatening me?” Eric asks, his voice shaking with a mixture of anger and confusion.

“No.” Kit cackles. “It means your mom will work with mine.”

“She a nurse?” Eric asks.

“Pediatric surgeon. Five bucks says my mom will befriend your mom. She befriends everyone. Dinners at the Strongs are unforgettable. Do you have siblings? My brothers and sisters don’t know anyone yet since we just moved here.”

As Kit continues to babble, several kids crowd around us. Eric has lost some of his animosity, trying to keep up with the conversation.

“We’re going to be late,” I warn, my voice barely a whisper.

Kit pulls a business card—a fucking business card—out of his pocket and hands it to Eric. “Text me.”

Eric frowns as he accepts the card.

Kit finally looks at me, waiting for me to lead the way. I let out a sigh and then keep walking. Kit takes long steps, keeping up with me. We reach our English class with less than a minute to spare.

I stalk to the back of the classroom and plant my ass down in the last seat, hoping it’ll keep from Kit breathing on me the whole hour. Predictably, he bounces my way, his dark hair zinging with each step. He plops down, turns in his seat, and grins at me.

Too close, Kit.

Too close.

“Can you take me home from school? Mom is still being weird and won’t let me drive. Dad says she’s babying me. Again.” He rolls his eyes playfully and speaks as though I even know what the hell he’s talking about. “Unless you have a motorcycle. Mom will flip if I ride on a motorcycle.”

I blink at him, unable to form words.

“I, uh, I have a car.”

“Cool.”

He turns back around, leaving me stunned. This kid is a force of nature. He’s intense and in your face. It’s distracting.

I had plans.

His smile and voice and apple Jolly Rancher eyes messed it all up.

There’s still tomorrow.

I just have to get through today.
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Jasper

 

I make it through all of second hour and part of third, wholly distracted by the new boy. It’s like my eyes find reasons to land on him. I note that, contrary to my initial observation of him, he’s not exactly small. Shorter than me, yes. But, sitting behind him in two classes now, I note he has curves to his shoulders, his back, and arms. Just enough to indicate he takes care of his body, but not enough to make him beefy like Eric. I should focus on my Native American history teacher as she explains one of the tribes in Eastern America, but I can’t.

All I see is him.

Kit Strong.

Kit checks his watch several times in a row, then glances up at the clock. With a slight sigh only I hear, he leans over to unzip his bag. He pulls out a banana and begins unpeeling it. I glance up at Mrs. Rowe to see if she’ll get onto him for eating in her class, but she’s busy writing on the board.

He inhales the banana quickly and with purpose before setting the peel on the corner of his desk to continue taking notes. I watch the clock, counting down the minutes to lunch. Exactly fifteen minutes pass and Kit checks his watch again. Another sigh. Back into his bag he goes, rifling through it until he pulls out a juice box like a little kid. He’s not quiet—his movements jerky and almost angry—as he tries to unpeel the wrapping from the straw. Something in the shakiness of his hand has me reaching past him to grab the straw. I tear the edge open and hand it back. He rips it away, shoves it into the box, and then sucks it down. His gulping is loud, earning a couple of annoyed glances. When he reaches the end, he slurps at it loudly.

“Lunch is in twenty minutes,” Mrs. Rowe states, her irritated glare burning into him.

“I know.” His tone is grumpy and annoyed.

“You need to keep the snacking to outside my classroom—”

“He doesn’t feel well,” I blurt out, an overwhelming need to protect him washing over me. She hasn’t watched his every movement for hours now like I have. Something shifted in the past half hour and I felt it.

Her mouth opens as though she’s surprised I spoke. “Very well then. Keep it quiet.”

As soon as she turns around, his body relaxes. I lean forward, this time the one to invade his personal space, and whisper, “You okay?”

A slight nod of bouncing curls is the only response I get.

Fifteen more minutes pass. The bell will ring soon and then we can head to lunch. Before the bell rings, he starts cramming things into his bag. Then, without warning, he stands, shoulders his bag, and takes off out of the classroom. Without thinking, I chase after him, ignoring the sniggers of the class and the teacher barking at us.

I exit the classroom, my eyes scanning for him. I catch a glimpse of him just as he pushes into the bathroom. That bathroom. I stalk after him, pushing down my grief that’s bubbling up inside of me at the reminder. By the time I reach the bathroom, he’s shaking off the water from his hands at the sink and rushing into a handicapped stall.

The handicapped stall.

He unzips something and makes a bit of noise as I prowl into the bathroom. I don’t think he’s using the toilet, so curiosity has me peeking through the crack of the door. I know I’m a creeper watching him, but I feel like I need to know what he’s up to. For a moment, I’m ashamed at what I’m doing, so I tear my gaze from the crack of the door to stare at my shoes. Several minutes pass and he curses under his breath. My eyes, once again, seek him out.

My mouth goes dry when I notice his bag opened and a syringe is sticking out. A syringe! I nearly choke on my heart as it leaps into my throat. I’m slammed with a hurricane of confusion and worry.

This is the stall where I am to end my life.

Not his.

I pull on the door, but it’s locked. He messes with a black device that seems to be hooked to him. I don’t know what’s happening, but I’m afraid he’ll go after the syringe next. Panic has me flying into the stall beside him, standing on the toilet, and peering over the side.

“Stop!” I cry out, my voice several octaves too high.

A small blush tinges his cheeks as he zips up his man purse, hiding his drug paraphernalia.

“You have a syringe in your bag. What were you going to do?” I accuse, unable to drag the hurt from my voice.

Could it be lethal?

I barely know him and already know he shouldn’t hurt himself.

“It’s called living,” he grumbles, leaning against the wall.

“You’re a drug addict? Is that why you’re so happy?”

“Do I look happy now?” he snaps, fire blazing in his green-blue eyes.

He looks miserable. Twitchy and angry. Fatigued. A light sheen of sweat on his pale face.

“What’s wrong? Do you need the nurse?”

“This is what’s wrong,” he mumbles, shooting me the bird.

I’m irritated and slightly offended until I see his tattoo on his middle finger. I don’t understand the symbols. They make no sense to me.

“You said your mom is a doctor,” I say softly. “Should I call her?”

His brows are furled together as he blinks up at me. “Please don’t.”

“Can you unlock the door?”

He nods and reaches over to unlatch it. I hop off the toilet before entering the stall with him. The kid is clearly unwell. I have the urge to hold him up so he doesn’t fall over.

So, I do.

I grip his arm, stepping closer. His sunshine and apples scent invades my senses, only now he smells sweet from his juice and banana.

“How can I help?” My eyes pin his.

“You’re doing it.”

The bell rings and people start to flood the bathroom. I close and lock the stall door so no one teases him. As they move on to their next class or lunch, and when the bell rings, I arch a questioning brow.

His coloring is better and his already familiar smile is taking up real estate on his face. Up close, I notice how long his dark eyelashes are. Just how pouty his lips are. I realize had I taken all those pills this morning, then I wouldn’t have had the insane fluttering in my stomach that makes me wonder just how sweet Kit Strong tastes.

“You’re gay too,” he says, no judgment in his tone.

“Yeah.” I don’t fidget or shy away from his assessment. “That obvious?”

“Your social media has a quote that says, ‘Out and proud,’ so yeah, kinda.”

A smile tugs at one corner of my lips. “Did you stalk out the entire senior class?”

There’s only ninety-eight of us, so it’s not impossible.

“All the teachers too,” he says, beaming.

“So you know…” I trail off, choking on my words. I shove my hand into my pocket, rattling the pill bottle, needing to have that safety net in my grip.

“About the accident,” he murmurs, “yes.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, hating that for the first time in weeks, the tears tease me again.

“Jasper, I need to go to lunch.”

My eyes pop back open as I study him. “What’s this mean?” I grab his hand, ignoring the jolt that shoots straight to my dick, and inspect the tattoo.

“It’s a tattoo with the Type 1 diabetes symbols on it.” He chuckles. “Mom was not thrilled when I got this. Not thrilled at all. Dad high-fived me, though.”

This cheesy, goofy, too-smiley kid has a tattoo like a badass.

“You eat too much sugar or something?” I ask, frowning at him. No wonder he’s hyper as fuck.

“No, dummy,” he says, his grumpy mood from earlier now absent. “I was diagnosed when I was fourteen. Basically my pancreas doesn’t work. I have to do all the work for it. Constant work, too.”

My aunt Helen has diabetes, but I always thought it was because she liked to bake cakes.

“You have to prick your finger?” I ask, remembering that about my aunt.

“It’s a lot more than that.” He runs his fingers through his bouncy hair, his expression still seemingly dazed. “The stuff you saw was my glucagon emergency kit. I had to bolus and Mrs. Rowe was already pissed I was eating in her classroom, so I came here to do it. It’s my fault. Dropped my breakfast sandwich in the grass on the way to school and overcorrected on my carbs. I have a monitor that tells me when my levels aren’t right.” He lifts his shirt to reveal his stomach. “See?”

The small device I’d seen earlier is definitely attached to his skin. I’m more intrigued with the cuts of muscles into his abs. Or the dark happy trail below his belly button. My dick thickens in appreciation.

“What’s this?” I ask, my voice husky. I touch the device on his stomach.

“An insulin pump. Though, sometimes, I have to intervene when things are out of whack. You’d think four years later I’d have it under control.” He shakes his head, his dark hair bouncing. “This disease keeps me on my toes.”

Disease.

Disease.

Disease.

The word makes my stomach clench painfully. I don’t want him to have a disease. I’m suddenly all-too protective over Kit Strong, who doesn’t seem strong at all. One of his organs has failed him and he manually does the labor to keep his body moving.

“Are you going to…” My voice cracks. “Die?”

He lets his shirt drop down and he steps closer. “I don’t plan on it until I’m an old man.”

Relief floods through me. I sag and let out a sigh.

“I have to eat, though.” He stands on his toes, pressing a chaste kiss on my lips like we didn’t just meet hours ago. “I’ll tell you all about it over lunch.”

I’m so stunned he kissed me, all I can do is gape at him.

I would’ve missed this.

Had I come to this stall alone, hours ago, I would’ve missed this not-so-lonely moment with a bright boy with a broken organ and a smile as big as Texas.

My own broken organ—the empty husk that was shriveling away in my chest—starts thudding hard. Blood pumps from it to my extremities, especially to my dick. Heat flames across my flesh as I blatantly stare at his pretty strawberry lips that were soft and sweet as they pressed to mine.

I want to kiss them again, I realize.

