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  For those who are rarely seen.


  And for Tumblr.


  “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”


  —William Shakespeare, The Tempest


   


  “A book? What’s a book? Well, it’s like a long, papery blog.”


  —Craig Ferguson


  1. BLOG


   


   


  WE LIVE in an age of communication. This generation—my generation—has no recollection of a time when someone wasn’t immediately contactable, whether it’s by phone or text or e-mail, or Twitter or Facebook.


  My grandparents still think nothing of visiting unannounced, and fumble with arthritic fingers on increasingly small mobile devices. My parents ask me what’s the point in Twitter when text messages exist, why Instagram, they don’t get Snapchat… what’s Tumblr, why is it spelled wrong?


  In this world of availability, how does a person who’s unable to communicate with the outside world find their place in it?


  My name is Caleb. I’m deaf.


  This is my blog.


   


  Luc skimmed over the introduction while frowning. He’d been led to this place by a photograph that had raised the hairs on his arms and sent a shiver down his spine. Having never reacted to art that way before, he was drawn to find out more about the photographer. This… this… outpouring of information was a surprise, and he wasn’t sure how to interpret his own goosefleshed reaction.


  The blog was fresh faced and new, only a few months old. Luc was proud of the fact that he’d been a Tumblr user for years, since the early inception of the site. He had thousands of posts and thousands of followers. That was important in exactly one place only. No one in the real world cared.


  The blog’s owner—Caleb—had done some work fiddling with the look of things, changing the color and layout and fitting it so it worked as a simple background for his images. There were a few text posts too, in the style of a traditional blog. Luc skipped over those for now and idly clicked the “follow” button. He wanted to know if Caleb would post any more of his pictures.


  Back on the main page Luc found the photograph that had led him, in a roundabout way, to the “about me” page and clicked the Reblog button.


  Check this guy out, he wrote under the image. Awesome photographer.


  Then he sent it out to his followers.


  There were a few people out there who he was in fairly regular communication with. New York was the home of Tumblr, and the micro-blogging site seemed to fit with a particular slice of the city’s quirky, arty aesthetic. Luc had been one of those fortunate kids who had grown up surrounded by art in its various forms. His mother had thought nothing of dragging him along to a ballet or to the MoMA when he was younger. His sister was more likely to take him to a poetry jam in the village, but that was Ilse for you.


  Luc leaned back, stretching out on his bed, and glanced at the clock on his nightstand. It was a little after eleven—he should have been asleep ages ago if he had any chance of getting eight straight. He’d gotten into a huge argument with his school’s vice principal a few weeks previously about how the school day was unfairly prejudiced in favor of students who had better concentration in the mornings.


  Luc was a night owl. His concentration peaked between six and ten in the evening, meaning his homework was near perfect most of the time. And he could happily work or hang out with people online until late in the evening. It was mornings he had a problem with.


  After the argument with the man (who accepted that Luc had a point, but he simply could not sleep during his geography class, no matter how dull it was), he’d promised to at least try and go to sleep before midnight, and he had tried. Really, he’d tried. But insomnia had stalked him now for months, and dreamless sleep was always just out of reach.


  He opened his Twitter account and sent out a message in 140 characters (or less).


  Sometimes when the devil has gone he sends demons back in his place.


  With some reluctance Luc reached for his bottle of prescribed pills and dry swallowed one of the little things that were supposed to help him fall quickly into a deep sleep. The type of sleep where you didn’t dream. They took a while to kick in, so he went through his nighttime routine, then crawled back in between the sheets.


  Turned the lamp off.


  A few minutes later he tapped it once, to make the light come on to its dimmest setting. Then he tried to sleep.


   


   


  “LUC! GET the fuck up!”


  He was up. He just wasn’t dressed. Or out of bed.


  Luc rolled over, checked the clock, groaned, and rolled out of the other side of his small bed, to the side with his clothes. Since he was the youngest he had the smallest bedroom, one which had barely enough room for a bed, let alone a proper closet. He had tried, once, to put all of his clothes away in the drawers, and they just didn’t fit. Not even when he folded up everything he owned extra neatly and stacked it all in even piles. Luc’s friend Jay affectionately referred to the mess in the room as Luc’s “floor-drobe.”


  It was fairly easy to find what he wanted. Over the past year or two he’d collected eight identical pairs of Gap’s black skinny jeans, all in the same size and style. They were just long enough to tuck into his black Chucks, and he wore one of a collection of band T-shirts over the top.


  Since he’d showered the night before, all he had to do was brush and style his inky black hair in a swoop over his forehead and sketch a tiny amount of black kohl over his eyelids, carefully lining them.


  Luc kept his bag packed by his bedroom door so he just needed to grab it and leave the house, and there—less than fifteen minutes and he was on his way down the stairs and out the door.


  “I have breakfast ready for you,” his sister called as he passed the kitchen.


  “No, thanks,” he mumbled and grabbed his leather jacket from the peg. Luc shrugged it on, slung the backpack over his shoulder, and let the door slam behind him.


  As soon as he was outside, he grabbed his packet of tobacco and rolled a cigarette with deft fingers, then lit it with hands that would tremble until the first hit of nicotine. He exhaled heavily and started toward the subway.


  The kids online were usually impressed that he lived in New York City, but now that he’d lived here for a few months, he was convinced it was nowhere near as cool as people thought. The morning rush hour was insane. There was never enough room on the subway, so he usually ended up smushed into some businessman’s armpit during his journey. That was what happened when you were short and good at making yourself invisible.


  While many other teenagers were desperate to escape to New York City, Luc had decided when he graduated he was going to go to Seattle, the indie music capital of the United States.


  His high school, Millennium High, was in the middle of Manhattan, which meant he had to catch one of the busiest trains in history to get there every day. He had gotten pretty good at daydreaming while listening to the music on his prized iPhone at full blast. He definitely could concentrate on two things at once. Or maybe one canceled the other out; he wasn’t sure.


  Luc was intrigued by the blogger he’d been online stalking the night before—the photographer. The revelation that the guy was deaf made him feel weird. He definitely didn’t want to feel sorry for the guy. He’d been on the receiving end of a stranger’s sympathy before, and it sucked.


  With death metal blaring into his ears at a volume designed to make them bleed, Luc’s thoughts turned to just how precious his hearing actually was. Feeling guilty for a reason he couldn’t name, he turned the volume down a few notches.


  Luc reached the school early enough to go to the cafeteria and pick up an apple before his first class. Not that he’d admit it, but he was hungry. Sometimes when the subway was particularly busy, it took him longer to get to school and there wasn’t time to get anything to eat. Then he spent the whole of his first two classes with a gnawing pain in his stomach until he had a chance to go and get something.


  The skinny emo goth look took work.


  Luc’s butt hit the seat in his homeroom class at the same time the bell blasted through the corridors. The seat to his right was empty, not because Jay was late to school but because his friend had a habit of hanging out somewhere—anywhere—for a few minutes to make sure he was never on time. It was a rebellion thing.


  Sure enough, a couple of minutes later, when Ms. Ware was halfway through her roll call, he sauntered in, flicked a finger at her in a mock salute, and sat down.


  “Mr. Shaw, please see me at the end.”


  “Sure thing, Ms. Ware,” Jay said with his usual cocky swagger, kicking his feet up on his desk and leaning back on the legs of his chair. When he was in this sort of mood, he rarely lasted in school until lunch period.


  Although he was probably Luc’s best guy friend, Jay could be a total dick sometimes. He liked annoying their teachers, he liked rebelling, he liked being kicked out of school. The worst thing was, his grades were consistently in the top quarter of their class. He was stupidly intelligent and could be at the top of all his classes… if he ever bothered to show up.


  Luc was never sure if the black nail polish and eyeliner were part of a phase or if Jay was really into the scene in the same way Luc was. There was always the chance Jay would get bored, change his mind, wash it all off, and join a different clique. Luc liked to tell himself Jay would never do that to him, but sometimes he wasn’t so sure. Jay was a bit of a loose cannon.


  “What classes do you have today?” Jay asked, only barely bothering to lower his voice.


  “English, geography, social studies, PE, math,” Luc recited.


  “Ditch after lunch with me.”


  “Fuck that,” Luc said. “I’m not ditching PE. I’m already on a written warning, and if Ilse finds out I skipped, she’ll kill me.”


  Jay snorted. “Fine.”


  “Don’t be a douchebag. I’ll ditch last period tomorrow.”


  When Jay rolled his eyes, Luc wasn’t sure if this was in agreement or derision. He guessed only time would tell.


  The bell rang, and they both rolled out of their chairs, throwing half-empty backpacks over their shoulders and loping toward the door.


  “Mr. Shaw….” Ms. Ware called in a softly singsong voice.


  Jay rolled his eyes, then winked at Luc.


  “Yes, ma’am?” he said, turning back.


  Luc hesitated by the door, wanting to watch.


  “You were late this morning,” she said.


  “Only by a few moments, ma’am,” Jay said solemnly. “You see, I was taking a dump. And it took longer than I expected.”


  Luc snorted with amusement. Their teacher sighed.


  “Please don’t let it happen again.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Luc thought it was lucky their English class was on the same hallway, or they’d have been late for that too, which was ironic whatever way you looked at it. As a student who was consistently at the middle of the academic range—he never failed, but he rarely got an “A” in anything—Luc knew he couldn’t really afford to cut classes all the time like Jay did.


  Despite the pill from the night before, by midmorning he was flagging. This was the hardest part of the day. Usually when he woke up there was enough energy stored to get him out of bed, onto the subway, and to his first period. After that….


  His doctor had suggested a few “tricks” to keep him going, even when it felt like nothing was working. Such as splashing ice-cold water on his face (Ha! The guy had clearly never tried doing that with eyeliner on) or running it over the pulse point on his wrist. Jumping up and down and shaking his arms to get the blood flowing.


  They were all temporary measures. He preferred massive amounts of caffeine, either from coffee or the disgustingly sugary energy drinks the school sold in vending machines.


  By lunchtime all he wanted was a fucking nap. Jay had already gone, unsurprisingly, but he had been considerate enough to send Luc a text to let him know.


  There were a few goth kids he could sit with to eat his lunch. He wasn’t really into the goth scene, not in the same way they were, but he fit in with them a lot better than he did with most of the other kids at school.


  He nodded to Ellery as he sat down with a sandwich and an energy drink.


  “Tired?” she asked.


  “Mhmm.”


  Ellery knew everything; their parents moved in the same social circles. She’d always been nice to him, even before, and now she seemed to take it as a personal responsibility to keep her eye on Luc and make sure he was okay in school. She noticed when he was tired. Which was nearly always.


  Luc had always thought that, were he straight, Ellery would be the sort of girl he’d want to date. She was a little on the plump side and had awesome boobs. Even as a gay guy he could appreciate them. They liked the same bands, sometimes went to gigs together. And she helped dye his hair black, as long as he returned the favor with whatever color she was sporting that month. Most recently they’d experimented with the “dip dye” look from London—black on top, purple at the ends. For a first attempt it had turned out pretty good.


  He ate his sandwich in silence, vaguely tuning in to the conversations around him. It seemed like someone was planning to get tickets for a band passing through on tour. Luc didn’t speak up. Because of his friendship with Ellery there would always be an offer to go along to things like that, and he would normally decide last minute if he would be there or not. His presence didn’t make any difference to these people. Not to say they didn’t care—they were his friends—but whether or not he turned up didn’t change the fact that they would go and have a good time without him.


  Luc just about managed to pay attention during his math class, mostly staring at Cameron Barker’s cute butt instead of concentrating on Pythagoras, but PE was a total write-off. He’d turned up, though, so he was relatively safe from his sister’s wrath.


  The house was usually empty when he got home. His mother was rarely there when he got in from school, even though he wasn’t really sure where she went every day. She was the sort of woman who didn’t welcome prying questions, even if they did come from a place of concern. Frances Le Bautillier was old money in New York and spent most of her time drinking dry martinis at the bar at the Four Seasons. It was probably for the best that he didn’t know the details.


  Luc wandered through to the kitchen and made himself a snack—peanuts, cheese, and apple slices. He didn’t stay slim by working out, after all. He took the snack up to his room and fired up his laptop. There were a few messages waiting for him on his Tumblr account, and he opened the mailbox, hoping he wouldn’t have to deal with faceless online abuse today. Being gay and looking the way he did made Luc a target for people who could hide behind a mask of anonymity. He really wasn’t in the mood for it.


  Luc was immediately drawn to a note from Caleb-the-photographer.


  I feel the need to thank you for re-blogging my picture. It suddenly gained hundreds of notes.


  Luc smiled and typed a reply.


  No problem. Although it already had a lot when I saw it first. You really are very talented.


  He sat back and reached for a cube of cheese, feeling strangely lighter. And hungry.


  2. CREATE


   


   


  CALEB WANTED to shrug off the compliment from Luc, and with it the attention it drew to him. Since there was no one around it seemed pointless to do so. Instead he just thanked the Internet stranger and clicked away from the site so he couldn’t obsessively check for another response.


  Posting his photography online had been a suggestion from his mother, and he had checked a few different sites before finding one he was comfortable with. Granted, Tumblr had an awful lot of pornography and cat images (sometimes even together), but since he had no objections to either porn or cats, he had signed up.


  Taking pictures was one thing. Caleb could spend hours with his camera around his neck, snapping one image after another. Honing them down was more difficult. He had to pick the single best image from a day’s work, just the one, to post online. Caleb had quickly learned people were rarely interested in seeing more than one picture from a collection. It flew in the face of nearly everything he’d learned about exhibiting his work in a gallery, where continuity and collections were valued. On the Internet, the consumer looked, appreciated, then wanted to be entertained with something new.


  It had been a steep learning curve, and a valuable one.


  Caleb finished off a homework assignment and saved the file to a USB drive, ready to take into school the next morning. Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he switched back to his blog.


  There was a notification he was now being followed by “Luc-le-Beau.” He had yet to explore the other person’s blog. It seemed like an excellent time to do so. Caleb quickly scrolled through the pages. Most of them were photos of bands or music clips, although there were some text posts too. For a moment he hesitated over reading those, feeling like it was an invasion of privacy.


  The cursor lingered over the “read more” button as Caleb deliberated clicking on it, wondering if he had permission to know personal things about “Luc-le-Beau.” Then the light above his desk flashed. It was his parents’ way of knocking on his door. On the doorframe was a standard doorbell that was hooked up to the light. He quickly glanced at his clock—it was nearly eleven, his lights-out time.


  Caleb minimized the window and went to open the door to his mother, who was already in her pajamas.


  “Came to say good night,” she signed.


  He smiled and nodded and leaned in to let her kiss him on the cheek.


  “Good night.”


  Since he had to be up for school in the morning, Caleb turned the computer off and quickly changed for bed, knowing if he sat back down at the desk, he’d quickly get caught up in the blog.


  As he lay in bed, Caleb wondered what Luc-le-Beau looked like. It was a train of thought that took him all the way to sleep.


   


   


  THE HARDEST part about school was when Caleb’s teacher gave half his lecture while facing the board, writing things down as he went. Actually, it wasn’t just Mr. Graff that did it. Quite a few of his teachers didn’t listen when he asked them to face the front so he could lip-read. Which was ironic, really.


  His grades never slipped, though. His parents would never let that happen. Most nights when he got home from school, Caleb sat down at the kitchen table and went over everything from his classes that day to make sure he understood, before he even got started on homework. While other kids his age watched TV or played video games or went online, he was stuck in front of a pile of books, relearning what his teachers were too ignorant to teach in a way that meant he could learn like everyone else.


  It was for that reason that Caleb’s parents had enrolled him in five different schools before he finally settled in a regular, mainstream high school. A couple of those had been schools specifically for deaf kids, but he’d never felt like he fit in at those. Nearly all the kids at deaf schools excelled in an environment that catered to their needs. Not Caleb.


  Feathered neatly with his deafness were layers of social anxiety Caleb had spent most of his teenage years battling. In twelve years he hadn’t attempted any kind of speech. The beautiful range of body and facial expressions that characterized ASL didn’t come naturally to him, and his reluctance to show his emotions on his face, as well as with his hands, eventually alienated him from his deaf friends. He just wanted to be like everyone else, not in some school where his signing, lacking in expression and emotion, was more difficult for his peers to understand. Plus there were always therapists at “special” schools: language therapists, emotional well-being therapists, speech therapists.


  Awkward was redefined when he sat in a room with a speech therapist for an hour a week and didn’t open his mouth once the whole time he was there. That lasted a year. When he left that school, his parents finally relented and sent him to the local high school. It was overcrowded, slightly run down, full of cliques and teams and special little groups he wasn’t part of. It was what he’d always wanted—to be normal.


  There were some teachers who were awesome. There was an option to take a photography course as an extracurricular activity, and Caleb had signed up as soon as he was able. In fact, he was currently on his third rotation, when students were only supposed to get one place per year. But Mr. Andrews was really nice. He had learned some sign language so he could better get to know Caleb as a person, not just as the deaf kid in school. After Caleb’s second rotation, he’d created an assistant position so Caleb could stay in the photography project for as long as he wanted, on the condition that he helped clean up the developing chemicals and take down the prints from the drying room after class.


  Mr. Andrews was young, for a teacher. Caleb guessed he wasn’t thirty yet, probably midtwenties. During the week he was one of the art teachers, and he was a working artist too. After a quick search on the Internet, Caleb had found Mr. Andrews’s website, with pictures of his pieces in different mediums: sculptures, oil paintings, sketches, illustrations, photography.


  On the nights he was in the photography studio—Tuesdays and Wednesdays—Caleb’s mom came to collect him so he didn’t have to take the late bus on his own. There had only been one time he’d ever had trouble, but that was enough as far as his mom was concerned. It wasn’t even anything terrible, just some guys flicking things at the back of his head from the other side of the bus. Caleb had guessed they were calling him names too. He’d shrugged it off, determined this was just another thing normal kids went through, so he wasn’t going to make a big deal of it. Then the next day he had been called to the principal’s office, and his parents were there, and his dad had translated Caleb’s version of events to the principal. Apparently the bus driver had seen—and heard—it all and reported back to the school. And since then his mom wouldn’t let him get the bus on his own.


  It was stupid, but she was overprotective of him at the best of times, and he knew letting him go to a mainstream school was a big thing for her.


  He wasn’t quite finished working on the digital photo, but there wasn’t time to complete what he’d hoped to achieve that afternoon. With a small sigh, Caleb saved his work and turned off the computer, grabbed his bag, then went down to Mr. Andrews’s office to say good night.


  “Is your mom picking you up?”


  Caleb could lip-read well. Extraordinarily well, in fact.


  “Yes,” he signed, knowing Mr. Andrews could understand.


  “Okay. Good night.”


  “Thanks. Good night.”


  As expected, Caleb’s mom was waiting for him in her bashed-up old Volvo. He was running just a few minutes late, and as he approached, Caleb noticed her head was tilted back on the headrest, her eyes closed. She hadn’t even changed out of her mint-green scrubs.


  His mom’s job as a midwifery nurse meant she worked long shifts and odd hours. He could remember her saying it wasn’t the sort of job she could just do for the heck of it. It was a calling in life, to bring new life into the world. She was also pretty convinced her job wasn’t about babies, it was about women.


  He’d been to Boston Medical Center a few times before to see one doctor or another regarding his hearing—or lack thereof. In the past year, since he’d been driving himself around, he liked to drop in to the ward to see his mom, just to say hello.


  However, the labor and delivery wards scared him. Caleb’s excuse was that he was a teenage boy, and babies and women in labor were fucking scary. His mom was different when she was at work too. Once he’d gone in with a bag of M&M’s for her because she was working a twelve-hour shift, and he thought it would be nice.


  The girl on the desk recognized him and signed hello, then put a call through for Nurse Stone.


  Caleb took after his mother in many of his features. He got her slim body and blond hair, although he’d inherited the curls from his dad. His mom kept her hair long so she could easily tie it back at work, which had always made her look younger.


  When she strode through the ward to the front desk, he thought she looked terrifying with power. For all of the peace and calm she usually brought to those around her, especially at home, in the right circumstances she could, apparently, be a warrior.


  Caleb had silently handed her the packet of candy, and that had broken through the armor and forced her face to split into a smile. She’d thanked him, pulled him down into a hug (and placed a little kiss on his cheek), then asked him to come with her.


  He’d followed blindly. He always would, where his mom was concerned. She took him through to the nursery and pointed out her miracle of the day. The baby’s face was red and white, with pouting, shiny pink lips and a shock of dark hair peeking out from under a pink cap.


  “It was supposed to be a boy,” his mom had told him. “The mother has three sons already. They called her Trinity, so she’s named after her brothers.”


  She always remembered her miracle babies.


  Caleb approached the car and watched her snoozing for a moment, then knocked lightly on the window to get her attention. His mom startled awake, then noticed him and rubbed her eyes with one hand as she pressed the button to unlock the door.


  “How was your day?” she asked, shifting in the seat to face him.


  “You look tired,” he signed back.


  Carrie-Anne shook her head. “It was a long shift.”


  “I started a new project in the lab,” Caleb said in response. “I’ll tell you after dinner.”


  Car rides could be awkward when there was a deaf person in the car. Carrie-Anne would always leave the radio on for herself, since there was no way of signing to Caleb and driving at the same time. He was used to sitting and watching the scenery go by, even though they’d driven this route a hundred times before. Or, since he had his iPad now, he sometimes checked the few blogs he followed, although reading in the car always made him feel sick.


  Caleb sometimes wondered what his relationship with his parents would be like if he wasn’t hearing impaired. His mom had once said they’d hoped for a big family, with lots of kids running around, but by the time he was a year old they had a pretty good idea about the extent of his disability, and she’d decided to dedicate her time and attention to the baby who needed her, rather than try for more. It wasn’t long after that she decided to change disciplines as a nurse and move from the ward where she cared for elderly patients to retrain as a midwife. She claimed she’d never looked back.


  Sometimes Caleb thought she replaced all of her “what-if” babies by bringing other people’s children into the world. Sometimes he wondered what it would be like if he did have brothers and sisters. He thought maybe his mom and dad wouldn’t be so clingy toward him if they had other kids to divert their attention. What-if, what-if.


  They pulled into the drive next to the neat front yard, and Caleb stretched as he unfolded himself from the car. From the smell of things, his dad had made it home first and had started dinner. That meant one of the five things he was able to cook without supervision. Even Caleb was able to cook a wider variety of meals than his dad, but he’d learned not to push for more. Not since the barbeque sauce bolognaise disaster.


  Caleb went straight to the kitchen and said hello to his dad, lifting the lids on the pots on the stove to determine what they were eating. Chili. That was fairly safe.


  “Do I have time to go for a run?” he asked, feeling tense and wanting to let it all go.


  His dad raised his eyebrows in question. Caleb rarely went running if he’d been to the lab. It was already getting dark outside.


  “Is your mom coming too?” his dad said, signing as he spoke.


  “No. She’s tired. I don’t want to ask.”


  “Okay. Not too long, you know we don’t like you running in the dark.”


  Caleb nodded, not wanting to argue, and rushed to his bedroom to change into a T-shirt and his running pants.


  Running was a habit he’d picked up from his mother and hadn’t abandoned even when she’d started working more hours and lost the extra time she’d used to take him out. When he was a child, it was a good way of making him burn off surplus energy while his mom kept fit. Now it was time he spent clearing his head.


  From the house there were several routes he could take around the area of the city they lived in. One took him through the park, but Caleb knew his parents wouldn’t really approve of him going that way when the light was failing rapidly. No, it was best to stick to the streets, under the cover of the streetlights starting to flicker on.


  He took a moment to stretch his calves and shoulders before breaking into a loose jog, turning left out of the front yard and back down the road toward the school. On the weekends, when his mom wasn’t working, sometimes the two of them got in the car and drove out to Worlds End Park to properly stretch out and cover some distance. That hadn’t happened in a while.


  Through the day Caleb hadn’t allowed himself to dwell for too long on the few messages he’d been exchanging with his new Tumblr friend. Now was the perfect time to let his mind wander to what the guy looked like, whether the two of them had shared interests in movies or books, if the guy would figure Caleb was too much hassle because he was deaf.


  He thought about sex and wondered if his friend was having it. Those thoughts led to uncomfortable stirrings, though, so he forced his mind in another direction.


  As his long legs ate up the sidewalk and he hit his stride, a faster pace than usual, he started to compose the next post for his blog. He’d wanted to talk about the art of photography for a while but wasn’t sure how to approach the subject without sounding like a know-it-all.


  By the time he’d finished the loop he was out of breath, muscles burning, but he felt good. Caleb stretched again lightly and went upstairs to shower and change before heading down to dinner.


  Over the course of the evening he finished two pieces of homework, made a start on a longer assignment, and drafted the blog post. Since he’d sent the last message to Luc-le-Beau he didn’t want to be the one to send the next one, even though their last exchange was a good-night. He didn’t want to look desperate.


  Instead he cast his eye over the post about his photography and clicked the button to post it to his blog, then sat back in his chair and wondered if Luc-le-Beau would see it.


  3. IM


   


   


  HI, HOW are you?


  Hey. Are you online?


  Yes!


  Do you have an IM program?


  Um, yeah. I think so.


  Cool. Look me up—Luc-le-Beau, same as on here.


   


   


  LUC: ARE you there?


  Caleb: Yes!


  Luc: Hello, Caleb Stone.


  Caleb: You full-named me. I feel like I’m in trouble now. Is Lucien Le Bautillier your real name?


  Luc: Ugh, yes. People just call me Luc, tho. Like “Luke.”


  Caleb: It’s a nice name.


  Luc: It’s my grandfather’s. He died on the day I was born. Apparently he’d been dying for, like, ages, and he hung on until my mom had me.


  Caleb: That’s kinda awesome. Do you have any brothers and sisters?


  Luc: Yeah. 1 brother and 1 sister. Johannes and Ilse.


  Caleb: You all got beautiful names, then.


  Luc: Thank you :)


  Caleb: How are you?


  Luc: Good, thanks. Really good. Did you know you have your webcam on? ;)


  Caleb: Damn. No. Well, there’s no point in me turning it off now. You’ve seen me already!


  Luc: Let me turn mine on.


  Caleb: OK.


  Caleb: I have seen pictures of you before. You post them to your blog.


  Luc: That’s true. I haven’t seen you before, tho.


  Caleb: Yeah, I guess so. I can see you now, btw.


  Luc: Hi!


  Caleb: Hi back!


  Luc: So, what have you been up to?


  Caleb: Not much. I’ve just had to hand in two big assignments for school, so the past couple of days have been crazy busy.


  Luc: Tell me about it. What is it about this time of year that makes teachers go insane?!


  Caleb: College applications?


  Luc: Ah, yeah. That. Have you put yours in yet?


  Caleb: No, I’m still working on them. You?


  Luc: I just did mine this week. My mom is making me apply to NYU even though I don’t want to go there.


  Caleb: No way! I applied there too. NYU, Northeastern and BU.


  Luc: I applied to NYU, UDub and UCLA.


  Caleb: You want to move to the west coast?


  Luc: Fuck, yeah. I wanna get the hell out of this city. This fucking state.


  Caleb: Wow.


  Luc: I’ve been through a lot of shit already this year. I just want a fresh start in a new town, you know?


  Caleb: Oh, I can understand that. That’s why I applied for NYU—my parents want me to stay in Boston, but I want some independence, you know?


  Luc: Definitely.


  Caleb: Hey, I need to run, but do you have Twitter? I’ll find you and send you a message tomorrow.


  Luc: Sure! It’s @Luc-le-Beau. I pretty much use that handle everywhere.


  Caleb: Cool. I’ll find you, yeah?


  Luc: Yeah, do. I’ll catch you soon.


  Caleb: Later.


   


   


  CALEB SAT back from his computer and rubbed the heel of his hand over his rapidly beating heart. He’d thought it might burst right out of his chest when Luc had said the webcam was on, but the other boy seemed nice. It was only a brief conversation, a friendly chat, and Caleb didn’t want to read too much into it.


  But he’d been surfing message boards and blogs for a few weeks now, and he’d never had a conversation like that with anyone else.


  It was like Tumblr and his blog had opened up a whole other world of people who were also hiding behind a mask of Internet anonymity. For the past few years, Caleb’s parents had monitored his Internet usage, restricting him to using it for homework or assignments or research for his photography projects, although he had to ask permission for that. He’d never thought of their actions as particularly strict. It seemed reasonable that they didn’t want him wasting his life online.


  Now that he’d turned eighteen, his father had lifted those restrictions. Caleb had still asked if it was okay for him to start a blog for his photography. His dad had been curious at first, asking why Caleb even wanted to do that. Caleb told him to think of it like an online portfolio that would help with his college applications—this was what Mr. Andrews had told him. When he’d dropped his photography mentor’s name, his dad had agreed to the project.


  And with a few clicks, the world opened up.


  Curious now, Caleb dedicated himself to clicking back through hundreds of pages of Luc’s blog. It was a huge mishmash of different things. The band pictures, music clips, and song lyrics gave Caleb some idea about Luc’s taste in music, even though that was the one thing he’d never be able to hold a conversation about. There were also pictures from different TV shows and movies—Luc seemed to be into comic book movies, which was good, Caleb was too—and the odd personal post or “selfie” photograph.


  From clicking through on some of these photographs, Caleb learned Luc sometimes submitted pictures of himself to other goth/emo blogs. Some of those blogs seemed to be focused on pictures of young, androgynous boys with dyed hair and facial piercings. Luc had a look, and Caleb decided it was quite beautiful.


  From those other blogs, Caleb also learned Luc had his belly button pierced. For a while he wasn’t sure what to think about that. Then he decided it was very, very hot.


   


   


  IN THE weeks that followed, what had started out as a quick conversation a few times a week soon turned into daily e-mails, then multiple interactions every day. They followed each other on Twitter so messages could be exchanged in real time.


  Caleb didn’t own a phone, but he did have an iPad. He set up a notification so every time Luc sent him a Tweet it would pop up on the front screen. It was better than texting. None of his teachers cared when he kept the iPad out during class or looked up something while they were giving a lecture.


  There was no point in denying things between them were changing quickly. He thought of Luc as a friend already, wondered if they could be more than just friends. He didn’t really have friends in school and only a few at the stupid Deaf Youth group his mom forced him to go to. The thought of finding someone who was just his—not a person he’d been introduced to by his parents—was a strange sort of thrill.


  “Caleb?”


  His mother tapped his arm for his attention and signed his name in their “home sign,” a shorthand of sign language they used within the family. He was distracted from dinner, still thinking about the Twitter conversation he’d been having with Luc on and off all day. Luc had been teasing him in a friendly, familiar way about the fact that Caleb preferred Captain America to Iron Man. Luc said he related most to Loki, the dark, outcast youngest brother. Caleb wanted to know more about what that meant, but he didn’t want to push on a public forum.


  Caleb nodded to his mom.


  “Are you okay? You’re… distracted.”


  “I’m fine,” he signed back. “Tired.”


  He hoped she would leave it at that, let him finish his mashed potatoes in peace so he could get back upstairs and log on to his computer and maybe talk to Luc some more before going to bed.


  Luc wasn’t online that night, or if he was, he was hiding. That was one of Caleb’s favorite things about being on an Internet forum—he could be present and interactive if he wanted or just sit back and watch the conversations if he didn’t. So he couldn’t exactly blame Luc for wanting a night off. It was still a little disappointing.


  Even though he’d been the one to send the last Tweet, Caleb sent another, a good-night message, before he turned his lights out and rolled over in bed, hugging a pillow to his chest as was his habit.


  In the dark, he wondered how Luc liked to sleep.


   


   


  HIS PARENTS noticed the change in him, Caleb was sure of that, but he didn’t tell them about Luc. It was the first time he’d specifically kept something from them, something important. They didn’t know he was gay. Caleb wasn’t even completely sure himself, although the way he felt about Luc was starting to clear the wool from his eyes. It had been there for a long time, this attraction he had to other guys. He had just been unwilling to put a name to it. Luc was open about labeling himself as “pansexual, heteroromantic, homosexual.” Caleb had been forced to look that up to find out what it meant.


  He was close to his parents, closer than most teenagers he guessed. They had taught him about sex and relationships at a young age, making it not a big deal and repeating the lessons when he reached adolescence, letting him know he could ask them if he had any questions. Caleb thought they would probably be okay if, or when, he told them he was attracted to boys rather than girls. For some reason, though, he was wary about asking them about pansexuality.


  When Luc had asked, in tactful way, if Caleb was interested in boys too, he had blushed hard and had been very grateful for the computer screen hiding his embarrassment. He’d typed a message back saying he wasn’t sure yet, and Luc had accepted that. Caleb was very aware that if Luc wanted to, he could cut off all communication between them without Caleb even realizing it had been done. That was scary.


  Sexuality—an abstract concept at the best of times, was at the forefront of Caleb’s mind for the next few days. He took a stronger interest in his fellow students than normal, watching the handsy couples who pawed each other in the hallways, looking at the girls and boys with interest, wondering if he could guess which of them might be interested in people of their own gender.


  The thought that he might not be the only gay kid in school was a strange sort of comfort. After poking around on the Internet, he discovered that some researchers thought up to 10 percent of the population might be gay. That made him look harder still. He went to a fairly large high school, so there should be plenty of other kids around who were maybe gay. Or thinking about whether they were gay.