Next time, I want to part them with my own lips and taste his tongue to see if it’s like I imagine. I want to dive my fingers into his silky, bouncy hair and hold him to me. I want to run my fingertips over his hard abs and then through his trail of dark hair. I want to do a whole lot.

There’s no time.

My time ran out.

All I have is today because tomorrow is my date with Julian.

“Mom says people can’t help falling in love with me,” Kit says, his green-blue eyes twinkling. “She calls it the Strong Force.”

“Like in physics? The strong nuclear force?”

He laughs, his smile widening. “That’s right, quark.”

I try to run through what we’ve learned about it from Mr. Halston. In a nutshell, the strong force holds the nucleus together.

I’ve been splitting off and drifting in a million different directions since my brother wrapped his car around a tree. He wasn’t even supposed to be at the senior prom, but an older girl asked him to be her date. After he dropped her off, he was run off the road and hit a tree.

A drunk driver.

My brother, on prom night, wasn’t even drinking.

Another person’s mistake took my twin from me.

“Let’s go,” Kit says, unlocking the stall door.

On impulse, I reach for his hand, my fingers grasping onto his like a lifeline. I feel if he leaves me alone in this stall, I’ll finish what I wanted to start this morning. His touch is warm and comforting. I forgot what it felt like to crave another person’s touch.

His fingers thread with mine as he tugs me from the stall. I get caught up in his sunny apple scent and incessant chattering. Behind me, I leave the grief where it belongs. Alone in that stall. I’ve been haunted by the sadness for so many months that it feels relieving to untether from it. The weight that drags me under is gone. I’m floating. A balloon of lighter emotions as Kit tugs me along.

We make it into the lunchroom. The chaos pops my balloon of slight happiness, sending me deflating quickly. Kit squeezes my hand as though he knows.

I’m supposed to take him under my wing.

To look after him so he won’t get picked on.

Do the Julian thing and be a hero.

Turns out, Kit reversed the roles on me.

He’s taking care of me and I absolutely don’t know what to do about it.
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He’s so…interesting.

His mouth moves so quickly, I can barely keep up. I’ve learned his father is a microbiologist and the reason for their move. His team is studying a new species of organisms discovered on Mountain Grand Lake. His mother is a pediatric surgeon. He has four siblings, all younger. At his old school, he ran track, was on the debate team, and was in student council. When he graduates high school, he wants to go to college to study engineering because he wants to become an astronaut.

“Mom says it’s impossible. That I should become a scientist like Dad or a doctor like her.” His pink, pink strawberry lips pout out, reminding me of our quick kiss in the bathroom. “They think because of my disease, I can’t do it.”

“Can you?”

He shrugs. “Technically, you have to be in optimal health, which I’m not. But I’m only eighteen. I figure by the time I finish my endless amounts of education, there will be great strides taken for Type 1 diabetes. And then it’s off to Mars.” His grin is infectious, though a twinge of sadness pinches at my heart.

I can’t imagine wanting to do something but being physically unable. I’ve always taken my health for granted. Julian did too.

“What about you?” he asks. “What’s your future?”

A cold sense of dread washes over me. I wasn’t supposed to make it to lunch, much less ten years from now. Sure, once upon a time, I had dreams, but they turned into nightmares when I lost my brother. Then, they faded into nothing. A black void where my life ahead of me lies.

“I don’t know.”

His eyes narrow, unpeeling me layer by layer. “Everyone knows what they love. I love mysteries and science and the great unknown. I want to explore and learn. When you were a little kid, what did you tell everyone you wanted to be when you grew up?”

Julian wanted to be a policeman.

It was the only time we didn’t want to do things together. The thought of driving around town pulling people over was boring to me.

“A music teacher,” I admit, heat flooding to my neck and cheeks.

“You like music?” His green eyes light up and his teeth glint behind his smile.

“I love it.”

“So you want to teach it?”

“Back then I did. I like learning about it. Kind of like you and space, I guess. I like understanding the notes and beats. Reading beyond the lyrics. Seeing poetry in musical notes and bars. It’s kind of like science, I suppose. I’m interested in the mechanics of it.”

“Dr. Music. I like it.”

Now that he has me talking, the old me rises to the surface, eager to share something about my former self. “I have a crush on Trent Reznor. You know him?”

He cackles. “Yeah, we go way back.”

“Asshole,” I grumble, but not at all annoyed because the nerdy boy is quite beautiful to look at.

“I like his music, so yeah, I know him.”

“He’s a genius,” I explain, sitting up as familiar excitement burns through my veins. “He hears notes and makes sense of them like a scientist would data. He mixes formulas and tests the limits of sound. Every instrument is a tool for him to expand his learning. So he’s an artist, but he’s obsessed with the science of it. And that’s not even touching his lyrics.”

It makes me want to invite Kit over so he can meet my dad. I’d watched Dad’s love for music since before I could remember and was drawn to it, finding that love myself. I can almost see it. Kit in our living room as Dad plays chords on his guitar, chatting with us about the best albums of all time while Mom hovers, a smile on her lips.

My chest aches.

In the past, the other person was always Julian. Julian teasing Dad about his love for Nickelback just to get a rise out of him. Mom chiming in about Garth Brooks or Alan Jackson, making Dad and I both cringe.

The memories are cruel and the illusion of a future like them is even crueler.

Tomorrow won’t come.

All I have is today.

“You’re really passionate about it,” Kit says, “but it also makes you sad. Because of Julian?”

The name of my brother on his lips is jarring. Instant tears prickle at my eyes. I freeze, panicked by the onslaught of grief that attacks me from all directions. Emotions I’d been carefully shoving down into the dark holes of who I am come raging to the surface. I can’t hide them or hide from them. All I can do is remain still as they obliterate me.

Everything in the lunchroom blurs as the tears that flooded my summer come rushing back. I can’t do this. I can’t be here. I should have left already. My hand shoves down into my pocket and I grip the pill bottle. It rattles in my hand as my entire body shakes. The sourness in my stomach burns up my esophagus.

I want to go home.

I want to crawl into my twin bed and stare at the other twin bed, pretending my twin was still alive.

Fuck, I miss him so much.

An arm wraps around me, startling me. A curly-headed boy leans his head on my shoulder, providing warmth to my chilled, aching soul. I hate that a tear slips out where everyone can see.

No one looks.

My grief makes them feel awkward.

I’ve been so alone with it.

Until now.

“Do you take medicine?” Kit asks, his voice soft and soothing.

Another tear leaks out as I nod.

“Have you taken it today?” His fingers run up and down my arm. When I shake my head, he says, “Don’t you think you should?”

I was supposed to take them all.

Not one.

Thirty.

“I guess,” I choke out.

“Do it then.” His tone is firm, urging me on.

Shakily, I pull it out and the pills rattle. Kit’s fingers brush over mine as he takes it from me. Because he’s a nosy stalker, he reads the label. Then, he takes his arm from around me to open it. He hands me one.

Just one.

“Take your medicine,” he instructs. “And then tell me your favorite Nine Inch Nails album.”

I swallow down the pill, thoughts of music already chasing the dark sadness away for the moment. He hands me back the closed bottle and turns his head to look at me.

Too close, Kit.

Too close.

This close, I want to pull him to me and kiss him. In front of everyone. In front of all the kids who turn a blind eye to the boy who’s shattered beyond repair and has one foot out the door of this life. The same kids I grew up with going to birthday parties and school dances. Kids I had sleepovers with and camping trips.

I’m something they don’t understand now.

Something they fear.

Rather than loving me by default because of Julian, they’ve forgotten all about his steady shadow. I’m a figment to them. Barely existing. Casper, not Jasper.

Kit reaches up with his thumb, swiping away the tear that still clings to my jaw. He wipes it on my T-shirt, a teasing grin on his face. His touch warms and soothes me. I absolutely crave it.

The bell rings, breaking our spell. I’m not discouraged, though, because I know the very next class Kit will be there too. And the ones following after. After school, he’ll walk with me to my car and allow me to take him home. It’s like he’s replacing the dead, stagnant air around me with sunshine and apples.

For my last day on Earth, he’s making it pretty spectacular.

Because of him, I’ll get to have meatloaf. I’ll have another evening hanging out with Dad as we discuss music. I’ll feel the twins moving in Mom’s stomach.

I want to thank him, but he’s leaving his seat to deposit the trash from our lunch. I’d learned a lot about his disease in a short time. It’s like he has so much to say and has to talk fast in order to be able to say it all.

Kit waits for me, his hand outstretched. I absolutely need his touch. Gratefully, I grasp onto his hand as he leads me to our next class. Since I know where we’re going, I guide him with hand gestures along the way. Students stare at us, intrigued by our handholding, but no one makes fun of us.

Everyone at Mountain Grand High knows I’m gay.

I’ve dated some guys over the years whom I have classes with.

Kit already announced to the class his sexuality.

I guess it’s not a surprise to our peers, though it’s a surprise to me how taken I am with Kit.

When we near our class, he sees one of the cheerleaders, Harloe, and waves. She gives me a confused look before waving back at him.

“Is your sister okay, Harloe?” he asks, stopping in front of her.

Her thick, mascara painted lashes flutter hard, a tiny frown tugging at the normally smiling cheerleader’s face. “She’s better. How did you know about my sister?”

“Stalker, remember?” her friend, Serena, whispers loudly. “Eric says he knows everything about everyone.”

Kit nods rapidly, answering the not-so-quiet friend, his hair moving wildly at the action. “I do,” he agrees. “I studied up on everyone the moment I knew we were moving here. Including you, Serena.”

I want to tell him he’s being creepy, but I know it won’t bother him. It’s in his nature. He disarms people.

Harloe smirks. “I bet you found all kinds of dirt on everyone.”

“Mostly good stuff,” he says. “Your sister idolizes you. I saw the picture you posted of the two of you jet skiing this summer.”

“That picture was…” Harloe’s eyes water. “It was before she went under.” Her bottom lip wobbles and she shoots me a devastated look. “She almost died.”

I feel the pain in her words. The horror and heartache. The relief. Sure, I lost my brother, but I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I’m thankful her sister survived the accident. I’d seen the post a week ago, the weekend before school started, and felt gutted for her.

“But you saved her. All those years lifeguarding helped, huh?” Kit says, pride in his voice.

Serena hugs her, nodding rapidly. “She did. My bestie is a hero.”

My head hangs. I wish I could have been a hero just once for Julian. I didn’t go to the senior prom, though, and he was pronounced dead on the scene.

Harloe gives me a quick, awkward hug that startles me. “So sorry about Julian,” she whispers. “I never got a chance to tell you at the funeral and I didn’t want to bring it up in case it made you sad.”