  His years of detachment from his peers had left Caleb unable to read people or understand them. He could look, and he could compare to what he’d learned from television or movies or things he saw online, but only with real interaction could he learn more about someone’s sexuality. In some ways, that was a comfort. No one was about to look at him and know right away that he fell asleep at night thinking of flat chests and thick penises. There was also a sort of shield that was cast by his disability. He might get picked on for being deaf, but no one was going to tease the deaf kid about being a “fag.”


   


   


  “WHAT THE fuck is wrong with you?”


  Luc rubbed his eye sockets carefully with his fingertips and sighed. He’d been trying to nap at his desk in their homeroom class over lunch, but it seemed Jay had tracked him down and was interrupting his nonsleep.


  “I was trying to sleep, you asshole. What do you want?”


  Luc sat up and rolled his shoulders. They were stiff and sore from sitting hunched over his laptop all night, and he wanted a massage. He wanted a couple of Tylenol and some Ambien.


  Jay slid into one of the desks next to Luc. “I’m worried about you, man. You’re all over the place.”


  “I’m fine,” Luc said with a sigh. It didn’t come out very convincing, so he tried again. “I’m fine.”


  “Okay,” Jay said with a shrug. He tossed a bag of Doritos at Luc from his backpack. “Eat something. You look like you’re about to pass out.”


  While Luc munched on the chips, grateful, Jay caught him up on the group’s plans for the weekend. If possible, Luc tried to avoid Manhattan on Saturdays, especially when the weather was good. He didn’t like the crush of people or the lost tourists or the way people wearing cashmere sweaters and pearl earrings looked at him as though he were scum of the fucking earth for wearing torn-up black clothes. Though those looks mainly came from his mother’s friends.


  “So, you in?”


  “Sure,” Luc said. Anything other than acceptance would be immediately shot down, so he’d agree now and bail later, if he decided against trying to get to Central Park at 3:00 p.m. on a sunny day. Fuck that.


  “Luc?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Are you dating someone?”


  “What?” Luc choked on the word. “No.”


  “Fucking someone?”


  “I wish.”


  That was the right response. Jay snorted and kicked his feet up on the desk in front. “That could be easily arranged, you know.”


  “I’m not sticking my dick anywhere if I’m not absolutely sure it’s not going to get bitten while in there.”


  “Vaginas don’t have teeth, dude.”


  “I know that.”


  “How about someone sticking their dick in you?”


  Luc’s shrug was perfectly nonchalant. “Maybe another day.”


  “I was just curious. You’re different at the moment. Moony, like the girls get when someone’s writing them bad poetry and sending dick-shot selfies to them on Snapchat.”


  “I am not moony,” Luc said, trying hard to sound offended. He was fairly certain he couldn’t tell Jay about Caleb and had no intention of doing so. Caleb was different from these friends. He wasn’t New York worldly; he was shy and sweet and fragile and innocent. And for some reason, he was interested in talking to Luc.


  “Would you tell me? If you were dating someone?”


  “Maybe,” Luc said. It was the truth. If he were dating someone—and he wasn’t—and that person was someone other than Caleb, he’d probably tell Jay about it.


  “You should probably know,” Jay said, examining his nails and flicking a bit at the chipped polish, “I got sent in here to dig for information. I think Ellery is interested in you.”


  “Interested?”


  “Interested,” Jay said pointedly. “Like, she wants your boy parts to poke at her girl parts.”


  Luc wrinkled his nose. “Shit. I mean, I like her a lot. But she’s not… I mean….”


  “Can I have her? If you’re not interested, I mean.”


  “She’s not a fucking chew toy, Jay,” Luc snapped. “Leave her alone.”


  “Okay, okay. Don’t get your panties all in a twist. I’ll leave her be. For now.”


  Luc was going to protest, he had the perfect snappy, witty comeback right on the tip of his tongue, but the bell rang and startled the thought out of his head. With a weary sigh, he shouldered his backpack and straightened his T-shirt before heading for the door.


  “Luc?”


  Jay hadn’t moved.


  “What?” he asked, not bothering to turn back.


  “I don’t believe you, you know. About you not dating anyone.”


  “Whatever,” he muttered and stalked out of the room.


  That afternoon, when Luc returned home from school, the house wasn’t the cold, empty shell he was used to finding. Instead there was a warm, sweet smell wafting through from the kitchen.


  Dumping his bag next to the door, Luc quickly crossed through the rooms until he found his sister at the stove, wiggling her hips to the radio as she filled a big triangular bag with what looked like frosting.


  “What the fuck are you doing?” he demanded.


  Ilse looked up and grinned. “Baking,” she said simply.


  “I can see that. Why the fuck are you baking?”


  She shrugged. “Because it’s fucking fun?”


  He watched in a sort of detached fascination as she piped a heavy swirl on top of a dainty cupcake, the skill strangely at odds with the crude language they used around each other. Luc could remember being little and watching Ilse bake, but that was years ago. His sister was the eldest of the three Le Bautillier siblings. She’d been fourteen when Luc was born, a surprise late baby for their mother and the bane of his father’s life. His brother, Johannes, or Jo, mostly, was two years younger than Ilse.


  Luc had never been close to his mother. She was a difficult woman, or so everyone said, and Ilse had taken over the job of raising Luc for most of his early years. He’d been devastated when she’d moved into the city for college, then work, setting up her own small publishing company that produced very niche textbooks and reference guides on botany.


  These days he was still closer to Ilse than anyone else in his family. She’d inherited their father’s striking dark hair and wore it long, often braided out of her way. Ilse wasn’t a beautiful woman, not delicate and pretty as one might expect a flower expert to be. She was striking, though, all dark eyebrows, haunted eyes, and broad shoulders that were slightly unfeminine. Their father had often cruelly remarked about how his daughter looked like a man and his youngest son looked like a girl. Only Johannes, tall, broad, and handsome like his father, managed to escape René Le Bautillier’s acid tongue.


  Children of a French father and German mother, they were raised in New Rochelle, New York, where the family used to live before his father had died and everything had changed. Luc and his siblings had a far more traditional European upbringing than an American one. Despite having never been to Europe and being born and raised in America, Luc felt far more European than American sometimes.


  Luc watched as Ilse expertly piped thick chocolate frosting onto each of the next half-dozen cupcakes, then leaned back, pushed her braid over her shoulder, and gave him a look that clearly invited Luc to help himself.


  “Thanks,” he mumbled around a mouthful of chocolate. “’S great.”


  He chewed for a minute, idly helping her collect dirty bowls and piling them into the dishwasher so she didn’t nag about him never helping.


  “Why are you at home in the middle of the day baking?” Luc asked when the cupcake was gone and the chores complete.


  “I gave myself a day off.”


  “You never give yourself a day off. You work more than Dad used to.”


  Ilse gave him a wry smile. “Maybe that’s why I gave myself a day off.”


  Their mother wasn’t home. Luc discovered this as he thumped up to his bedroom, dragging his backpack behind himself and eating another of Ilse’s delicious cupcakes. His mother was rarely at home, so he didn’t think about it much.


  With the combination of a sugar high and his peak concentration time colliding, Luc managed to get all his homework finished before Ilse called him down for dinner. She’d ordered takeout again, not that Luc could really blame her. She’d spent all afternoon making sweets.


  It was good Thai food, and he couldn’t complain. They sat on the slightly ratty tweed couch in the living room and watched America’s Next Top Model reruns, bitching happily about the skinny girls and their tantrums.


  For a while Luc thought they might end up having a night on the sofa together watching bad TV and eating too much like they used to, like before. But when the show was finished Ilse got up and said she was going to go into her home office for a while, and Luc muttered something about apples falling not too far from trees and watched her go.


  With a sigh, he collected up their dirty dishes and set them in the dishwasher. It was full, so he turned it on and then stood in the kitchen.


  Like the rest of the house—it was Ilse’s house, not their mother’s—it was clean and nice and not at all what you’d expect from a girl of her background. They’d both rebelled in their own way, Luc and Ilse. Luc had become his parents’ worst nightmare. Ilse had become normal.


  Her house was a small two-story brownstone in Queens. Their father had paid for it, but Ilse had picked it out over one of the apartments on the Upper East Side that their dad already owned and rented out. She could have lived there in luxury and instead picked a fixer-upper in a not-so-great area of the city.


  The kitchen was tiny, although Ilse had managed to cleverly fit everything into the room that she wanted or needed. The tiles were blue glass, over countertops of olive wood. Slate tiles covered the floor, and the sink was huge, copper, and set into one of the counters. There were pots of herbs on the windowsill overlooking a tiny courtyard just big enough for a couple of lounge chairs and more pots of plants.


  Whenever Luc turned around in this house, he felt at home. It felt like Ilse, and when he was around Ilse he relaxed, probably more than at any other time.


  After checking that the back door was locked and the front door wasn’t dead-bolted, so their mom could get in if she needed to, Luc went upstairs and took a shower, then crawled into his nice, safe, warm bed. He pulled his laptop over and pulled it out of Sleep mode.


  Caleb was online.


  Luc couldn’t quite put his finger on his melancholy mood, but he knew he wanted to talk to Caleb.


  Luc: Hey.


  Caleb: Hi! How are you?


  Luc: OK. Bit tired.


  Caleb: Me too. It’s been a long day.


  Luc: Any particular reason?


  Caleb: No… not really. I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow, and I know they’re going to nag me about wearing my hearing aids.


  Luc: You don’t wear them?


  Caleb: No. Not if I can help it.


  Luc: How come?


  Caleb: Because I don’t like them. They don’t really help me hear much more than what I can hear without them. They just fill my head with this buzzing… sort of humming sensation instead. Like my whole head is vibrating.


  Luc: That sounds awful :(


  Caleb: It’s not great. I’m supposed to wear them, though.


  Luc: Caleb? Can I ask you something?


  Caleb: Sure.


  Luc: It’s sort of a personal question.


  Caleb: That’s okay.


  Luc: How did you get to be deaf?


  Caleb: I have this genetic condition which causes deterioration in my inner ears. I could hear when I was born, though the doctors knew there was something wrong when I was about six months old. By the time I was about five or six, they knew there was a really bad problem, something that they couldn’t fix, and I lost most of my hearing by the time I was 10.


  Luc: So you use sign language?


  Caleb: Yes :) ASL


  Luc: Could you teach me?


  Caleb: Of course. It’s a bit difficult to do it like this, though. There’s a lot of really good free programs online that’ll show you the basics. And once you can finger spell, then you can get by in a conversation. I’m really good at reading lips, though.


  Luc: Good to know. I have another question.


  Caleb: Okay :)


  Luc: Do you like me?


  Caleb: Yeah.


  Luc: Like… as another boy, not just as a friend.


  Caleb: Yeah.


  Luc: Good. I like you too.


  4. HANDSPEAK


   


   


  LUC DIDN’T think too hard about why he looked up those websites and started to learn, in his own time, how to move his hands into different shapes that could tell a story to someone who could interpret them. He got an app on his phone too, one he could look at during the day if he wanted to know what the sign for “home” was. Or the sign for “chocolate.” Or the one for “tired.”


  He learned the alphabet quickly, memorizing those signs, then how to string them together to make his own name. He practiced under the table at school where no one could see. He learned greetings and basic vocabulary, and was pleasantly surprised at how logical many of the signs were, even if syntax, grammar, and sentence structure were still eluding him. That would come with time, though.


  In the evenings Luc talked to Caleb online, or one of a number of other friends he knew from his blogging. He got his homework done. He mostly got to bed before midnight. He lived, day-to-day, for the evenings, as he always had.


  Learning American Sign Language became Luc’s secret project. He didn’t want his friends at school to know he was doing this all for a guy he’d met online. A guy who was beautiful and artistic and clever and kind… and deaf. For some reason having a secret project for a secret friend was the right thing to do. When Caleb became real to him, in the real world, maybe the ASL would come out of the closet too.


  On the weekend Luc slept in late, then lounged around the house for most of the day, ignoring text messages when they came through from his friends. Life seemed to be getting more and more hectic as he approached the end of his high school career, and there was something to be said for doing nothing for a few hours.


  By early evening he was bored.


  Sprawled on the couch in Ilse’s homey living room, Luc pulled his laptop over from the coffee table and fired it up.


  Caleb wasn’t online, and that sucked because Luc had been sort of fantasizing about spending a few hours showing off via Skype and maybe getting Caleb to help him improve his sign language skills.


  Instead he pulled up YouTube and started to practice again.


   


   


  CALEB HAD long since stopped arguing with his mother about attending the Deaf Youth group in Boston. He hated it, and Carrie-Anne knew it, but she forced it on him as one of those things that was “good for him” and part of his “growing experience.” Caleb’s mother was all about him expanding his horizons, learning new things, not letting his disability hold him back.


  Apparently, meeting with a group of other people who were deaf and hard of hearing was supposed to help with that.


  The Deaf Youth group met at a community center twice a month. Caleb tried to get out of as many of the meetings as he could, claiming homework or tiredness as an excuse not to go. He’d been blessed with a mother who was almost dangerously persistent, and despite her busy work schedule, she would drive him there herself if need be.


  The group took trips from time to time, hooking up with a network of other deaf support groups up and down the east coast and sometimes even farther afield. Caleb had gone on field trips to Chicago and Seattle and once to Disney World in Florida.


  For the Saturday night meetings, things were usually a little more formal. Caleb dressed in nice jeans and a button-down shirt over a white T-shirt. They would have dinner, usually ordered in from a local restaurant, and sit around a big square table where everyone could see everyone else. It was supposed to encourage conversation.


  There were a few other kids at the group Caleb sort of thought of as friends. It was difficult—no, almost impossible—for him to make friends at school, and these kids were nice enough. It would have been better if he could make friends based on common interests, though, rather than because they shared an inner ear problem. That alone was not a foundation for a meaningful friendship.


  Out of everyone, Caleb got on best with Marshall. Marshall was probably in his late twenties, maybe early thirties, and married with a child on the way. Caleb knew he was at the group to interact with kids his own age, and he admitted that it was probably a little streak of rebellion that had him gravitating to someone older.


  Marshall had been born deaf and seemed to be the only person who made an effort to communicate with Caleb, despite him being difficult. He looked past Caleb’s lack of expression and his painful, often stilted sign language. When other members of the group got frustrated and made their excuses, Marshall had taken the time to learn some of Caleb’s home sign—the shorthand he used with his family—and sat patiently and waited for Caleb to find a way of expressing himself. One of the founding members of the Deaf Youth group, Marshall had stayed with the small community even when he grew out of the target age range for members. He was a tall man with caramel skin and wire-framed glasses. Caleb had gravitated toward his aura of calm and was fairly settled in the other man’s presence.


  While the other kids in the group played pool, watched a subtitled movie, or played card games, Caleb and Marshall sat opposite each other in warm, squashy arm chairs and held a quiet, private conversation.


  “I met someone,” Caleb said, trying not to blush.


  “Yeah? That’s awesome.”


  “His name is Luc. He’s from New York.”


  Marshall looked surprised for only a moment; then he smiled. “New York is fairly close. Are you going to meet him?”


  “I hope so. I haven’t told my parents yet.”


  “About Luc?”


  “About liking a boy.”


  Out of everyone, Caleb thought he could confide in Marshall about this burgeoning relationship. Despite Marshall being married—to a woman—he was cool. He liked Neil Patrick Harris in the opening number at the Tonys. Then again, who didn’t.


  “Do you think they’ll mind?” Marshall asked, and wasn’t that just the million-dollar question.


  “No,” Caleb signed. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I feel guilty.”


  “You can’t help who you’re attracted to.”


  “I know. But I don’t have any brothers or sisters. I’m the only one, and I’m not normal.”


  Normal. The whole idea of giving his parents a “normal” son was almost a joke by this point. He was a socially stunted, emotionally repressed deaf kid. Adding “gay” to the mix wasn’t going to change their world. They’d probably just be pleased that he was interested in anyone at all.


  Talking to Marshall lightened some of the load, though.


  By the end of the evening Caleb was itching for his mother to come get him. Having to wait for a ride always made him feel like a little kid, but there was only one car in the family, and if his mom needed it for work, he had to wait.


  The evening was cool, and Caleb had only shrugged on a light jacket before leaving the house. He wrapped his arms around himself to preserve body heat and tried not to stare too closely at each car that drove past.


  His mom was late. Not super late, just enough to keep Caleb standing out in the cold for longer than he would have liked. She was full of apologies when she pulled up and hastily signed with one hand that she was taking them via KFC to pick up some dinner for herself and his dad.


  While she was driving, Caleb sat back in the passenger seat and closed his eyes, content to nap a little on the way home.


  Sometimes Caleb really wished he could speak aloud. Not that he could hear, exactly, he didn’t wish for that. But sometimes when he watched movies people had conversations with their backs to each other. Or facing in opposite directions. All of Caleb’s conversations were held looking right at the person he was talking to. There was no hiding.


  A part of him wanted to keep his eyes closed and try saying the words: Mom, I’m gay. Mom, there’s this boy, and I really like him.


  Caleb felt the car slow down, and he cracked an eye open in time to see the bright drive-through. He shut the eye again and kept his lips closed. It wasn’t like anything worthwhile could come out of them, anyway.


  By the time they got home, Caleb excused himself to go straight to bed. He was exhausted. He thought the exhaustion probably came from keeping the secret of Luc as much as it was about being tired from his day.


  Even though his eyes felt gritty and heavy, Caleb turned his computer on, just in case.


  Of course Luc was awake. He was practically nocturnal. Caleb felt his mouth twitching up into a smile. He opened a chat window, not feeling up to setting up the video feed tonight.


  Hey, Luc typed. You okay? How was your evening?


  Fine, thanks. I’m so fucking tired tho.


  Oh, sweetheart. Have you thought any more about coming to visit?


  The offer for Caleb to go visit New York was dropped so casually into a conversation (Hey, you should come visit sometime!) that Caleb didn’t realize it was serious. It was only when Luc said it again, then once more, that he decided he should come up with an appropriate answer.


  Yeah, he typed. Cracked his knuckles. I’d love to.


  Awesome.


  Caleb logged off not long after that, sending his apologies to Luc and insisting he really was just tired, they’d talk more soon. Luc understood. He always did.


  The trip—or the possibility of taking the trip—was like a cloud that followed Caleb around for days. Sometimes it was a fluffy, happy cloud, spreading rays of sunshine that lit up his life. Other times it dripped cold rain down the back of his neck.


  He knew asking his parents outright was out of the question. They’d undoubtedly say no even though he was eighteen, and they were always telling him he should be more independent, leave the house more, go out and see friends. They never wanted him to go far, though. There were boundaries. And Caleb was pretty sure New York was outside of those boundaries.


  5. NYC


   


   


  IT WASN’T a lie exactly, right?


  He was going to New York, and it was to meet friends.


  At dinner he’d sort of danced around the subject with his parents, making things up on the spot, explaining how it wasn’t exactly organized by the Deaf Youth group per se, rather that a group of them had got together and decided it would be fun.


  For good measure, he added the part about applying to NYU and wanting to see more of the city before his offers—if there were any offers—came in.


  As Caleb had expected, his dad was all for it. His mom took some convincing, and it was only with a lot of eye rolling and heavy sighs that he managed to persuade her that she absolutely did not need to speak to anyone else who was going, or their parents.


  “Mom. Seriously. I’m not twelve and going to camp for the first time. Let me do this, please? I’ll be moving away for college come fall.”


  Her face blanched at that, and she’d acquiesced.


  Caleb researched trains for days, checking the times over and over before finally putting his card details in and booking the tickets. Bus there, train back, because of the way prices worked on the weekend. He also knew, from memory, what time every bus back to Boston was for the whole weekend, just in case something went terribly wrong. There was enough money in his account to cover the journey too.


  Caleb’s parents encouraged him to be independent and gave him a small allowance every week for doing things around the house—his own laundry, making dinner once in a while, cleaning up after himself. He didn’t spend much of it normally, just on gas for the car if he used it, so the money tended to build up. That meant when something big came up, like New York, he didn’t have to worry about cash flow.


  When he finally told Luc, he almost bubbled over with excitement. They’d taken to chatting with the webcam on most evenings—it was nicer to communicate in a way that allowed him to see Luc’s expressions.


  The whole charade to get around his parents’ desire to be involved in everything to do with the trip had been headache inducing, but Caleb had finally convinced them that he’d be getting a ride to the bus station with one of the other kids on Friday after school, and he only needed to be picked up on Sunday night.


  On Friday morning both his parents were working and there was no one to see him off, so Caleb left a note on the kitchen table. He had worked on that for hours too, hoping for the perfect combination of nonchalant and excited.


  After school Caleb asked Mr. Andrews to call a cab for him. Mr. Andrews didn’t ask questions, and when Caleb got into the cab he handed the driver a note explaining that he was deaf and could he please go to the bus station.


  For the entire cab ride Caleb thought he might throw up. But he didn’t.


  Caleb’s small backpack had been packed and unpacked at least five times during the week as he considered each outfit option, discarded it, then started again. Even though Luc had seen him on the webcam, he was still nervous about looking stupid—or feeling like he looked stupid, which was possibly worse.


  In the end he settled on a loose, long-sleeved navy and white striped T-shirt to travel in, with dark blue jeans, a crisp white shirt for Saturday, and a long-sleeved black Henley for Sunday, one with little buttons down the front. The jeans he could wear all weekend. They were clean.


  The last job before leaving was to pack his toothbrush into the small toiletry bag he’d borrowed from his dad, tucking it into the backpack and zipping it up. No one needed to know that there was a condom tucked into the toiletry bag among the travel-sized bottles of shampoo and antiperspirant. Caleb had taken one when they were handed out at school and… no one needed to know. But it was there, just in case.


  There was a permeating smell of gasoline at the bus station, that and dirty fumes from the buses themselves. Even though he hated them, Caleb had put the heavy hearing aids on. They were his best way of silently communicating he was deaf.


  The bus took four hours to get to New York, the last thirty minutes spent winding through the city. Caleb had been here a few times before, to see specialists and once for a pre-Christmas shopping trip. After living in a big city himself, he wasn’t expecting to be intimidated, but there was something about passing all the big, world-famous landmarks that sent butterflies straight to his stomach.


  By the time they reached the Port Authority bus station, Caleb felt sick. To make it worse, he was sure he wouldn’t have time to make it to a bathroom before Luc met him. As the other passengers around him started to disembark, Caleb forced himself to take a deep breath, rolled his shoulders, and hoisted his bag onto his back.


  Caleb checked his iPad for the conversation he’d exchanged with Luc earlier in the day.


  I’ll meet you at the station.


  Are you sure? Caleb had sent back, not wanting to put Luc out.


  Of course. I’m excited!


  Me too.


  And he was. Layered over that excitement, though, were nerves. Lots and lots of nerves.


  As he’d thought, Luc was hard to miss.


  He was dressed in black—head to toe—with his characteristic black hair flopping into his face. For a terrifying moment he thought Luc didn’t recognize him. Then Luc broke into a wide grin, and he jogged up to meet Caleb.


  Caleb felt himself smiling, and he raised his hand to say hi. Luc stopped close, too close. Caleb could smell his cologne and wasn’t prepared for hands to clutch his shoulders as Luc rose up onto his toes and pressed a soft but enthusiastic kiss to his lips.


  It was instinct, he was sure, that had his own hands gripping Luc’s waist, steadying him, while his mouth returned the kiss with equal enthusiasm. When Luc pulled away, he felt a soft puff of air at his lips and forced his eyes open to lip-read the greeting.


  “Hi,” Luc said with a somewhat breathless laugh.


  Caleb smiled and gently, carefully brushed Luc’s hair back into place.


  “Sorry, I think I got carried away.”


  Caleb shook his head “no.” Then he signed that it was okay, relieved when Luc nodded in understanding.


  “Um, we can go back to my place now,” Luc said, signing the word “home” as he did, “or we can go out? Into the city?”


  Still not sure how much sign language Luc knew, Caleb signed “home” and “good.”


  Luc nodded and signed back, “Tired?”


  Wrinkling his nose, Caleb shook his head, and Luc laughed again. There were signs everywhere for the subway, but Caleb had no idea what direction they needed to go in. He was content to let Luc lead and was pleasantly surprised when a warm hand slipped into his own.


   


   


  CALEB KNEW some things about Luc’s past, the things that Luc had wanted to share, anyway. He knew the family had been through a lot in the past year, so he was slightly surprised when Luc walked up the steps to a neat city house. There was no front yard, but that was standard for this area, as far as he could see. There was a small paved area where someone had set a few pots of brightly colored flowers.


  Luc unlocked the door and let them in. Instead of showing him around, Luc smiled and beckoned for Caleb to follow him up the stairs.


  The bedroom that belonged to Luc was at the front of the house, overlooking the road below. Luc threw the door open and bounced into the room, flopped onto the bed and looked up at Caleb with a cheeky smile.


  Something in Caleb’s expression caused Luc to wince, possibly unintentionally, and he sat up on the edge of the bed. Caleb carefully closed the door behind himself and sat down next to him, swinging his bag down onto the bed.


  “Do you, um, want to get settled?” Luc asked. “Then we can go out again. I don’t think anyone else is going to be around this weekend. We should have the house to ourselves.”


  Caleb nodded and smiled, reached for Luc’s hand and squeezed it gently.


  “Thank you,” he signed.


  “Cool. I’m just going to go to the bathroom. Do you need anything?”


  Caleb shook his head and smiled, and Luc jogged out of the room, all nervous energy. Caleb thought it was adorable.


  After decanting most of his belongings into a neat pile on Luc’s desk chair, Caleb repacked his bag with his iPad, wallet, and jacket in case it got cold later. He made sure to send his mom a message to let her know he had arrived, was safe, and was about to go to dinner. That was all true.


  Luc had said he knew where he wanted to eat, and Caleb was fine with pretty much anything, so he didn’t mind. As they set off out of the house again he wondered if they would be getting the subway back into Manhattan. His first experience had been interesting. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to repeat it again so soon.


  But they walked straight past the station to a little Italian restaurant. It was warm and fairly dark inside. Luc squeezed Caleb’s hand as they waited for the hostess to finish seating the couple that had walked in just before them.


  “Okay?” Luc signed, and Caleb nodded, guessing that he was asking about the restaurant and not about Caleb himself. Normally in new situations like this he got nervous, but with Luc it was different. Luc was good at calming him down too, with a gentle, reassuring stroke with his thumb across Caleb’s hand at regular intervals.


  The waiter seemed to know Luc. He greeted them both warmly and led them through the restaurant to a booth at the back, where they could sit opposite each other.


  “Can I get you any drinks?”


  “Um, Coke is fine,” Luc said, then looked to Caleb, who nodded and held up two fingers. “Two Cokes, please.”


  “Great. I’ll bring those right over.”


  Then they were left alone. Caleb felt the first tendrils of nerves curl in his belly. He’d never been on a date before, and definitely not in a situation like this, where he barely knew the other person.


  Luc seemed to pick up on his mood and reached across the table, taking hold of Caleb’s hand and squeezing it.


  “Okay?” he signed again, and Caleb nodded. “Good.”


  Ordering was easy. Caleb just pointed at a pasta dish that looked good, then sipped nervously at his drink while Luc chatted easily with the waiter. Even though Luc was turned to the side, Caleb managed to follow most of the conversation. He guessed the waiter was a friend.


  Then they were left alone again.


  “Do you have any of your pictures on there?” Luc asked, pointing to Caleb’s bag, where the iPad was poking out of the top.


  Caleb winced.


  “Please?” Luc said and grinned.


  Caleb thought he might never be able to resist that smile. With a sigh Caleb tapped the file for his most recent project and turned the screen around.


  It was interesting to watch Luc’s expression as he flipped through the set of images, angling his head differently for each portrait. It was a series of photos of his family, taken to deliberately mimic an older style of photography. Each image was labeled—Mom, Dad, Grandpa, Allie, Sophia—and even though Luc wouldn’t know that the girls were his cousins, the rest were fairly obvious.


  When he reached the last image in the folder, Luc quickly flicked back through until he found one from the group.


  “This is incredible,” he said, turning the screen back to Caleb. It was the picture of his grandfather.


  Caleb nodded and quickly signed back that it was one of his favorites too. Luc’s expression told him that he’d been too fast, or maybe that he didn’t know those signs yet.


  Deciding on a different approach, Caleb opened another app and pulled the small stylus from its place. This was his saving grace—a new take on the more old-fashioned approach of writing things down.


  “My teacher wants to enter that picture into a competition,” he wrote, then clicked the button to flip the screen upside down, for the person sitting opposite to be able to read it. Luc read the message and nodded.


  “It’s amazing,” he said.


  “Thank you,” Caleb signed, knowing Luc knew that one.


  “Don’t you get frustrated?” Luc asked and elaborated when he saw Caleb’s expression. “Not being able to get your point across easily.”


  Caleb picked up the pen again and wrote a new message.


  “I’m used to it now.”


  Luc nodded. “But you’re so patient.”


  “I use this a few times a day. A lot of people don’t know sign language.”


  “I guess that’s true. People are going to think I’m mad, talking to myself.”


  For the first time in a while, Caleb laughed. “You are,” he signed.


  Luc pulled a face.


  This was what he had been the most worried about—finally getting Caleb here and trying to hold a conversation in person, without the security of a computer screen between them. It was going surprisingly well.


  When the food arrived, Luc managed to keep an almost constant conversation going, partly using sign language, mostly speaking. Caleb had to ask him to slow down a few times. Luc knew he had a tendency to babble and kept giving Caleb sheepish smiles, his own apology.


  After dinner Luc took Caleb on a tour through Ridgewood, the little community where his sister had decided to make her home. Up until the start of his senior year, Luc had been enrolled at Thornton-Donovan School in New Rochelle. It was a private boarding school, but his mom had lived nearby so he could go home on weekends. Both his older siblings had gone to TDS too, but things had changed after his dad died.


  “School?” Caleb signed as they passed one of the middle schools in the area.


  Luc shook his head. “I go to a school in Manhattan,” he said. “The one closest to us—well, my mom didn’t want me to go there. It’s not very nice. The only place that had a space for me that my mom approved of was Millennium, so….” He shrugged. “That’s where I am.”


  Caleb nodded. “Far away?”


  “Not too bad. I have to get the train every day.”


  They had looped back round the neighborhood and stood once more outside Luc’s house. Walking had been slightly awkward. They had to stop for Caleb to lip-read or sign, or else Caleb had to tilt his head at an uncomfortable angle. Once they’d stopped, though, Luc could move so they were face-to-face. Suddenly he’d run out of things to say.


  The height difference between them was even more pronounced like this. Caleb was at least six inches taller, maybe more. Luc decided he liked that, though, even if it did mean he had to lean up on his toes for kisses.


  “I’m really glad you’re here,” Luc said in a rush.


  Caleb nodded. “Me too.”


  “We should probably go inside,” Luc said, glancing at the door. It was starting to get cold.


  They walked up the few steps to the front door, and Luc let them in. The house was still and silent. He led them through the dark house to the kitchen, where he poured two glasses of water, offered one to Caleb, then returned to his room without turning on a single light. When Caleb yawned widely Luc was reminded of the long journey he’d taken earlier in the day and offered him the first shot at the bathroom.


  Caleb nodded gratefully and took his backpack into Luc’s small adjoining bathroom. While he was gone Luc quickly changed and pulled his old Superman sleeping bag out of the bottom of the closet. It had been a birthday present when he was a kid, and he could remember begging his dad for weeks, insisting it was the only gift he wanted.


  His father hadn’t bought him the sleeping bag, but Ilse had. It was probably around that time that Luc realized his father wasn’t going to indulge him anymore, and he needed to start looking to his older sister for that sort of comfort instead.


  When Caleb reemerged he was wearing long striped pajama pants and a plain white T-shirt, and his hair was neatly combed, his face washed. Luc was willing to bet if he tried for a kiss now Caleb’s mouth would taste minty fresh.


   


   


  WHILE THEY swapped places and Luc firmly shut the bathroom door behind himself, Caleb took the opportunity to look around Luc’s room. It was fairly disorganized, and it looked like things had been shoved into drawers to clear them away. Clothes were hanging out of the chest, and more were shoved under the bed. Luc had a dressing table that was overflowing with hair products, homework assignments, and what looked (to Caleb’s untrained eye) like band memorabilia.


  There were posters on the wall, stuck up artfully, and photos of what looked like Luc’s family. The room was cozy, Caleb decided, and warm. He was standing in front of a photo of Luc and a girl he guessed was Luc’s sister when Luc came out of the bathroom. Caleb offered him a shy smile, then took a step toward the sleeping bag on the floor.


  “No,” Luc said, catching Caleb’s arm. “I’ve got the sleeping bag. You take the bed.”


  Caleb gave him a pained expression. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” Luc said emphatically. Caleb hesitated before agreeing.


  The fabric of Luc’s pillowcase was soft against his cheek as Caleb curled up, finally letting his body relax after what seemed like hours of buzzing, being high on life, drugged on this feeling of being with someone else who kick-started those emotions.


  Luc was sleeping on the floor, which was ridiculous, really, since Caleb was sure there was somewhere else more comfortable. He had a sleeping bag, an old Superman cotton thing that didn’t look big enough to cover a grown man, but Luc had insisted it was fine. Caleb had decided that this was Luc’s way of offering some kind of protection. He wanted to be around, just in case Caleb needed him in the night.


  If he was being honest with himself, Caleb wasn’t sure he would be okay all through the night. He wasn’t great in new situations, and he rarely slept anywhere that wasn’t his own bed. Having Luc as his gatekeeper was reassuring. It helped him relax.


  There was no way for him to tell whether Luc was sleeping yet, but Caleb wasn’t ready to let go of the day. He didn’t want to give up on whatever it was that was still fizzing away inside him.


  He tried not to think about it too much as he reached down and tapped lightly on the side of the wooden bed, hoping this was enough, if Luc was awake, to get his attention. Nothing happened. He tapped lightly again, and suddenly warm fingers grasped his own.


  While he was still trying to figure out what he wanted, Caleb twisted his fingers around Luc’s and tugged forward, dragging Luc up and out of his Superman sleeping bag and onto the bed. There was a soft tussle between them. Then Luc reached out and tapped his lamp once, causing it to come on dimly.


  It was enough light to sign by. Caleb lifted the edge of the duvet, making room for Luc next to him.


  Luc’s face was twisted into pained hesitance, and Caleb suddenly considered that maybe he had this all wrong. Just as he started to berate himself for his own stupidity, Luc shuffled closer and tugged the duvet over himself.


  Since he was close enough to kiss, Caleb did. It was an awkward angle. He was leaning up and over, trying to prop himself up on an elbow while Luc reached up to meet his lips. This was a different kind of kiss from earlier. For one, they were both only wearing their pajamas. For two… Luc apparently didn’t wear pajamas. He had on a pair of tight black boxer shorts with a green glow-in-the-dark ghost pattern and, strangely, the top half of a T-shirt that was cut off at his midriff. All his smooth, pale, almost hairless skin was stretched out next to Caleb’s, making Caleb desperate to explore.


  Luc pulled them both down to a more comfortable angle and resumed the slow, careful kissing. Caleb curled his hand around the sharp angle of Luc’s hip and held on there for dear life as Luc reached up to fit his own hand around the back of Caleb’s neck.


  He wanted this—wanted it so bad it scared him. The sharp bite of Luc’s lip ring against his own lips was another tiny thrill, something to be cherished. It was what made kissing Luc so completely different from kissing anyone else. Not that Caleb had a lot of experience in kissing anyone at all.


  When Luc licked at the seam of Caleb’s lips, silently asking for more, Caleb was more than happy to share. Luc’s tongue flicked inside, just tasting or teasing, then flicked again. Caleb was sure he was probably making an embarrassing amount of noise as his heart thudded against Luc’s chest, his fingers now desperately squeezing Luc’s hip.


  He was getting hard too. Just from a kiss.


  After a few minutes of this—lips smushed together, tongues working on that tantalizing slide—Luc pulled away with a breathless laugh. Caleb reached up to smooth inky black hair out of Luc’s eyes. Luc turned his face to press another kiss to the palm of Caleb’s hand.


  By silent mutual agreement they didn’t resume the kissing. Instead Luc curled onto his side and grabbed hold of Caleb’s arm, pulling him into a loose spooning position. Caleb purposefully kept his hips back, not wanting to press his erection into Luc’s soft thigh.


  The bed was large enough for them both to be able to stretch out, if that’s what they wanted, but Luc seemed more inclined to sleep close, sharing a pillow. As far as Caleb was concerned, that was just fine.


  6. #SELFIE


   


   


  THE NEXT morning wasn’t awkward at all, and Caleb had prepared for the fact that it might be. They had spoken a little about being attracted to each other, but full-on, all-out kissing was another thing entirely.


  He woke early, as was his habit, secure in the knowledge of where he was and that he was safe. Caleb thought he probably woke because Luc had rolled over, and his elbow was digging hard into his ribs. Not that Caleb minded.


  After a little dozing Luc seemed to wake too, rolling over and rearranging Caleb until he formed Luc’s personal pillow. After being nudged onto his back, Caleb wrapped his arm around Luc’s shoulder, secretly pleased with how neatly they fit together. Luc nuzzled into his chest, pressed a loose kiss to his skin, and then his whole body sighed and relaxed. It was adorable.


  For a while Caleb just held him, then took up an easy, smooth stroking motion across Luc’s back and up into his hair. It was so warm, so startlingly intimate. Everything he hadn’t expected, or dared to expect, from this weekend.


  Part of him wanted to ask Luc if they were boyfriends now, if Luc wanted to be his boyfriend. But that felt like things were moving too quickly. This was the first time they had been properly together, in person, and he didn’t want to rush anything and scare Luc off. He’d heard that could happen.


  Caleb knew he would ask soon, though, if Luc didn’t ask him first. Luc was definitely bringing out a romantic side Caleb had never had the chance to explore before.


  He could feel the moment Luc started to wake up properly, and Caleb paused in his stroking of Luc’s hair, unsure of whether or not his touch was a welcome one. Luc stretched like a cat and smiled, then kissed Caleb’s shoulder.


  Luc twisted around, then signed a greeting. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning,” Caleb signed back, grinning.


  They stretched, moved, resumed position, sharing a pillow, nose to nose.


  “Did you sleep okay?” Caleb asked.


  Luc nodded and pushed the heel of his hand into one eye, then the other, smudging what was left of yesterday’s makeup. He blinked at Caleb, then smiled.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I’m usually not good at sleeping. But it seems to be better when you’re here.”


  Something flickered in Caleb’s belly and he nodded, afraid that if he tried to respond now, his hands wouldn’t know the right words and the moment would fall away. So he stayed still, said nothing, and smiled softly at Luc.


  “Can I take a picture of us?” Luc asked.


  Caleb laughed and shrugged, embarrassed. “I don’t know.”


  “Please?” Luc asked. “Something cute. We’ve both got our photos up already, so it’s not such a big deal….”


  That past week Caleb had, at Luc’s insistence, posted a picture of himself, a self-portrait. He’d been more nervous about that picture than any of the others, but it had prompted the nicest feedback he’d received so far.


  Since Luc had a point, Caleb conceded, nodding, still feeling the heat in his cheeks. Luc whooped and grabbed Caleb’s wrist, dragging him down on the bed and arranging them. When he reached for his phone, Caleb frowned.


  “Camera?” he signed, hoping it was self-explanatory enough that Luc would understand even if he hadn’t learned that sign yet.


  Luc shook his head. “I take all my pictures with this.”


  They both lay back on the bed, and Luc held the phone above them, awkwardly snapping a few pictures, then brought the phone back down to look at them. He laughed and shook his head.


  “These suck,” he said.


  Caleb had to agree. To save his growing embarrassment, he quickly pressed his lips to Luc’s, lingering there with his hand gently cupping Luc’s cheek.


  Caleb kissed down Luc’s neck, feeling like he had the freedom to do this now, and finished with one last kiss to Luc’s shoulder. It was only when he pulled away that he realized Luc had taken more pictures while they were kissing.


  Later in the day, he saw the picture posted on Luc’s Tumblr blog. Luc had chosen one of Caleb smiling, his eyes closed and his lips kiss swollen, while Luc’s forehead was resting on Caleb’s shoulder. Since they were both wearing shirts it wasn’t really obvious that they’d spent the night in the same bed, something Caleb was grateful for. He wasn’t ashamed of their relationship, but he wasn’t quite ready for everyone to know about it just yet.


  They spent the afternoon together in Luc’s room, Caleb teaching Luc little bits of ASL and how to string sentences together. Luc was a fast learner, surprisingly fast, and by the time Caleb had to leave to get his train home on Sunday, Luc had learned a couple dozen new signs.


  Their second day together passed too quickly, and even though Caleb thought his heart was about to burst out of his chest when he had to leave, he didn’t regret making the trip to New York. Not one little bit.


  “I want to see you again,” Luc said, cradling Caleb’s face in his hands as they stood on the platform at the train station. “Soon.”


  Caleb nodded.


  “Next weekend.”


  “Yes,” Caleb signed. “If I can.”


  “Okay.” Luc leaned in again, rising on his toes to press his lips hard to Caleb’s, not caring who was watching. “Let me know when you get home.”


  “I will.”


  Caleb smiled and reluctantly pulled out of Luc’s embrace. He placed one last kiss on the end of Luc’s nose, amused when Luc wrinkled it, then sneezed. Walking away caused a physical pain in his chest. Even though he had no way of saying it, Caleb was pretty sure he was falling in love.


  On the train he tried to read, to try and get ahead on an English assignment. It wasn’t easy, though, when all his thoughts seemed to be concentrated on one person. Luc was… extraordinary.


  Caleb had carefully collated a folder of pictures of Luc from his blog. They were hidden away on his iPad, somewhere Luc wouldn’t accidentally stumble on them. The battery on the device was painfully low, but Caleb turned it on anyway and brought up the folder.


  He felt tears stinging his eyes and refused to let them fall, finding inner steel and drawing on that to get through the ache of missing someone. The pictures of Luc were beautiful. Most of them were selfies, although there were a few group pictures with friends, which Caleb had found on Facebook.


  Now he’d seen that face up close, the pictures weren’t good enough. As a photographer, Caleb felt it was his job to try and capture the essence of a person when he took their portrait, and none of these snaps caught the essence of Luc at all. Luc was dark heat, delicate layers, like a French pastry. He was an elegant façade with something else lurking, even though Caleb wasn’t sure what the something else was yet.


  When Caleb switched back to the main page on his iPad, he picked up the notification that he had a new Tweet.


   


  @Luc-le-Beau I’ve found somewhere.


  @CalebClicks97 Found somewhere for what?


  @Luc-le-Beau To meet. Next weekend.


  Caleb smiled and shook his head.


  @CalebClicks97 Okay, where?


  @Luc-le-Beau It’s a little city, exactly halfway between Boston and New York. According to Google Maps, anyway ;)


  @CalebClicks97 Send me directions?


  @ Luc-le-Beau Sure!


   


  Not wanting to wait until he got home, Caleb pulled up details about Meriden, Connecticut, which really was almost an exact distance from both their homes. It meant only a couple of hour’s drive, rather than a much longer train or bus journey.


   


  @CalebClicks97 Looks good :)


   


  Then an e-mail flashed up.


   


  Sorry, this is easier. I’ve already asked Ilse, and she said I could borrow her car. I figure if we get up early we can be there at eight, maybe nine in the morning. I’m not sure if you have to be back for anything, but there’s nothing stopping us hanging out all day. Do you ever go to subtitled movies? I’ve checked, and the movie theater close by shows them sometimes.


  Anyway, let me know.


  Luc xoxo


   


  Unaware that he was wearing a broad, stupid smile, he replied.


   


  That sounds fine to me. I’ll check with my mom, I don’t think she’ll mind if I take the car. I might need to drop her off at work, though, depending on her shift.


  A movie sounds good. I do go, sometimes. It depends on what sort of movie it is. Sometimes the people who do the subtitling are crap and don’t get it right. That sucks. You end up losing the thread of what’s going on.


  Anyway, yes, is what I’m trying to say. Meriden sounds great. I can’t wait to see you again.


  Caleb xoxo


   


  His mom did need him to drop her at work that weekend and accepted his explanation that he wanted to go to a movie. He just failed to specify what movie, where, or who he was planning on going with. She’d likely ask, when he got back, what he thought of it, and this way he could talk honestly without having to bring up Luc at all.


  This was about… having something that was his, just his, for the first time. No one else knew about these things he was feeling for Luc, except maybe Luc himself. That on its own was enough to make his stomach flip over.


  Caleb knew he’d tell his parents about Luc eventually. Just not yet.


   


   


  IT WAS just after eight by the time they were both free from other responsibilities and sitting in front of their webcams. Seeing Caleb again made Luc’s chest ache. He’d obviously had a shower, and his fair hair was slightly damp, making it darken and curl at his ears. The collar of his pale blue T-shirt was also spotted darker with water.


  He was incredibly beautiful.


  “Hi,” Luc signed over the webcam.


  “Hi. I miss you.”


  “I miss you too.”


  Those signs were familiar now; Luc used them nearly every time he spoke to Caleb. He’d always wondered about long distance relationships and how people made them work. There were news stories about military partners who waited for months at a time for their loved ones to come back from awful, war-torn countries, often going for weeks at a time without hearing from their husbands or wives.


  Caleb was only a few hours away, but being in high school and having responsibilities beyond each other meant their time together was always going to be restricted.


  Caleb: Is your mom home now?


  Luc: What do you mean?


  Caleb: I thought she was away this past weekend.


  Luc: Ha. No. She was probably staying with her friends in the city. I don’t know.


  Caleb: I’m sorry.


  Luc: Don’t be. Honestly, it’s fine. <3


  Luc had avoided talking about his alcoholic mother and abusive-before-he-died father with Caleb. Those echoes of his past had no place in his future, especially not in the golden part of his life he shared with Caleb.


  It was too difficult to talk about, and Luc didn’t know anywhere near enough signs to be able to express himself in ASL. Instead he pulled up a blog post he’d written nearly a year ago now and posted the link in the chat section of the conversation window.


  Caleb frowned, not really understanding, but he clicked on the link anyway and sat back to read, the little window that showed Luc’s face now in the top left corner of his screen.


  My dad died. I’m not quite sure how I feel about that right now. I’m sad, of course I’m sad. I’m grieving. I’m probably in shock.


  Underneath all of that, though… it’s over. He’s not suffering anymore. I barely recognized him as my father these past few months. He was always this big, strong bear of a man; then he just sort of… faded away.


  I’m pretty sure he knew I was gay. He used to tell me to stop “dressing like a faggot” all the time. He hated my music, my clothes, the way I style my hair. He would tell me that eyeliner and nail polish were for girls. That I was asking to get the shit beat out of me if I went to school looking the way I do.


  I’m probably going to hell for being glad that’s all over.


  I know things will change too. My sister has already said that she thinks my mother will want to move away. I’m not sure if we have a choice.


  My mother is the only parent I have left. I wonder how I’ll keep her safe.


  He switched the window back to the conversation with Luc.


  Caleb: I’m so sorry.


  Luc: It’s okay.


  Caleb had checked the date on the post; it wasn’t even from a year ago. Really recent. Luc didn’t look like he’d only lost his dad a year ago. He didn’t really look like he felt much at all.


  Caleb: When did you move to New York?


  Luc: As soon as the funeral was over. We couldn’t afford to stay where we were before. This is my sister’s house. She’s owned it for years. Now she has her own business, things are different. She can afford to look after me and my mom for a while.


  Caleb: That’s Ilse, right?


  Luc: Right.


  Caleb: Does she live there too?


  Luc: Yeah. Me, her, and my mom. My brother is at college in Florida. It’s….


  Caleb watched Luc hesitate and run his hands over his face in obvious frustration. Or distress. Either emotion wasn’t good, as far as he was concerned.


  Caleb: You don’t have to say anything. I don’t mind.


  Luc: No… I want to. My dad worked as an investment banker. So he had a lot of investments. Most of those are tied up, so we didn’t exactly have immediate access to cash. He had a life insurance policy, but that put a lot of money in trust for me and Ilse and Jo, and the rest was a lump sum that went to my mom. She had a lot of bills to pay—medical bills—and we moved into the city so she could be closer to her family.


  Luc was chewing his lip, teeth playing with the edge of his solid silver lip ring while his brow furrowed and his intense eyes looked like they were welling over with pain. Caleb wanted, more than anything else, to reach through the screen and offer just a tiny amount of comfort. A hand on Luc’s arm. His lips on the curve of Luc’s shoulder. A hug.


  Luc: Let’s talk about something else.


  Caleb: Okay.


  Luc: I think we should talk about sex.


  On the camera, he watched Caleb’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. Then he blushed.


  Caleb: Um, okay. What do you want to talk about? It’s a pretty wide subject.


  Luc let himself sigh internally—a deep, weary sigh. There was something to be said for having sweet, innocent boyfriends who were absolutely clueless. Clearly, it was going to be his job to get through this.


  Luc: What we did last weekend—that was awesome, right?


  More blushing over the video camera.


  Caleb: Um, yeah.


  Luc: I just don’t want us to get to a point where one or the other of us is ready to take things forward and the other isn’t.


  Caleb: Okay.


  Luc: Jeez, you’re hard work!


  Caleb: I’m sorry! I just don’t know what to say.


  Luc: That’s okay. I don’t mind. I’m just trying to do the right thing for you.


  Caleb: I know. So… I haven’t had sex before.


  Me either, Luc rushed to type.


  Caleb: But I want that. With you.


  Luc: Me too.


  Luc was sure Caleb was still blushing, but he was smiling now too. There was something about the way Caleb smiled at him that made his stomach clench and tilt and pitch. It was scary and amazing all at the same time.


  I think we should still use condoms. To be safe, he typed, wanting to get the conversation back on track and out of the way so they could move on to other things.


  Caleb: That’s fine.


  Luc: And… we’re going to need to figure out some signs, so we can check in with each other when it happens.


  Caleb: Okay.


  Luc: Are we really going to do this, C?


  I hope so, Caleb typed, then looked up into the webcam. I want to. There’s no rush, though.


  Luc: I know. I trust you, you know? I wanted to wait until I could be with someone who was going to take care of me.


  Caleb: I’ll do that.


  Luc smiled into the camera again. I know.


  Caleb: So… how was school?


  And suddenly they’d moved on. Luc had never imagined that a relationship with someone would be this easy. There was so much stacked against this thing they had going on—Caleb’s deafness, the distance, the fact that they were both young and lived with their parents—but something in Luc’s gut was saying this sort of connection didn’t come around every day. This was special.


  He intended to cherish it.


  7. DATE/TIME


   


   


  CALEB WAS a careful driver. He thought he would have been a careful driver even if he didn’t have an impairment. His nature tended toward quiet and respectful, and he hated even the thought of causing anyone else injury or upset due to his actions.


  It had taken him a little longer than his peers to pass his driving test, mostly because he had to be made aware of the hazards a driver would normally hear. There were certain conditions he didn’t like having to drive in—heavy fog or torrential rain, especially at night, because he felt boxed in and panicky. Most of the time, especially on bright days like this, he enjoyed it.


  The drive to Meriden took a little over two hours, with traffic. Caleb had allowed himself plenty of time to make the trip, and he arrived at the parking lot Luc had suggested feeling like he was going to be sick. There were knots in his stomach.


  Instead of waiting in the car, Caleb got out and walked around the block once to stretch his legs and get some fresh air. As he looped back into the covered lot, a shiny black car nipped in around him and Caleb startled. Then the window rolled down and Luc’s face grinned up at him.


  Luc jerked his head. “Get in.”


  Caleb jogged lightly around the front of the car and slid into the passenger seat, his heart beating extra fast and his stomach twisting even further. Luc leaned across the divide and pressed a quick kiss to the corner of Caleb’s mouth, then turned the car around and pulled back into the flow of traffic.


  Not sure what was happening but trusting Luc nonetheless, Caleb reached over and threaded his fingers with Luc’s as they headed back out of the city, then pulled into a larger mall complex.


  “Movie,” Luc signed when he’d pulled into a space close to the building and put the sporty car in park.


  Caleb understood. This was the closest movie theater to where they’d arranged to meet. He smiled, then, unable to wait any longer, leaned in and captured Luc’s lips with his own.


  Luc smiled for a moment, then parted his lips and licked at Caleb’s tongue. Caleb hadn’t intended to take things this far so quickly, but Luc was persuasive, threading his fingers into Caleb’s short hair and tugging his face forward for more.


  They broke apart with a shared laugh when Caleb felt the knot in his stomach loosen and the tightness move to his prick instead. He pressed the heel of his hand there, and Luc grinned knowingly.


  “I’m so pleased to see you,” Luc signed. “I missed you.”


  Caleb felt his mouth fall open in shock, and Luc laughed aloud.


  “I’ve been practicing a lot,” Luc signed.


  “Yes. I missed you too. You look very beautiful today.”


  When Luc grinned and blushed in understanding, Caleb found himself even more impressed.


  “Thank you. I want to be able to talk to you. Like this.”


  Caleb leaned in for another kiss, slower this time, his fingers exploring the delicate, smooth skin of Luc’s neck. His jaw and cheeks were free of stubble or evidence that he would ever develop any. Caleb had shaved close that morning, hoping for exactly this.


  He licked into Luc’s mouth, then shuddered.


  “Movie at two,” Luc signed, then frowned. “M-A-R-V-E-L.” He spelled each letter on its own, not knowing how to sign “superhero” or “Avengers.”


  It was stilted ASL, the evidence of Luc’s inexperience of the language. Caleb thought it was adorable, and he was slightly overwhelmed at the thought that the very attractive, very cool kid from New York was interested in him enough to make the effort to learn his language.


  They held hands loosely as they walked into the mall, not knowing or caring what others around them might think. There was no one here who would recognize either of them, no one who could report back to parents or families or friends what they’d seen. Caleb felt terrifyingly isolated and completely safe.


  There was an independent burger place tucked into one corner of the mall, and Caleb bought them lunch, pushing Luc to go find a table as he ordered for them both with gestures and pointing rather than words.


  Fortunately the girl behind the counter was one of the patient kind, repeating the order back until they were both satisfied she had it correct, regardless of the line that was forming behind him.


  Caleb didn’t do this all that often. When he went out for dinner with his parents they would order for him. It was easier that way, rather than everyone having to struggle. He didn’t get all that many chances to be independent on any level. Luc trusted him, though, and that was empowering.


  He took the tray, and their lunch, back to the small booth that Luc had folded himself into, feet tucked underneath his legs on the bench, fiddling with his phone. He looked up when Caleb approached and gave a smile of such genuine fondness it pulled at Caleb’s heart, stealing his breath.


  “Thank you,” Luc signed.


   


   


  THE MOVIE theater was on the other side of the mall from the burger place, and they walked there slowly, via a record shop that Luc tugged Caleb into, holding his hand as he browsed the rows of movies and CDs. They communicated in touches rather than words, a rub of a thumb over a wrist bone, a squeeze of the hand, a light tug in the direction of a store that caught Luc’s eye.


  They arrived only a few minutes before the movie was due to start, and Luc pulled Caleb toward the display of candy, laughing as he selected a bag of gummi worms and another of Hershey’s Kisses. He pressed his fingers to his puckered mouth, a silent kiss of his own.


  Caleb made the sign, then pointed to the candies, then made it again.


  “Kiss.”


  Luc’s grin grew slightly dirty, and Caleb pulled him to the register before they could get caught making kissing signs at each other.


  The movie theater was already dark by the time they ducked inside but thankfully fairly empty. The show hadn’t started yet. It was still previews flashing over the screen, and those weren’t subtitled, so Caleb took charge of leading them up the stairs to the back of the room. There was a pair of seats off to one side with no one else particularly close, and Caleb relaxed gratefully into the one on the inside.


  Without any prompting, Luc stuck the large Coke he’d bought into the holder to his right and pushed up the arm that separated his seat from Caleb’s. Then he snuggled into Caleb’s side.


  In the darkness, Caleb hid both his surprise and pleasure as he wrapped his arm around Luc’s shoulder and leaned in to brush his lips over Luc’s silky soft hair. The gummi worms and Kisses lay abandoned on the floor.


   


   


  BY THE time the movie reached its climactic point, Caleb thought he might have seen two, maybe three minutes of it. He knew other teenagers used “watching a movie” as code for hiding in a darkened room and kissing the hours away, but he had thought that “watching a movie” in a movie theater might be different. Not according to Luc, it wasn’t.


  In the past hour Caleb had explored every part of Luc’s skin he could reach without risking prosecution for indecent exposure. Luc’s black T-shirt had been pushed up, and Caleb had discovered that although his partner’s face was devoid of hairs, there were a few soft ones gathered in a line under his belly button, dipping down beneath the waistband of his jeans.


  Caleb didn’t dare to follow that line farther, although he was tempted to. Luc had pushed his hands under Caleb’s shirt too, all the way up to his chest to brush his flat palms back and forth over Caleb’s nipples. It was painfully arousing, and Caleb was almost afraid of embarrassing himself in public if they didn’t slow the fuck down.


  He grabbed both of Luc’s wrists and held on to them gently, bringing the inquisitive hands to his lips to brush kisses over the knuckles. It was too dark to be able to sign anything, so Caleb carefully returned Luc’s hands to his thighs, pressing them down there and hoping Luc understood. Hands to himself. For now.


  When the screen lit up with a burst of fire or something, Caleb could see Luc’s cat-that-got-the-cream grin and wanted to kiss it off his face. But he resisted, keeping his hands in his own lap, forcing his heartbeat and his erection back to a more appropriate place.


  They held hands chastely for the rest of the movie, although hands did not seem to want to stay still, and their intertwined fingers were in constant motion against each other.


  Caleb’s lips felt swollen and his tongue thick, and his mind couldn’t focus on the story being played out before him. Instead a movie of his own played out in his mind, one where he could lay Luc down on soft sheets, divest them both of clothes, and kiss all over the warm skin that his fingers had been exploring only moments before.


  He wanted to know what would happen when there were no barriers between them, physical or otherwise. Caleb wanted to know what he would be capable of if his own fears or embarrassment didn’t stand in the way.


  The movie ended far before Caleb was ready, and the lights, when they came back on, were too bright for his eyes. In the final half hour of the movie they’d managed to polish off the candy, and Caleb gathered up the trash to dump on their way out.


  “Good,” Caleb signed.


  “Yes,” Luc agreed, and his expression told Caleb he wasn’t talking about the movie at all.


  Their walk back to the car was almost as slow as the walk to the movie theater, although this time they didn’t stop to look in shop windows. Knowing their time together was coming to a close made Caleb’s heart heavy. This was still so new, and yet… and yet.


  They drove back to the lot where Caleb had left his car and stood, leaning against the old car as Caleb cupped Luc’s face in his hands and gently, carefully laid kisses on his lips.


  “I can’t see you next weekend,” Luc said, and Caleb nodded. They’d been lucky, two weekends in a row like this, but it couldn’t always be this easy.


  “Soon,” he signed.


  Luc screwed his eyes shut and rose up on his toes to press their foreheads together, kissed Caleb once more, then turned and got into his own car.


  Caleb watched it pull out of the lot and away, around a corner. Then he got into his car and sighed heavily. There was a gnawing feeling in his chest already—one that spoke of loss and pain.


  It was too soon for this. He never meant to fall in love.


   


   


  AFTER HOLDING back unwelcome tears for most of the journey back to the city, Luc locked the car in the garage Ilse rented for an obscene amount just so she could keep a car for client visits. It was only a short walk from the garage back to the house, which he found blissfully quiet. He guessed Ilse was locked away in her room—she was as prone to solitude as Luc was. That was good. He didn’t want to talk to anyone who wasn’t Caleb.


  Luc carefully locked his bedroom door, bolting it from the inside so no one could walk in on him. That was one of the great things about living with Ilse. She didn’t care what he wanted to do with the room he was living in. She sometimes came down the hall to tell him when dinner was ready and appraised the posters on the wall with a cocked head and a bemused expression.


  Ilse didn’t care about putting parental controls on the Internet either, meaning he had full control over what websites he could access. He needed a distraction, something to take his mind off the too-brief encounter earlier in the day. Luc mourned the fact they were unable to find some alone time—truly alone—to make good on the promises their hands had been making.


  Tonight, after watching Caleb blush and giggle and come alive in person, he was painfully turned on.


  It didn’t take long for Luc to load up one of his favorite free porn sites, and he browsed for a few minutes until he found what he was looking for—a blond, pretty, slightly tanned guy and a slim, pale, dark-haired goth.


  Even though his room was at the front of the house, with his bathroom as a buffer between his bedroom and Ilse’s, he still turned the volume down as far as he could before settling back and watching the scene unfold.


  The clip was over twenty minutes long, and Luc wasn’t sure he was going to last that long, so after watching the first section of the film, where the two guys made out and slowly started to strip each other of their clothes, he fast-forwarded through the standard blow job scenes to where the smaller, goth guy got fucked.


  It was fairly hard-core and better than a lot of gay porn he’d seen before. The two guys seemed to be really into each other. They kissed a lot in between the intense thrusting.


  Luc let his eyes drift half closed as he started to pull on his own cock, his other hand roaming over his smooth chest, occasionally pinching at his pierced nipple. Discovering that he liked that was still fairly new.


  The two men in the porn film were similar enough to himself and Caleb for his imagination to do most of the work, their actions only the loose basis for his fantasy. He’d only explored touching his hole a few times, mostly after he’d drunk a few beers with Jay and was feeling particularly naughty or just bold. The thought of Caleb’s cock actually being inside him, stretching his body and filling him up—well, there hadn’t been anyone else that he’d actually considered letting do that to him.


  The concept of his own virginity hadn’t been one Luc had dwelled on until he’d found someone he’d actually consider giving it to. He let his mind wander to what Caleb would be like in bed. Gentle, he was willing to bet. Gentle and careful and… inquisitive. Caleb would want to know what his skin tasted like, what he needed to do to get a reaction. And because he couldn’t hear all of Luc’s groans of pleasure, Luc would have to show him how much he enjoyed it in other ways.


  He spread his legs wider apart, exploring down farther behind his balls and pressing on the spot there that was supposed to connect to his prostate. Unsupervised Internet access had allowed Luc to do some fairly in-depth research on gay male sexuality, and even though some of the things he’d seen scared him half to death, he was curious. Curious enough to try some of those things out on his own body.


  He watched from under heavy lidded eyes, the boys on the screen fucking shamelessly, too gone in their own pleasure to take note of their surroundings. Luc had two fingers massaging the sweet spot under his balls, his other hand tugging furiously at his cock. With this overload of sensations it didn’t take long for his dick to erupt, spurting hot come over his wrist as Luc arched back, twisting his spine and digging his heels into the bed. He bit down hard on his lip to keep quiet as his body shuddered once, again, then collapsed back.


  Jesus, he thought. If being with Caleb was anywhere near as good as that, then he was looking forward to what happened next.


   


   


  IN BOSTON, Caleb had his own hand shoved deep into his pajama pants, gently caressing his erection as he quietly browsed the Internet.


  There were a few different websites that had been recommended to him by different blogs, ones that would hopefully give him the information he desperately wanted. There was enough gay porn on the Internet—enough to give him a headache—and plenty of articles and sites about gay interest type things. Clubs and bars and hookups.


  That wasn’t what he wanted, though. He wanted to know what to do when he and Luc finally got into bed together with the intention of… doing it. Sex. He wanted to know how to have sex.


  Due to all that headache-inducing porn he knew what he needed to do. It was more the specifics he was concerned about. People always said it hurt, and hurting Luc was the very last thing he wanted to do. It was sex, for fuck’s sake. It was supposed to be good. Otherwise why do it?


  Caleb squeezed the base of his erection and clicked on a useful-looking link. There were plenty of people on the Internet willing to hand out advice. The trick was knowing whose advice to take. “Take it slow” and “plenty of lube” seemed to be universal comments. Caleb thought he could probably handle that.


  There was something strangely erotic about this learning experience. Some of the advice he found was purposefully sensual, the writer describing in explicit detail the best way to suck a cock. How to use fingers to loosen the anal sphincter muscles to prepare the bottom for penetration. The delicate places on a man’s body where the skin was thin, meaning nerve endings were close to the surface: the inside of his wrists, neck, throat, the back of his knees. Caleb stored all of this information away, ready for later use.


  The next link he clicked on had diagrams. Some of them were drawings, painstakingly beautiful, detailed drawings of attractive men in various stages of undress, doing increasingly hot things to each other. There were some live-action models too, and Caleb wondered if this counted as porn. Probably.


  His cock spat out a thick strand of precome, and Caleb clenched his back teeth and, with three hard strokes, brought himself to an unexpected orgasm. He thrust his hips forward, driving his cock into his clenched fist, and drew out the pleasure for as long as he could.


  After, he felt a vague sense of shame. It hadn’t been his intention for this to be a self-pleasing activity. He was supposed to be learning how to give pleasure to Luc, when the time came for them to be together.


  Caleb glanced at the clock on the screen and saw it was getting late. He used a Kleenex to wipe his wrist and changed his underpants, then crawled into bed. As he drifted toward sleep, Caleb consciously mapped Luc’s body in his mind. He was going to do everything possible to entice his dreams in Luc’s direction.


  8. OUT


   


   


  IT WAS easy to find Ilse. She had her own office in the house, tucked away on the ground floor in what used to be a closet, a fairly large closet, and even though Ilse had turned her considerable interior design skills on it, the room still retained that boxy feel.


  Luc knocked lightly on the doorframe and waited for her call before letting himself in. Ilse had her hair pinned up in a knot, secured with several pencils and what looked like an oversized paper clip. There was a smudge of ink on her nose. He’d clearly interrupted.


  “I brought you coffee,” he said, lifting up the mug as a peace offering.


  Ilse’s eyes softened into relief, and she ushered him inside.


  “Thanks,” she said gratefully, cradling the mug in her hands. “I don’t suppose you brought the cookie jar too?”


  “No, sorry. Do you want me to go get it?”


  “No,” Ilse said with a sigh. “They’ll only go straight to my hips.” She looked him over again and frowned. “What’s up?”


  Luc sat down in the tiny guest chair. It was a folding chair that had once lived in his room when he had a desk. Now Ilse kept it because it could be packed away, out of the way, meaning she could actually get to her own chair.


  While Ilse sipped at her coffee, Luc picked at the cracked black polish on his fingernails, wondering how to start the conversation. When his sister cleared her throat lightly, he looked up and gave her a desperate look.