I meet her gaze, swallowing down the emotion. “I don’t want to forget about him. Talking about him makes me sad, but not talking about him makes me sadder.”

Understanding flickers in her eyes. “I’m, uh, here for you if you need to talk.”

“Thanks,” I murmur and mean it.

“What did you learn about me?” Serena asks Kit. “Anything good?”

“You finally nailed the back full twist. That video was awesome!” Kit exclaims, holding up his hand for her to high-five him.

She squeals and smacks his hand. “You know how hard that was? I literally had to do five hundred crunches a day in order to get my abdominal muscles ready. Harloe still can’t do one yet.”

The girls tease each other, but they’re both smiling.

Kit does this.

He’s an infection.

Or, maybe he’s a cure.
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The rest of our classes go by quickly. I feel like my last day is going by too fast. Like Kit awarded me an extra twenty-four hours, but they’re depleting in rapid speed. By the time the last bell rings, I’m eager to get him in my car, all to myself.

Everyone is drawn to him.

He’s strange and loud and talkative and nosy, but they all like it.

They like him.

A small part of me is jealous. Like he was mine first. Now that school’s over, I can get him in my car and bask in his light, not having to share any part of him.

On the way out the door, Kit notices the football team practicing on the field.

“Wait for me,” he instructs before walking over to the edge of the field. He waves someone over, and I soon realize it’s Eric Davidson.

Several football players playfully smack Eric’s helmet, urging him to go see what it is Kit has to say. A pang shoots through me realizing Julian would have been right there with them. Eric is awkward as he walks up to Kit, towering over the smaller guy. Thankfully, no waves of hostility can be felt this time. Kit gestures for Eric to dip his head. He whispers something to Eric that has Eric’s eyes widening. Then, Kit pats his shoulder and then waves. To my surprise, Eric waves back.

“Ready, quark?” Kit asks when he approaches. “Mom won’t let me stall forever. Not on my first day. She’ll be expecting a full report.”

I nod, somewhat in a daze as I follow Kit. When he realizes I’m shuffling along, he grabs my hand and squeezes it. We make our way to my Tahoe. It used to be Mom’s, but with the twins coming, she wanted something newer. I remember this Tahoe from when I was little. She hauled us to all my music lessons and Julian to all his football practices in it. It makes me wonder what sort of things the twins will like.

I’ll miss out.

Regret hits me hard in the gut. I don’t want to miss out on those things.

“Cool car,” Kit says, whistling.

“It’s old.”

“Vintage,” he teases.

We climb in the vehicle and he starts babbling about a car show his dad took him to this summer. I’m more focused on the way his plump, strawberry lips move than the actual words coming out. They’re so captivating. Not bothering to turn on the car, I reach over and touch his hair. So soft. He rewards me with a smile that steals my breath.

“What did you say to Eric?” I ask, unable to look away from his mouth.

“I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

My eyes fly to his. Tomorrow I have plans. “In first hour?”

“At lunch.”

I scowl, dropping my hand to turn the engine over. The car rattles to life, “Right Where It Belongs” by Nine Inch Nails blasting through the speakers. Rather than turning it down, I put the vehicle in drive, waiting for him to guide me.

He points each time I need to turn, and soon we’re pulling into the driveway of an older home off Main Street that’s been recently restored. It’s a really nice house, much nicer than our cookie-cutter one in the suburbs. A woman with bushy brown hair is watering a rosebush.

“Mom should have been a lawyer instead of a doctor,” Kit says, laughing. “She just gets inside your head. You’ll see.”

I frown at him. “Oh.” I certainly don’t want her in my head.

“She’ll ask you to stay for dinner. Come on. We have homework to do.”

I guess if I have to stay for lunch tomorrow to find out what he spoke to Eric about, then I’ll need to have my physics homework done. Who better to help me through it than Mr. Future Astronaut himself?

After shutting off the vehicle, I climb out. Kit bounces over to his mother, nearly knocking her over with a hug. She’s all smiles until she discovers me standing awkwardly by my Tahoe.

“Hello,” she calls out.

“Hey.” My greeting comes out in a grunt. “I’m Jasper.”

“Leesa,” she says, her brows furling.

I see what Kit means. Her green eyes are hard and probing as she approaches, as though she has the power to see inside me. It’s dark in there. She doesn’t belong.

Cold water hits my chest, making me gasp in shock. Her eyes are dancing with mischief as she lets go of the hose, dropping it to the grass. Kit is howling with laughter as I gape at her in disbelief.

“I thought you fell asleep,” Leesa says, an eyebrow arching. “Are you awake now?”

My shirt is drenched and I’m still reeling over the fact this woman sprayed me with a hose.

“I, uh, I…” I frown. “I’m all wet.”

“That won’t do,” she says. “Kit’ll find you a shirt to wear that’ll be appropriate for dinner.”

“I can’t. My mom made meatloaf,” I reply back. “It’s my favorite.”

And the last dinner my mother will cook me.

Her head tilts to the side as she studies me. “All right then. There are snacks in the kitchen. Kit needs to eat because—”

“He knows, Mom,” Kit groans. “He was there when I went low.”

“He showed me his middle finger,” I add.

She rolls her eyes and playfully swats at him. “That finger gets him in a lot of trouble.”

“Dad thinks it’s cool,” Kit argues.

Her eyes are once again locked on me. “How old are you?”

I flinch at her words, my gaze falling to my black Doc Martens. The reminder of my birthday at the end of the month hits me hard in the chest. “Uh, seventeen.”

“Hmph.” She doesn’t sound pleased by this.

He groans in exasperation. “Mom. Stop.”

“Behave, Kit,” she murmurs. “You’re the adult here.”

“Really?” he asks in a sardonic tone. “Sometimes I think you forget that.”

They both laugh, the tense mood gone. I chance a look up at her. Her intense, probing stare is gone. Soft green eyes explore me in a concerned, motherly way.

“We’re going to get those snacks now,” Kit says. “We have a lot of homework, so leave us alone.”

“Do you hear how mean he is to me?” she teases. “I’m a frail old woman with a tender heart my oldest son likes abusing.”

“Dramatic,” Kit mouths to me, a grin on his lips.

“I’m off today and tomorrow. I’d love to meet your parents. Supper tomorrow night then, Jasper?” She beams at me, her smile every bit as radiant as her son’s.

“I, uh, don’t know. Mom’s pregnant and—”

“Oh, I’d love to meet her. Please, Jasper. I’m a great cook. Why don’t you write your mother’s name and number on the pad in the kitchen when you have a snack with Kit? I’ll call her to coordinate.”

“Uh, sure.”

Kit grabs my hand, linking our fingers together. I expect his mother to say something, but she picks her hose up to continue watering the garden. He walks us up the steps of the huge wraparound porch and stops to pet a fat, orange cat.

“Homeslice needs to go to fat kitty camp,” he tells me over his shoulder. “But Mom says he’s just fluffy.”

He stands up and then pushes through the front door. We’re met with chaos. Two kids are riding on their stomachs on skateboards while one attempts to play the piano. A young boy is eating apple slices while trying to do a puzzle at the coffee table. A man who resembles Kit but with a beard and glasses is staring at his laptop while sitting in a recliner.

“Snacks are in the kitchen,” his dad says without looking up.

“Oooh, Kit has a boyfriend,” one of the kids rolling by on a skateboard says.

“And you’re going to have a broken neck if you keep doing that,” Kit chides, narrowly missing his toes getting run over. “Dad, meet Jasper. Jasper, this is my dad, Tad.” He points to the puzzle boy. “That’s Wex.” He then points to the girl at the piano. “That’s Vesper.” His fingers waggle between the boy and girl on skateboards. “Those two are naughty mice Homeslice brought in.”

“Am not!” the boy shrieks while the girl giggles.

“Boys,” Tad chides, though not at all serious. His eyes are now sweeping down my form, studying me with quiet scrutiny. “Nice to meet you, Jasper. Your shirt’s wet.”

“Your wife soaked him,” Kit tattles.

Tad grins. “She’s a little crazy that one.” He motions for the kids rolling past us. “Bo and Quinn are the little skateboarding vermin.” He notices the way Kit holds my hand. “Boyfriend, huh?”

“They’re impossible,” Kit explains to me, not answering his dad’s question. “You just have to ignore them.”

“Hard to ignore when the Strong Force is everywhere,” Tad says, making his voice deep and cryptic like he’s announcing a sci-fi movie. “Welcome to the club.”

Kit takes me into the kitchen and leads me over to the notepad. Reluctantly, I write my mom’s information down before accepting snacks Kit shoves my way. I’m enamored by the way he babbles about everything. Once he’s eaten his fill and checked his monitor through his special watch, he takes my hand again.

We’re almost to the stairs when Tad calls out to us.

“No hanky-panky under my roof!” He cackles, reminding me of his son.

“See what I have to put up with?” Kit groans while I turn a million shades of red. “Come on. Let’s get away from the geezers and farm animals.” His voice is loud enough his dad hears, earning more laughter.

I’m slightly dazed as he points at bedrooms along the way, explaining who sleeps where. We end up in a room that’s most definitely Kit’s. It looks like a rainbow threw up all over it. Funny posters line the walls and his stuff is piled up everywhere. It’s chaotic like him and his family.

He shuts the door behind me and tosses his bag on the floor. I stand there, shifting on my feet, unsure what to do or say. After he hands me a shirt, I quickly swap it out, leaving mine on the floor.

“I need to rest a minute,” he tells me as he pulls off his man purse and sets it on the end table. I’d learned at lunch it holds all his supplies like insulin and syringes and alcohol pads. “Come have a rest, Jasper. You look like you need it.”

I am tired.

So tired.

I kick off my shoes like he does and round the bed to the other side. Once we’re both stretched out, I can’t help but turn on my side so I can see him.

“Can I see the pump again?”

Our eyes meet and his darken slightly. It makes me want to stare at his lips as he licks them, but I want to see his stomach again. He draws up the material. Gingerly, I reach out and touch the device. Then, my fingers graze over his abdominal muscles.

“That tickles,” he breathes.

“Oh,” I say, withdrawing my hand.

“I like it, though.”

The air grows thick with tension as I explore his stomach like I craved to do the moment I first saw it. Each time my fingers dance over his happy trail, he groans. I notice how hard he is in his cargo pants, which makes me hard too.

“I’m glad I met you today,” he murmurs. “You’re the most fascinating person I’ve ever met.”

I frown, jerking my gaze up to his. “Me?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not fascinating.”

“I’ve never seen someone think so loud or wear their emotions so plainly on their face before.”

I’m that obvious to him? To other people?

“I should text my mom,” I grumble, rolling onto my back.

My screensaver is a picture of me and Julian. It hurts to look at it. I swipe my phone, quickly finding Mom’s contact info.

Me: I’m at a friend’s but I’ll be home by dinner.

Mom: Who? Which friend? Are you okay?

The urgency in her text confuses me.

Me: Kit Strong. His mom wants to have dinner with us tomorrow. She forced me to give her your number.

She doesn’t respond for a long moment even though the dots start and stop several times. Finally, she responds.

Mom: Take your time, sweetie. Enjoy your friend. We can eat without you if you’re having fun.

Me: I can’t miss meatloaf tonight.

Mom: There’ll always be leftovers. Are you sure you’re okay? I’ve never heard of this boy. Is he nice?

Me: He’s nice.

Mom: What’s he look like?

Kit scoots closer, nosily reading our texts. “She’s like my mom.”

A chuckle escapes me. “Yeah, I guess they’re all the same.”

“I like your laugh,” Kit murmurs, his breath hot and tickling my cheek.

“I like yours too.”

“Take a picture.” He leans over and I know he’s cheesin’ without having to look at him.

Flipping the camera to selfie mode, I find that my lips are curling into a grin when I see how ridiculous Kit is being with his too big smile. He reaches forward and mashes the button.

I send it to Mom.

Me: Oh, honey, he’s adorable. Have fun. Don’t let me bother you two.

“Can you send it to me?” Kit asks.

I hand my phone to him and he sets to texting himself the picture. I’m mildly annoyed when he also changes the screensaver on my phone. But, each time I look at the picture of Kit’s goofy grin, I smile too.

“Hey, Jasper?”

I set my phone on my stomach and turn to look at him. “Mmm?”

“I’m going to kiss you now.”
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His green-blue eyes sparkle with delight. Of all the guys I’ve kissed, not one has looked at me like I’m special and worthy and unique. My breath hitches when he lowers his pink, pink strawberry lips to mine.

I need the sweetness.

I need his lips.

Before he reaches me, his grin quirks up on one side as his fingers run through my hair. My hair, like Julian’s was, is light brown and wavy. Mom would get onto us when it got too long. Mine hangs over my brows lately, curling slightly around my ears and at my nape, but she doesn’t complain.

Mom doesn’t complain about anything when it comes to me anymore.

Before I’m allowed to ponder why, Kit’s lips are on mine firm and demanding. I groan, not at all surprised at his insistence. Though Kit is colorful and loud and adorably dorky, he’s absolutely my type.

Confident. Forward. Energetic.

I need someone to counteract all my wrongness. Someone opposite. Warmth to my cold. Light to my dark. Good to my…whatever it is I am.

My lips part to allow his tongue entry. We both moan when our kiss intensifies. I feel as though Kit is trying to consume me. I like it. So much. His fingers spear into my hair, tugging and stroking. It makes me want to touch him too. I run my own fingers through his hair, loving how his curls spring up once they come loose from my grip.

He pulls away, my bottom lip caught between his teeth. I’m shocked by the sting of it and pop my eyes open. Fiery intensity blazes in his eyes that seem more green than blue at the moment. His smile is gone, even after he releases me from his bite. We’re both panting hard and I’m hard as a rock in my jeans.

I want to rip his shirt off.

To go down on him.

Beg him to do the same to me.

I want him.

“Anyone ever tell you your gray eyes are stormy?” he murmurs, pecking my lips and then my cheek and then my nose.

“Mom calls them my gloomy clouds. She says every gloomy cloud is gifted a rainbow.”

His smile flashes across his face, bathing me in its warm light. “I like that.”

“I like you,” I murmur, pulling him to me again.

We kiss urgently for what feels like hours. My lips are raw and my jaw aches. Somehow while we made out, we each ended up on our sides, our legs tangled while our free hands explored. Each time his fingers tease at my belt line on my lower stomach, I feel like I’ll nut in my pants. He knows it too because he grins wider each time.

“You want me to touch you,” he murmurs. “Don’t you?”

I swallow and nod. “I do.”

“This weekend.” His palm ghosts over my dick. “Stay the night.”

Images of us in this bed, late at night, naked and writhing has me nearly forgetting my own name. I buck my hips toward his hand, wanting the feel the power of his hand wrapped around me.

“Promise,” he pleads.

I grip his wrist, pulling him to me. “I promise.”

He rewards me by stroking me over my jeans. I groan against his lips, so close to coming, it’s embarrassing.

“Kit,” I rasp out. “I want you to fuck me.”

He pulls his hand away, kissing me gently. “We have all year, quark.”

We only have tonight.

Well, and tomorrow because his mom wants to meet mine.

And this weekend because I promised him.

“I have to go,” I whisper, hating how my chest locks up. “I…I have to go.”

Before I can slip out of the bed, he fists my shirt. “Jasper, stay.”

It’s like he knows I have an expiration date.

No one knows.

So why does it feel like he’s trying to keep me tethered to the world I no longer belong to?

“It’s meatloaf night,” I say dumbly. “Mom will be upset if I miss it.”

His smile fades and his brows furl as he watches me slide out of the bed. I right my clothes and mess with my hair. My dick has softened once my thoughts turned dark.

“I’ll text you later.”

I nod and start for the door. Before I leave, I sweep my stare over his body, settling at the way his dick strains in his cargo pants and the way his shirt has ridden up to expose his monitor on his abdomen.

“Are you low?” I ask, though I don’t exactly know all the lingo.

“High off you.” He snorts. “I’ll be okay.”

His answer has me hesitating by the door. Finally, I release a sigh and give him a small wave. I hurry down the stairs. His family is in the kitchen all cooking. I peek my head inside and clear my throat.

“You leaving, hon?” Leesa asks.

“Um, yeah.” I fidget, unable to meet her eyes. “We, uh, studied a lot. Kit seems tired. Maybe you want to check on him.”

She smiles, exchanges a look I don’t interpret with Tad, and then hurries past me. “Thanks, Jasper. See you tomorrow.”

The ride home is like waking up from a Julian dream. In those dreams, he laughs and teases me. He pokes at me. He tries to get me to smile. But when I wake, I’m reminded he’s dead and I’m all alone. Half of a whole. Barely breathing.

I pull into the driveway behind Mom’s vehicle and climb out. Rather than reaching for my pill bottle, I pull out the pin Kit gave me this morning. I’m still studying it when I walk into the living room.

The house smells like meatloaf and memories of a better time. I want to walk back outside, running far, far away. Instead, I carry my feet toward the kitchen where Dad is working on a salad while Mom fusses with a meat thermometer.

“Smells good,” I rumble.

Both their heads snap to mine, several emotions flipping over their features. Confusion. Elation. Sadness. Relief. Why are they looking at me this way?

“I spoke to Dr. Strong,” Mom says, her features settling on happy. “She’s a lovely lady. Very friendly. They invited us over for dinner tomorrow night.”

“I didn’t know you made a new friend,” Dad adds. “Glad to hear it, though.”

Both of them watch me with an expectant, hopeful expression.

“I, uh,” I mutter. “He’s nice. I like him.”

“Did you kiss him?” Mom teases.

My skin burns red-hot and I shoot Dad an exasperated look. He smirks and shrugs.

“Carla, honey, leave the boy alone,” Dad finally says.

“What?” she whines, holding her very pregnant belly. “I’ve been waiting for him to find a new boyfriend. The last one was Henry. Henry was sweet, but not sweet enough for my boy.”

Henry and I dated up until my brother’s death. After that night, I slowly cut him away from me along with everyone else.

“Kit’s not my boyfriend.” I frown at her, trying to ignore her giddy expression. “He’s not.”

“Don’t lie,” she chides. “I can always tell when you lie.”

Dad chuckles when my face flashes hot again. “Are you wearing his shirt? Because it’s a size too small and quite…colorful.”

“Can we eat already?” I grumble as I place my hand on her stomach.

The twins are active, rolling and kicking like usual. It makes me wonder if Julian and I were that way. Did we bounce around her womb like hyper kittens?

“I love you,” Mom whispers, covering my hand with hers.

Her words cut into me in a way that stings. I recoil and retreat away from her, making a beeline for the table. I’ve just settled at it when I notice her shooting Dad a helpless look. Her eyes are watery and her lip wobbles.

I don’t like seeing Mom cry.

Staring at the tabletop, I think of happier things. Like Kit’s face. His man purse. His pink, pink strawberry lips. The way he made friends with Eric Davidson of all people.

“What’s that, Jasp?” Dad asks as he sets the salad in the middle of the table.

“Oh…” I hand him the pin. “Kit gave it to me in first hour. He wouldn’t stop talking to me after that.”

“Stay positive.” Dad sets the pin back down on the table with a plink. “Words of wisdom.”

Mom brings the meatloaf over as Dad fetches the rolls. She hands out the plates and silverware next. Dad brings over a pitcher of tea. I’m ravenous.

I dive into Mom’s meatloaf and decide it’s never tasted more delicious. And to think, I almost missed it. Regret roils in my stomach, but I swallow it down with more tasty meatloaf. My parents are behaving strangely tonight. I want to ask them what’s going on, but in the end, decide to talk about something else besides me.

“Kit has Type 1 diabetes,” I tell them. “He has a monitor and an insulin pump. If he gets out of whack, he has to bolus.” I quickly chew down another bite. “He has a tattoo on his middle finger. Some kind of diabetes symbol that lets people know about his condition. A lot of people wear a bracelet, but not Kit. I don’t think Leesa likes it, but Tad thinks it’s cool.”

“A rebel, huh?” Dad asks, flexing his bicep to show off his whole sleeve of tattoos.

Mom laughs. “Zach, you’re not a rebel. You’re an accountant.”

“An accountant who plays in a Led Zeppelin cover band.” He winks at me and flashes me a rock-n-roll sign with his fingers. “I can’t help it if I’m responsible and rebellious.”

“Try not to show off too much at dinner tomorrow night,” Mom chides. “We don’t want to run our son’s boyfriend off.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I grumble, but a smile peeks through.

Maybe he is. For this week.

“You forgot to bring your backpack to school,” Mom says, not meeting my stare. “Try not to forget tomorrow.”

Dad’s gaze is probing as he waits for my response.

“I’ll bring it tomorrow,” I assure her.

Both of my parents relax.

I dart my eyes back and forth between them, trying to read their unspoken glances. What is it that they’re thinking?