  “Go on,” she said gently, in a voice that suggested she knew what he wanted to say.


  “I don’t know how to say it,” he said.


  “Quickly,” Ilse offered. “Like pulling off a Band-Aid.”


  Luc nodded. “Okay. I’m gay, and I have a boyfriend.”


  Ilse smiled. “I know,” she said. “Well, I knew you were gay. I didn’t know you were dating anyone. What’s he like?”


  Slumping back in the painfully uncomfortable chair, Luc blinked several times to fight back the tears he didn’t want to fall. This wasn’t something he needed to cry about.


  “His name is Caleb, and he’s amazing,” Luc said.


  “Do you have a picture of him?”


  Luc nodded, dug his phone out of his pocket, and thumbed through until he found the picture Caleb had posted on his blog. The self-portrait.


  “He’s cute,” Ilse said, appraising the picture, then handing the phone back. “How did you two meet?”


  “Online,” Luc admitted. “He’s from Boston. He has a blog like mine, and I saw a picture he’d taken—he’s an amazing photographer—and sent him a message. Then he replied, and things went from there.”


  “I’m pleased for you,” she said. “Boston’s pretty far away, though.”


  “Not really,” Luc said. “Only a few hours’ drive. It’s not like he’s in Arizona.”


  “I suppose,” Ilse said, leaning back in her chair to sip at her coffee again. Her nail polish was chipped too, and Luc thought about offering to fix it for her. Maybe when they were done with their conversation.


  “There’s something else….”


  “Okay.”


  He was slightly unnerved by how cool Ilse was being, but then again… that was Ilse. She rarely let anything affect her.


  “Caleb’s deaf,” Luc said, trying to read his sister’s expression, to see if this new piece of information changed anything.


  She raised an eyebrow and said, “Oh?”


  “Yeah. He, um, he was born with some problem in his inner ear, and whatever hearing he had just degenerated through his childhood. I’m learning some ASL so we can talk to each other.”


  “I think that’s an excellent response to the situation,” Ilse said. “It’s going to be harder for the two of you to communicate, since you effectively speak different languages.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But if you need any help, Lauren, who works in my office, has a brother who’s deaf. She might be able to help you learn some ASL.”


  “Really?” Luc had met Lauren before but hadn’t known about her brother.


  Ilse nodded. “I’ll mention it to her if you like.”


  Nodding, Luc fell silent and resumed picking at his nail polish. There was one thing left that was bugging him, and he wasn’t sure if this Band-Aid could be pulled off as quickly.


  “How long have you known for?” Luc asked in a rush. He didn’t like the thought that people could see it. He spent enough time defending himself against calls of “fag” in the street because of how he looked. If it was that obvious he’d need to enroll in self-defense classes.


  “I’ve wondered for a little while,” Ilse said calmly. “I think we all wondered when you started painting your nails and wearing the makeup.”


  “But I spent ages telling you I wasn’t,” he protested.


  “I know that. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with it.”


  “Jo will,” he said petulantly.


  “Yeah,” Ilse said with a sigh. “Jo probably will.”


  “He’s such a douche.”


  “He’s your brother.”


  “Doesn’t stop him being a douche.”


  His sister didn’t say anything to that. Being older, she’d known Johannes as a boy, when he hadn’t been so indoctrinated into their father’s hateful ways. She remembered the young, fair-haired boy who was pretty and outgoing, and Luc thought Ilse hung on to that when Jo was being particularly idiotic. She knew another side to their brother Luc had never seen.


  “Would it be okay if Caleb stayed over one weekend?”


  Luc purposefully didn’t tell Ilse that he had once already. He wasn’t sure how that would go down. Plus it was her house, and even though he was eighteen, he felt it was only right to ask her permission.


  “Are you having sex?” Her frankness was unnerving.


  “No,” Luc said, because they weren’t. “Not yet.”


  Ilse seemed to consider this and apparently found no problem.


  “Okay,” she said with a shrug. “If you do have sex, be careful. Not just with your body but with your heart too.”


  Luc rubbed his nose and tried to pretend he wasn’t having a sex talk with his older sister. Ilse might be more like a parent to him than a sibling, but it was still weird.


  “Okay,” he mumbled.


  Ilse handed him back the now empty coffee mug and made a shooing gesture. “Go on, you horrible child. Thank you for the coffee. You can now consider yourself out and proud. I won’t tell a soul—I’ll take it to the grave. Now scoot.”


  Luc accepted the mug, then impulsively leaned over the desk and pressed a kiss to Ilse’s cheek.


  “Thanks, Illy,” he said, using his childhood nickname for her. He didn’t bother waiting for a response, instead closing the door carefully behind himself and leaving her to her work.


  Having his sister’s approval of his new relationship was one thing. There was no way Luc was ready to tell his mother yet, though, and hell would freeze over before he willingly came out to Johannes.


  Jo was their dad’s favorite. There was no way of denying it or pretending it wasn’t true. Even their mother knew the longed-for son, her second child, was the only thing her husband had ever wanted. Ilse had grown up with the knowledge that she was a disappointment for being born the wrong gender, and it was hardly a secret that Frances had first thought that Luc was her menopause.


  The privilege offered to Jo had never been available to Ilse or Luc. They were never given the chance to play golf with their father or go on business trips to Europe with him like Jo was. They were never invited to their father’s office for long conversations about the NFL draft like Jo was. If nothing else, Johannes’s acceptance to Florida State on a full football scholarship had cemented his place as René’s favorite child.


  Of course this blatant favoritism laid the foundation for a lifetime of resentment and distrust between Jo and his siblings. He carried traces of his father’s racism, homophobia, and bigotry. He started to believe the hype, saw himself as genuinely a better child, a better heir to their father’s name and small fortune than Ilse and Luc. Not that he ever voiced those opinions, but his actions spoke plenty.


  So unless there was a time when Luc was ready to introduce a partner to his whole extended family, Johannes wouldn’t know his younger brother was a flaming queer.


  Luc went to school that day feeling lighter, like his burden had been shared. Not that Caleb was a burden, but it was undeniable that having someone else know about their relationship made it feel a little more real.


  He sent tweets to Caleb a few times during the day, knowing that the last twenty minutes of Luc’s lunch period overlapped with the first twenty minutes of Caleb’s, so it was a good time to catch him for a quick conversation. No one at his lunch table needed to know why he was glued to his phone. They probably thought he was just playing Candy Crush.


  They made a tentative agreement to catch up online later in the evening, and that thought fortified Luc, giving him strength to push through the afternoon’s calculus class. Caleb would be at his photography club for a few hours after school, so Luc would have a chance to get caught up on his homework.


  9. MODIFICATIONS


   


   


  THERE WASN’T always time in the evenings for long conversations, but Luc got used to building time into his day to talk with Caleb, even if it was only for a couple of minutes. A few times a week they threw caution, and homework, to the wind and turned on the webcams to be able to hold a proper conversation.


  Luc found himself living for these moments. No matter what was going on in his head, or at school, or with his family, he had Caleb.


  So, I got some good news today…. My doctor has suggested me for a trial of a new cochlear implant, Caleb typed.


  “A what?” Luc asked.


  Over the webcam, Caleb laughed. Luc wasn’t sure if Caleb knew or not, but the microphone attached to his computer worked, and Luc put the sound up when they spoke online. It meant he could hear the clattering of the keys when Caleb typed, and on the rare instances when Caleb made any sort of sound, he could hear that too.


  Since Luc was still learning ASL, Caleb typed his side of these webcam conversations when things got too complicated for Luc to be able to understand the signs. It took longer this way, but Luc was patient. Really, he was just pleased that Caleb was being so patient with him. He watched as Caleb sucked on his bottom lip as he typed.


  Caleb: A C.I. It’s a little device that they attach to the inside of my ear, to the auditory nerve, that’ll do the work of the cochlea and send sound signals to my brain.


  “So you’ll be able to hear again?”


  Caleb: That’s the idea. It takes time, though. It doesn’t just happen overnight.


  “Sure. Wow. That’s amazing.”


  Caleb was beaming when he nodded.


  Caleb: Yeah. My parents can’t afford to pay for me to have it done, and there’s a really long waiting list. But my doctor heard of this trial that one of the implant manufacturers is running for a new device, and he said that I’m “physically, a perfect candidate.”


  That much I agree with, Luc typed, accompanying his words with a cheeky grin over the camera. He hadn’t seen Caleb this bright and animated while talking about his deafness… ever.


  Caleb: Haha. He means I’m young and fit and healthy.


  “Yes, you are.”


  Caleb: Stop it. It would mean I’d be able to hear you, Luc.


  “I know,” Luc said, smiling. “I really hope it works out.”


  “Me too.” Caleb hesitated for a moment, then scratched his nose. “Luc?”


  Caleb had created his own shorthand sign for Luc’s name. It saved him having to sign each letter every time. In his home sign, he had a shorthand version of his own name, one his mom had made up when he was still a kid. The “Luc” sign was made with the right hand, index finger and thumb extended to make an L shape. Then Caleb tucked the fingers in quickly to turn the L into a C. The first time he’d shown it to Luc, Luc had developed that ache in his chest again.


  “Yes?” Luc signed back.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course.”


  “How did your dad die?” Caleb asked.


  Luc startled for a moment at the question, then forced himself to relax.


  “Cancer,” he said carefully. “Throat cancer.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.”


  Luc shook his head. “I’m not.”


  “You didn’t get along with him, did you?”


  “No.” Wasn’t that just the understatement of the year? “No. My dad didn’t understand me, or why I dress like this, or why I like the things I do… I was an inconvenience to him.”


  Luc rolled his shoulders and tried not to let this be a big deal.


  “You don’t have to tell me.”


  “I know. I think I want to.”


  “Okay. I’m here.”


  Luc wasn’t even sure where he wanted to start. There was so much to tell. Trying to help Caleb understand the years of resentment that had built up between father and son was almost impossible. He didn’t want to get into the finer details of it all, how he’d been forced to listen to his dad call him a “fag” most days since he turned thirteen years old and it became increasingly obvious he was never going to be like his older brother. He didn’t know how to explain to Caleb, who had two parents who loved him, that his mother was an emotionally distant alcoholic who laughed off his father’s malicious needling as harmless teasing and told Luc to “man up” when he complained to her about it.


  Only Ilse understood. Luc thought that she stepped into that parenting role when she saw just how bad a job his mother and father were doing of raising a kid that maybe wasn’t like other kids. Luc didn’t even need special treatment… he just wanted his parents to accept him.


  “The worst part is,” Luc said slowly, wanting to turn away but knowing Caleb wouldn’t be able to understand if he did, “I’m not even sad he’s dead. And that probably makes me a really fucking horrible person.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  Luc laughed humorlessly. “My mom would think that way if she found out. When he died, all I could think was ‘thank God.’ Thank God I don’t have to put up with him anymore. Thank God I’ll never have to listen to him call me ‘fag’ again, or watch him look at me with disappointment when I turn up for dinner wearing eyeliner, or even have him blatantly ignore me in favor of talking to Johannes all the damn time.”


  “No one should be treated like that by their own parents, Luc.”


  “I don’t even care,” he said, shrugging it off like he always did. “I have Ilse.”


  “What about your mom?”


  “What about her? She spends her days getting drunk, but expensive drunk, which makes it socially acceptable. Of course no one at the cocktail bar at the Four Seasons knows she’s completely fucking broke, so she’s allowed to keep a tab open there on the understanding that it’ll get paid eventually. Most of the time, Ilse calls them at the end of the month and throws the dollars she earns working fourteen-hour days at the bill. I doubt my mom even notices that someone paid it for her.”


  “Luc.”


  “It’s okay,” Luc said, because he was used to saying it and because sometimes it really was okay. “Sometimes all you need in life is that one really bright thing, you know? A beautiful person who makes getting up in the morning totally worthwhile.”


  Caleb smiled and touched his fingers to the screen. Luc did the same, as if they could reach through their computers and just feel the simple reassurance of skin next to skin.


  “Caleb?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you want to spend spring break with me?”


  Caleb laughed, delighted. “Yes. Absolutely.”


  Luc leaned back and pressed his hand to his chest. Good. This was good.


   


   


  HIS MOTHER swept in, looking for all the world like she owned it. Once, she had.


  No one needed to know that those crisply pressed slacks weren’t Ralph Lauren—they were from Gap. Or that her delicate blouse came from the sale rack in Bloomingdale’s, and it probably wasn’t a brand name at all.


  These days, the pearls at her throat and ears were fake, only noticeable to those who were familiar with the real thing. Luc was. He’d grown up watching his mother carefully apply her designer makeup, spritz perfume at her throat from an antique French bottle. Luc was one of the few people who knew how far she’d fallen and how hard they’d all worked to crawl their way back up.


  “Lucien,” she said, using Luc’s full name, as she liked to do.


  There was just the faintest hint of German in her voice. He looked up from his laptop and smiled as she carefully brushed the flat of her hand over his hair.


  “You look tired, sweetheart. How was your day?”


  He nodded and set the laptop aside. If she wanted to talk with him, well, he’d talk.


  “I didn’t sleep very well last night,” he said, neglecting to mention the hours he’d stayed awake trying to cram on his ASL studies.


  His mom tutted and perched on the coffee table. “You need your rest if you are going to do well in school.”


  Luc shrugged. “How about you?”


  “Ach, you know how it is,” she said with a smile and a shrug. “Courting those who hate me, pretending to listen to those on death’s door.”


  “They don’t hate you, Mom.”


  She laughed brightly. “Oh, they do, sweet boy. But that’s okay. I’ve had plenty of time to get over it, as you like to say.”


  “So, did any good come out of it?” Luc asked, tucking his bare feet up underneath himself on the sofa.


  “Maybe. One of them offered me a job within a family business.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. It’s for an antiques store on the Upper East Side. Apparently my knowledge of fine jewelry has been noted.”


  “Are you going to take it?”


  His mom smiled and nodded. “We have negotiated three mornings a week, to begin with. On a very handsome salary.”


  “That’s good. Congratulations,” Luc said. He wouldn’t go to her, offer hugs or kisses or any physical displays of affection. His mother had discouraged that since he was a little boy, not wanting dirty hands on her immaculately cared for clothes. A nod of thanks, a kiss on the cheek in greeting, these things were acceptable.


  “We will stay with Ilse for now,” his mom said.


  “Yeah. I like it here.”


  “Me too,” she said with a little conspiratorial smile. “But it is unfair to impose for too long or overstay our welcome.” She stood then, and brushed invisible wrinkles from her pants. Luc pulled the laptop back toward him but touched his mom’s wrist when she stepped away.


  “Mom?”


  “Yes?”


  He smiled, hoping that was enough. She chuckled lightly, cupped his cheek briefly in her hand, then disappeared to ask Ilse about ordering dinner. Frances would never cook. They’d had help before, but not now. That’s what his mother had called them—the help. Not maids and cooks and cleaners, but those who would aid her in doing what a lady of her standing shouldn’t be expected to do for herself.


  There was no doubt that they’d never be best friends, Luc and his mother. But she’d never once judged or complained when he’d grown his hair out and dyed it black, or when he started painting his nails and wearing makeup. Her acceptance came in the form of still insisting that he join her for lunch in a prissy restaurant, even when he was wearing jeans and battered Chucks and his Motorhead T-shirt.


  There had never been a shortage of stuff for the kids at school to make fun of. His mother wasn’t young and trendy. She’d been in her forties when she had her youngest child, making her the same age as some of his peers’ grandparents. And she was German-Dutch, which some assholes thought meant “Nazi.” And because she was a first generation immigrant, coming to New York to live with an aunt when she was in her early twenties, she still had an accent—albeit one she worked hard to disguise.


  His family wasn’t the same as everyone else. He got a hybrid French and German name, same as his siblings, and used to wish he had just been named Brad or Alex or Josh so there was one less thing for the bullies to pick on.


  That was before he started dressing differently.


  These days he rarely got picked on. Going to a school in the middle of Manhattan was surely a blessing. Unlike his old private school, people here were a lot more laid back. There were kids at this school who had gay parents, or had parents who worked in art or music or theater. There was less judgment.


  Left on his own again, Luc pulled his laptop out and opened it, pulled up his Tumblr page and scrolled until he found one of Caleb’s posts. Frowning, he started to read.


   


   


  CALEB SAT down at his computer and pulled up his blog, fingers itching to write something, to get all of this nervous energy out of his system. He had never been much of a writer, but there was something in the air tonight—the thrumming electricity of an approaching storm. Caleb cracked his fingers and started to type.


   


  Tuesday:


  Things around me continue to change, and, as always, I feel like I’m running in place to try and catch up. People in my class are talking about college, making preparations to move away. I’m not ready for that yet. I don’t know what the future holds for me, and it’s terrifying at times.


  I’ve only ever lived here, with my parents, so how am I supposed to move into a dorm? It takes a while for people to understand me. What about parties? Will I ever make friends? This is supposed to be the most exciting time in my life. I’m literally on the edge of one of the biggest changes that happen in our teenage years. It’s the time when we’re supposed to grow up.


  I’m ready to be an adult, and I want to go to college. The details, though? Those scare the crap out of me.


  I am sick and tired of my disability being somehow integral to my person. I know my abilities far outweigh the one ability I’m missing. It’s one ability! One sense. One thing that nearly everyone else has.


  I am not mentally deficient. I am not retarded. I am not suffering from a “learning disability.” I am a straight-A student who is consistently in the top 10 percent of my class. But in at least four of my classes, probably five, my teacher won’t call on me to answer a question or solve a problem. Not ever. I am excluded from the “class participation” part of the grade, even though I could probably do it if they gave me a chance. It’s easier to exclude me, though, than to actually figure out a way to involve me.


  I am more than my disability. So why is it when I’m in line at the movie theater and the guy serving popcorn catches sight of my hearing aids he suddenly needs to disappear out back, leaving someone else to deal with me? Why is it that people think they need to speak slowly, to point things out, to write things down to make sure I get it? Why is it that I’m constantly treated like a social outcast?


  The biggest lie is that my inability to hear your words means I am unable to understand what you mean. When my school counselor asks “What do you want for your future?” she means “Who would want to marry you?” She means “How will you raise children?” She means “How will your children learn how to be normal, when you’re not?”


  I want to answer and tell her I want to wake up one morning with my husband’s head on my chest and be able to hold him and listen to our kids playing downstairs, hear the birds outside our window. That’s it. That’s all I want. And I think I know who I want that man to be, but shit, I’m only eighteen. Maybe that doesn’t matter yet.


  Because I’m deaf the message that’s sent to me is that I’m somehow damaged, that disabled people don’t have the same happy, contented lives as able-bodied people. It’s been implied by my own teachers that I’m incapable of raising children who can hear because I can’t. Like somehow the ability to hear is linked to my ability to love? They don’t even know I’m gay. There’s no way in hell I’d tell them.


  All I know is, when I look into the future I want the same thing as so many other people all over the world. I want a husband and a couple of kids. Is that so much to ask?


   


  He sat back in his chair, heart pounding, angry tears pricking at the corners of his eyes. Without thinking or reading back over what he’d written he pressed the Publish button and sent his rant out for the whole world to read, if they wanted to.


  It felt like only moments later that a chat window pinged up in the corner of his screen. Luc. Of course.


  Luc: You okay?


  Ignore me, Caleb typed before Luc could get any further. Just a bad day.


  Luc: Want to talk about it?


  Caleb paused for a moment and realized it was the offer that made all the difference. He pulled up his webcam and connected to a video-chat window. It was something of a shock and a novelty to realize there was someone on the other end of these posts. There was someone reading and caring, and he didn’t have to go through it all on his own. That in itself was almost enough.


  With a smile, Caleb waved hello.


  10. OUT PT2


   


   


  THERE WAS only one problem with spending spring break with Luc. Caleb knew he needed to tell his parents about Luc, especially if he was planning to spend a whole week in New York. He spoke to Marshall at the Deaf Youth group again, who calmed Caleb’s nerves and told him that honesty was always the best policy. Since Marshall had known Caleb’s mom and dad for years, Caleb thought he probably couldn’t go wrong following the man’s advice.


  He barely touched his dinner, prompting his mom to ask repeatedly if he was okay. In the end Caleb set his silverware down carefully—very carefully—and rubbed his palms on his thighs to dry the sweat that had gathered there.


  “Can I tell you something?” Caleb asked.


  “Sure,” his dad said. His face was etched with worry. “Anything, Caleb, you know that.”


  Caleb nodded. “Okay. I sort of have a boyfriend.”


  He watched his parents’ reactions, looking for signs of horror or disgust. He saw none. A little shock maybe, but it didn’t seem like they were freaking out.


  “Sort of?” his mom repeated.


  “Okay. I have a boyfriend. His name is Luc, and he’s from New York.”


  She nodded. “How did you meet him? When you were there with the Deaf Youth group?”


  Caleb felt his face heat but nodded. It wasn’t quite a lie—he had met Luc when he was in New York.


  “He’s asked me if I want to go to New York for spring break.”


  That immediately changed the tone of the conversation. His mom suddenly had an “Oh, hell no” expression on her face, and his dad’s eyebrows were raised all the way up.


  “I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea, Caleb,” his dad said.


  “Why not? He’s the same age as me. He lives with his mom and sister.”


  “Maybe I could call the mother,” Caleb’s mom said to his dad. Caleb managed to read her lips. She didn’t sign her words; they weren’t meant for him.


  “No,” Caleb signed. Then again, when they didn’t notice him the first time. “No. Please, Mom. I’m not some little kid. I’m eighteen.”


  She balked at that, as she did every time Caleb reminded her that he was, legally, an adult. Because of his disability, or maybe because he was her only child, his mom didn’t like to think Caleb was able to make decisions for himself.


  “I think it’s reasonable that I would like to know where you’re staying,” she started, signing as she spoke, until Caleb’s dad put his hand on her arm and squeezed it lightly.


  “You can go,” his dad said.


  Caleb watched as his parents exchanged angry looks and hissed words that Caleb couldn’t catch.


  “Please keep in contact, text us or video call, but if you want to go and stay with your boyfriend, that’s okay.”


  Caleb could tell from the pointed looks his parents were sharing that this would be discussed, in great detail, between the two of them over the next month until the end of the semester. His dad wouldn’t go back on his word now that he’d given it, and there may be yet more conditions put on him.


  Grateful, Caleb nodded. “Thank you,” he signed.


   


   


  NOW THAT Caleb was out to his parents, he expected his request to spend another weekend with Luc before his vacation to not be a problem. It turned out his mother was having more of a problem with the “relationship” thing than she was with the “gay” thing.


  In some ways, Caleb could sort of understand her mini panic. He’d never really shown an interest in anyone before, male or female, so to learn that he’d jumped straight into having a boyfriend was something of a shock to her.


  He was quizzed repeatedly on how he communicated with Luc. How they got around the city. Who Luc lived with. What Luc’s parents’ professions were. It was the communication issue that became a sticker, though, as his mom repeated her questions on how they managed to talk.


  “Luc is learning ASL,” Caleb said over and over. “He’s picking it up really quickly. And if he doesn’t know the signs, he writes it down. We’re good, Mom. I promise.”


  She didn’t stop worrying, though, and when Caleb announced he was going to see Luc that weekend, his mom freaked out again. He left his dad to deal with her and went up to his room to pack his overnight bag. Fortunately his mom was working a late shift, so she couldn’t take him to pick up the bus. His dad had that honor.


  “Be safe,” his dad said as Caleb leaned back in his seat and took the lecture he knew was coming. “Don’t get into a cab without Luc. Please text your mother at least once so she knows you’re safe.”


  “I will.”


  “Have fun,” he added.


  Caleb smiled and nodded, then waved to his dad before heading for the big Peter Pan bus. He’d already booked his tickets and put his hearing aids in. The bus was cool, air conditioned, and Caleb found his seat and leaned back. In four hours he’d be with Luc again.


   


   


  LIKE BEFORE, Luc met Caleb at Port Authority and launched himself into Caleb’s arms as soon as they were close enough. Caleb laughed and held on tight, his arms securely wrapped around Luc’s waist. For a few moments Caleb just hugged Luc close, needing this, the smell and feel and weight of his boyfriend in his arms.


  “Hi,” Luc said when Caleb set him down again.


  “Hi.” Caleb leaned in and kissed him softly, a brush of lips over the corner of Luc’s mouth.


  “I want to take you to a club,” Luc signed. “A rock club.”


  Caleb gave him a look which clearly said Are you high? Luc suppressed a giggle and grabbed hold of Caleb’s belt loops, pulling him closer and demanding another kiss. Caleb didn’t mind at all.


  “Why?” Caleb asked when they pulled apart.


  Luc lifted his hands, then seemed to realize he didn’t know enough ASL for this conversation. “When we first met,” he said, “you told me you can hear low frequency sounds.”


  “Some,” Caleb said. “Yes.”


  “And when you’re in the club you can just… feel this thump-thump-thump”—he put his hand on Caleb’s chest and beat out a soft rhythm—“and it’s awesome. It would be really cool if you came with me. Please?”


  Caleb was torn, wanting in part to experience this, especially with Luc, and partly fearing being spotted as someone “other” and excluded. Something like what had happened to him before.


  “I’ll help you with something to wear,” Luc continued. “I’ll dress you up.”


  Laughing then, Caleb found himself nodding before he realized what he was doing. “Okay,” he signed.


  Luc’s smile beamed.


  It was all set up quickly, not that Caleb was too surprised at this. Luc seemed to have an uncanny knack for getting his own way and putting his plans into action with a speed and energy that came from God only knew where.


  He had been given strict instructions on what clothes to bring for the trip. Luc had asked if he had a pair of black jeans, and he’d said yes, even though he didn’t, and had gone out to buy some especially for that weekend. It was forty bucks well spent, as far as he was concerned.


  Black Chucks—he already owned those. And Luc suggested nothing else, which had made Caleb blush, but he’d packed underwear and socks and long pajama pants with a T-shirt to wear in bed.


  Once Luc got his hand in Caleb’s, he seemed reluctant to let go at any point on the journey back to his house. On the subway they didn’t talk, not in any spoken language, anyway. Luc threaded his fingers through Caleb’s, stroked his knuckles, traced swirly patterns around his palm. It was a slow, erotic dance, and Caleb felt himself drifting, sated and happy at just being this close once more.


  “Come on. We need to get ready.”


  Caleb reluctantly peeled himself away from Luc, far enough away to take in his outfit. He was wearing black jeans, but unlike the pair Caleb had bought, his were so tight they could have been painted on. The T-shirt was smoky gray and bore the slogan “The Grateful Dead” but was so ripped and pinned back together the words were barely discernible.


  “You look ready,” Caleb said with a smile.


  Luc shrugged and pointed to his hair, which was a mess.


  “Did you bring a change of clothes?” Luc asked.


  Caleb nodded, swung his bag onto the bed, and pulled out his neat Converse high-tops and his black jeans. Luc smiled in approval.


  “You get changed. I’ll finish getting ready,” Luc said, hesitated, then leaned in to take another quick kiss.


  Caleb took his jeans through to Luc’s adjoining bathroom, electing to change in there where he could also brush his teeth and hair. Luc had promised him a T-shirt to wear, so he didn’t put a shirt back on.


  His running habit kept Caleb fairly fit, and his chest was one of the few parts of his body he wasn’t painfully self-conscious about.


  The way Luc’s eyes darkened when he walked out boosted his confidence just a notch. He wasn’t really bothered about impressing anyone other than Luc. He didn’t need anyone but Luc to like the way he looked. To have that confirmation was the last nudge he needed to feel good about the night ahead.


  “Can I borrow a shirt?” Caleb signed, holding his hands up to cover some of his naked body.


  Luc smirked and shook his head. “I like you like this.” He stood and pressed his hands flat against Caleb’s stomach, then ran them up over his chest to his shoulders. “I love your shoulders. And you have hair on your chest.”


  Caleb blushed and giggled and shrugged out of the touch, crossing his arms over his chest. Luc’s smile was wide as he pulled a second ripped up and pinned back together shirt from the back of his desk chair and tossed it over, forcing Caleb’s hands away from his chest to catch it.


  Luc nudged him into the chair in front of a mirror, where there was a startling array of different products set haphazardly on a small table. It turned out there was little point in Caleb having brushed his hair. Luc took a small pot of wax and worked the soft pale blond curls into a quiff, combing the sides back. The result was sleek and edgy, instead of the hair falling loosely wherever it landed, as Caleb wore it most days.


  Then Luc passed him the black eyeliner pencil.


  “No,” Caleb signed emphatically. “No way.”


  Luc grinned. “Look. I’ve got it on.” He did too. A lot. But it suited him.


  “You’re different.”


  Caleb sighed, guessed that he probably wasn’t going to win this battle, and allowed Luc to carefully smudge the kohl liner on his lower eyelid. The temptation to blink and rub at his eyes was huge, but Caleb resisted and stood to look at himself in the bathroom mirror. Luc followed close on his heels.


  “I look stupid.”


  Luc shook his head. “No,” he said. “You look fucking hot.”


  “I’ll be fucking freezing.”


  Stepping in as close as he could, Luc lined up their chests. “I’ll keep you warm.”


  Try as he might, Caleb couldn’t think of a good response to that.


  They were apparently running late, although Caleb wasn’t sure how. Luc managed to squeeze a wallet into a pocket, layered several bracelets on each wrist, and added studded black leather cuffs to finish the look. He glanced at Caleb and beckoned him forward, then selected a wide band—this one didn’t have studs—and wrapped it around his left wrist where Caleb usually wore a watch.


  Luc pulled on a leather jacket that had yet more silver studs through the lapels and on the shoulders. The jacket Caleb wore to school most days was black, a plain cotton thing his mom had bought. He guessed it would do for tonight.


  The night was fairly warm, so Caleb didn’t feel like he was going to freeze, even though he would normally wear more than just a thin T-shirt out at night. Luc had said they were running late, but he didn’t seem too bothered about rushing anywhere, and they walked at a fairly leisurely pace down to the subway and took the train into Manhattan.


  Wearing clothes he didn’t normally wear, his hair styled, and makeup—makeup, for goodness sake—on his face, Caleb half expected someone to call him out, to expose him as a fraud. But mostly people kept their eyes down, on their phones or books or newspapers, and if their eyes did land on the two boys dressed in black they quickly moved away again.


  The subway station was only half a block from the club, and they walked the short distance close to each other but not touching, not holding hands. Luc rolled his eyes at the short line that framed the edge of the building and took his place just in front of Caleb, apparently so he could lean back against Caleb’s chest as they waited. Caleb dutifully wrapped his hands loosely around Luc’s hips and decided he liked the smell of warm leather.


  It didn’t take long for the line to edge forward, and then they were inside, two enormous security guards staring them down.


  “Arms out,” one of them barked at Luc, and he lazily complied, spreading his arms to be patted down. “Got any drugs on you?”


  “No, sir,” Luc said.


  “ID?”


  He pulled his driving license from his wallet and handed it over. The guy looked from the picture to Luc and back again with an amused smirk.


  “Gimme your hand.”


  Luc held out his closed fist and accepted the large black cross that was drawn on it with a thick marker pen.


  “Have a good evening,” the security guard said with a nod. “Next.”


  Caleb stepped forward.


  “He’s deaf,” Luc said from his spot a few feet inside the club.


  “Are you shitting me?”


  “No,” Luc said defiantly and moved back to Caleb’s side.


  “You brought a deaf kid to a rock club?”


  Luc rolled his eyes. “Just pat him down.”


  Since Caleb still looked nervous, Luc gave him a reassuring smile and tried to explain with his limited sign language what was going on. Copying Luc’s actions, Caleb reached for his own wallet and handed over his driver’s license.


  “Boston, huh?” the security guard said and drew a cross on the back of Caleb’s hand too. “Go on. Have fun.”


  Luc grabbed Caleb’s unmarked hand and dragged him down the hall to pay the cover charge and check their jackets.


  “Sorry,” he signed. “I should have explained.”


  Caleb shook his head. “It’s okay.” But he held up his hand in question.


  “Um, it’s because we’re under twenty-one. It’s so the bar staff know not to serve us alcohol. Some of them still ask to check your ID even if they don’t mark you at the door.”


  “Okay.”


  The venue was huge. Caleb guessed it wasn’t the biggest music venue—he’d seen big stadium shows on the TV before—but it was the biggest place he’d been in with this many people wandering around, these gorgeous, dangerous people with their dark clothes and dark hair and dark makeup.


  If he liked girls… well, a lot of them weren’t wearing much in the way of clothes. Some of them were wearing the tiniest shorts and leather bras with the same silver studs Luc had on his jacket.


  Many men were wandering around without shirts on, only wearing leather pants and leather jackets, showing off the tattoos on their chests. He noticed a man with a brightly colored Mohawk hairstyle. Another with blond hair so long it brushed the top of his ass.


  Luc seemed to be watching him take it all in and smiled hopefully when Caleb turned back to him. In response, Caleb laced their fingers together and squeezed, letting Luc know he was okay, desperate to see that broad smile again. He wasn’t disappointed.


  Since Luc had been here before, he took Caleb on a tour of the building. The bar was on the left as they walked deeper into the venue, looking out on a sunken area where there were already plenty of people bouncing in time to the beat of the music.


  The air was thick and warm but not uncomfortable. In any other circumstances Caleb knew he’d be on the verge of a panic attack. There was something about Luc’s presence that was keeping him grounded, though. He knew he was safe as long as Luc was around.