Once I’m done eating, I stand up to grab my plate, my pills in my pocket rattling.

“How is the medication?” Mom asks, chewing on her bottom lip. “Did it work?”

“The doctor said it’d take up to two weeks to get it in his system,” Dad reminds her, a warning in his tone.

“I don’t know. Maybe it helped a little. It’s hard to tell.” I shrug as I make my way over to the sink. “Can I spend the night at Kit’s this weekend?”

“Yes,” both my parents bark out almost with too much excitement.

I frown, studying them both. “He might be my boyfriend by then,” I challenge, wanting to see their reaction.

“You’re a smart, responsible young man,” Dad says, lifting a brow at me. “Correct?”

“Yes,” I murmur.

“It’s good to have someone you want to spend time with, right, Carla?”

“Absolutely,” Mom agrees.

They’re being so strange.

“Want to help your mother clean the kitchen?” Dad asks. “Then we could mess around on that new amp I got.”

“The babies love the bass,” Mom says with a chuckle. “They’re just like you two.”

I’m nodding at my dad as my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, a grin tugging at my lips when I see Kit’s face.

Kit: Homeslice brought in a giant rat. Wasn’t dead yet either. Mom screamed so loud I’m sure the entire neighborhood thought someone was being murdered. Vesper wants to keep it as a pet. Dad hasn’t moved from his recliner because he’s Googling ways to get the rat out of the house. Meanwhile, Mom hasn’t stopped yelling at Dad to get off his ass to kill it.

I laugh just imagining it.

Me: Sounds intense.

Kit: You have no idea. How was meatloaf?

Me: Amazing. I think it’s the best version she’s ever made. I’m glad I didn’t miss it.

Kit: Me too, quark.

When I look up, my mom is crying, but she’s smiling. I used to feel better when I was a kid anytime she’d smile at me. I called it her mom magic. I’m not sure, before tonight, when I noticed the last time she smiled.

I smile back at her and then I do the dishes.

Knowing I have the entire week until the weekend to enjoy her smiles has me feeling good about my decision to promise Kit a sleepover.

Soon, Julian.

Not today because Kit distracted me.

Not tomorrow because he’s going to tell me what Eric said and then we have dinner with his parents.

Not this weekend because I promised to sleep over at Kit’s and he promised to touch me.

There’s always next week.
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Jasper

 

Kit loves enamel pins and helping friends.

These are things I’ve learned this week.

Tuesday, he gave me a pin with a bone that said, “I find this humerus.”

Wednesday, he gave me one that was in the shape of an award that said, “Only cried a little. Yay.”

Thursday, he gave me a silver one that said, “Stay weird.”

Today, he gave me one in the shape of a bowl of guacamole that said, “I know I’m extra.”

With each passing day, more and more people gravitate toward him. I’m the only one he gives pins to, though. I’ve been putting them on my backpack to show them off. Kit always gets a stupid happy grin on his face when he sees them. That stupid happy grin makes my chest hurt in a good way.

He made good on his promise to tell me what he said to Eric. Apparently, Kit just wanted to let Eric know that if he needs support coming out, he would be there for him. I was stunned because I didn’t even know Eric was gay.

Kit also made an impression on my parents. My mother thinks, and I quote, “He’s the cutest thing I ever did see. Can we keep him?” This was after she and Leesa snuck away for a few minutes at dinner. Both of them came back red-faced from crying.

Each day, I’ve postponed my exit, plucking a pill from the bottle, dreading deep down that my supply is dwindling. It doesn’t matter. Twenty-four should still do the job. When I think about what happens after tonight, I feel sick to my stomach.

I miss Julian.

So fucking badly.

But I also know Mom’s getting closer to having the twins. I don’t want to miss out on them. Not seeing Kit each day is also becoming a big pill to swallow.

I like him.

Last night, I stayed up late trying to imagine how he’d take the news when they find me gone in the handicapped stall. He’d be crushed. His all-too giant smile would be non-existent. I would have done that to him.

Rather than thinking past tonight, I focus on Kit.

Loud. Bright. Beautiful Kit.

As we leave first hour, Kit’s hand holding mine, I feel like I’m in a daze. I want to spend the entire night looking at him. Memorizing his face. Kissing and touching him.

“Darrow,” Eric’s loud voice booms, making me startle. “A word?”

Kit gives me a nod and lets go of my hand. I follow Eric to a row of lockers where no one is standing.

“We need to talk,” he grits out.

“Okay.” I frown. “What’s wrong?”

He sighs and then leans in, his voice low. “I’m gay.”

“That’s nice.” I don’t betray Kit in letting him know I already knew.

“While it feels really good to admit that,” Eric murmurs. “That’s not what I wanted to say to you.” He sucks in a sharp breath that has me meeting his stare. “I, uh, I was in love with your brother. Unrequited and sappy, I know. He was straight. I was a closet gay. I just…” His voice cracks. “I’m so fucking sad he’s gone.”

My heart feels as though it’s been whipped, but the need to comfort him is strong. I grip his shoulder. “I miss him too.”

His eyes tear up and he looks at the lockers so no one will see him. “I know you and Kit are a thing…”

We’re a thing?

A thrill of pleasure shoots down my spine.

“Yeah,” I agree because I want to be a thing with Kit.

“I just…I wanted to know if…you can say no.” He frowns. “It’s just he saw it. Me. What I am. I want to tell my parents and I think I want to do it for the Homecoming banquet when the court is announced since they’ll be there watching. I thought I could…fuck, this is hard.”

“Tell me,” I urge.

“I want to ask Kit to the Homecoming banquet and dance. As my date.”

The breath is sucked from my lungs. A swell of possessiveness washes over me. My gut instinct is to tell him no, but Homecoming is in October. I’ll be long gone by then.

But we’re a thing.

How long does a thing last?

“I, uh, I…” I rub at the back of my neck. “What does Kit want to do?”

“I wanted to get your blessing first. He’s your boyfriend.” His eyes are panicked, as though he wishes he could reel back in all his words. “It would be platonic, Jasp. I wouldn’t try to kiss him or anything. I just want to let my parents know who I am and that I can still be on top. I’ll still be a badass football player who’ll go to Notre Dame. I need them to see.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“If Kit wants to, I don’t mind. He’ll want to help. You’re his friend.”

He grins at me. “You’re the best, man. I swear I won’t let you down, either. I’ll pay for his tux and everything. Hold doors open and shit.” He rubs his palm down over his face, more panic glittering in his eyes. “I don’t know what to do about the diabetes stuff, though. Do I like have to give him a shot or something?”

This week, Kit has boldly told everyone he comes in contact with he has Type 1 diabetes and isn’t afraid to eat his snacks in class, check his monitors in front of people, or whip out his insulin pump if the moment calls for it.

“Kit takes care of himself,” I tell Eric. “Just watch and make sure he doesn’t wear himself out. If he gets tired, he should go home. You can call me if you need to…” I trail off as the horror of my words hit my brain.

No more promises, Jasper.

“Thank you,” Eric rushes out, relief in his voice. “Mom will shit her pants over this, but it’ll be hard for her to go psycho on me in front of the entire school.”

It makes me glad my parents were so accepting of my sexuality.

“We’re going to be late,” Kit says, his hand finding mine. “Hey, Eric.”

“Hey, Kit.” Eric’s cheeks turn pink. “See you guys around.”

Eric walks away, back over to his group of friends—my old group of friends. As soon as he’s gone, Kit looks up at me.

“Everything okay?”

No.

I’ll only have you for tonight and then it’s all over.

Mom will have lost both boys. Dad will have no one to geek out over music with. Kit will have a thing with Eric and not me.

“I don’t think so,” I admit, my voice raspy. “Not okay at all.”

Kit stands on his toes so he can reach me, boldly kissing me in front of everyone. “We just have to make it through today. Then, we can talk about it. We can fix it.”

Not this.

There is no fixing this.

But then Kit smiles with his silly grin and his twinkling eyes.

I wonder if maybe there is.
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The house is quiet when we enter. I shoot Kit a confused look and he shrugs. Each day I’ve come over after school, it’s been a madhouse. Worse on Wednesday and Thursday when Leesa was at work. Tad’s a cool guy, but he lets the four little ones run wild.

“Homeslice, you’re a murdering beast,” Kit chides as he stops to pet his cat. “Vesper will never forgive you for that blood bath you left on her bed.”

We both chuckle. I didn’t know a girl could scream that high-pitched.

“Snacks,” I remind Kit.

With Kit, he’s all about the routine. As long as he follows his routines, he does better. I like helping keep him on a schedule and looking after him, watching for any tells he might not be doing well. It gives me purpose.

Soon, we’re upstairs, in our favorite spot. His bed. This time, the house is quiet, but my head is loud.

“Where is everyone?” The churning in my gut worsens with each passing minute.

“Dad took the kids after school to Showman’s Pizzeria. He likes it because he can buy a bunch of tokens and let them run hog wild. We won’t see them for a couple of hours.” His fingertips skim down my chest. “Can we talk?”

Kit is silly and rarely serious, so when his voice lowers and the concern bleeds through, guilt overwhelms me.

What will he do without me tomorrow?

Absently, I clutch onto my pill bottle through my jeans.

“Did you take your medicine today?”

I nod, my throat aching too much to speak.

“Do I need to call Carla?”

My eyes snap to his. “No. I want to kiss you.”

His brows are knitted together. I miss his smile. “Jasper…”

“Please,” I whimper. “I need you. You’re the only thing that…”

“That what?” he implores.

The only thing that keeps me here.

A sob claws its way up my throat. I desperately try to swallow it down, but it escapes without remorse. Hot tears burn my eyes and then leak down my temples. The ache for my brother that has been carved out of my chest now stings from new loss. A loss that hasn’t happened yet.

Kit.

His lips rain kisses down on my cheeks and forehead and nose. He then presses a soft kiss to my lips. A needy moan rattles through me as I tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling him to me. Our tongues meet greedily, each of us eager for the other. He kisses me hard, but unlike the other days this week where we kissed side by side, Kit makes good on his promise to touch me. His body settles on top of mine. I spread my legs so he can rest between them. He ruts against me each time his tongue swipes across mine. Pleasure sears hot through me as our dicks rub together through our clothes.

“I want to feel you,” I plead through kisses.

He sits up and pulls off his shirt. His insulin pump is attached to his jeans and the monitor is affixed in place on his stomach. Despite his disease that clearly does its damnedest to take him from me, he’s so strong and fierce. I struggle my way out of my shirt, happy when we’re both naked from the waist up.

His lips crash back down on mine. I skim my palms over every curve of his toned shoulders and biceps and pectorals. I want to touch him everywhere all at once. When my fingers tug at his button of his jeans, he pulls away, his green eyes electric with need.

“I want you in my mouth.”

His raspy words that tumble out of his pink, pink strawberry lips have me wanting to explode with need. All I can do is nod way too eagerly. My heart does a backflip in my chest when his grin breeches his face, looking equal parts elated and mischievous. He runs a palm down my chest. I suck in a sharp breath when he reaches the button of my jeans. With ease, he unbuttons my pants and draws the zipper down slowly. Since the house is so quiet, all I can hear are the sounds of our breathing and the soft click of the zipper along each of the metal teeth.

My dick is straining against the material, desperate for his hot mouth. Rather than touching me like I want, he pulls my jeans down my thighs. He takes his time removing them completely along with my shoes and socks. Pre-cum wets through the material of my boxers as I wait helplessly for whatever he’ll give me.

The other guys I’ve been with never felt like this. As though they were in it for more than just my body. Like they wanted my heart too. Kit never does anything half-ass. He plays a big game, and in this one, that includes every single part of me. He dips down, nuzzling his face against my dick, inhaling my scent. I groan at the feel of him but needing more. I’m unable to keep from touching his soft, curly hair. I stroke and pet him like he’s mine to adore forever.

Only…I don’t have forever.

I only have now.

Bitterness rears its ugly head. It’s unfair. How is it I meet someone like Kit only to be teased with happiness? I feel like I’ve made my decision to leave, but now I have hooks in my back trying to get me to stay.

My mind drifts to Julian, a hollowing ache forming inside of me.

All thoughts dissipate, though, when Kit pulls my boxers down. He only pulls them down far enough to reveal the crown of my cock that seeps with need. His cherry-red tongue flicks out to taste me. The intense pleasure of it has me moaning.

Jolly Rancher green apple eyes glow at the sounds escaping me. It emboldens him. He sucks the tip into his mouth, teasing me in an insane way. I whimper and lift my hips, desperate for more.

“Patience, quark.”

His silly pet name for me—a physics term that means a fundamental part of all matter—has my heart warming like never before.

I want him inside me.

On me.

Everywhere.

He’s life and energy and perfection. I want to feel it and breathe it and know it with every cell of my being.

My boxers get pulled down farther. Kit sucks my dick deep into his mouth while stroking the base of my shaft. It feels so good—so insanely good—that I come without warning. I cry out as cum jets into his mouth, my balls drawing up tight.

I come down from my high all too soon. Kit lies down on his back, seemingly winded. He checks his monitor and then relaxes. His playful eyes grow serious and hot when I gently unclip the insulin pump from his jeans, setting it beside him on the bed. I try to take care of him like he took care of me.

“Jasper,” he murmurs. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

Here now? In his bed?

Or here in life?

Rather than reading into his words, I undress him and then do my best to give him an amazing blowjob. His groans and hip thrusts are telling that he absolutely enjoys my mouth like I enjoyed his. He lasts longer than I did and my jaw begins to ache, but then he lets out a ragged groan. I swallow down his seed that’s more sweet than salty before dropping onto the bed beside him.

“Can we talk now?” he whispers, drawing my naked body up against his.

“Just hold me.” I swallow hard. “Please.”

“You’re still going to stay, right?”

Tonight?

Forever?

I can’t answer him. All I can do is silently cry, unable to make sense of my life anymore.
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Jasper

 

The mirror mocks me.

It’s the twin who survived. The wrong twin.

Julian should be here. He was older by a few minutes, better looking, stronger, and nicer. My brother was going to do great things. Be a man people would never forget.

Instead, it’s him who’s gone and not me.

If he were here, he’d pull me into his arms, press his forehead to mine, and remind me we’re brothers through and through. An unstoppable team. Forever friends.

It’s why I have to go be with him.

So he won’t be alone.

Kit will be sad, but he has friends at school, a great family, and maybe even a thing to look forward to with Eric.

My eyes water at the thought of leaving him. Sickness roils in my belly. An ache that doesn’t want to go away forms inside my heart.

It’s cruel to do it at his house.

For him to find when he wakes up.

Somehow, though, I always knew it would be him. When I found him in that handicapped stall giving himself an insulin injection, it felt poetic. Tomorrow morning, when he gets up to go to the bathroom, he’ll find me. I imagine he’ll cry, but he’ll hold me and tell me he understands.

I’ll be with Julian soon.

I pick up the pill bottle from the counter and unscrew the lid before dumping them into my palm. Not as many as I began with, but still enough to get the job done.

I’m so tired of the pain.

So tired of being hollow from the loss of my brother.

Everything hurts and the only time it’s better is when I’m with Kit.

Memories of the evening tease at me. The blowjob he gave me rocked my world. It was the best parting gift a guy could have. I couldn’t have asked for more. But then, later after his family came home and went to bed, he kissed me everywhere in the dark. We didn’t have sex, but we rubbed our dicks together while we made out, making a mess all over his bed. I fell asleep in his arms, happy and sated, but woke up at three in the morning gutted by the painful reminder that yesterday is over and today is now.

Tears streak down my cheeks, hot and fast. I’m trembling and stalling. It’s what I want. Going to Julian is what I need. So why does it feel wrong? Why is it so much scarier in the early hours of a Saturday morning than it was on Monday? Too many what-ifs plague my brain.

What if it’s not enough?

What if I throw them up?

What if I don’t die but end up in a coma?

What if it hurts worse than the pain I feel?

What if Kit hears me crying or puking or dying?

What if I’m not ready to go?

The last question hits me hard, crushing into me like the blunt force of a hammer. I fist the pills, bracing myself on the counter so I don’t collapse. My eyes are bloodshot and rimmed red from my tears.

“Jasper.”

The name is soft, barely a whisper.

A plea.

At first I think I imagine it, but then I hear it again. It’s Kit. He’s calling for me. Alarm rattles through me and I shakily put the pills back into the bottle. For now. I close the lid before setting it back down. Once I swipe away my tears, I open the bathroom door and stagger out. Light shines onto the bed from the bathroom, revealing Kit’s form.

Something seems wrong.

My pain for my brother gets chased away by worry for Kit. I rush over to him, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Low,” he croaks out.

I know what this means. Quickly, I fumble for the lamp to help him check his readings. The numbers don’t look good, so I rush out of the room to wake his parents. They must be used to this sort of thing because they don’t question the boy who’s not theirs, standing in his boxers at the foot of their bed, and both leap out, rushing past me.

“I’ll grab some juice and fruit,” Tad tells Leesa.

Leesa hurries into the room and begins talking to Kit. She takes one look at his monitor before she curses. The seconds drag on for hours and my heart feels as though it’s stopped beating. Leesa whispers assurances to him. When Tad returns, I let out a breath of relief. All I can do is watch intently as they care for him, paying attention to each detail because maybe one day it’ll be me who needs to help him.

A fierce need to protect and watch over him curls around my heart. If I leave, I’m not sure anyone cares about Kit like I do. Eric likes him as a friend and wants to be his date, but he doesn’t have a thing with Kit.

Kit’s mine and I’m his.

“If he’s going to exert himself before bed,” Leesa says, her voice tight with discomfort, “he needs to be checking his levels right after. He might need to eat something.”

My chest, neck, and face burn bright red. Tad gives me a knowing smirk, but Leesa won’t look at me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur.

“Cut them some slack,” Tad says, running his fingers through Kit’s curls. “You remember how chaotic love was in those early days, honey.”

They share a look that’s heavy with emotion and friendship. It’s no wonder they have five children.

“I promise I’ll do better next time,” I vow.

Next time.

Another promise.

Leesa finally meets my stare. “I’ll hold you to that promise.”

My back straightens and I nod. “I won’t let you down.”

“This isn’t awkward or anything,” Kit rasps out.

“If you stop trying to give me a heart attack every chance you get, maybe I won’t embarrass you in front of your boyfriend,” Leesa teases him.

With each passing moment, he begins to feel better. Once they’ve checked his numbers every fifteen minutes for an hour, they finally leave him be so they can go back to bed. Kit gets up and takes a bathroom break. A short while later, he comes back with my pill bottle in his hand. Accusation burns hot in his eyes and his jaw clenches.

I look away.

The bed sinks down with his weight and he curls around me. His palm splays over my chest as he sighs.

“Talk to me, Jasper.”

My lungs seize and my tongue swells as anxiety creeps through me—wild and electric. He must sense my sudden tension because he kisses my neck and tells me to breathe. Once I’ve calmed my erratic heart, I work up the nerve to speak.

“I, uh, I’m sad.” Tears sting at my eyes. “That’s a lie. Kit, I’m destroyed.”

He squeezes me tight. “Julian?”

My brother’s name on his lips has a sob whining out of me.

“I…we’re twins. We were supposed to live and die together.”

His fingers are gentle as he swipes them over my wet cheek. “I can’t imagine the pain.”

“I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy,” I breathe. “It’s suffocating and maddening. Mom took me to the doctors because of my depression, but nothing can help the pain I feel.” I pause. “Well, you did.”

Kit sits up on his elbow and stares down at me, his Jolly Rancher green apple eyes probing into me as he chews on his pink, pink strawberry bottom lip.

“The day we met,” I continue, “I was going to do it. Swallow all the pills. Just after physics class.”

“But you didn’t,” he whispers.

“You made me stay.”

His lips curl into the happiest grin I’ve ever seen on him. A silly, warm smile that has the power to numb all the aching sorrow within me. I smile back because I have to. Because I want to.

“I’m glad you didn’t go through with it,” Kit murmurs. “I’m glad you’re here now.”

Tears once again flood my eyes. “I told myself I’d do it today. All week it’s been a dreadful countdown. I had them in my hand, but then you called to me…” I blink away more tears. “You needed me.”

“I’ll always need you,” Kit says, his eyebrows knitting together. “And so will your parents. Your new siblings, too. The pain you’re going through is hard right now, but it’ll ease with time. But…if you take those pills and end your life, you’re only going to spread that pain like a fatal infection.”

I search his eyes, needing answers. “But it hurts.”

“It’ll hurt more for your parents to have to bury another son.” He strokes his fingers through my hair. “It’ll hurt me to finally find a beautiful boy with a kind heart who cares about my health and well-being only to have him torn away from me.”

“But Julian’s all alone.”

“Wherever Julian is, he’ll be ready for you when the time is right. Do you really think your brother would want you to leave your parents for him?”