  He was surprised too at how much of the beat from the music he could feel. The finer details of the melody were beyond him, of course, but there was a definite pulse in the air, a thump through the floor that likely came from the enormous stack of speakers that framed the stage at the far end of the venue.


  A flight of metal steps led up to a balcony, and there was another bar up here and some low leather couches where half-dressed people were writhing around on top of each other in the dark.


  Caleb wasn’t so comfortable watching that and tugged Luc back toward the banister.


  “Okay?” Luc asked, and Caleb nodded.


  “Yes. More than okay. I’m good.”


  Luc hesitated, then leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to Caleb’s lips. Turning, he leaned his elbows on the edge of the banister and wriggled his ass until Caleb curved his body over Luc’s spine, resting his chin on Luc’s shoulder.


  From this vantage point they could see out over the whole venue. It was dark, the only light coming from pulsing, colored theater-style lanterns. It was strangely thrilling, putting a different kind of twist in his belly. Caleb couldn’t define it as a rebellion. It wasn’t that. His parents weren’t the sort to forbid him from doing anything except what was likely to hurt him.


  No, this was something different. It was almost like rebelling against himself, against the kid who didn’t know how to express himself and was still learning how to be in a relationship.


  Feeling decisive, Caleb leaned forward and pressed his lips to the delicate curve of Luc’s neck, then grabbed his hand and dragged him back down the stairs—both sets, so they ended up in the lower area where people were dancing.


  It was a little overwhelming—the number of people, first of all, the heat and the sweat and the undulating power of the crowd. Then there was Luc next to him, Luc with his bare arms and black fingernails and his small, enigmatic smiles.


  There must have been some kind of signal, because suddenly the dance floor filled up with even more people and the few lights dropped, cloaking them in darkness. Suddenly wary, Caleb grabbed hold of Luc and pulled the other man in front of himself so he knew where he was.


  The thrumming energy of the crowd seemed to change. Then the stage lit up and a band appeared. Luc looked back over his shoulder, his eyes bright and excited as he started to bounce in time with the thump of the music.


  It was different from when the DJ was playing the music. Instead of the beats coming from a range of different sources, the speakers situated around the venue, now all the energy came from the guys at the front.


  Caleb wasn’t sure if he recognized the band. It was entirely possible that he’d seen their pictures on Luc’s blog, and they were toward the back third of the room, so he wasn’t quite close enough to see their faces.


  Not that being closer would necessarily help. They were all wearing fairly heavy makeup. For men. Not that he was one to talk….


  Luc was singing along with the band, punching his hand in the air and bouncing along with the thump of the music. After about forty-five minutes the band departed, and the now familiar resounding beat of the DJ’s music resumed.


  “Drink?” Luc asked as they made their way off the dance floor. Caleb nodded, aware that he’d been sweating with all the other people dancing along to the band.


  They joined the crowd at the bar, and Luc bought two bottles of water and drained half of his in one go. Caleb sipped at his own bottle, not wanting to make himself sick. It really was very hot.


  “Outside?” he asked Luc, hoping to get some fresh air.


  Luc nodded.


  This time, when they walked back through the club to a small smoking area, Caleb didn’t take hold of Luc’s hand.


  There were a few people smoking in the courtyard area, and Luc reached for his own small pouch of tobacco and rolled a cigarette with deft fingers. When someone left a bench free Luc dived onto it, making Caleb laugh, then rearranged himself so he was sitting on Caleb’s lap.


  It was colder now, a crisp breeze running through the city making the hairs on the back of Caleb’s arm stand up. It was warmer with Luc’s weight over his thighs, though, and he wrapped an arm around Luc’s waist to anchor the other boy against his chest.


  “Did you have fun?” Luc asked, and Caleb nodded.


  “Yes,” he signed. “I could feel it.”


  “The music?”


  “Yes.”


  Luc laughed, delighted. “That’s awesome.”


  The adrenaline was still pumping through Caleb’s veins, making him dizzy, and he leaned in to steal a kiss from smoky lips. Luc hesitated, their mouths just barely touching, before he pulled away.


  “Why is it okay to kiss here?” Caleb asked. In other parts of the city Luc was wary of even walking too close to him.


  “People here are very accepting,” Luc said with a shrug. “No one cares.”


  He tossed his half smoked cigarette into the metal disposal box and jumped to his feet, holding out a hand to pull Caleb up too. They went back up to the top balcony of the club. There were fewer people here now, and another band seemed to be setting up.


  On their first tour around the club, Caleb hadn’t noticed that there were a few different hallways that led off the balcony. One had a sign for the bathrooms; another said “Private.” A third led to yet another bar, this one painted blood red.


  It was here that Luc backed Caleb up against a wall, pinning him easily with knees and hips and wrists pressed against the flaky red paint. With heavy lidded eyes, Luc rose up onto his toes to press their lips together, gentle for only a moment before Caleb groaned and opened his mouth to slide his tongue against Luc’s.


  He knew this wasn’t a gay bar, and a sensible corner of his mind asked if this was such a great idea. Luc had a way of chasing those thoughts away, though. It was something about his sweetness and the edgy side that was undoubtedly appealing. The thought that people were passing them in the hallway too, only a few feet away, while Luc was thoroughly attacking his mouth… well, that wasn’t as terrifying a thought as it once might have been.


  After a few minutes, Luc pulled away again with one of his signature cheeky grins, biting his lower lip enticingly.


  They headed back to the balcony by silent agreement to watch the end of the next band’s set. Then Luc threaded their fingers together and led them back to collect their jackets. It had been a couple of hours in the club, a lot longer than he thought he would be comfortable in a room with so many people he didn’t know.


  11. LOVE


   


   


  ACCORDING TO Luc the subway was still running at this time of night, but it wasn’t always a good idea to try and take it. Instead they flagged down a ubiquitous New York yellow cab and split the fare. It was less than Caleb had expected.


  Back at the house, Luc unlocked the door, holding a finger to his lips to let Caleb know he needed to be quiet. Caleb took one last look out at the night. The moon was huge in the sky, making the streetlights pointless and the stars invisible. An unusual sky for an unexpected night.


  Then Luc locked the door, bolted it in two different places, and put a security chain across, locking the world out.


  Not wanting to disturb the household, Caleb made sure to tread lightly on the stairs and carefully shut Luc’s bedroom door behind them. His backpack was still on Luc’s bed, his pajamas half falling out of the open zipper.


  Luc gently touched his arm to get his attention and handed him a packet of baby wipes.


  “For your face,” he said with a smile.


  Caleb glanced in the mirror and winced. The black eyeliner had smudged a little around his eyes, making him look dark and different. Not sure how much he liked it, he used the wipe to scrub away the makeup and the dirt, then washed his face with cold water and brushed his teeth.


  When Luc took over the space in the bathroom, Caleb quickly changed into his pajama bottoms, deciding, tonight, to leave his T-shirt off. Even when he told himself it had nothing to do with the fact that Luc had admired his chest earlier… he didn’t believe it.


  In this room Caleb felt comfortable enough to just be, and slipped into Luc’s bed without hesitation. Although his body was tired, his mind was still riding the high that had been the evening so far.


  The light went off in the bathroom. Then Luc walked out wearing Captain America pajama pants that made Caleb giggle. Luc never wore sensible underwear or nightclothes and probably never would—it was all part of his charm.


  He too was scrubbed clean of makeup, and his hair was slightly damp where he’d pushed it back from his face. Caleb lifted up the corner of the duvet, making room for Luc to slip in next to him. It took a few moments, but they eventually found a position that was comfortable, sharing a pillow with hands tucked under their cheeks so they could lie almost nose to nose.


  This close, Caleb could marvel at all the different colors in Luc’s eyes. What looked blue from a distance was actually shades of green and gold and gray, mixed in with that intense, deep sunny-day blue.


  “Thank you,” Luc signed.


  Caleb frowned and made a “What for?” expression.


  “Everything.”


  With his chest suddenly feeling so full of an emotion he wasn’t ready to name just yet, Caleb just nodded. He was half afraid of the first kiss, not sure what it might ignite. Back in the club, he had been sure he could feel Luc’s cock when they were kissing in the red hallway, and even though part of him was desperate to explore, another part wanted to wait.


  Something told him they had plenty of time. And there was something to be said for taking things slow. This alone—lying in bed, barely touching—was enough for now.


  Caleb reached out and brushed Luc’s hair back from his forehead, then pressed a kiss there.


  “Good night,” he signed. “Sweet dreams.”


  For a few hours, they slept in each other’s arms. Caleb had often wondered how couples found a way to really let go and sleep together—not in a sexual way, more in a logistical way. In sleep, he stayed pressed close to Luc’s body, as if it held a comfort that might once have been provided by a favorite blanket or stuffed animal. These days it was Luc’s warm, smooth skin that was a soothing comforter, giving Caleb the sweetest dreams.


  When Luc started to tremble, it woke Caleb first. He wasn’t sure exactly what was happening. Then Luc thrashed in his sleep, and Caleb acted instinctively, gathering him close and rocking their bodies together until Luc woke with a start.


  Luc was still shaking as he curled into himself, making his small body even smaller, and now Caleb held him as he cried. Caleb didn’t know, didn’t know he could feel his own heart breaking for someone else.


  After a while Luc quieted and tried to pull away, but Caleb wouldn’t let him. Being the source of this kind of comfort was entirely new, and his instinct took over, telling him to stroke Luc’s hair, to rub his back gently through his shirt, then under his shirt.


  The kiss tasted like salty tears this time, and Caleb learned that there was another reason why people could make out like this. Caleb brushed his fingers back and forth over Luc’s back, under his shirt, somehow unaware of how this touching was stoking their shared arousal.


  Luc leaned over and touched the base of his lamp, casting the room in a soft glow. His eyes were still red, and Caleb hated that. He reached for Luc again and drew him down into another kiss. Their tongues slowly started to rub together, and Luc rolled on top of Caleb, giving Caleb full access to his small, perfect body.


  The move also lined up their groins perfectly. When their erections grew, straining at their pajama pants, Caleb didn’t feel ashamed of what they were doing. It wasn’t something he feared. This felt right.


   


   


  LUC SAT up, looking down at Caleb, stretched out looking beautiful and aroused and like nothing Luc had ever seen before. Even though his fingers trembled slightly, he gripped the hem of his T-shirt, crossing his arms over his chest, and pulled it off.


  Caleb didn’t blink or gasp or show any sign of discomfort. Luc wasn’t convinced, though, and chewed at his lip ring, knocking it back and forth between his teeth and his tongue.


  “It’s been there since I was born,” he said, not looking down at the birthmark.


  Caleb reached out, then retracted his hand and silently asked for permission with raised eyebrows. When Luc nodded, he gently ran his fingers over the angry-looking dark red skin. The mark covered part of his shoulder, down his chest, and over the top of his arm. Compared to his pale skin, the color looked even more vibrant, and Caleb traced the edges of the birthmark, where white met red.


  “Does it hurt?” Caleb signed.


  “No,” Luc said, shaking his head. “I’m lucky, in a way. Some people get it on their faces or hands. This is relatively easy to cover up.”


  “Bullied?”


  “Some. Not really. It’s fine, honestly.” He caught Caleb’s hand and moved it back to his waist.


  The truth was more than he was prepared to let Caleb know just yet. For years, especially when he was younger, the other kids used to tease him because of the ugly mark. He used to scrub the area extra hard when he was in the shower, hoping to remove it, before Ilse told him he could make it worse.


  When he was younger, he’d researched it to the point of obsession, checking the results of surgical removal and whether he was eligible. The techniques existed, but the success rate wasn’t fantastic. Eventually he’d made peace with it, accepted the patch of skin on his right shoulder as just another part of himself.


  Getting to that point had been a long process.


  Caleb didn’t seem bothered at all. He was interested, and he’d asked the right questions, if there were right questions to be asked in that situation. His hands tightened around Luc’s waist, and Luc lowered himself back down so they could resume their make-out session.


  In truth, they were both ready for this. Luc was a bit more ready, but Caleb seemed to be okay with that. Their hands roamed all over backs and sides and chests, and Caleb’s deft fingers found the hoop through Luc’s nipple and tugged on it.


  Luc sat up with another start. Caleb’s lips were pink and shiny now, and Luc was desperate to kiss him again. He was ready for more, though.


  “I want to have sex,” he blurted. Caleb’s eyes widened. “Shit. I didn’t mean to say it like that. I want….” He took a deep breath. “I want for us to make love. Together.”


  Caleb still looked a little shocked, but his expression softened. Luc wasn’t ready to tell Caleb everything yet. He wasn’t sure he would ever tell anyone absolutely everything, but Caleb was different from pretty much everyone he’d met in his life. When it came to this, Luc had faith.


  Caleb nodded.


  “Are you sure?” Luc asked, not really believing this could be real.


  “I’m sure if you are. What do you want?”


  Luc took another deep breath. “I want you inside me,” he said. He reached down and gently squeezed Caleb’s erection. “I want you to be a part of me.”


  In his hand, Caleb’s cock throbbed, and Caleb nodded. “Okay,” he signed.


  Luc leaned in, and they started to kiss again, slow and sure, and Luc carefully shimmied out of his pajama pants and pulled Caleb’s down too. One layer left. They kissed for a few more moments, and then Luc reached for the waistband of Caleb’s underpants and tugged.


  Laying his head down on Caleb’s chest, Luc twisted the fabric in one hand until Caleb lifted his hips and helped Luc get the briefs off the rest of the way. Luc didn’t wear briefs under his pajamas, so they were both naked now. For the first time.


  When he was sure he could control his trembling fingers, Luc reached down and ran his fingertips over Caleb’s cock. It was fully hard, thick against Caleb’s belly, rising up out of a thatch of sandy blond pubic hair.


  Caleb’s heartbeat was a steady thump-thump under Luc’s ear as he explored farther down, cupping Caleb’s testicles and testing their weight, then stroking down just behind them. Luc wanted more. He wanted to take the heavy cock in his mouth, to test its weight on his tongue and find out how the soft, smooth skin tasted. He wanted to look up into Caleb’s eyes and watch as his own actions affected another person. He wanted to give someone pleasure, not because he was hoping it would be returned but because he was in love.


  With that realization, Luc ducked his head and gently sucked the head of Caleb’s cock into his mouth. Caleb bucked his hips, whether in shock or pleasure, Luc wasn’t sure. It was strange at first, tasting the salty arousal, working out how to use his lips and tongue and avoid anything to do with teeth. That much he knew. Luc had seen this done before in porn movies, with varying degrees of pleasure on the part of the giver. It felt good to him. It felt… right.


  After a few moments Caleb tugged furiously on Luc’s arm, and Luc reluctantly pulled away from his prize. His eyes skimmed over the warm blush that was spreading across Caleb’s chest, up to slightly panicked eyes.


  Caleb brought his hands up as if he were about to say something, then stopped. Luc laughed when he understood this must be the sign language version of stuttering. It was adorable. He leaned up and pressed his lips firmly to Caleb’s.


  When they pulled away, Luc signed, “I have… things,” realizing too late that he didn’t know the signs for “condom” or “lubricant.” Caleb nodded.


  Feeling stupid for reasons he couldn’t name, Luc reached over into the bottom drawer of his nightstand, pushed several things out of the way, and retrieved the two small boxes he’d bought in a neighborhood far from where his mother or sister were ever likely to shop. The plastic wrap had already been removed from the box of condoms. Luc had opened them up to read the folded paper where instructions were printed so he’d know how to put one on when the time finally came. He’d been tempted to open one of the little packets, to try putting a condom on himself, but he didn’t want to waste them.


  The lube was open too. Just reading the instructions on how to correctly apply a condom to an erect penis had turned him on, his mind going to all the things that would happen after the condom was on the penis. He’d used some of the lube in the palm of his hand when he’d jerked off, deciding that the slick slide was better than doing it dry or with a handful of spit.


  Luc left the instructions in the box and pulled out one of the condoms, then straddled Caleb’s thighs as he split the packet open. Caleb balled his hands into fists on the bed, and his jaw tensed as Luc figured out which way round the latex needed to go, then pressed it over the head of Caleb’s cock and rolled it down all the way to the root. He twisted the cap off the lube and rubbed some on top of the condom, then rolled over onto his back next to Caleb. There was still some lube on his fingers, so he reached down between his legs and rubbed it over his hole.


  For a moment he was worried they were going too quickly, or that maybe Caleb wasn’t ready for this yet. Then his boyfriend reached over and, with his hand cupping Luc’s cheek, kissed him with such tender passion that his fears were swept away.


  For a few moments, Luc let his whole world be this bed and the way Caleb kissed him. Then Caleb took the lube from the nightstand and squeezed some onto his fingertips. He nudged Luc back and reached down to where Luc had swiped the small amount over his own hole.


  It was intense, feeling another person’s fingers inside himself, even though Caleb was achingly tender as he pushed and twisted and curled his fingers, and all Luc could do was grip Caleb’s arm tight and screw his eyes shut and ride it out. Because he knew what was coming next.


  He expected it to hurt, and it did.


  Caleb was so gentle, so careful with Luc’s body as he positioned himself between Luc’s thighs and eased inside, but it was a new experience for him too, and he couldn’t know what sort of reaction his actions would cause. Luc arched his back away from the bed, gasping for air, then forcing himself to breathe deeply, to relax and trust that it would feel good soon.


  When Caleb was most of the way there, he paused and leaned in to share more kisses. Luc needed that, just as much as whatever else their bodies were doing. Kisses were something they knew, something they were actually good at. Kissing made sense, it connected them, and it let him fly free.


  Luc reached up to cradle Caleb’s neck in his palm, silently asking Caleb to look at him.


  “I’m okay,” Luc whispered, leaning up to press their foreheads together and rubbing his nose against Caleb’s. “Please.”


  He relaxed against the pillows again and rocked his hips, experimentally this time. “Please,” he said again.


   


   


  CALEB STARTED to move, pulling his cock out of the incredible tight heat, then sinking back inside, a little deeper than before. With only visual or physical cues to guide him, Caleb tried to keep his eyes open in the dim light to watch his partner moving in a sensual, undulating rhythm.


  It wasn’t really surprising that Luc’s natural sexuality and grace transformed into something incredible when they made love. He seemed to be in constant motion, pressing himself against Caleb’s body one moment and tearing himself away the next, screwing his eyes shut and then opening them wide in pleasure, biting down hard on his lower lip or letting his sweet, full lips part in a delicate gasp.


  “God, Caleb,” Luc moaned. “Fuck. Oh my God.”


  Luc arched away, stretching his neck so the long, smooth line of his throat was exposed for Caleb’s soft kisses. When Luc drew his knees up and wrapped his legs around Caleb’s waist, Caleb took this as his invitation to take more.


  Their minds might not have worked out all the technicalities of this act just yet, but their bodies seemed to understand and guided them through the fear and the lust that were there in equal measures, helping them to turn this into an act of making love.


   


   


  LUC FOUND himself unable to keep still, his body arching and reacting to each delicious pull and stretch. After the initial pain of penetration, his cock had deflated, but with each gentle thrust of Caleb’s hips he felt it start to grow again. He kept his hand there, a familiar comfort as he rolled the hardening flesh in his palm, feeling the brush of Caleb’s belly against the back of his hand.


  He wrapped his arm around Caleb’s shoulders and didn’t make any attempt to stop the sobbing cries that escaped from his lips. Caleb was making noises too, not dissimilar to those when Luc sucked him but deeper now, like the noises were made in a different part of his chest.


  “I think I’m—” Luc gasped, gripping on to Caleb’s arm so hard it hurt. “Caleb.”


  Then he came, shooting between them and trembling. While he was still recovering, he felt Caleb’s hips snap up, finding the deepest, most complete point between them and holding there. Caleb cried out when he came, a guttural noise that seemed to touch Luc’s very soul.


  Breathing hard, Luc pressed his face to Caleb’s chest, his arms still wrapped up and clinging on tightly.


  “Please don’t let go,” he whispered, even though he knew Caleb couldn’t hear him.


  Or maybe there was some other way of communicating his desperation to be held in that moment, because Caleb just shifted on the bed and rearranged his legs, and suddenly they were in that position Luc liked to wake up in, the one where he felt so, so safe.


  They held each other for what felt like a small eternity, wanting the moment, this experience, to last forever. It couldn’t of course, and Caleb pressed a delicate kiss to Luc’s cheek before rolling off the bed for the bathroom.


  When he returned Luc had cleaned his stomach off with Caleb’s underwear and was curled up on his side, looking vulnerable and beautiful. Caleb immediately lowered himself back onto the bed and scooped Luc up into his arms, needing the contact, the weight of Luc’s body against his own.


  Luc laid his head on Caleb’s chest, his cheek pressed tight to the smooth, warm skin. He felt more at home here than he had anywhere else. It felt right.


  “I love you,” Luc choked, his voice catching and breaking. “I love you.”


  Caleb held on tight and heard nothing.


   


   


  DUE TO some fault in scheduling, Luc didn’t have that many classes with his friends, even though he’d complained to the administration department about it more than once. They insisted he needed to integrate himself, to get to know his classmates better.


  Fuck that, was Luc’s general attitude as far as that was concerned. The last time he’d tried to “make friends” with one of the popular kids he’d been looked at like he had fleas. Thankfully, one of the few classes he shared with Ellery was his bio lab on Monday mornings. Saying good-bye to Caleb had been nothing short of traumatic, and he needed to vent to someone who understood.


  It turned out he didn’t need to spell things out for her.


  “So, this weekend,” Luc started.


  Ellery’s eyes widened dramatically. “You had sex,” she hissed.


  “Shut up,” Luc said under his breath, not wanting any of their classmates to overhear.


  “Oh, no way,” she said, shifting her lab stool closer. “You need to tell me everything. Everything.”


  Luc shrugged. “So I had sex,” he said.


  “With Caleb?”


  “Yes, with Caleb,” he said, offended. “Who else would I be having sex with?”


  Ellery held her hands up. “Sorry,” she said. Then, in a lower voice, “What was it like?”


  For a minute or two Luc concentrated on copying the formula into his notebook, not because he was interested in it but to delay the inevitable grilling.


  “It was incredible,” he said eventually, giving in. “He was incredible. I’m so in love with him, Ellery.”


  “Aw,” she sighed. “You’re so cute.”


  “Sometimes being away from him during the week, it actually hurts, you know? Not this metaphorical pain but real hurt, right here.” Luc rubbed his knuckles over his sternum. “But when I get to see him again at the end of the week, that’s such a fucking rush. He holds on to me, and I feel like I can breathe again.”


  Ellery was silent, looking at him strangely. “Wow. You really do love him.”


  Luc nodded. “Yeah.”


  “Did he hurt you?”


  “What….” He looked at Ellery, who nodded pointedly, her eyebrows raised high. “Oh. Um, a little, but not much. I was expecting it to hurt, and it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.”


  “That’s good,” she said. “My first time was horrible.”


  “Caleb was just… so gentle. It’s all happened so quickly. We only met in person a few weeks back, and now I can’t imagine my life without him in it. I’m scared that it could all be over just as quickly.”


  “It won’t be,” Ellery said, finding confidence where Luc had none. “If you really care about him, and you obviously do, then you need to figure out what needs to happen to keep things between you solid.”


  Luc nodded and rolled his pencil between his fingers. He wasn’t being overly dramatic—the pain of missing Caleb really did follow him around. Without meaning to, his mind kept taking him to dark places, dark thoughts that told him there was nowhere this relationship could go.


  Those were old demons, though, and Luc was determined that they had no place in this beautiful thing that was being constructed between himself and Caleb. What they had was pure and honest and real.


  “I showed him my birthmark,” Luc said to Ellery, his voice soft.


  “Well, I’m glad you didn’t have sex with your clothes on.”


  Luc pushed her playfully. “I hate showing people.”


  Ellery tapped her pencil against her lips and looked at him inquisitively. “I think…,” she said, “from what you told me, he probably looked at it, shrugged, and decided he didn’t give a shit.”


  Luc conceded and laughed. “Pretty much. It was like it didn’t bother him at all.”


  “Luc,” Ellery said, sounding exasperated. “Caleb is deaf. He deals with a physical disability all the time. Why the fuck would he care about some damaged pigmentation in your skin? You love him because of who he is. Why would he feel any different about you?”


  When she put it like that, it seemed obvious. “He loves me.”


  “Yes, you doofus. He loves you.”


  Luc had watched that morning as Caleb packed his bag when the light was still creeping over the horizon, wanting to wait until the last possible moment to leave Luc but needing to get to the bus station to get his early ride back to Boston. They kissed slowly in the chilly predawn until Caleb broke away with a sad smile, pressed their foreheads together, and signed “Good-bye.”


  Then Luc got on the subway and went to school, feeling like his heart was breaking.


  It didn’t get any easier, no matter how many times they had to say it. The familiar ache was back in Luc’s chest, and he rubbed his knuckles over the spot, not minding the pain. It was a reminder that Caleb was his.


  “How long till you see him again?” Ellery asked, breaking Luc out of his memory of the morning.


  “Soon, I hope. We didn’t make any plans yet.”


  “Next time he’s here I want to meet him.”


  Luc grinned. “I think we can do that.”


  12. UNTHINKABLE


   


   


  LUC SET up a coffee date with Ellery in Manhattan over spring break, since she didn’t like having to take the subway out to Queens on her own. Luc had tried to invite Jay along too, but apparently his so-called best friend was far more okay with the concept of Luc’s homosexuality than the reality.


  In the weeks that Luc had been dating Caleb, he’d tried to keep things on the down-low in school, not wanting to be the big fag on campus. Not that he’d ever been able to hide his sexuality that well, but still….


  The problem was, far too many of his classmates followed him on social media, and he’d not been particularly subtle about his relationship on Twitter or Tumblr. So the rumors had spread, and there was little Luc could do to stop them. After the first person asked if it was true—was Luc really dating a deaf boy—he’d made the decision not to hide it. He wasn’t ashamed of Caleb or of what they had together. If anyone else had a problem, well, there wasn’t a lot he could do about it.


  Some people treated him differently. A few of Ellery’s friends had started asking him for makeup tips or for his opinion on the boys in school. After reading some horrific coming out stories from his peers, Luc thought he was lucky that at this school, in New York, he had it easy.


  Ellery told him to forget it and that Jay was fighting with his own issues, whatever that meant, but Luc couldn’t help but feel hurt. Betrayed. Jay was one of the first people he’d connected to after he transferred to Millennium from Thornton-Donovan School in New Rochelle. Jay was the one who took Luc under his wing—one weird kid finding another, introducing him to everyone else who made up their little gang.


  Still, Luc had Ellery, for whatever that was worth, and she seemed like she was going to be cool with Caleb. Luc had explained about Caleb using ASL and had promised to act as translator. She’d still wanted to learn some signs before meeting Caleb, and Luc had spent a week’s worth of lunch breaks dutifully teaching her how to sign.


  They met in Starbucks because it was easy to find and Luc knew all three of them could find something they’d like on the menu. Caleb’s preference was for tea, as Luc was learning, which he found slightly endearing.


  Ellery hadn’t arrived yet, and her phone wasn’t connecting, so Luc guessed she was still on the subway. They waited in line to get their drinks, and Luc leaned back on Caleb’s chest, because he felt safe and loved like that.


  “Tea?” he asked Caleb when they got to the front of the line. Caleb grinned and nodded, and Luc placed their order, adding two large muffins at the last moment. He was suddenly hungry.


  Caleb rolled his eyes when the barista handed them the tray and took it, letting Luc lead the way to a table in front of the window so they could see when Ellery arrived.


  She did, only a few moments after they’d sat down, looking hurried and a little disheveled. Luc waved her over, and she smiled, then pointed to the counter, signaling that she’d get her drink first.


  “I’m nervous,” Caleb admitted as he turned back to Luc.


  “Don’t be. I’m sure she’ll love you.”


  It was awkward at first. Not the introductions, they went really well, but then Luc had to try and coordinate a conversation between people and translate Caleb’s responses to Ellery’s questions.


  The three of them sat in a triangle formation to best be able to see each other, and Luc reached out frequently to touch Caleb’s arm or knee, just letting him know it was okay. Ellery was, as always, sweet and kind and wonderful, and Luc wanted to hug her so hard it hurt. She laughed and smiled and said she wouldn’t stay after her first mug of coffee was done, not wanting to interrupt their precious time together.


  Before leaving, Ellery hugged first Caleb, then Luc.


  “Thank you,” Luc murmured against her cheek.


  “You really love him, don’t you?”


  “Yeah. I really do.”


  She was grinning as she pulled away. “Have a good weekend, guys,” she said, then signed “Good-bye.”


  Luc and Caleb sat back down, and Luc collapsed dramatically into his chair. “Do you like her?” he asked.


  “She’s amazing.”


  Try as he might, Luc couldn’t keep the grin from his face.


   


   


  THIS WAS Caleb’s favorite thing about New York, being able to walk along the sidewalk, his hand safely tucked in Luc’s, with no one judging or commenting or even looking at them. He wasn’t convinced they’d have that safety in Boston, even with the city’s liberal leaning.


  The sun from that morning had burned away, and the light, fluffy clouds had grown steadily darker. For some reason—he was going to blame youthful optimism—neither of them had bothered to wear a jacket.


  As the first fat drop of rain landed on his shoulder, Caleb regretted that decision.


  They were almost in the middle of Washington Square Park with only the trees for cover. Luc looked up comically, then to Caleb with wide eyes. Unable to help himself, Caleb giggled as another drop of rain landed on Luc’s nose, making him go cross-eyed as it rolled down and gathered on the tip before falling off and disappearing.


  Then the heavens opened.


  Luc shrieked and pulled at Caleb’s hand, dragging him to the tree line, but it was too late and too early in the year. There weren’t enough leaves on the trees to shelter them, and within moments the heavy spring storm had soaked them through.


  As far as Caleb was concerned, Luc’s reaction was hilarious. His carefully styled hair turned to soggy strands that stuck to his face, and wet lines of eyeliner ran down his cheeks. Caleb reached out and cupped Luc’s head, carefully wiping the lines away with his thumbs.


  Impulsively he leaned forward and, still cupping Luc’s face, pressed their cold lips together.


  He could feel Luc’s bottom lip pushed out in a pout and couldn’t help but giggle again.


  Luc pulled away. “You’re happy because I’m miserable,” he signed, pretending to be annoyed.


  “Not miserable,” Caleb signed back, feeling mischievous. “Damp.”


  Luc held his expression for a few more moments, then, as thunder rolled ominously through the air, broke into laughter. He leaned up onto his toes and demanded more of Caleb’s kisses, warming their lips with each other’s tongues.


  The rain only lasted for ten minutes or so, but it was enough to chase most people out of the park for cover, so when the downpour eased off into a lighter drizzle they were left almost alone in New York.


  Caleb smiled into the bright blue eyes and felt a little piece of his heart shift allegiance, no longer belonging to him but the man who was smiling right back. He wiped at Luc’s cheeks again, cleaning the last of the black smudges away.


  “We’re going to need to go and get changed,” Luc said softly. “And warm.”


  “Not cold,” Caleb signed. It wasn’t. There was still a warmth in the air and a light breeze that tugged at their soaked clothes.


  “Dry,” Luc signed, one he’d learned only that week, proud that he got the chance to use it.


  “Okay,” Caleb signed. It was his turn to reach for Luc’s hand as Luc led them to the nearest subway station that would take them back to Queens.


  Wet shoes got uncomfortable very quickly, and wet jeans chafed. Caleb thrust his discomfort away in favor of being amused at Luc’s attempts to fix his hair in the reflection of the window opposite their seats on the subway train. His hair—and the dark smudges under his eyes that Caleb hadn’t been able to shift. He pulled his T-shirt away from his slim body, where it had been sticking to his skin.


  Eventually Caleb got bored of giggling and instead took both of Luc’s hands in his own, stilling their movement over his own body.


  Caleb shook his head pointedly. “Beautiful,” he signed, letting go of Luc’s hands to make the movement.


  Luc stopped fussing and smiled. Then he plucked at the hem of his T-shirt again.


  It was only a few minutes later that the train pulled up at their stop, by which time Caleb was starting to shiver with discomfort and the cold.


  “Come on,” Luc said. “Let’s get home.”


  They rushed down the street, where it was now raining again, a horrible steady pulse against their bare arms, and Luc had to dig his key out of his wet pocket to let them in the front door.


  “I’m home,” he yelled out into the house.


  There was no reply. He shrugged and trudged up the stairs, each step making a wet squelch in his shoes. As soon as they crossed the threshold into Luc’s room, Caleb started to strip out of his wet clothes, all sense of embarrassment or modesty gone, overwhelmed by his desire to be clean and dry.


  “Shower?” Luc signed.


  Caleb nodded in thanks, relieved but strangely disappointed when Luc plopped down onto his bed in wet boxers. He extended his hand, not really sure what he was offering. Luc took it.


  In the bathroom, Caleb turned the water on for the shower and let it heat up as he gently stroked his thumb back and forth against the soft skin on the back of Luc’s hand. When the room filled with steam, Caleb stripped out of his boxers and stepped into the shower cubicle.


   


   


  LUC HESITATED, playing with the edge of his own underwear until Caleb huffed a laugh and extended his hand once again, beckoning for Luc to join him. Only then did Luc strip down to nothing and climb in too.