“No,” I say with a raspy chuckle.

“What would he say? If he were here right now?”

Imagining my brother here, wearing his smug smirk, lifts my spirits and brings another smile to my face. “He’d tell me to stop being a dumbass.”

“Your brother sounds like a smart guy.” He leans forward, pressing a kiss to my lips. “Can you tell me about him? The things no one else knew?”

I frown, studying his features. Everyone wants to forget or so it seems. They want to move on. No one wants to remember all the good, funny, wonderful things about Julian.

“He always went through these phases where he wanted to learn something new. It used to drive me crazy. Unlike me with music, he wasn’t satisfied with just liking football. He wanted to know how to do every sport. When he was pretty proficient at practically all of them, then he wanted to learn how to play an instrument. Or dance.” I laugh, shaking the whole bed. “He tried hard to convince Mom to sign him up for ballet. I teased him endlessly for it.”

“A big football player in a tutu. Now that I would pay money to see,” Kit teases.

“Once he decided he was going to be a chef like Gordon Ramsay. Every time he was in the kitchen, he would speak in a British accent and curse every time he messed something up. He told Mom he wanted to go to culinary school and to have his own cooking show.”

“She sounds like she had her hands full with him.” Kit chuckles. “Let me guess. You were the easygoing twin?”

“He drove her nuts with his new ideas, but she loved him for it. We all did. I enjoyed watching him rile her up and making her laugh. It’s what Julian did. He was always the star, bright and shining.”

“He sounds like a great guy,” Kit says. “I’m sad I never got to meet him. Who knows, maybe I could have dated twins. Mom would really have a heart attack then.”

I chuckle, playfully tickling his ribs. “He was straight. Plus, you’re mine. I would’ve fought him off you.”

“I don’t know. If he showed up in a tutu offering to make me dinner while speaking in a British accent, you would’ve had some stiff competition.”

We both laugh.

It feels good speaking about Julian like he’s here. Remembering the good, fun stuff about him. Sharing that with someone.

“Jasper?”

“Yeah, Kit?”

“Tonight…what happened. You can’t do that again. You need to talk to your parents about it. If you want, I can be there when you do. It’s not okay. Those feelings and that desire is not okay.”

“I know.”

“You’ll talk to them?”

“Yeah. I just hate to put that on them. Mom especially since the babies are coming.”

“You’re their son. They’ll want you to confide in them. They’ll want to help you.”

I know he’s right.

“I’m afraid to see the disappointment in their eyes,” I whisper. “I don’t want to let them down.”

“They love you. I promise they’ll be there to support you one hundred percent.”

My feelings for Kit are overwhelming. A surge of happiness explodes through me. I need to touch him. To kiss him. I press my lips to his, a sweet kiss at first, but then I plunge my tongue into his mouth, needing to taste him. He groans as we kiss with urgency. Had he not called out to me earlier, I would’ve swallowed those pills. I would’ve missed this kiss. I would’ve missed a whole lot.

Kit pulls away, his pupils dilated and he’s panting for air. “Jasper.”

“Mmm?” I lean forward for a kiss, but he clutches my jaw, stopping me.

“I want you to stay. I need you to promise.”

“For how long?”

“Until the very end. Decades and decades away.”

That’s a long time to wait to see Julian, but it’s also a lot of time to spend kissing Kit.

“I’ll stay,” I vow, my eyes locking with his.

The next kiss I give him is filled with promise. I can practically taste the binding oath of it. I can’t leave this earth. Not when people like Kit would miss me.

Julian will wait for me.

When I finally see him and he asks me what took so long, I’ll say, “He made me stay.” My brother will get it. He’ll understand. And then he’ll take me on an adventure in the afterlife, showing me all the dark corners he’s lit up there. I’ll experience every single one with him.

Until then, I have to be like Julian.

Love hard.

Learn every day like it’s my last.

Stay strong.
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Jasper

September 30

 

It’s bittersweet as I blow out my eighteen candles. Julian’s not here to blow them out with me. I have to do it alone for the first time in my entire life.

But I’m not alone.

Sitting at my table are Kit, my parents, and my twin brother and sister who were born five days ago. I took my last pill this morning. Anxiety crept up as I swallowed it down. I’d made it an entire month without wanting to take them all at once. The sadness was still there, but the detachment from this world was missing.

Now, I crave each day.

I need to kiss Kit or hold the babies or talk to my parents.

All the ties tethering me here that I’d worked so hard to clip are now back in place, thick and tied tight.

Dr. York has been helpful in reminding me of my reasons to stay. After the night I’d admitted to Kit I’d wanted to take my life, we had a long talk with my parents the next day. Leesa came along too, offering her guidance and support. Though a lot of tears were shed, we came together as a team on how to help me.

Therapy with Dr. York.

Additional meds.

Talking out my feelings.

The small changes in my life have had a big impact. I have Kit to thank for that. The boy with his bouncy, curly hair, his pink, pink strawberry lips I love to kiss, and his green apple Jolly Rancher eyes. He strolled into my life, dug his hooks into me, and never let go.

I owe him my life.

I owe him everything.

My small birthday party is one filled with love and laughter. Once my parents get the twins down and retreat for the night, I bring Kit to my room. He sits on Julian’s bed and watches me as I undress.

“Getting in your birthday suit?” he asks, his lips quirking up on one side.

“My boyfriend promised to make love to me,” I tease back.

Boyfriends.

Better than a thing.

Boyfriends are everything.

I completely strip down and then stroke my dick. His green eyes are burning with intensity as he watches. I’ve wanted to have sex with him for weeks now, but he’s insisted I’m not ready for him yet. When I was with Henry, I bottomed and I liked it. It’s been a while, though, and Kit has just spent our time together prepping me for this moment.

I’m more than prepped.

I’m aching and eager for him.

“Sit down on the bed,” he murmurs, his voice husky. “I want to suck you off first.”

A grin tugs at my lips. I’m more than eager to obey his command. Kit might be shorter than me, but he’s the more confident of the two of us. He thrives on taking control of any situation. With us, he leads us where we want to go, but he’s gentle about it.

It’s one of the things I love about him.

“What?” Kit asks as he approaches, peeling off his T-shirt.

I groan when I skim my gaze down his chest, marveling at how lickable he always is. “You’re so hot.”

“That’s your ‘Kit is a stud’ look,” he says with a laugh. “But the one before wasn’t.”

“That was my ‘I’m in love with this guy’ look.”

Kit kneels before me, looking up with an expression that threatens to make my heart explode. “Hmm, does it look like this one?”

He loves me too.

“Absolutely,” I breathe.

Our mouths meet for a quick kiss and then he’s pulling away to kiss me elsewhere. My chest. My stomach. My thighs. My dick.

His lips wrap around my thickness and he eagerly swallows me down his tight, hot throat. I’m insanely desperate for everything he’ll give to me. I caress his scalp and toy with his curls as he gives me a blowjob that sets my soul on fire. It doesn’t take much attention from his tongue before I’m coming with a grunt. He swallows me down and then pops off, rewarding me with a sinful smile.

“Get on the bed,” he rumbles, frantically yanking at the button on his cargo pants.

I scoot back, eagerly watching him undress. Once he has his insulin pump unclipped and in his hand after fully undressing, he climbs into bed with me, sitting on his knees between my parted thighs.

“Supplies,” he murmurs, nodding to the end table. “Hurry, Jasper. My dick needs to be inside you.”

My hands shake with excitement as I grab the lube and a condom. He rips open the foil before sheathing his length. Then, he uncaps the lube to pour it on his fingers. He rubs it all over his cock and then slicks his slippery fingers over my hole. I clench in anticipation.

“Relax, quark.”

I smile and then ease the tension in my muscles. His finger slips inside with only a pinch of discomfort. As much as I’d begged for him to fuck me, I’m glad we’ve been working up to it. He drives his finger in and out of me until I’m ready for another one. With each thrust of his fingers, he stretches and readies my body. My dick jolts back to life when he rubs against my prostate.

“Too much,” I groan, reaching to grab my hardening dick.

“Nothing you can’t handle.” He flashes me a wicked grin. “I want to see you come again before I’m inside of you.”

His words are filthy and I love them. I shamelessly yank at my dick in tandem with the way he presses against my prostate. Each rub and nudge has me flying closer to the edge.

“I’m going to—” My words are cut short as I moan with my abrupt orgasm. Cum shoots up my stomach, soaking my flesh.

Kit’s eyes are filled with delight as he runs his fingers through my cum. In a dirty way that makes me fall harder for this guy, he starts rubbing my cum all over his dick until it’s covered with my release. It’s so fucking hot. I want to suck every last bit of myself off him, but he’s already on the move. Pressing the tip of his hard cock against my hole. Easing into me. I suck in a breath when our eyes meet. His are filled with love and passion and the thrill of having me this way. I grab the back of his neck, pulling him to me for a searing kiss. His dick drives into me inch by blissful inch until he’s fully seated.

“Oh, fuck,” Kit murmurs. “You feel amazing.”

“So do you.”

We kiss hard, but he thrusts into me gently. Almost like he’s teasing me. When I can’t take it anymore, I resort to begging.

Harder. Harder. Harder.

He begins to lose control, thrusting into me with more power than before, his movements erratic and uneven. Sweat drips from him, splashing me like drops of rain.

With a sharp hiss of breath, Kit comes hard. He rotates his hips as he climaxes, as though he can prolong the feeling that way. Eventually, his dick stops throbbing and he collapses on me.

I hug him tight, kissing his sweaty hair and thanking him over and over for making me stay.

“We need to get cleaned up and check your levels,” I remind him.

He groans in protest but rolls off me. I climb out of bed and set to cleaning him up. It’s a struggle, but I manage to help him put back on his underwear.

“You want to go watch a movie?” I ask as I slide on my boxers.

“No.”

“Okay. Maybe we could—”

“I’m fucking tired,” he snaps. “Can we just rest?”

“Let me check your readings.”

“I’m a grown-ass man.” His body trembles. “Let me go to sleep.”

“Kit—”

“I have a headache. Please, Jasper. Just be quiet and let me sleep it off.”

I throw on my clothes and then make my way to the kitchen. We have juice boxes I keep on hand now for Kit. I grab one and then a banana. Once I reach my room, I sit down next to him. He’s pallid and still sweaty. In the same position I left him.

“I think you need to eat. At least check and see.”

“I’m not hungry. I don’t feel good.” His words are fatigued as he mumbles them into the pillow.

“If you don’t check your levels, I’ll call your mom,” I threaten, hating that I have to be this way. “Now, Kit.”