  For all the exploring of each other’s bodies they’d done over the previous few weeks, this was a barrier they had yet to cross. Caleb backed up against the tiles to make room for Luc, who instinctively wound his arms around Caleb’s waist and rested his head on Caleb’s shoulder.


  Luc’s shower wasn’t the best. Some of the sprays shot off in the wrong direction, and others didn’t work at all. But in that moment, with the warm water pulsing over his back and Caleb’s cool skin under his cheek, he couldn’t think of another place he’d rather be.


  Luc’s fingers instinctively explored Caleb’s back, the imperfections in the soft skin, moles and freckles, down to the two dimples sitting on the curve of his ass. He could feel Caleb’s arousal starting to grow and let his hands explore lower as his face tilted up to kiss and lick at the long, elegant line of Caleb’s neck.


  Soon they were both hard, two erections pressed against each other as water streamed down between their bodies. Luc let go of Caleb’s butt and grasped his arms for better leverage to rock their hips together.


  When he dared to look up, Caleb was waiting to catch his gaze, his deep brown eyes heavy with lust. His breath caught as Luc closed his teeth around Caleb’s neck and thrust their hips together again.


   


   


  FEELING BOLD, Caleb ran his hands down Luc’s back and grabbed hold of his cute, curvy ass, his fingers spread to get hold of as much as he could. Luc grunted in appreciation and worked on rising up and down on his toes to create a teasing, rocking rhythm to their thrusts.


  “Caleb,” Luc moaned, liking the way the word sounded when he was this turned on, when Caleb was making him feel this way. The fact that Caleb couldn’t hear him didn’t matter. The way Caleb kissed his own name off Luc’s lips did.


   


   


  HE WAS sure Caleb didn’t know he even made the incredible noises he made when they were doing things like this together. Nevertheless, Luc cherished the sounds, knowing he was the only person who had ever heard them.


  Luc came with a twisting cry, spilling over Caleb’s belly with his open mouth pressed against Caleb’s shoulder. While he still shuddered, Caleb took hold of his own cock and pumped it a few times until he came too.


  For a moment the little bathroom was filled with harsh breathing and the smell of sex and come, until it was all washed down the drain. Then Caleb reached for the shower gel and bashfully started to wash Luc clean.


  It didn’t take long for the water to start running colder, and Luc finished cleaning himself off while Caleb did the same. Then they tumbled out of the shower and into fluffy towels.


  The sky had darkened even further, and the unexpected April storm lashed at the windows. Luc couldn’t find it in himself to care about their ruined plans and pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a black sweatshirt bearing an image of The Cure.


  Caleb had a slightly more conservative set of lounging-about clothes—a Red Sox T-shirt and his pajama pants, since he didn’t bring any sweatpants with him.


  “TV?” Luc signed, feeling sleepy and sated and wonderfully lazy and close to his boyfriend.


  “Okay. Socks?”


  “Oh!” Luc exclaimed. He found a particularly fluffy pair with pink and white polka dots. Caleb pressed his lips together, as if to keep from laughing.


  “What?” Luc demanded, putting his hands on his hips and attempting to look stern.


  “Nothing,” Caleb signed innocently. He pulled the socks on and wriggled his toes.


  When Ilse arrived home from work nearly an hour later, the two boys were lying on the couch, Caleb at the back, Luc in front, with the throw blanket over the top of them and a subtitled movie playing.


  “I’m home,” she called, kicking the door closed behind her. “It’s vile out there.”


  When Ilse walked into the room, Caleb struggled out of the embrace, which was difficult seeing as Luc had hold of his arm and wasn’t willing to let go that easily. He wasn’t quite comfortable letting Luc’s family see them being intimate with each other yet. Even Ilse’s raised eyebrow at their lack of proper clothing made him blush.


  He made the sign for “rain,” guessing it was self-explanatory enough that she would understand.


  She nodded and smiled, and Caleb jumped to his feet to help her with the groceries in her arms.


  “Thank you,” Ilse signed as soon as he’d taken one of the paper bags from her.


  From the couch, Luc rolled his eyes.


  Caleb followed Ilse through to the kitchen and set the bag on the counter. After thanking him again, she started to unpack the vegetables into a tray in the fridge, more vegetables than they ate in a week at his house. He was convinced of that. But Luc was vegetarian, so maybe it made sense.


  He wasn’t quite sure why he was lingering. There was something about Ilse that intrigued him. She was similar to her brother, would possibly be more similar still if it weren’t for the age difference between them.


  Caleb couldn’t guess where she’d spent the day. Ilse was wearing a wrap dress in a bold red and purple geometric pattern and a chunky turquoise necklace. She could have easily come from the office, or maybe lunch with girlfriends.


  When she turned and fixed him with raised eyebrows, Caleb guessed she’d asked a question while turned away that he’d missed. That happened a lot—people would look at him like they were expecting an answer, and he didn’t have one ready to give.


  “Sorry,” Ilse said. “Would you like a drink?”


  Caleb nodded and signed, “Thank you,” since he knew she understood that.


  “Help yourself to anything in the fridge,” Ilse said easily. “Make yourself at home.”


  Caleb collected a couple of sodas, one for Luc too, but hesitated again before returning to the couch.


  “Are you okay?” she asked and reached out to lightly touch his arm.


  It was one of the few situations where his inability to communicate caused both embarrassment and frustration, a combination that was particularly nauseating. He nodded, then held up a finger, asking her to hold on, and dashed back up the stairs to find his iPad.


  When he returned to the kitchen, Ilse had just finished putting the groceries away, had put the kettle on for tea, and was folding the paper bags for recycling. Caleb opened the writing app and sat down at one of the stools tucked under the center island.


  When I went on the first date with Luc we used this a lot! he wrote, then clicked the button to turn the image upside down.


  Ilse read the note, then looked up with a big grin on her face.


  “I wondered how easy it was for the two of you to communicate,” she said. “Sure, online it’s easy. But in person….”


  He’s learning ASL very quickly, Caleb wrote.


  “Sure. He’s very intelligent. And determined, when he puts his mind to something.”


  Caleb signed, “Luc,” then “awesome.”


  Ilse laughed.


  “A colleague of mine has a brother who’s deaf,” she said. “I’ve been learning bits on my coffee breaks.”


  That’s really nice of you. Most people wouldn’t bother.


  “We’re not most people.”


  Caleb nodded.


  I wanted to say thank you. For letting me stay here. And for being so cool with my relationship with Luc.


  It took a bit longer to write that, but Ilse waited patiently until he flipped the image around for her to read. When she was done she looked up at the open door, where Luc was still lying on the couch, watching the movie.


  “He’s so happy,” Ilse said. “Before he met you he wasn’t happy at all. I was actually thinking of sending him to therapy so he could learn to express his emotions through something other than obnoxious rock music.”


  Caleb pressed his lips together to hide his smile.


  He makes me happy too.


  “That’s good. You’re welcome here whenever you want.”


  “Thank you,” he signed.


  “So, I was going to make a vegetable lasagna for dinner, since that’s Luc’s favorite.”


  “Sounds good. Can I help?”


  Ilse smiled and shook her head. “You don’t have to help, sweetheart.”


  “I would like to.” Strangely, he wasn’t just saying it to be polite. Spending some time with Ilse appealed to him.


  “Okay,” she said. “I’ll just go shower. Then we’ll get started.”


  “Okay.”


  While Ilse disappeared upstairs Caleb rejoined Luc on the sofa, offering him one of the sodas and accepting the kiss Luc offered in return.


  “Help Ilse dinner,” Caleb signed in quick succession.


  “Me?” Luc asked. Caleb laughed and pushed his shoulder lightly.


  “No. Me.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “I want to.”


  Luc nodded and tugged on Caleb’s wrist until he complied with another slow kiss. This time Luc licked at Caleb’s bottom lip, asking for more, but Caleb pulled away with a little shake of his head. He was still getting to know Luc’s family. He didn’t want to make Ilse feel uncomfortable by pushing things, especially when they were in the family room.


  Still, when Luc arranged Caleb’s arm around his own shoulders so he could snuggle, Caleb complied, guessing this wasn’t too inappropriate.


  Ilse tapped him lightly on the shoulder when she returned, smelling like flowers and girl. She’d changed into loose cotton lounge pants and a tank top, her long dark hair piled on top of her head. Caleb squeezed Luc’s hand lightly and stood to follow her through to the kitchen.


  “I don’t really have a recipe,” Ilse said. “I just sort of make it up as I go along.”


  Caleb laughed. “Okay.”


  “So, tonight I’ve got zucchini, eggplant, bell peppers, tomatoes, mushrooms, onions… and mozzarella and parmesan to go on top.”


  “Sounds good.”


  “I think so,” she said. “It’s pretty easy. I’ll stick the vine tomatoes in the oven to roast down, but the rest of it we just chop up.”


  “I can do that.”


  Ilse winced, clearly not understanding.


  “Good,” Caleb tried again.


  “Okay,” she said with a relieved sigh. “Do you want to start chopping?”


  They worked together easily, Caleb at a counter with a big pile of vegetables, which he periodically tossed into a pot on the stove. Ilse worked on the sauce, adding garlic and herbs to a can of chopped tomatoes and letting it simmer until the smell started to waft enticingly around the kitchen.


  “Like cooking?” Ilse asked as she stirred the sauce.


  Caleb nodded. “I cook lots,” he signed. “My mom is a nurse.”


  “Does that mean you have to help out around the house a lot?”


  “No….”


  He quickly washed his hands and reached for the iPad to write a message.


  My dad works in an office—he’s a manager for an insurance company. So he’s home by five or six most nights.


  “That’s still quite late.”


  Caleb shrugged.


  I get home and do my homework. By the time that’s done someone’s usually home. That’s unless my mom is on night shifts. She’s a midwife.


  “That’s cool.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So, Luc’s told me a little bit about how you met online….”


  She was clearly fishing for information, but Caleb didn’t mind sharing. Making the dish took time, so Caleb wrote things down as Ilse worked, then let her read his words while he took care of the next stage of preparations. It took a while, but when the lasagna was made up and set in the oven to bake, they returned to their previous positions, sitting across the center island in the kitchen to chat. Normally situations like this would make Caleb almost painfully uncomfortable, but Ilse had a way of making him relax.


  We both have Tumblr blogs, Caleb wrote. I can’t even really remember now how it got started. We just started sending each other messages. Then he asked me to chat on IM, and it sort of went from there.


  “How modern,” Ilse said with a wink.


  I guess.


  “So, do you have plans for the rest of the week?” she asked.


  Caleb shrugged. “Rain,” he signed.


  “Yeah, that sucks. But there’s plenty of things to do in this city that are inside.”


  He wrinkled his nose. “Cold.”


  “Or you could just stay here.”


  “Yes,” he signed emphatically. “Warm and dry.”


  She giggled. “You definitely sound like Luc now.”


  That night Ilse went to bed early, and Luc’s mom didn’t come home at all. Caleb wondered if he should ask where she was and decided against it. Luc never really talked about either of his parents. If there was ever any question around permission to do something or anything Caleb considered parental, Luc would defer to Ilse.


  They went to bed together, and Caleb felt awkward, knowing Ilse was in the house tonight, and she surely knew they were going to be sleeping together. He wasn’t sure if sex was a possibility, if Luc would want to do it when there were other people in the house.


  That question was answered as soon as Luc locked the bedroom door behind them. He turned to Caleb, his eyes hot, lips twisting into a sensual grin.


  “Can Ilse hear us?” Caleb asked, still worried.


  Luc shook his head emphatically. “No. Her room is at the other end of the house.”


  “Okay.”


  Grinning, Luc reached behind, pulled his T-shirt off, and tossed it into a corner. Caleb watched, throat dry, as Luc’s slim fingers pushed the heavy black sweatpants down over his thighs, leaving him wearing just tight, tight black boxer briefs.


  Caleb stepped closer, eyes fixed on Luc’s slim chest, narrow hips, and the growing bulge in his underwear. The dark red birthmark on his shoulder was a sharp contrast to his incredibly pale skin, and Caleb reached out, trailing his fingers along the line where burgundy skin met cream. He ducked his head and kissed Luc’s neck, his lips skimming from the hard collarbone up to the soft earlobe, where his teeth nipped at the pliant flesh.


  His hands wrapped around Luc’s hips, holding him in place as Luc leaned in, demanding those kisses on his lips now. They kissed with a renewed confidence that came after the first hundred kisses shared, knowing now what the other liked. Caleb walked backward toward the bed, pulling Luc with him, then lay back so Luc could crawl up his body.


  Caleb was breathing heavily when Luc rubbed their noses together, then tapped Caleb’s wrist. Caleb opened his eyes and felt his breath catch. For someone who had never been attracted to a man before Luc, he’d come a long way, now overwhelmed by another man’s beauty.


  “Can I suck your dick?” Luc asked, his expression both shy and wicked.


  Caleb gave a choked laugh and nodded before he could think too much about it.


  Luc pulled off Caleb’s pants and underwear, settling between the strong thighs with their light dusting of hair. He ran his hands up and down Caleb’s legs a few times, then settled down on his belly with his face pressed into Caleb’s hip bone.


  Caleb forced himself to breathe normally, even as his fingers curled in the bedsheets and his toes curled with pleasure. When Luc licked a line up his cock, Caleb thought he might embarrass himself right then and there.


  It was a slow torture, letting Luc explore his body like this. Now Caleb understood why men in porn films grabbed the back of their partner’s head and pushed it down onto their dick—he wanted nothing more than to encourage Luc to take it in his mouth, all of it.


  Luc looked up, his lips shiny red, and Caleb reached out automatically to touch them. Luc obliged with a kiss on his fingertips, hands still gripping the base of Caleb’s cock.


  “Does it feel good?” Luc asked hesitantly.


  Caleb nodded. He wasn’t sure his fingers worked, not in the way he needed them to in order to communicate, so he signaled for Luc to shift around until Luc understood and flipped his body. Now Caleb only had to stretch his neck and he could lick and suck at the head of Luc’s cock too, sorry with himself that he hadn’t thought to do this before.


  When Luc pressed a small bottle of lube into Caleb’s hand he knew what Luc wanted and fumbled to get it open. He knew how to do this, to twist one finger, then two inside Luc’s body, the sweet, smooth heat beckoning him inside.


  Luc finally let go of Caleb’s cock and rolled onto his back, throwing one arm over his face. Caleb quickly scooted into position and crooked his fingers, enjoying being able to tease his partner like this. They were equals. That mattered.


  “I’m ready,” Luc said, trying to make his words clear and confident. Caleb caught his eye. “Now, please.”


  Caleb kissed him again, hard and quick, and carefully removed his fingers. It took a few moments for them to figure out the condom, and Caleb giggled nervously as Luc helped him smooth it down his cock. When they were done, ready, Luc lay back on the bed and reached out, cupping Caleb’s neck.


  After shifting about on the bed, Caleb found himself between Luc’s knees, looking down at his boyfriend. His lover.


  Carefully, so carefully, Caleb pushed inside Luc’s body. Even though they’d done this before, it still felt shockingly intimate. He kept eye contact with Luc this time, watching Luc wince in pain and then go slack-jawed with pleasure. Caleb was only halfway, his hips nudging a little bit at a time to ease his way inside Luc’s welcoming body.


  Luc’s hand went to his cock, and Caleb watched this too, as Luc pleasured himself slowly and brought his knees up toward his chest. Caleb shifted, and a long, low exhale rumbled from Luc’s chest.


  As Caleb started to move, slowly at first, then thrusting into Luc’s body with increasing surety, Luc reached his other hand down and grabbed hold of Caleb’s ass. He squeezed it gently, and Caleb huffed a laugh, rubbing their noses together. This was everything he’d hoped sex would be: sweet and loving and fun. Luc leaned in for another kiss and swept his tongue into Caleb’s mouth.


  They found a rhythm together easier this time, experience dictating how Caleb rocked his hips just so, the head of his cock rubbing at that place inside Luc that made his eyes roll back in his head. He pushed against it again and felt Luc’s hand grab at his own balls.


  Shifting his weight slightly, Caleb released one of his arms so he could sign to Luc one handed.


  “Okay?”


  Luc nodded. “Good,” he signed back.


  Caleb pressed his hand back into the bed, and his biceps flexed as he used the momentum to thrust harder, give Luc more of what he so clearly wanted. Their movements together became increasingly frantic, giving and taking in equal measure. Caleb came first, his hips snapping once, twice, then thrusting into his deepest point and holding there as his body trembled and shook and gasps of pleasure fluttered over Luc’s skin.


  Luc sped up the movement of his hand over his own cock and came too, spilling between them and catching Caleb’s lips in tiny kisses, over and over again.


  One of Caleb’s arms wrapped around Luc’s shoulders, palm flat against his back and fingers sprawled. The other rested lightly on Luc’s hip, and it was this one that Luc found and twisted until his hand was enclosed in his boyfriend’s. Then he stretched out his index and pinkie finger and thumb, pressing them against the flat of Caleb’s hand.


  It was the shorthand ASL sign for “I love you.”


  He felt Caleb tremble lightly underneath him, soft lips brushing over his hair. Then the unthinkable.


  “I love you,” Caleb croaked.


  It was the most perfect thing Luc had ever heard. Overwhelmed, he held on tight and let himself fall asleep in Caleb’s arms.


  13. TEA


   


   


  “HOW WAS New York?” his mom asked when Caleb was done shoving dirty laundry from his duffle straight into the washer.


  He hesitated for a moment, deciding that telling his mother he’d had a lot of sex this past week wasn’t the best idea in the world. “It was great,” he signed instead, grinning. “I met some of Luc’s friends.”


  “That must have been nice.”


  Caleb nodded. His mom smiled and pulled him into an impulsive hug. Caleb towered over her, and she pressed her face to the side of his neck, then kissed his cheek.


  “I’m happy you found someone,” she signed. “He wasn’t what I expected for you, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy before.”


  “I think I love him.”


  She smiled again and pressed her hand to his cheek.


  “Can I go see him again next weekend?”


  His mom sighed, as if she were resigned to this now. “If your schoolwork is done. Yes.”


  That night Caleb was exhausted, but he’d abandoned his homework that weekend in favor of spending more time with Luc, so he had plenty to catch up on. After dinner he worked steadily through two Bio worksheets and mapped out an English essay, ready to write the next night.


  When that was done he loaded up his Tumblr account and set about writing his next few posts. He was running low on photographs he thought were worthy of his blog, especially now that he was gaining quite a following. Caleb was fussy about what he put out for public consumption, wanting to showcase only the very best of his work.


  Caleb knew he needed to refocus some of his attention back to this passion if he had any hope of following it through to a career. Luc was everything right now. But being a professional photographer had been his dream for years.


  After school the next day, Caleb walked home instead of waiting for a ride from his mom. The evening was still fuzzily warm, and he stopped to take pictures as he went, making the thirty minute walk take nearly ninety. Most of the pictures were crap. He was uninspired.


  The few pictures that turned out okay were ones he’d taken only a block from home, two little girls playing on bikes on the corner of the street. The light was behind them, making the figures shadowy and the children unidentifiable. They were perfectly passable photographs, the pink wisps of cloud in the sky stopping it from being too pedestrian. It wasn’t the sort of thing Caleb turned out regularly, though.


  With a critical eye, he flicked back and forth between a few images on his computer screen, then selected one and cropped it. This one didn’t need much digital retouching, but he did it anyway, carefully working out the areas that were overexposed. It looked, he decided, like the sort of image that would be stuck in a fancy photo frame by the manufacturer. A perfectly generic picture that would inspire parents to buy it and stick a photo of their own kids inside the frame.


  He put it on Tumblr anyway, then sent a message to Luc.


  Three more nights then I get to sleep next to you again.


  Luc’s reply was predictable. Three more nights then I get to feel you fucking me again.


  Caleb tried not to blush, even though there was no one around to see it, and failed. Sex was still this great adventure, a journey he wanted to take with Luc and no one else. The whole process had been crazy and emotional and beautiful, even when he had convinced himself he was doing something wrong. Luc didn’t seem to think so. He’d been sending Caleb messages on Tumblr with details of all the dirty things he was desperate for Caleb to do to him.


  Apparently blow jobs were on the agenda for the coming weekend.


  Caleb was looking forward to that.


  He was contemplating taking a shower, jerking off, then going to sleep early when the light above his computer flashed. Glad he hadn’t already stuck his hand in his pants, he spun around on his desk chair and rushed to answer the door.


  “Hi,” his dad said, signing as he spoke, as was his habit.


  Caleb grinned. “Come in.”


  “Your mom said you were going to go see Luc again next weekend.” Caleb nodded. His dad cocked his head to the side. “I was actually thinking about taking your mom away for a couple of days. She could use a break.”


  “Okay.”


  “Only a few days. Thursday lunchtime to Sunday evening.”


  Caleb nodded.


  “Okay. I thought you might want to invite Luc to come stay here.”


  On the rare occasions that his parents went on vacation without him, Caleb was usually packed up and sent to stay with his mom’s parents for however long they were away. He didn’t mind so much. Caleb’s grandfather had lost his hearing when he was in his sixties, his hearing damage the result of working in the car manufacturing industry all his life. He used ASL as well—Caleb had helped teach him—and the two of them got on pretty well.


  He knew his dad was cool about him having a boyfriend, but suggesting that he invite Luc to stay, without supervision, for a whole weekend? That was crazy. Caleb guessed it had something to do with not wanting to leave him alone… but what was he going to do? Burn the house down? That was unlikely.


  “I’ll ask him,” Caleb said, dancing inside while trying to remain cool.


  “Caleb?”


  “Yes?”


  “Are you and Luc having sex?”


  For a moment he considered lying. He wasn’t feeling particularly enthusiastic about talking to his dad about sex, especially considering his dad was a straight guy. But he’d never really lied to either of his parents before and didn’t know how to do it convincingly. Feeling himself blush, Caleb looked away and nodded.


  “Okay. Be safe, and if you have any questions, you can ask me. I know I’m not gay… but I’ve been in a relationship before. I probably know more about what you’re going through than you think.”


  Caleb nodded, surprised, and his dad kissed Caleb’s head, then shut the door behind himself as he left the room.


  Unsurprisingly, when Caleb asked Luc if he wanted to visit for the weekend, Luc said yes. He threatened to cut school and arrive on Friday evening, and Caleb had begged him not to, not wanting Luc to get in trouble for him.


  But Caleb wasn’t exactly surprised on Friday night when his little rebel boyfriend sent him a tweet a few minutes after his pizza had been delivered, to say that he was outside. It wasn’t coincidence that Caleb had ordered enough for two.


  He raced to the door and flung it open, laughing and shaking his head as Luc grinned at him impishly.


  “Hi,” Luc signed.


  “Hi. Come in.”


  The door had barely clicked behind them when Luc pinned Caleb to the wall and thoroughly kissed him with tongues and teeth and fingers that slid under the hem of his T-shirt to explore his bare waist.


  “I have pizza,” Caleb said as soon as Luc extracted himself from Caleb’s lips.


  “I like pizza.”


  “Me too.”


  “You don’t seem surprised to see me,” Luc said as they settled on the couch, the pizza on the coffee table. It was a vegetarian pizza with extra mushrooms. Luc’s favorite.


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  Caleb shrugged. “It’s you,” he said simply.


  Luc laughed and threw his crust back into the box, then reached for another. Caleb calmly waited for Luc’s attention, then asked him if he had a car for the weekend.


  “Yeah. Ilse freaked out for a while, then let me have it when I begged and promised to give it back with a full tank of gas.”


  “Good. Dad has our car,” Caleb said. “We’d have to take a bus places if you didn’t have the car.”


  “Do we have plans?” Luc asked. “I mean, we could just stay here all weekend if you like. We don’t even have to leave your room….”


  Caleb felt himself start to blush and ducked his head to hide it. He finished his pizza before responding.


  “I don’t mind where we go.”


  “Okay. We’ll figure it out later.”


  Pleased that Luc had dropped it for now, Caleb nodded.


  When they were done with the food Caleb stuck the pizza box in the recycling and poured two glasses of Diet Coke to take back into the family room.


  “Thanks,” Luc said with a grin.


  “Can I show you around?” Caleb offered.


  Luc nodded and set the glass on a coaster before rising and slipping his hand into Caleb’s.


  Since Luc hadn’t visited before, Caleb took the time to show him the house. He was pleased and proud and a little surprised at how quickly Luc was picking up both ASL and Caleb’s home sign. He still had to repeat some things and spell out others before showing him the sign again, but once Luc had learned a sign he rarely forgot it.


  When they ascended the stairs Caleb hesitated, just for a moment, before opening the door to his room and showing Luc inside. Luc had seen his room, of course, but only from the other side of the webcam.


  Luc was smiling as he walked into his room and turned a slow circle, coming back to face Caleb again.


  “It’s so neat in here!” he exclaimed.


  Caleb laughed. “Yes. I like it that way.”


  “Now I feel like a slob.”


  “No, you’re not,” Caleb signed, stepping up and pressing a quick kiss to Luc’s nose. “We share the bathroom,” he added and pointed across the hall.


  Confident that they would return here later, together, Caleb led Luc back downstairs so they could watch some TV for a while.


  Luc had already taken his shoes off and curled up on the couch, his head resting on a pillow. Knowing it was a long drive from New York and Luc was likely tired, Caleb gently smoothed Luc’s hair back from his face. With his eyes still closed, Luc smiled and turned his head to press a kiss to Caleb’s wrist.


  Caleb sat down at the other end of the couch, prepared to let Luc nap a little if that’s what he wanted. He wasn’t prepared for Luc to switch sides and put his head down on his lap, practically demanding to be petted like a cat.


  The TV was tuned in to a show on the History Channel, and Caleb settled back to watch it, his hand calmly running through Luc’s hair, probably messing it up from its normal effortless style. It was nice, this easy domesticity, with no one around to interrupt them.


  When the show finished, Luc sat up and stretched. Caleb wasn’t aware that Luc had been watching it too—he would have been happy to switch it over.


  “I wanted to show you something,” Luc said, carefully rubbing at his eyes so as not to smudge his eyeliner.


  Caleb nodded and shifted on the couch, finding a new, more comfortable position now that Luc had vacated his lap.


  Luc wandered through to the hall and collected his backpack, then sat on the couch cross-legged with his shiny new iPad.


  “Wow,” Caleb said with a smile.


  “It was a late birthday present from Ilse,” Luc said.


  Caleb grabbed his wrist, frowning. “When is your birthday?” he demanded.


  “December,” Luc said, signing the word since he’d recently learned it. “You missed it.”


  “Okay.” He sat back, appeased.


  “There’s an app on here,” Luc continued. “It’s been helping me learn ASL. Look.”


  He logged in to the iPad and loaded up the program. Since he needed Caleb to look over his shoulder, he rearranged himself once again, this time ending up on Caleb’s lap, snuggling back until his boyfriend obliged and wrapped his arms around Luc’s waist.


  Sitting like this, Luc couldn’t turn around for Caleb to lip-read and had to demonstrate how the program worked, looking back over his shoulder to check Caleb was following him.


  Luc’s enthusiasm for learning ASL was heartwarming. Caleb was happy to watch how Luc would tap in a word, and then the app showed him the corresponding sign. It looked like Luc was partway through a lesson, and he jumped back into that, watching the demonstration and copying the sign.


  Occasionally Caleb reached over for Luc’s hand and changed the position, correcting him slightly to make the sign more clear. When Luc tried again and got it right, Caleb pressed a kiss to Luc’s neck, loving how Luc shivered with delight.


  When Luc signed, “Tired,” “Bed,” and “Sleep” in quick succession, Caleb got the picture and shifted Luc off his lap. While Luc followed dutifully behind, Caleb locked and bolted the door that led to the backyard, the door to the garage, and finally the front door, turning off the lights as he went.


  This bedroom, in this house, was different from the one where they had their own little routine. In some ways Caleb didn’t want to break with tradition. He knew what they did at Luc’s worked for them. Politeness won, though, and he let Luc use the bathroom first.


  His bedroom was neat, Caleb thought as he sat on the edge of his bed, turning a book over and over in his hands. The walls were a soft gray color, his furniture mostly light oak, including his sleigh style bed. He liked knowing where everything was and got a weird, twisted sort of pleasure from organizing his life. Things had a place in his room. That was how he liked it.


  There was nothing wrong with Luc’s way of living: a little haphazard, a little wild, but that suited him. Luc wasn’t one to sit and plan and prepare; he lived life in the moment. It was one of the things Caleb loved about him.


  When Luc returned from the bathroom, still fully dressed, Caleb decided to ignore the fact that this was wrong, that their routine was all messed up, and go with the idea that they were making a new routine for a new house. That worked better for him, and he let Luc gently brush his hand as they crossed in the doorway.


  It only took a few minutes to scrub his face clean and brush his teeth, but Caleb hesitated in the bathroom, gripping the edge of the sink and wondering why he was on the verge of panicking.


  Back in his bedroom, Luc was sitting up in bed, already under the covers and reading something on his iPad. He waited patiently while Caleb closed the door and changed into a pair of boxers, dumping all his clothes in the laundry hamper, then closing the lid on the mess inside.


  When he crawled into bed Luc held back the edge of the blue and white striped duvet, then set his reading aside to make room for Caleb on his pillow. Apparently, even though Caleb’s bed was bigger, Luc still wanted them to sleep close.


  “I really am tired,” Luc said, making the sign again, slightly hampered by the fact that he was lying on his side.


  Caleb nodded and caught Luc’s hand, kissed the tips of his fingers, then pulled the arm over his waist. Luc leaned in closer and rubbed their noses together, then closed the gap even farther and pressed their lips together in a sweet, careful kiss.


  Caleb returned it for a moment, then leaned over and turned off the lamp on his nightstand. He felt rather than saw Luc roll over onto his side and scooped his boyfriend up to hold on to him as they found a new groove in their routine.


   


   


  LUC HADN’T even realized he was in the grip of a nightmare until he woke wrapped up in Caleb’s arms. It wasn’t the worst way to wake up, and he took deep, soothing breaths, inhaling the scent of Caleb’s skin to calm himself.


  It was late; he didn’t need to look at the clock to know that. The curtains were open, though, since neither of them had got up to close them before falling asleep. The moon hung heavy in the sky, unusually large, unusually bright.


  That too was a strange sort of comfort.


  Without breaking the careful grip he had on Luc’s shoulders, Caleb wrote three letters on Luc’s shoulder blade.


  T-E-A. It seemed like an odd offer, but Luc nodded and allowed himself to be gently pulled from the bed and led downstairs.


  In the kitchen there was an even better view of the moon and a thick fog that clung to the ground, turning the outside world into a white, swirling unknown. Neither boy thought to put a light on, and it wasn’t really needed.


  Luc hopped up to sit on a counter while Caleb went about the familiar routine of boiling water and setting two teabags into heavy china mugs. It was only when the hot water was poured on top and the fragrance released that Luc realized it was chamomile tea, not regular black tea.


  Caleb passed him a mug, and he sipped experimentally, not hating the taste.


  When Caleb moved to stand in front of him Luc opened his knees, making space there, and Caleb found a comfortable position with the mug of tea warming his hands, his head leaning against Luc’s chest.


  For a while they stayed like that, drinking tea, watching the few stars that were visible, waiting for something.


   


   


  CALEB SET his mug down. He liked chamomile tea. His mother often made it when she got in from a long shift. She said it was calming and helped her sleep, which was why he thought to offer it to Luc. It seemed to help.


  He ran his hands up and down Luc’s bare legs a few times, wondering if he was cold, but there were no goose bumps puckering his skin, so he guessed not. He reached up and cupped Luc’s jaw in his hand, then leaned in to brush his lips over Luc’s.


  They were soft kisses, easy and simple. There was a mutual understanding that this was for comfort, for reassurance, for anything the other needed to take from the simple act of lips meeting lips.


  When they pulled away, the lines of worry had been erased from Luc’s face.


  “What’s the sign for,” Luc signed, then finger spelled, “H-U-S-B-A-N-D?”


  Caleb made the sign.


  Luc nodded, satisfied.


  “Family?” Caleb asked. “Children?”


  “Yes.”


  “Lots?”


  Luc huffed a laugh. “Maybe.”


  “Okay. My deafness is genetic.” At Luc’s expression, he signed, “G-E-N-E-T-I-C.”


  “No matter.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. Of course.”


  Caleb swallowed hard. These conversations—they weren’t supposed to be said between two men their age. Not yet. They were the conversations of men much older than themselves… but then again, between the two of them, they’d experienced as much as men twice their age. So maybe it was okay.


  Not knowing how else to make promises, unable to speak grand declarations or discuss their plans for the future in the sort of detail he wanted, Caleb lifted Luc’s left hand and pressed a kiss to the fourth finger. He hoped that would suffice.


  Luc twisted his hand so it was wrapped in Caleb’s and slithered down from the countertop. With both feet planted back on the floor he leaned up and kissed Caleb’s cheek, then leaned away again so Caleb could read his lips.


  “Yes,” he said softly.


  Silently, they returned to bed.


  By the next morning, the fog had been burned away by the sun, and the night before felt like a dream.


  All that was left was two half-finished mugs of chamomile tea as evidence it had happened at all.


  14. FLIP


   


   


  THE NEXT morning was proof that Luc could sleep through anything. Caleb woke early, as was his habit, probably due to the morning sun streaming through his window. Even though Luc was on the side of the bed closer to the window he was still sleeping, sprawled on his belly, the blanket only just managing to cling to the cute, plump curve of his butt.


  Caleb rolled onto his side and tucked his arm up under his head to pillow it.


  This weekend had held so many promises, and they’d managed to fulfill all of them and more, so much more. He’d started the weekend with a boyfriend, and now Luc was, what, a fiancé? Even though they wouldn’t get to that point in their lives for a while, years, possibly, it felt like a warm blanket around his shoulders. They were safe. And solid.


  Unable to hold back any longer, Caleb reached out and ran his hand down the length of Luc’s back. The skin was silky and soft under his fingertips. It was strange. Despite the birthmark on Luc’s chest, the rest of his skin was almost completely blemish free, not a freckle or birthmark to be found.


  Luc arched under his touch and turned on the bed, cracking one eye open the tiniest amount and smiling. He shifted and draped himself over Caleb’s chest, tucking his head under Caleb’s chin.


  Caleb was getting used to snoozing in the morning when Luc was in his arms. He’d always considered sleeping in to be a horrible habit, especially when the sky was clear and the air outside likely to be crisp and cool. It was perfect running weather.


  That was before he discovered how incredible it felt to hold another person. He laid his cheek on top of Luc’s hair and contemplated how disgustingly in love he had fallen.


  After a while he slipped out of bed and crossed the hall to the bathroom. It was only a little after eight. Still late as far as he was concerned and probably terrifyingly early according to Luc.


  Tearing himself away from an almost naked, sleeping Luc in his bed was almost painful, but he couldn’t lie there any longer and consoled himself with the thought of cooking breakfast and doing something nice for his boyfriend at the same time.


  The real surprise was the cool breeze that drifted into the bathroom as someone (and he could guess who) opened the door and the creak and groan of the tub as Luc climbed in. Caleb stood aside to make room for him under the spray.


  Caleb made quick work of washing his body, not wanting to linger watching Luc’s soapy hands roaming over his own chest. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Luc’s cock had sprung to attention, and it was almost all Caleb could do to ignore it.


  As soon as he was clean Caleb kissed the tip of Luc’s nose and left him alone with his erection. He forcibly moved his mind away from thoughts of what Luc might do with that erection. That was not going to get breakfast made.


  Caleb dressed quickly and roughly toweled his hair before heading to the kitchen. Breakfast food was the best, and he’d taught himself to make whatever his mom didn’t have a recipe for.


  Saturday mornings called for the works, and he started batter for pancakes and mentally planned bacon, for him at least, and eggs to go with it. Halfway through making the pancake batter, he remembered how Luc liked coffee and started the percolator. He liked it too, from time to time, but drank it sweet with plenty of milk, whereas Luc liked it strong and black.


  By the time Luc arrived, the bacon was cooking, the pancakes were ready to go, and Caleb had just finished whisking cheese into the eggs. Luc inhaled and looked like he was probably going to forgive Caleb for getting him out of bed so early. Luc wrapped his hand around the back of Caleb’s neck and drew him down into a slow kiss, slipping his tongue into the equation.


  Then he sat down at the kitchen table, an angelic expression on his face, like he was determined to behave himself.


  They ate at the kitchen table, both still a little damp from the shower, Luc definitely not awake yet, although the mug of coffee Caleb had set in front of him certainly helped. He said he didn’t mind that Caleb was eating bacon—it was turkey bacon, which was slightly better, in Luc’s world.


  When they were done eating they sat in the kitchen for a while, basking like cats in the warm sun streaming in through the window, nowhere to go and no one to see but each other. Caleb felt the hairs on his arms prickle as he thought about the dirty promises Luc had made over the course of the week, promises he’d been too tired to keep the night before.


  Caleb distracted Luc from his lazing with a light tap on the arm.


  “Can I take your picture?”


  “What… like with your portraits?”


  Caleb nodded.


  “Okay,” Luc said impulsively.


  “Sure?”


  “Yes. I’m sure. Where do you want to do it?”


  Caleb paused for a moment, then grabbed hold of Luc’s hand and dragged him down the stairs. Like most of the houses in the area, theirs had an attached garage with a laundry room at the back.


  After much begging, Caleb’s mom had agreed to move her washer, and the small space had been set up as Caleb’s studio. There wasn’t space for a darkroom, not if he wanted the studio space there too. In the end he’d conceded that the studio was his first priority, especially while he had access to the darkroom at school.


  Stacked against one wall were the canvases he painted on, all in various stages of completion. Painting still wasn’t his first choice of artistic medium, but he did it as a good way of learning technique, or form, or light and shade.


  He’d hung a plain white sheet on the farthest wall as a backdrop and took Luc to this area. Caleb held up a finger, asking him to wait, and fetched a chair for him to sit on.


  Luc did as instructed, slightly amused but not willing to let Caleb see it lest he thought Luc was laughing at him. Which he definitely wasn’t.


  There was a blind over the window that Caleb pulled down, plunging the room into darkness. Then he started setting up a series of lights in different positions. Luc’s initial amusement slipped away as he grew fascinated with the work Caleb was doing, his sureness, and his knowledge of each piece of equipment.


  When he pulled out an expensive looking camera from a drawer and took a few test snaps Luc sat bolt upright.


  “Hey!” he exclaimed. “I wasn’t ready.”


  Caleb giggled. “Practice,” he signed and slipped the strap from the camera around his neck.


  This setup was familiar to Luc. He’d seen enough of Caleb’s portraits already to know the style he preferred. All the pictures were a little rough around the edges, raw enough to not be perfect, and Luc liked that. He didn’t want to be photographed looking sweet and perfect. Caleb caught everything else instead.


  Sitting backward astride an old dining chair, Luc let his chin rest on his folded arms and tried not to pose as Caleb took a few pictures, adjusted the lights, then took a few more. He was frowning as he looked back through the pictures on the camera’s small screen.


  “What’s wrong? Do I need to do something different?” Luc asked.


  Caleb shook his head, still frowning as he looked through the images. He sighed heavily.


  “Not right,” he signed.


  Luc waited a few more moments, then stood and helped Caleb turn all the lights off. Then Caleb led them back to the bedroom.


  Caleb nudged Luc until he was lying flat on the bed, diagonally across with his feet dangling over the edge. Then he crawled up until his knees straddled Luc’s waist and smiled.


  Feeling a little self-conscious, Luc smoothed his hair back from his face and flicked his tongue over the ring in his lip.


  This position was much, much more intimate than the distance the studio had put between them, and it was this that had Luc suddenly filled with nerves. He didn’t mind Caleb taking his picture. He wondered what anyone else would think when they saw the results.


  Caleb lifted the camera and took a few shots, then looked through the images, smiling now. When he rocked his hips back and forth, adjusting his position, his ass rubbed tantalizingly over Luc’s groin, making him arch his back up into the rough pleasure.


  The camera clicked again, and Luc understood.


  He didn’t need to ask what would happen to these images, what Caleb would do with them. Those weren’t the right questions to ask. Instead he let his eyes close a little, looking up at Caleb from under his lashes, twisting his body into something more sensual, more sexual.


  Then Caleb took the camera from around his neck, set it carefully on the bed, and pulled his T-shirt off over his head in one smooth motion. He looked down at Luc again, silently asking him to comply.


  Luc stripped off too, without hesitation.


  He was still self-conscious about the birthmark on his shoulder. He doubted that would ever go away. There was something different about how Caleb looked at him, though. It was like Caleb saw him differently from everyone else, and he liked it.


  Caleb lifted the camera again and took a few more shots, then smiled when Luc lifted his arms above his head, stretching sinuously.


  Suddenly what had started as an experiment and Caleb’s desire to have a few images of Luc he could look at while at school or when he needed a lift during the day turned into something more.


  When Caleb rolled off Luc’s body and stripped off his jeans and socks, leaving him in just his underwear, Luc didn’t hesitate in following his lead. Then Caleb’s focus changed, and he wanted to take close-up pictures: a detailed record of the unusual birthmark, the elegant line of Luc’s collarbones, his wrists with the layers of bracelets that adorned them. Each small, flat nipple, but especially the one with the silver hoop threaded through it.


  He made a study of Luc’s feet, then his hands, capturing in stark black-and-white high contrast each fingernail with its ragged, bitten edge and flaking black polish.


  When Luc drew him into a kiss Caleb didn’t hesitate, following obediently and slipping his tongue between Luc’s lips. Luc ran his hands up and down Caleb’s bare sides a few times, an easy, soothing gesture. Then his face lit up with an evil grin and his fingers dug into Caleb’s ribs, tickling him hard.


  Caleb immediately shrieked and rolled over, trying to get away, but Luc wasn’t going to let go that easily and followed, rolling on top now and laughing at Caleb’s attempts to escape. They ended up with their positions reversed, Luc on top with Caleb stretched out beneath him. He didn’t exactly hate the position, even though it wasn’t his favorite.


  There was no stopping the roll of emotion in Luc’s belly. He thought it was probably a combination of love and lust and affection, the bone-deep friendship that bound them together. He cherished each of those things individually. Then sometimes when they all clashed together it was overwhelming.


  “I love you,” Luc said, reaching down to smooth Caleb’s hair back from his face.


  “I love you too.”


  Luc smiled, slow and easy, feeling satisfyingly content. He pulled the camera toward them and gave it back to Caleb.


  “Like this,” he said.


  Caleb took the camera with trembling fingers, and Luc looked down into the lens intently, wanting everything he was scared of saying to show on his face. Caleb took one more picture, then turned the camera off, setting it on his nightstand.


  “Do you want?” Luc asked.


  For a moment Caleb didn’t reply. Then he crashed his lips up against Luc’s and all of the strange, built-up tension that had been growing between them. Underwear alone wasn’t enough to contain their erections, and Caleb rocked his hips hard, bringing their straining cocks together through the layers of fabric.


  Taking Caleb’s hips in his hands, Luc licked a wet stripe up his neck and finished by nibbling on his earlobe. They could totally do this—rocking and grinding and licking and kissing—until one or both of them came in their boxers. But Caleb had other plans.


  There was a padded envelope in Caleb’s nightstand, a package that had been ordered from the Internet. He reached in and took a condom from the box and handed it to Luc.


  For a moment they just looked at each other, Luc not wanting to make assumptions as to what Caleb was suggesting. Then Caleb moved away, opened his legs a little, and tugged at Luc’s wrist.


  “You want me to… make love to you?” Luc asked.


  Caleb nodded.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. Please.”


  They had been building up to this for a while now. For Luc, it was strange to consider reversing roles, especially since he’d partly defined his identity as a gay man by his desire to bottom. But for Caleb, Luc wanted to top. He wanted to show Caleb how amazing it felt when two people made love. He wanted to give back to his boyfriend a little bit of what Caleb had given him.


  Luc took his time with the lube, carefully working one finger into Caleb’s hole while his mouth made short work of covering Caleb’s cock and thighs and balls with licks and kisses. He played with one finger until one was definitely not enough. Then he started swapping his first finger for the middle one and back again, until Caleb was ready for two.


  This preparation couldn’t be rushed; Luc knew that from experience. And he knew too that taking their time at the beginning would be so worthwhile when they got on with it. Later.


  Caleb reached for Luc a few times, wanting to share in these incredible sensations, but Luc held back, wanting to be the instigator and the one who got to worship the body underneath him. There was no point in denying some things were broken. Nevertheless, it was still perfect.


  Luc had never quite got used to the clean, all-over tan Caleb managed to keep year-round, or the fine golden hairs that covered his legs and arms and part of his chest too. That wasn’t a look he wanted on himself. He went to far too much trouble to make his body smooth and hair free. On Caleb, it was different.


  When Caleb started to whimper and buck up into Luc’s touch, Luc curved his fingers and pushed them in deep, finding the sweet spot that was the source of so much pleasure on his own body. He watched, delighted, as Caleb arched and practically screamed.


  Luc made quick work of the condom and lined his body up, wanting to take advantage of the high Caleb was riding. He had a feeling it wasn’t going to last long.


  As someone who had concentrated his sexual focus on the prospect of getting fucked, being the one doing the penetrating felt slightly off. He had no frame of reference as to what he was supposed to feel, what it should be like for him in this position. Because of that he was totally unprepared for how fucking good it felt when the heat of Caleb’s body gripped his own, dragging him in deeper when he knew he should wait.


  Caleb’s hands were bunched in his sheets, holding on for dear life. His eyes were screwed shut, and his mouth was open, panting hard as he adjusted.


  “Caleb,” Luc said, surprised at how his voice sounded. Then he tapped Caleb’s leg. “Baby. You okay?”


  Caleb nodded quickly and grabbed hold of Luc’s arms, pulling him down roughly so they could share hot, deep, searching kisses. The change in position made Caleb grunt and moan, and Luc wondered if they should stop, if he needed to give Caleb more time.


  He held his body as still as possible until Caleb started to work himself back and forth, encouraging more of Luc’s cock into his own body. With his head a cloudy mess, unable to discern reasonable thought from emotion-fuelled lust, Luc let Caleb guide him and found a careful rhythm of back and forth, give and take.


  If Luc had thought Caleb could be loud when he was the one doing the fucking, it was nothing compared to the noise he made while being fucked. Long, slow groans and short, desperate gasps were punctuated with deep grunts or little squeaks of pleasure when Luc was able to guide himself over Caleb’s sweet spot.


  Once they were comfortable, Luc started to increase the speed of his thrusts and found Caleb’s lips for hot, openmouthed kisses where they could lick at each other’s tongues and swallow each cry of pleasure. Luc had never imagined that Caleb would enjoy this so much. He buried his face in Caleb’s neck and groaned, feeling like the sound was coming right from his toes.


   


   


  CALEB HAD been thinking about this for weeks. About Luc’s body, his kisses, the way they fit together. The other way they could fit together, if Luc agreed. He hadn’t shared it with his boyfriend, mostly out of embarrassment, but he wanted to know what it felt like and had experimented some with his own body, just to see. Having Luc inside him was something else entirely. He felt full and stretched and… taken, like his body was being cared for and overpowered at the same time. It was a heady combination.


  His fingers curled around Luc’s upper arms, gently squeezing the muscles there, surprisingly defined for a person as slim and lithe as Luc. He rocked his hips up into each thrust, his body aching and sore already but demanding more of the sweet torture.


  Luc’s lips skimmed up the side of Caleb’s neck, and he nuzzled into the space below Caleb’s ear, then kissed across his cheek. Caleb’s lips parted easily, and their tongues slid together, slow and deep, demanding and taking at the same time. With his eyes screwed shut, Caleb’s world closed in on Luc’s body and the sheets under his back.


  When things got too much and he was right there, right on the edge, Caleb reached up again and squeezed Luc’s arm in warning, then took his cock in his hand and pulled on it until his orgasm overwhelmed his whole body. Having Luc inside him—inside him—when he came changed everything.


  As the trembling shocks of pleasure started to subside, Caleb put his hand on Luc’s lower back, and Luc realized he was coming too. They clung to each other, draining the pleasure from each other’s bodies until there was nothing left. Nothing at all.


  Luc turned Caleb’s hand over so the palm was facing upward and firmly traced three letters with his finger—W-O-W. From his position, with his head on Caleb’s chest, he could feel the soft chuckle that was Caleb’s response. Luc yawned widely and kicked his feet about until he caught hold of the blanket, then pulled that up over the both of them. He wasn’t bothered about moving from this position. In fact, it felt quite perfect.


  15. RETREAT


   


   


  LUC WAS lying on his bed, sprawled on his back, definitely not waiting to hear from Caleb. Not at all. He was listening to the most recent Black Veil Brides album and thinking about how he might try and grow his hair out like Andy’s. He wasn’t sure if he had the patience, though. He’d probably give up before it even got as far as his shoulders.


  When his phone rang he jumped and scrambled to answer it.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello. Is this Luc?”


  “This is he,” Luc said, leaning back in his desk chair. “Who’s this?”


  “My name’s Carrie-Anne Stone… I’m Caleb’s mom.”


  Luc sat bolt upright. “Is he okay?”


  “We had the consultation today, for the cochlear implant trial.”


  “Yeah. I mean, Caleb told me about it.”


  “They’ve decided he’s not suitable.”


  Luc froze, stunned. Caleb had been so sure he would get a place on the trial, that he would be able to hear within a few short months….


  “Luc? Are you still there?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I’m here. I’m just a bit stunned.”


  “We are too. Caleb… well, he hasn’t taken it well. He’s refusing to communicate at all. This doesn’t happen very often, but the last time it lasted for a few weeks, and we’re hoping… we’re hoping to pull him out of it quicker this time.”


  “Can I help?”


  He heard a sigh of relief down the phone. “Yes,” she said, her voice breaking a little. “Please.”


  “I’ll get in the car now. I can be there in a few hours.”


  “We’re more than willing to help out with the cost of gas—” she started, but Luc shook his head.


  “No, it’s fine. I promise. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  There was no one else in the house. The rest of his family wasn’t likely to be home for hours. Luc scrawled a note for his sister and left it next to the fruit bowl, then grabbed his car keys and rushed out of the house. He only remembered to lock the door when he was halfway down the steps and felt a rush of frustration as he turned back, locked up, and jogged down the street to where the car was parked.


  He made the four-hour drive in just over three and a half, surprised he hadn’t been pulled over for speeding and half expecting a ticket to come through the mail. All looked calm at Caleb’s house. It had grown dark while he made the drive, and the street was as neat and silent as it was the last time he was here.


  As he made his way up the front path, the door opened. Caleb’s mom—Carrie-Anne—held the door open, the soft light from the hallway spilling out into the street.


  “Hi,” Luc said.


  “Hi,” Carrie-Anne replied with a small smile. “Thank you so much for coming.”


  Luc shook his head. “I want to see him, if I can help….”


  “Can we just have a few minutes to explain?” she asked as she shut the door behind him.


  No, his mind screamed. Luc clenched his teeth. “Of course.”


  Caleb’s dad was sitting in a recliner in their front room but immediately stood when Luc walked through, and offered his hand for Luc to shake.


  “Thanks for coming,” he said, repeating his wife’s words. “I’m Mark, Caleb’s dad.”


  “Nice to meet you, sir,” Luc said. “What happened?”


  Carrie-Anne gestured for him to sit down, and he did, reluctantly, perching on the edge of the sofa.


  “Would you like a drink?” Carrie-Anne asked, fussing.


  “I’m fine,” he said and forced himself to smile. “Thank you.”


  “We had an appointment today with a group of specialists who are running a new trial for a cochlear implant,” Mark said, leaning forward in his seat. “We had been contacted about a year ago to say that they’d like to invite Caleb for an assessment.”


  Luc nodded. Caleb had told him this much already.


  “They’ve seen him twice before today, and we thought things were going well. But unfortunately they’ve decided not to take Caleb on the trial.”


  “But… I don’t understand,” Luc said. “Caleb told me they thought he was the perfect candidate for surgery….”


  “He is,” Carrie-Anne said. “Physically. They’ve done all the tests, and the doctors are pretty confident they can help him. That’s not the only part of the assessment, though. Psychologically and emotionally, they don’t think he’s ready.”


  “This is because he doesn’t try to talk.”


  Carrie-Anne nodded. “Yes.”


  “That’s bullshit!” Luc said, exploding out of his seat. “Who are they to play God and decide who they help and who gets forgotten about?”


  “It’s a trial, Luc,” Mark said. “They’re not under obligation to take on anyone they don’t think is suitable.”


  “But he is,” Luc said, sinking back into the sofa. “He is ready. I know it.”


  “We do too,” Carrie-Anne said, and Luc tried to ignore the tears that were threatening to spill from her eyes. “We’ve known for a long time that he might be able to have this type of treatment. But we can’t force them to do it, and we can’t afford to pay for it ourselves.”


  Luc shook his head and dropped his face to his hands. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I shouldn’t have—that was out of order.”


  He felt the sofa shift, and then a warm arm wrap around his back. Instinctively, he turned his face against Carrie-Anne’s shoulder. She gently stroked the back of his hair, smoothing down his T-shirt, and Luc couldn’t remember the last time his own mother had offered this type of comfort. It had been a long, long time.


  “It’s okay, sweetheart,” she said and dropped her cheek to rest on his head. “We’ve been through this before. I suppose we’re a little more adjusted.”


  “It’s just… this would change his life, you know? For the better. And he wants it so bad, and he’s so scared of letting anyone know in case he comes across as weak or ungrateful.”


  “He won’t talk to us,” Carrie-Anne said, pulling away from the embrace and letting Luc scrub his hands over his face. “I suppose you don’t talk to your mother either. It’s one of the downfalls of having a teenage son.”


  Luc smiled wanly. “I guess.” He opened his mouth to ask something, then shut it again. Carrie-Anne caught the action.


  “What is it?”


  “Would you please tell me,” Luc asked, aware of the desperation in his own voice, “about why he doesn’t talk anymore?”


  Caleb’s mom looked to his dad and back again, her face worried.


  “He won’t mind,” Luc said.


  “What do you know already?” she asked.


  “That he doesn’t vocalize, although he can’t tell me why,” Luc said. “He said that you could tell me more.”


  Mark nodded. “Caleb had lost most of his hearing by the time he turned nine years old and stopped vocalizing when he was ten or eleven.”


  “You don’t know when?”


  “It didn’t happen overnight,” Mark said gently. “We noticed over a period of months. By the time he’d stopped completely he was nearly twelve. He went to therapy for a long time after that, but he was never able to say exactly what triggered his reluctance to speak. Or attempt to speak.”


  “We think he might have been bullied,” Carrie-Anne said. “There’s no proof of that, but it was around the time that most children start going through puberty, and we think Caleb was under a lot more pressure than other children his age to try and fit in. He was self-conscious about his voice before. I think that was exacerbated by whatever else was happening with his school at the same time.”


  “It was noticed too late,” Mark added. “And believe me, I have a lot of regrets about that. We should have got him help sooner. There’s no going back, though. We can only keep going forward. You should know how unusual it is for Caleb to make friends with someone new. Someone who doesn’t know his home sign.”


  Luc nodded. “The fact that we have video chats helps, I think. He can type pretty quickly. It’s the same sort of speed as a regular conversation, and he doesn’t have to worry about his voice, or signing, or me not understanding.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Caleb’s communication problems don’t start and end with his deafness,” Carrie-Anne said with a wry smile. “He doesn’t use facial expressions in the same way a lot of his deaf peers do, he doesn’t attempt to vocalize, and he loathes having to write things down to make himself understood.”


  “But he does that with me,” Luc said.


  “Yes,” she said. “He does. And again… that’s very unusual.”


  “I don’t know why,” Luc said lamely. “We just sort of… clicked.”


  “We’ve been waiting for something—anything—to click for Caleb for years,” Mark said. “If that’s you, then as far as I’m concerned, that’s fantastic.”


  “Thanks.”


  Feeling awkward, Luc was ready to go and find Caleb. He had the answers he’d been looking for, or some of them, anyway.


  “Go on and see him,” Mark said, clapping his hand on Luc’s shoulder. “Hopefully he’ll talk to you.”


  Luc nodded. “That’s all I want,” he mumbled under his breath.


   


   


  THE DOOR to Caleb’s bedroom was closed, and Luc hesitated before letting himself in. He hated when people barged into his own room unannounced, but it wasn’t like he could knock, and there was no response to his pressing the small doorbell he knew connected to the flashing light.


  Inside Caleb’s room the curtains were drawn, and Luc could just about make out a lump under the covers that he guessed was his boyfriend. Not knowing what else to do, he shut the door behind himself and kicked off his shoes, then crawled into the bed and curved himself around Caleb’s body. This at least was familiar.


  For a moment Caleb didn’t move. Then he rolled over and rearranged their bodies so his head was tucked under Luc’s chin and his arm anchored them together. He didn’t seem surprised, or shocked, or much of anything at all. Luc pressed his lips to Caleb’s hair and held on to him as tight as he dared.


  Luc made the sign for “sorry” over Caleb’s chest, then did it again and again until he was sure Caleb had seen it. Caleb caught hold of his hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it, his lips lingering there.


  They lay like that for a while longer, carefully holding on to each other, fingers and lips quietly exploring. Luc was hyperaware of the fact that he was wearing the same clothes he’d worn to school that day—black jeans and a T-shirt—and Caleb was wearing a baggy T-shirt and boxers and nothing else.


  From what he could tell, Caleb seemed calm, maybe a little sad, introspective. That was Caleb most of the time, though.


  When Caleb caught hold of his wrist, Luc forced himself to pay attention. Still, it took him a moment to understand what Caleb was doing—finger signing a series of letters against his palm.


  He’d read about this technique, most often used for people who were hard of sight as well as hard of hearing. Each letter of the ASL alphabet was formed against the recipient’s open palm—a more long-winded way of having a conversation but one where Caleb wasn’t forced to move from his spot on Luc’s chest to communicate.


  Caleb paused between each letter, but Luc wasn’t used to feeling them. He had trouble remembering what they looked like most of the time. Still, he caught:


  A-N-K-S… a space… 4… C-M-I-N-G.


  Not sure how to respond, Luc took hold of Caleb’s palm and traced a heart on the surface. Then he pulled Caleb back into his arms.


   


   


  FOR A couple of hours they snoozed, not really sleeping but definitely not awake either. Luc often felt like this at the end of a long drive. It took time for his brain to unwind.


  He was woken by a soft knock at the door and a light that flashed above Caleb’s desk. He didn’t bother to call out. The door was already being opened, and Carrie-Anne stuck her head around.


  “Dinner?” she signed.


  “Yes, please.” Luc realized he was hungry and that Caleb’s mom looked like she’d been crying.


  She pointed to Caleb, who was still sprawled over Luc’s chest, sleeping fitfully. Whether he wanted dinner or not, Luc was going to make him eat some, so he nodded again. Carrie-Anne nodded and made to leave. Luc shot his hand out to signal for her to stop, then felt awkward about how to phrase what he wanted to say.


  “I don’t eat meat,” he said quietly, embarrassed.


  She just smiled and nodded. “I know.”


  Luc bit his lip and signed, “Thank you.”


  She nodded and carefully closed the door behind her.


  Awake now, Luc started to gently smooth Caleb’s hair, hoping to nudge him into wakefulness too. Plus his boyfriend had terrible bedhead, and he felt it was his responsibility to fix it for him.


  When Caleb blinked awake, Luc smiled, pleased to see a little of the sadness from before had slipped away.


  “Hi,” he signed.


  Caleb looked at him for a few moments, then wriggled up the bed and pressed their lips together in a hard kiss.


  “We should go eat dinner,” Luc signed, feeling confident enough that his ASL, although stilted, was getting better.


  Caleb nodded but didn’t sign anything in response and pulled on sweatpants before lacing his fingers with Luc’s and heading down the stairs.


  Dinner was awkward. There was no conversation, just four people around a table pointedly not talking to each other. About halfway through the meal, Luc felt something tapping at his ankle. He glanced up, but Caleb wasn’t looking at him. Luc had to fight his grin.


  He hooked his foot around Caleb’s ankle and finished his risotto with a new sense of peace.


   


   


  AFTER DINNER Luc called Ilse and explained to her what had happened. He begged her to call the school and say he was sick so he could stay with the Stones all weekend. She was pissed that he’d taken the car without asking and only relented when he explained about the CI trial.


  “Tell Caleb it’ll work itself out,” Ilse said.


  “Thanks, Illy.”


  Caleb was back on his bed, but on top of the covers this time instead of huddled beneath them. Since Luc had only thrown a few things into his backpack before leaving the city he borrowed a pair of Caleb’s boxers and a T-shirt to sleep in. Even though it was still early, he changed for bed anyway.


  “Did you ever have speech therapy?” Luc asked when he settled on the bed in front of Caleb, feeling like he was drowning in the oversize T-shirt.


  Caleb winced. “Yes. It was awful.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. They would always say ‘great!’”—he signed the word with an overexaggerated expression of encouragement—“or ‘awesome!’ I’m not stupid. I know when things are wrong.”


  “So they would tell you you were doing things right when you weren’t?”


  “Yes.”


  “That sucks.”


  Caleb laughed. “I don’t go to that therapist anymore.”


  “I don’t blame you. Caleb…. Can I try something?” Luc said carefully.


  Caleb nodded—reluctantly.


  Luc shuffled forward on the bed and crossed his legs. Then he gestured for Caleb to move closer and closer, then grabbed hold of his ankles and pulled him forward until Caleb’s thighs were resting on top of Luc’s. It was a little awkward but not uncomfortable.


  Their noses were only inches apart. Caleb thought this might be the point.


  “Hello,” Luc said.


  “Hello,” Caleb signed back with a smile.


  Luc laughed and shook his head. “You say it. I know you can.”


  Wincing, Caleb turned away and shook his head. Luc caught Caleb’s chin in his fingers and gently turned his head back. Then he placed a soft kiss on Caleb’s lips.


  “No bullshit,” he said, leaning back so Caleb could read his lips. “I won’t give up. I won’t do the fake, sappy encouragement that doesn’t work. We’re going to get this right if it fucking kills us. Now, say hello to me.”


  Caleb sighed. “Hello.” He knew it sounded terrible. He knew his vowels were all wrong and the consonants weren’t sharp enough. But Luc smiled anyway.


  “Hello,” he repeated.


  “Hello,” Caleb said.


  “Hello.”


  “Hello.”


  “Hey, that one was better! Hello.”


  They repeated the same word back to each other over and over, while Caleb’s vocal cords got their first proper workout in over a decade.


  It didn’t take long for him to develop a headache, the result of straining to hear as much as he could to pick up the sounds. Luc seemed to understand and cut off the impromptu speech therapy session fairly early, lying back on the bed and dragging Caleb with him so they ended up splayed around and on top of each other.


  While Caleb took deep, calming breaths, Luc ran his fingers gently through Caleb’s hair, soothing and reassuring. It felt good, Caleb realized, to be able to let go with someone like this. Luc had pushed him, but not too far.


  They had three more sessions of Luc Le Bautillier branded speech therapy over the weekend. In the second session Caleb had pulled out the dreaded hearing aids and was forced to reluctantly admit that they helped. He made a list too of the most important words for him to be able to use. “Please.” “Help.” “Caleb.” “Deaf.”


  After each time Caleb said something that Luc considered good or really good, he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to Caleb’s lips. This was what had been missing from his previous speech therapy lessons—motivation in the form of kisses from Luc. He wasn’t sure what he desired more, to get the word right or to get a kiss. Probably the kiss.


  16. $


   


   


  WHEN LUC arrived home in New York late on Sunday afternoon, he was tired and heartsore. Playing speech therapist with Caleb was exhausting, testing both his patience and his total adoration of his boyfriend. This was something that clearly tested Caleb too. He was quick to snap and grew easily frustrated. By the time Luc needed to leave on Sunday, kisses were no longer enough to keep Caleb motivated.


  He parked the car in Ilse’s space and walked up the block to the house, wanting nothing more than a shower and his bed.


  But his mother was home. She smelled faintly of vodka, something Luc had stopped noticing, and he thought it was maybe only because he’d been hugged by Caleb’s mom that he recognized the smell this time.


  “You were with your boyfriend this weekend,” Frances said, leaning back in one of Ilse’s leather wing chairs. Her feet were bare, and there was a hole in the toe of her nylons.


  “Yeah,” Luc said. For a moment, the smallest moment, he considered lying to her, claiming that Caleb was just a friend, nothing more. He had no issue with lying to his mother. He did, however, have a problem with reducing Caleb to anything less than what he was. Luc hesitated by the door of the living room, hoping desperately not to be sucked in. “He needed me.”


  “Oh?”


  “He wants a cochlear implant to help him hear again. But he got rejected for the trial, and it hit him pretty bad.”


  “That’s really too bad.”


  Luc watched as his mother toyed with the edge of her coffee cup. The contents were likely Irish as well as Columbian.


  “I want to help him,” Luc said.


  His mother shook her head, sighing heavily. “You cannot save the whole world, Lucien. It is a young fool’s dream….”


  “I don’t want to save the world. I want to save Caleb,” he said angrily.


  “How?”


  “I don’t know… you could help. Get in contact with the people in your family, the ones with all the money. He’s ready for this treatment. They just can’t afford it. The trial was his last hope, and he won’t ask his parents to do it for him. He won’t bankrupt them even though it’s what he wants more than anything—”


  “Luc,” Frances said sharply, interrupting her son. “I cannot go to them for money. I cannot. We have spent this long without asking them. It is not the time now to start.”


  “So it’s not that you can’t help him, it’s that you won’t,” he said.


  She was quiet for a moment, then sighed again. “No,” she said, agreeing. “I won’t.”


  “Then let me pay for it.”


  “How?” she asked with a little laugh.


  “I have an inheritance,” he said defiantly. “A lot, I checked. What Dad left us. I want to take some of it out.”


  “Absolutely not,” Frances said.


  “Not all of it,” Luc said, protesting, “just some. Just enough to get him through the operation and his care and therapy afterwards.”


  “That’s still a lot of money, Lucien,” she said. “It’s out of the question.”


  “But Mom—”


  “No, Lucien,” she said firmly. “I absolutely forbid it. That money is for your future.”


  “Caleb is my future.”


  “Be that as it may, he is not your responsibility.”


  Luc stood, the anger fizzing in his veins, then stomped back up to his room, slammed the door behind him, and set his music on loud. Obnoxiously loud. He was very aware of how much she disliked his music—not that she disapproved of it, she just didn’t like it.