No response.

“Kit.”

Panic swells up inside of me. Quickly, I call Leesa.

“Hello? Is Kit okay?” she demands in greeting.

“I, uh, he’s acting weird. I want him to check his levels and he refuses.” My body trembles with worry. “What do I do?”

“Let me talk to him.”

“Kit? Your mom wants to talk to you?” I pull the pillow away from him. His features are slack. “Kit!”

“What is it?” Leesa screeches.

“He’s…I think he’s unconscious. He can’t have fallen asleep that fast. Something’s wrong.”

“Tad,” she bellows. “Call nine-one-one. Jasper, honey, listen carefully. Is his bag nearby?”

I scramble off the bed to grab it. “I have it.”

“Unzip it. There’s a smaller bag that’s his glucagon emergency kit. I need you to find the vial of powder in there labeled glucagon. Flip off the seal of the vial.”

I root around until I find it. “Okay, I have it.”

“Remove the needle cover from one of his syringes in that pouch. Got it?” She waits for my confirmation to continue. “I want you to insert the needle into the rubber stopper, then inject the entire contents of the syringe into the powder vial. Remove the syringe and then swirl the vial around so it mixes up until it becomes clear like water.”

“It’s clear,” I say, my voice shaking.

“Now put the needle back into the vial. Turn it upside down and slowly withdraw all the liquid. Make sure to use one of the alcohol swabs to clean a site on his thigh.” She sighs heavily. “Now you need to inject him.”

“I’m afraid I’ll hurt him.”

“You won’t. I’ll walk you through it.”

Despite the terror roaring in my ears, I manage to follow her instructions, depressing the contents into his thigh.

“Please roll him over to his side now,” Leesa instructs. “If he vomits, I don’t want him to choke on it. Stay with him.”

“Is he going to die?” I croak out.

“No, sweetie. You acted fast. He’s going to be okay. I’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

She hangs up and I call my parents, waking them up. Mom assures me she’ll let Leesa and the EMTs in while Dad comes to clutch my shoulder and offer assistance. Now that help is on the way, I sag in relief, allowing the tears to fall.

I can’t lose him.

He saved me.

I sure hope I saved him too.

My smiley boyfriend—my once a thing but now my everything—doesn’t move or laugh or tease. He’s nearly gray and unmoving. I stroke his soft curls and promise him the world.

It feels like an eternity, but Leesa arrives, shooing me out of the way so she can take over. The EMTs arrive shortly after. I’m numb as they talk to him and try to rouse him.

They administer another dose of glucagon, a lot more skilled and efficient than when I did it.

After several minutes, Kit’s Jolly Rancher apple green eyes flutter open. His mom has the juice box ready and at his lips. He sips at it, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Is he going to be okay?” I ask, hating how they’re not moving to rush him to the hospital.

“He will be now.” Leesa smiles at me, tears in her eyes. “As soon as he’s feeling a little better, we’ll take him to the hospital to get checked out.”

Hours later and Kit is his normal cheesy self. He somehow knows every nurse at Mountain Grand Memorial. Even Eric’s mother Susan. Susan is one of his nurses and is charmed by my boyfriend. Everyone is. Kit has that effect on people.

Kit’s doctor returns after some tests and gives us a warm, reassuring smile. I’m exhausted and stressed, but his smile relaxes me.

“So Kit tells me he’s been eating properly and getting a little more exercise than usual, but nothing too extreme.” He winks at me, making me turn bright red. “Yet he’s still having issues with hypoglycemia happening more and more frequently.”

Leesa nods. “He’s so careful.”

“It appears he’s having pump failure. The rate of his dosage of insulin is too high,” he explains.

“Did it get jostled?” I croak out. “Did I accidentally knock it loose? Oh God. Is it pouring insulin in there?”

His doctor chuckles. “No, son. It doesn’t come loose easily and it’s not flooding him with insulin. There’s just something wrong with the device itself. It’s reading that he’s being given a certain dosage, but it’s actually putting more into his body. We’ll need to get him set up with a new insulin pump and monitor it carefully.”

When the doctor finishes talking to Kit and Leesa, he leaves. Kit, still exhausted from the events, nods off to sleep. Leesa squats down in front of me, taking my hands.

“Jasper Darrow,” she says, squeezing my hands. “Thank you for saving my son’s life.”

“I didn’t do…” I trail off. “You told me what to do.”

“But you noticed something was wrong. You were an advocate for his body when he was unable to. I can’t thank you enough. You’re good for my boy. You saved him.”

“He saved me first. I guess we’re even.”

She kisses my forehead. “I’m glad you’re here.”

As she excuses herself to get coffee, I rise to my feet and approach Kit’s bed. His eyes flutter open, sensing me. I press a kiss to his pink, pink strawberry lips.

“You scared me,” I murmur.

His thumb strokes over my hand. “I’m sorry, quark. Everything’s going to be okay. As long as you stay with me.”

I give him a fierce nod. “I’ll be here as long as you need me.”

“I’ll need you forever.”

“Then forever you’ll have me.”
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Kit

October 4

 

“…and this year’s Homecoming prince is Kit Strong!” Miss Beasely announces on the speakers.

I quirk a brow at Eric. “They have princes at these things?”

“They have a whole court,” Eric starts to explain but is cut off by Miss Beasely again.

“Our Homecoming king is Eric Davidson!”

We both walk toward the center stage, arm in arm. Eric is nervous, but he doesn’t let it show. His mom is proud of him. Everyone at school knows he’s gay now, so it’s not like he has anything to fear. I’d finally convinced him today to let me come to his house before the crowning ceremony so we could take pictures and break the news to his mother in a more controlled environment. Jasper, Henry, Harloe, and Serena were there to also lend their support. Rather than yelling at him like he worried, she was thrilled he had the bravery to tell her.

Miss Beasley places a small crown on my head and then a larger one on Eric. Eric also gets bestowed with a sash that matches Harloe’s since she’s our queen. I scan the crowd, looking for my man. In the front row, Jasper sits beside Serena looking hot as ever.

We have to stand there in front of all our peers and parents for the Homecoming banquet, grinning, as Miss Beasley makes a speech about our football team, cheerleaders, and school. I can’t take my eyes off Jasper, though.

My hero.

I just had to save him first.

It’s hard to believe just over a month ago, he wanted to die. The moment I locked eyes with him, I felt something was severely wrong with him. It was clouding the air around him, toxic and suffocating. I knew everyone felt it but avoided it.

I couldn’t.

Not after reading up on social media about what happened to his brother and then seeing firsthand the utter despair he was experiencing. I knew I had to do something. I had to find a way to pull him to me and keep him together.

The Strong Force as my parents call it.

At first, I wanted to be a friend. But the moment I heard his voice and felt all of his emotions so clearly as though they were my own, I was captivated by him.

Back then, he was empty and sad. The most beautiful guy I’d ever seen wrapped in a blanket of sorrow and pain. I craved to tug that blanket away and wrap my warmth around him, comforting him in a different sort of way.

We fell.

So fast and so hard into each other.

Each day, we fall a little more.

Mom wasn’t sure of Jasper to begin with. He wore dark clothes and his smiles were rare. But Jasper is one of those people you can’t help but gravitate toward. He’s like a beacon, pulsating and urging you forward. It’s like he wears his emotions on the outside. Places his tender heart right on his shoulder where everyone can see. All it does is make you want to crowd around him to protect it.

Jasper doesn’t see what everyone else does.

He didn’t see the way his mother would cry when he’d turn his back, terrified she’d failed him. He never saw how his teacher, Mr. Halston, fretted over his psychological well-being. Jasper didn’t notice the way the kids watched him, slightly hopeful that he might speak to them and then sad when he didn’t.

Everyone wanted to help.

He’d lost his brother and was clearly suffering from it.

The poor guy thought he was all alone.

It didn’t take long to make him realize he wasn’t alone. He had me and his family and my family and his teachers and his peers. It took hard work from everyone to slowly bring him away from death’s doors and right in the center of our world where he belongs.

Jasper always fondly tells me of how his brother was the star.

Perhaps Julian was.

But if Julian was the star, Jasper is the moon.

Lighting up the darkness. Glowing bright and brilliant for all to see. A force of nature.

Like now, he grins at me and the entire world disappears. I feel like a little kid staring at the sky, marveling over the grandness of the moon.

“You two are so cute,” Eric complains. “Henry and I aren’t that cute.”

“Sure you are. Have you seen yourself in a tux?” I tease. “Henry was pretty cute when he about choked on his tongue when he saw you.”

“Yeah, I guess we are kinda cute. He was cute when he got jealous I was taking you to Homecoming.” He chuckles. “I told him I’d save a dance for him.”

The event ends and before I can make it to Jasper, Carla nearly tackles me with a hug. Zach lingers with both babies in his arms, smiling fondly at us.

“You looked handsome up there,” Carla says. She takes my cheeks in her palms. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being you.” Her eyes that look just like Jasper’s well with tears. “You gave me my son back. Have fun at the dance.”

As she walks away, arms envelop me from behind. I relax in Jasper’s embrace. Since Jasper is so deeply familiar with loss and heartache and emotions of all sorts, he loves hard. He’s not one of those guys who hides his feelings. My boyfriend is one hundred percent in.

“You’re so hot in a tux,” he rumbles against my ear. “I’m gonna give you a blowjob later while you’re still dressed.”

I turn in his arms, hiding the erection he’s caused. He’s hard too as he rubs against me. His gray, stormy eyes are locked on mine, pinning me forever.

“I got you something,” he says, a grin tugging at his handsome mouth I could spend days kissing.

“What’s that?”

He fishes something out of his pocket. It’s an enamel pin. A rainbow that says, “Magical as fuck.”

“I thought gifting pins was my gig,” I tease as he sets to affixing it on my lapel.

“You gave all yours away. I thought maybe you needed more.”

Our lips meet for a sinful kiss that has Eric whistling and giving us crap nearby.

This boy with the sad eyes and broken heart has filled me with more love than I know what to do with. It’s one of those kinds of loves that will continue to grow. I’m delighted that he didn’t just give me lunch or the next day or the week.

He gave me him.

The forever him.

And we have decades ahead of us to watch this strong, budding love evolve into something deep and unbreakable. All we need is time to allow it to complete the epic transformation it’ll go through.

We have the time.

Because I asked him to stay.

And he did.

[image: ]

 

(If you enjoyed this emotional MM romance, please check out more of K Webster’s
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It’s too late, though. I’'m ready to leave. I’'ve allready ma decision.

But he wants me to stay.
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