  He flung himself onto his bed, frustrated almost to the point of tears, although he refused to allow them to fall. Even though this wasn’t his battle, he wanted to fight it. He just had to think smarter.


  After a while he became aware of a knocking at his door, which he ignored. Then his phone rang. He gave it a cursory glance, not thinking there was anyone he wanted to speak to on the phone. It was Ilse.


  He stood, went to the door, and opened it to his sister.


  “Can you turn that down, please?” she asked.


  Luc rolled his eyes, stomped over to the stereo, and turned it down a few notches—barely enough to make a difference. When he turned around, Ilse was right behind him, hovering, and pressed the button to stop the music altogether.


  “Hey—” he said, starting to protest.


  Ilse just sat down on the edge of his bed. It was her house, after all. He didn’t feel like he could tell her to get lost.


  Instead he stood, arms folded across his chest, foot tapping in irritation.


  “How much is it?” Ilse asked, looking up at him calmly.


  “What?”


  “Caleb’s operation. How much does it cost?”


  He wasn’t aware that she’d overheard the conversation with their mother. Luc looked at her, waiting for something. Anything. An answer. But she was waiting for that from him.


  “About sixty-five thousand dollars,” he said eventually. “There’s only a few places in the country where they’ll do it too. So possibly more for rehabilitation.”


  Ilse nodded. “I’ll give it to you,” she said.


  Luc gaped at her. “What?”


  A tiny smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I’ve got that,” she said. “In the business and in my own inheritance which, unlike you, I have access to. I want to give it to you. For Caleb.”


  “You can’t do that,” he whispered, slightly awestruck. His arms dropped to his sides.


  She shrugged. “You don’t have to accept it,” Ilse said. “But I’m not sure where else you’d get it from. Mom isn’t going to change her mind, you know. I know how to put it into a trust for Caleb, so he won’t necessarily know where the money has come from. I’m sure in his position I wouldn’t want to know.”


  “I… I….” Luc stuttered, then stopped. “Thank you,” he said.


  “Luc. You’ll learn this as you get older. I’m not doing this for you or because Caleb is your boyfriend. It’s the right thing to do.”


  “I’ll tell him.”


  “Wait for me to work the transfer out,” she said. “It might take a few days.”


  “Okay. Ilse?”


  “Yeah?”


  Thank you wasn’t enough anymore. Luc hesitated, then threw himself into his sister’s arms. She smelled a little like lavender fabric softener, and the stuff she put in her hair, and the perfume she’d spritzed on her collar that morning. He squeezed her tighter.


   


   


  THERE WAS a thick white envelope waiting for Luc when he got home from school. It had his name printed on the front in an elegant type font and, when he flipped it over, the address of the New York University on the back.


  All of a sudden he couldn’t breathe.


  He didn’t want to open the letter while hovering in the hallway and took the stairs two at a time as he raced up to his bedroom. Once there Luc flopped onto the bed and took a few deep, calming breaths before sliding his thumb under the flap to split the envelope open.


  Dear Mr. Le Bautillier, he read.


   


   


  WHEN CALEB was a child, form filling was a job his mother did for him, answering questions on his behalf and knowing how to spell the complicated medical words to describe his condition. There had been a change as he’d grown up, and it was increasingly common for Caleb to have to do the form filling himself. He’d learned how to spell the words.


  There was one box on nearly everything, from applications for part-time jobs to college applications, to anything where he had to interact with someone who didn’t know who he was.


  “Do you consider yourself to have a disability? Please check Yes or No.”


  Yes.


  “If yes, please tell us how we can assist you during your interview.”


  I am deaf. I can read lips but may require a sign language interpreter in order to communicate with the interviewer. I use ASL.


  Then, in his experience, there was a massive fuss wherever he went, the sly glances and “This is the deaf guy,” oh God, where’s our translator.


  Sometimes his mom came with him to provide the interpretation. Others, like when he applied for college, they wouldn’t let her. Instead he had to meet with someone who used ASL and let them put it into words for him. Writing things down wasn’t allowed.


  Maybe unsurprisingly, he got on best with the interpreter from NYU. She was a current student who greeted him wearing jeans and an NYU sweatshirt, her hair pulled neatly back from her face so it wasn’t a distraction. Her name was Heather, and she used the sign for the flower in place of finger signing her name. He thought it was cute. They chatted for a few minutes before he was called into the interview, so he had a chance to get to know her before he was thrown to the lions.


  Heather took the time to make sure she understood what he was saying before repeating it back to the interview panel. She was expressive in a way Caleb found excruciatingly difficult when he signed, and she encouraged him to sign directly to the interviewers, even though they didn’t understand him.


  Unlike the interviews at Northwestern and Boston University, Caleb found himself relaxing and talking openly about his love of photography, how his academic studies had supported his extracurricular activities, not clashed with them. He wanted to be able to pursue an academic education without letting his artistic side disappear, and he wanted to find a college where his talent would be nurtured and his brain pushed.


  At the end of the interview he was thanked, both vocally and with signs, and he left the room while Heather stayed behind for a few minutes to talk with the panel. He waited outside anxiously, not sure if he should leave or wait for her to come back out. The hallway was empty, no one around to ask. Afraid of making a mistake, he’d waited until she followed him out a few minutes later.


  “Well done,” she signed. “You did really well.”


  “Thank you. And thanks for your help.”


  “You’re welcome. Good luck, Caleb.”


  Although all the colleges had made a special effort to accommodate him, Caleb was convinced his success at NYU had more to do with Heather than his abilities. For a while, after the interview, he wondered if he’d been wrong about his sexuality. His feelings toward the girl could possibly be described as a crush. She was pretty and intelligent and had taken the time to get to know him as a person, rather than just the deaf guy she was translating for.


  He’d experimented with his own body that night, wondering if his reaction had been more than just curious, if there was any lingering desire underneath. His body had reacted, maybe unsurprisingly, but the movie in his head soon changed from a soft, curvy body to a smooth flat one. The angles sharpened, the face changed, and suddenly he was faced with Zac Efron. Zac, well, he was a familiar figure in these late-night fantasies.


  When the white envelope landed on his doorstep with the NYU logo on the front, Caleb’s flashback was immediately to that late-night fantasy of Zac Efron and his impossibly chiseled chest. Which was a strange reaction, because this wasn’t supposed to be his first thought when receiving that acceptance or rejection letter.


  Caleb split the envelope open, and his eyes scanned the words quickly, his heart thumping too hard in his chest. This mattered. More than ever before, this mattered.


  His iPad buzzed on the kitchen table. Incoming video call.


  Luc.


  Caleb answered it, his chest feeling too full as Luc’s face appeared on the screen.


  “I got into NYU,” Luc said.


  For a long moment Caleb looked at him. Then a smile broke out across his face. He held up his own slightly crumpled letter.


  “Me too.”


  Luc blinked and pressed his hand to his mouth, then pushed his hand through his hair, messing up his careful styling. Caleb grinned at him.


  “Oh my God.”


  “I know. What will you do?” Caleb signed, setting the letter back down. When they’d met Luc had been so sure he wanted to go to a West Coast school. His heart was set on Seattle. There was no way Caleb’s parents would let him move that far away, though. He anticipated a battle just to get as far away as New York.


  “I want to go to NYU with you,” Luc said. His eyes were defiant, flashing beautifully.


  Caleb nodded. “Me too.”


  “Are you serious? Are you sure? We should probably talk about this properly. Figure it out.”


  “Luc,” Caleb said. “I love you.”


  “Me too.”


  “We’ll make it work.”


  “Promise?”


  “Yes.”


  “I….” Luc looked over his shoulder, then back at Caleb. “We can talk more tonight?”


  “Yes. Later.”


  “Later,” he said and ended the call.


  Caleb sat down in one of the kitchen chairs and picked up his letter again. He was going to school. In New York. With Luc.


  He wondered if this was what it felt like to have all his dreams come true.


   


   


  INSTEAD OF leaving for school, which he absolutely should have done at least ten minutes earlier, Luc went down to Ilse’s office and knocked lightly on the door. She was at her computer but wasn’t dressed yet, instead wearing only her fluffy robe and bunny slippers.


  “What do you want at this ungodly hour? Shouldn’t you be in school?” she grouched.


  Luc held up his letter. “I got into NYU.”


  “Congratulations,” she said with a small smile and reached for her mug of coffee. “But I thought you wanted to go to a West Coast school.”


  “I did,” he said. “But Caleb got into NYU as well. We’re going to go together.”


  “Wow. That’s a big step, Luc. You haven’t been with him all that long.”


  “It’ll be nearly a year by September,” he said, unable to keep the edge of defensiveness out of his voice.


  Ilse shrugged, a disaffected half shrug that she’d undoubtedly learned from their mother. “If that’s what you want, then I’ll support you. You know that.”


  “We’ll move out,” he said. “I don’t expect to live here.”


  “That’s your choice, Luc,” she said again, leaning forward on her desk now. “Make good choices. That’s all I ask you to do.”


  He nodded, knowing she wasn’t scolding him but trying to impart a lesson. Ilse did that.


  With a final grin, Luc ducked out of her office and quickly shouldered his backpack, rushing to the subway station without stopping for his usual morning cigarette. He was going to NYU in the fall. And so was Caleb.


  That thought alone was enough to carry him through the rest of the day on a cloud of perfect bliss.


  17. DEMONSTRATE


   


   


  DEAR SIRS,


  My name is Lucien Le Bautillier, and I’m writing on behalf of Caleb Stone.


  I hope you remember Caleb. He was put forward for a trial of a new model of cochlear implant a few months ago and was recently told that you wouldn’t be using him as part of your research. I’m hoping to change your mind.


  When you last saw Caleb he had stilted communication skills. He found it difficult to talk to people outside of a small group that he was familiar with and who were familiar with his home sign. He didn’t vocalize at all and found it difficult to use facial expressions to communicate alongside his ASL.


  I think being turned down for your trial was the spark that initiated an amazing change in Caleb. I’ve been working with him on our own version of speech therapy, and he’s using his hearing aids again (which he wasn’t before). When we go out now, he’ll be the one to order at a coffee shop or if we go out for dinner. He wants to learn new words. He wants to be good enough to be considered the next time an opportunity like this comes up.


  The reason I’m writing to you is because I’ve spent days reading up on CIs, not just what they are and how they work, but how they affect the lives of the user. I’m aware they aren’t a magic cure that’ll make Caleb hear again.


  I know we could go forward with a traditional CI for Caleb, but I don’t want that for him. I know they can make people feel sick or dizzy and give people headaches. I’ve heard about all the pain and discomfort someone goes through before they settle into life with a CI in place. And I know the model you’re planning to use on the trial is different. If I can, I want to reduce the amount of suffering Caleb might have to go through.


  We’ve raised sponsorship for his CI and are able to contribute toward the cost of the trial.


  Caleb is a person who has never been given that single, honest-to-God shot at life. I’m hoping you might be willing to reconsider your decision.


  Thank you for your time,


  Luc


   


  Dear Mr. Le Bautillier,


  Thank you for your kind letter regarding Caleb Stone. You do not say in what capacity you know him, although from the tone of your letter I am guessing that he is a close friend.


  You are obviously aware of the reasons behind our previous decision not to put Caleb forward for the trial. Caleb is a good example of how physical, emotional, social, and psychological factors all need to come together in order for us to make the right choice, both for the patient and for our company.


  Although I cannot say we will change our minds, I know what it feels like to need an honest-to-God shot in life, and I think it would be appropriate to see Caleb in our clinic again to reassess his suitability for the trial. If we feel like the progress he has made so far hasn’t been enough to alter our decision, I would be happy to make a follow-up appointment with him in a year’s time.


  Your offer of sponsorship is appreciated but ultimately unnecessary. If we decide to proceed, then all costs will be covered by Audible Implants Limited on the condition of his continued interaction with us so we can assess his progress. All this will, of course, be discussed at a later time should he be successful.


  I have asked my secretary to contact both yourself and Mr. Stone so we can arrange a meeting. If you have any concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at the number below. I look forward to meeting you shortly.


  Kind regards,


  Dr. Alan Spencer


   


   


  LUC READ the letter again, feeling slightly shocked. He’d written to the doctor in charge of the trials on a whim, drafting it in the back of his History notebook when he was soundly not paying attention in class. Everything he’d written was true. In the space of only a few weeks, their speech therapy lessons had made a huge difference in Caleb. He was cautious about speaking but took chances as long as Luc was right there next to him, a hand resting on his back or arm for encouragement.


  This doctor, this… Alan Spencer, was everything now. However much he hated to pin all their hopes on one person, all of a sudden there was a glimmer of light on the horizon.


   


   


  IT DIDN’T feel like a hospital; it was more like a big, fancy, expensive looking office. Caleb supposed that was why he felt nervous. Hospitals, well, he could deal with them. He’d been dealing with hospitals since before he could remember. But this place… it was something else entirely.


  Luc was nervous too. They were sitting shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, knee to knee on a deep red leather sofa in the waiting room for Dr. Spencer. Luc’s knee was bouncing, causing the frayed rip in his black jeans to jiggle. Every now and then Caleb put his hand on the knee to calm it, and Luc would obligingly stop, only to start again a few moments later.


  Two glasses of water stood on the glass table in front of them. Untouched. With drops of condensation sliding down the outside, pooling underneath. There was no coaster on the table. Caleb thought about how much his dad would hate that, how he would moan about water rings on the table.


  His dad wasn’t here, though. Just Luc.


  Suddenly Luc looked up and over Caleb’s shoulder to where a tall, broad man with salt-and-pepper hair was smiling at them. Luc stood. Caleb followed his lead and immediately grabbed his boyfriend’s hand.


  They followed the man down a corridor, away from the reception desk, turning a few corners before arriving in a nice office. It was different from the rest of the building: no glass or chrome or infinite white walls. Instead, in here the carpets were the color of fresh biscuits and the walls were a sage green. The desk was made of a dark wood, and Caleb thought it might possibly be an antique, but he didn’t know enough about these sorts of things to be able to make a decision.


  The man extended his hand for both of them to shake, then gestured to two guest chairs for them to sit.


  “Thanks for coming today,” he said as they sat obediently. “I’m Dr. Spencer, but feel free to call me Alan. I run the trials here at Audible Implants Limited.”


  He signed along as he spoke, his hands flying with the practiced ease of someone familiar with ASL. Caleb vaguely remembered seeing this man at his previous assessment, possibly at the beginning of the day when they were still sitting with all the other people who were there to be seen for the CI trial. He couldn’t get more from his memory than a vague recollection of a dark purple shirt.


  Dr. Spencer was wearing a navy shirt today and a lighter gray suit. It was something most people wouldn’t notice or think anything of, but Caleb knew from experience that watching pale hands move against a white shirt wasn’t easy. This contrast was a deliberate choice. Caleb chalked up another notch of respect.


  There was a thick file on the desk, and Dr. Spencer opened it and pulled a letter from the top. Next to him, Luc squirmed in his seat, and Caleb guessed that this was the letter Luc had sent on his behalf.


  “I was just hoping to talk to you today, Caleb, to get a better idea of your situation. From what I’ve read so far, one of my colleagues assessed you previously, and it’s not to say that I don’t trust their judgment—I do—but after reading the letter from Lucien I thought it would be best to see you in person.”


  “Luc,” Caleb said, using his sign for the name at the same time. “He prefers Luc to Lucien.”


  “Thank you. Luc. Why don’t you tell me a little more about what the two of you have been doing together since I saw you last?”


  Caleb tried not to blush. He guessed the doctor wasn’t interested in their sexual exploits.


  Dr. Spencer caught his expression and elaborated. “Luc said something about speech therapy.”


  “Yes,” Caleb said. “Luc….” He wanted to show how far he’d come, the progress they’d made and the words that Luc had taught him how to say. But he wasn’t confident enough yet to start stringing sentences together. They weren’t quite there yet.


  “Luc teaches me words,” he signed. “He tells me when they’re wrong and what I need to do to make words right. He taught me sounds too.”


  “What words have you learned?” Dr. Spencer asked.


  Luc rummaged in his backpack and pulled out a badly crumpled piece of paper with a typed list on it. There were two columns.


  “This is the list that he’s got really good at,” Luc said, turning the paper on the table and gesturing to the left hand column. “At the bottom are the sounds he can do. The other side is what we’re working on at the moment.”


  Dr. Spencer seemed very interested in the list and looked at it for what felt like a long time. Since their chairs were tucked in fairly close to the desk, Caleb reached for Luc’s hand and squeezed it lightly. Luc squeezed back and didn’t let go.


  “Tell me,” Dr. Spencer said. “What words do you find easiest to say? Or maybe I should ask, which words were easiest for you to learn how to pronounce.”


  “Luc,” Caleb said immediately. “Book….”


  “Words that rhyme,” he added, signing, as felt far more natural to him these days.


  Dr. Spencer nodded. “That would make sense. Any others?”


  Caleb went through a mental list, dutifully speaking the words aloud so Dr. Spencer could hear how good—or not—he was.


  “Okay. How about the words you have most difficulty with?”


  There were a few, and he didn’t like the thought of trying to do it without Luc inches away from his nose.


  “Le Bautillier,” Luc said for him.


  Dr. Spencer raised an eyebrow. “Really?”


  “Yes. I think it’s the long vowel sounds. We worked on it for weeks and eventually just moved on to something else. Even with the hearing aids in he wasn’t able to get it, and I wanted to keep working on something positive, not just concentrate on something he wasn’t getting.”


  “How interesting. Would you mind showing me how you work together?” Dr. Spencer asked. “I am very impressed, very impressed, Caleb, at the progress you’ve made so far. And I’m more than a little curious to see what has made such an amazing change.”


  “Okay,” he signed.


  “I’d like to do a little experiment, if you don’t mind,” Dr. Spencer said.


  Caleb nodded, although dubiously.


  “Have you ever practiced numbers?”


  “Numbers?”


  “Yes. From, say, one to ten.”


  “No.”


  “Okay. Let’s try that, then, using the same method you use with Luc.”


  Luc fixed him with a calm, even stare. “It’s not quite as simple as that,” he said, trying to keep the attitude out of his voice.


  “Hm. Can we try and recreate the situation?”


  There was another couch in the corner of Dr. Spencer’s office, smaller than the one in the reception area and upholstered in dark brown leather. It looked a little worn in too, more at home.


  It wasn’t as good as a bed, but it would do.


  Luc stood, taking Caleb’s hand in his own again, and led him to the couch, where they dutifully took off their shoes. To his credit, Dr. Spencer remained in his seat behind the desk, doing nothing except calmly watching them.


  Sitting opposite each other with their legs crossed was slightly more difficult due to the couch not being quite as wide as the bed, but they managed it. Luc considered how close he could get without freaking Caleb out, then decided fuck it and threw his legs awkwardly over Caleb’s thighs. In preparation for the meeting, Caleb had worn his hearing aids. These days he was far more likely to wear them on a day-to-day basis, although it still wasn’t his favorite thing.


  “One,” Luc said.


  Caleb ran his hands up and down Luc’s legs a few times, as if drying his palms or searching out comfort.


  “One,” he repeated.


  “Shorter,” Luc said. “Make it quick. One.”


  “One.”


  “Better. One.”


  “One.”


  “Two.”


  Caleb blinked at the change. This was usually the point where he got rewarded with a kiss for getting it right or doing better or….


  “Two,” Luc said again.


  “Two.”


  “No….” Luc started to rub his hands soothingly up and down Caleb’s forearms. It definitely helped calm him down. “Like, you,” he said emphatically, pointing his finger at Caleb’s chest.


  “You.”


  “Good. But with a T.” He tutted the sound. “Two.”


  “Two.”


  “Good! That was really good. Okay, three.”


  They continued on, the routine helping as Luc guided Caleb through the words, referring to other sounds he was already comfortable with to build up each syllable. Some, like “eight,” refused to come at all, and he skipped over that one when Caleb’s confidence started to slip.


  At first Caleb was aware that they were being watched, all the more so since Luc wasn’t going to kiss him after each successful attempt. But after a while he tuned Dr. Spencer out, helped by the fact that he wasn’t being distracting at all.


  When he got to “ten” he was exhausted. Ten new words in the space of twenty minutes or so—his vocal chords ached and his brain too. Then Luc did lean in and kiss him, whisper soft, knowing this was more important than the doctor’s opinion. If he hadn’t figured out yet that they were lovers, the man was either blind or stupid. Or both.


  Luc was smiling when they parted and swung his legs round to put his shoes back on. Then they rejoined Dr. Spencer at the desk.


  “I want to make a few notes while I have them fresh in my mind. Is that okay?” he asked.


  Caleb nodded.


  They sat in silence while Dr. Spencer retrieved a notepad from one of his drawers and started to scrawl down—well, Caleb wasn’t exactly sure what he was writing about, but it looked fairly complex. He tried not to be impatient, knowing how important this was, knowing just how big a deal the outcome of this meeting could be. It was life changing.


  He hated himself for regretting the kiss.


  Out of the doctor’s sight, Caleb grasped Luc’s hand and laced their fingers together. Luc squeezed in reassurance, and Caleb squeezed back.


  After a few minutes Dr. Spencer sat back in his chair and looked at them with an unreadable expression.


  “We normally take ten people on a trial,” he started. “Now sometimes we can get those ten people right away and the trial starts fairly quickly. And other times it takes a while to find the people who are in the right age range, with the type of deafness that we want to work with. Even then, when we pick the people we want, we find out after they’ve had the medical exam that they’re not physically fit enough to undergo the operation or that there’s some other problem we weren’t aware of previously.”


  He paused for a moment before continuing. “This time we only have nine people for the trial that will commence in a few weeks’ time. That’s not the end of the world. I’d prefer to have nine good people rather than eleven I wasn’t sure of. But it does mean that there’s a space available, if you would like to accept it.”


  “Are you offering?” Caleb signed, almost not daring to ask.


  “I have to clear it with my colleagues and present what I’ve found today in a convincing report,” he said with a smile. “But between the three of us, I can be extremely convincing when I need to be. This trial is in your best interests, and you have the ability and drive to take this forward and do what you need to do in order for the implant to work for you. I’ll be happy to support you in this.”


  “Thank you,” Caleb said, nodding. “Thank you.”


  The words were thick in his throat, his voice still not used to producing words. This was important to him, though, speaking these words aloud. His thanks were genuine, and he signed the words as he spoke them.


  “It’s my pleasure,” Dr. Spencer said. “We’re planning to run the trial during summer vacation, so you have a few weeks to prepare. I’m afraid we’re going to need to run more tests to make sure there are no underlying conditions that may jeopardize the success of the trial. Are you attending college in the fall?”


  “Yes,” Caleb said. “NYU.”


  “Fantastic, that means we can keep a closer eye on you after September. Well, do you have any other questions for me?”


  Caleb looked to Luc for confirmation, then shook his head.


  “No, thank you.”


  “Okay,” he said, standing. “I look forward to working with you.”


  He shook hands again, first with Caleb, then Luc.


  “Thanks for your time,” Luc said. “I really appreciate it.”


  “My pleasure,” Dr. Spencer said. “Thank you for writing to me. I’m happy to admit when we’ve made a mistake. Please keep working with him. Your methods are slightly unorthodox, but they seem to be working.”


  Luc felt his face heat and nodded. He slipped his hand back into Caleb’s, unafraid now, and they left the office together.


  18. TRIAL AND ERROR


   


   


  IN THE run up to their high school graduation, thoughts of the future were overshadowed for both Luc and Caleb by the upcoming cochlear implant trial. Caleb’s nerves kicked in a few weeks before he was due to undergo the operation, which coincided with the last few days of his formal education.


  In his life so far, Caleb had never been put under anesthetic, and it wasn’t something he was particularly looking forward to. Nor was the idea of having someone drill a hole in the side of his skull. In the days that led up to graduation, Caleb found himself withdrawing once again, spending more time alone in his room with Luc on the other side of the webcam.


  Due to scheduling, they weren’t able to make each other’s graduation, which was annoying for Caleb, who had wanted to make the trip to New York to watch Luc walk across the stage. He had his final show to put together for his photography class and couldn’t justify taking the time to go all the way there.


  The days they were forced to spend apart dragged into weeks, and Caleb felt his frustration growing, invading his life in ways he hadn’t anticipated. Now that he and Luc were having fairly regular sex, not being able to share that kind of intimacy—and relief—was harder than he thought it would be.


  Running helped, especially when he had a chance to get out and cover a considerable distance. But long distances meant less time spent talking to Luc, so he didn’t do it that much. Caleb was fairly sure his parents noticed the change in his behavior, and for a while he thought he was getting away with acting like a brat.


  Of course, he couldn’t get away with it forever.


  “Caleb,” his dad said as they were cleaning up after dinner. “Can we talk to you in the family room, please?”


  He nodded, already resigned to the reprimand that was surely on its way. He finished stacking their plates in the dishwasher, then set it to start before making his way through to the family room. Caleb had his own chair, one that was set at an angle so he could both watch the TV and hold a conversation with his parents. He slumped into it and crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Your dad and I have been talking, and we think it would be a good idea for you to take some time for yourself,” his mom said gently. Caleb watched as his dad squeezed her knee over her blue jeans.


  “I don’t understand,” he said, even though he had a fairly good idea of where this was going.


  She sighed heavily. “Caleb, we think you should start seeing a regular speech therapist again before you go in for the CI operation. You’ve made amazing progress, but a professional can help you a lot more than Luc can.”


  Caleb was already shaking his head. “No. No. Luc is the reason I got this far.”


  “And we think a professional therapist is going to be what you need to take the next step.”


  “No.”


  “We think it’s important that you attribute your recovery, if you want to call it that, to your own efforts and not Luc’s. We’d also like you to go back to Dr. Zimmerman again.”


  Dr. Zimmerman was the therapist he’d been seeing twice a month before he started his senior year of high school. Caleb didn’t dislike her; she just didn’t help. With anything. For a while, Caleb was convinced that his parents sent him to a therapist to make themselves feel better. If they were paying for professional help, then they were doing something, right?


  “I don’t want to go back to Dr. Zimmerman. I’m fine.”


  He could see the moment when she started to lose her temper.


  “Luc is a wonderful man, Caleb. No one’s disputing that. But he cannot do the same job as a professional.”


  “I don’t want a professional. I want to keep doing what’s already working for me.”


  “This isn’t a joke, Caleb! This is your life. We want the best for you.”


  His dad gave Caleb the sharp look that had been a reprimand for most of his childhood. “Caleb,” he said and squeezed his mom’s knee again. To calm her, Caleb guessed. “It’s only for a few weeks, until you go for the trial. You need to be in the best physical and mental shape possible in order to get through it. You’re going to go to the therapists.”


  Caleb surged to his feet. “This is not fair. Not fair.”


  “We have an appointment booked for you,” his dad said. “If you are taking this seriously then I think you’ll go. Your life is going to be very different once you get the CI, and Luc can only get you so far. It’s time to start taking responsibility for your future, Caleb.”


  “You can’t make me.”


  “No,” he said. “I can’t. But we have been very accommodating so far in this relationship you have with Luc. You’ve had the car to go and see him. He’s been allowed to come and stay here. If you can’t show us that you’re serious about moving forward, then I’m not sure if things can stay that way.”


  It felt like a punch to his stomach. For so many years, Caleb had had an extraordinarily close bond with his parents. They were his friends, the only ones who knew exactly what he’d been through. Now it was them or Luc. Their way or his relationship.


  “Ultimatum,” Caleb signed, too angry to release the torrent of words he wanted to scream at them.


  “I’m sad you see it that way,” his dad said calmly. “We are your parents. It’s our job to guide our son in the right direction.”


  “Not guiding. Forcing.”


  Caleb closed his eyes, not wanting to see any more. The hearing aids had other ideas, though, and muted, indecipherable sounds were reaching his brain. He tried to shake it off, like an annoying bug that disturbed his field of vision, but it wasn’t going away. He couldn’t shut things out just by closing his eyes anymore.


  With his back teeth grinding together, Caleb stalked for the door and turned at the last moment. His parents were still talking—arguing—between themselves, and he glared until they were both looking at him.


  “Please, can we talk about this?” his mother said. “I don’t want to argue.”


  The word fizzed on his tongue. He knew other kids could do this, and a tiny part of him had always wanted to be normal enough to do it too.


  “Whatever,” Caleb spat, turned, slammed the door behind himself, and ran up to his bedroom.


   


   


  “SO, GO to the therapists,” Luc said. Caleb had barricaded himself in his room. The door was locked, and he’d video called Luc.


  “I don’t want to.”


  Luc tried not to smile. Caleb recognized that look—when he pressed his lips together.


  “I’ll come with you.”


  “Really?” Caleb said.


  “Yes, of course. I’m out of school starting Friday, and I can come down to see you whenever.”


  Luc’s school got out several weeks before Caleb’s. He’d been planning on loping around the city with his friends, missing his boyfriend until Caleb graduated too, but this plan sounded much better.


  “It didn’t work before.”


  “I know, baby,” Luc said, reaching out and touching his fingers to the screen, as if they could soothe each other with gentle touches even with all the distance between them. “But when you went before you didn’t have me.” He grinned wickedly.


  “Yeah,” Caleb said on a sigh.


  “We’ll figure something out. I don’t want your mom and dad to stop us from seeing each other.”


  “They won’t. I won’t let them.”


  “So don’t give them any ammunition. Sometimes you just have to play the game.”


  Caleb nodded and sighed, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes and rubbing them. Luc recognized this gesture. Caleb did it when things were giving him a headache.


  “It’ll be all right,” Luc said when Caleb looked up again.


  “I know.” Caleb smiled, although it looked forced. “I love you.”


  “I love you too, baby. I’ll talk to you soon, yeah?”


  Luc still loved that he was the first person Caleb contacted when he was feeling rough or frustrated or sad or… anything, really. Knowing Caleb needed him was all the motivation he needed to pack some things and book a bus to Boston to stay with the Stones for a few weeks. He still hadn’t heard from Jay, and that stung. Ellery said Jay was a dick, and Luc was better off without him. Luc said Jay was supposed to be his friend. Ellery said friends don’t treat friends like that. Luc had reluctantly agreed.


  He’d asked Ilse for permission to go on the unplanned trip rather than his mother. Luc’s mom had only found out about it as Luc was getting ready to leave for the bus station, and even then she didn’t seem to care that much. He’d heard from Ilse that their mom was planning on moving into an apartment on the Upper East Side with one of her fellow martini friends—to be closer to her new job, of course. The offer for Luc to go with her had been weak. She barely got it out before he said he’d stay with Ilse, if it was all the same to her.


  She didn’t seem to care.


  The move would happen while he was at Caleb’s. Then in the fall he’d be moving for college, so Ilse wouldn’t have to worry about people clogging up her beautiful home anymore. Luc thought she might secretly miss him, but he didn’t say that to her face. He just kissed her cheek before he left and promised to call to say he’d arrived safely.


  Caleb met him at the bus station. Luc could see the car waiting when they pulled into the parking lot, and a knot formed in his stomach. As soon as the bus pulled to a stop Luc shouldered his bag and ran down the steps, not realizing Caleb was right there waiting for him.


  As had become something of a tradition, Luc dropped his bag and launched himself into Caleb’s arms with a laugh. Caleb held him tight, face buried in Luc’s hair. Luc screwed his face up and sighed heavily.


  Home, he thought. I’m home.


  Caleb drove them out to the coast, and they sat in the car, watching the waves crash over the beach. As soon as Caleb put the car in Park, Luc crawled into Caleb’s lap and demanded long, slow, searching kisses. He felt the smile on Caleb’s lips, drank that in too, and when they needed to pull away for breath, rested his forehead against Caleb’s so they weren’t too far apart.


  “God, I need you inside me,” Luc murmured, reaching down to adjust his cock. It had sprung up the moment Caleb had wrapped his hands around Luc’s waist.


  Caleb pulled back and gave him an inquisitive look.


  “Nothing,” Luc said with a grin. He pushed Caleb’s hair back from his face. “I’ll tell you later.”


  It didn’t matter that he was ready to strip down right now and bend over to let Caleb take him hard and fast. They needed to get back so Carrie-Anne could use the car to get to work.


  They exchanged hugs, then the keys at the door, and then Caleb and Luc were alone in the house for an hour or so until Mark got back from a late meeting. Luc was determined to make that hour count.


   


   


  THE NEXT evening, after dinner, Caleb dragged Luc through to the family room so he could talk to them all. Since he’d received all the information about the CI, there were things they needed to straighten out, and he wanted to do it when everyone involved was there together.


  “Is everything okay?” Mark asked.


  Things had been tense, at first, when Caleb had told them Luc was coming to stay for a couple of weeks since he’d graduated already. Caleb thought they were going to refuse, and there was a hissed conversation between his parents that he had no chance of lip-reading, and they definitely weren’t going to sign it for his benefit. This new person, the one Caleb was becoming, was not the mild-mannered, quiet, and introverted son they were used to. The new Caleb stood up for himself and asked to be treated like an adult. Maybe unsurprisingly, his mother was having a tougher time dealing with the new Caleb than his dad.


  The result of the fiercely whispered conversation was Mark agreeing, saying Luc could stay as long as the pair of them stuck to the house rules. That was fine by Caleb. He didn’t want either of them to have to leave the sanctuary of his room—probably ever.


  Caleb nodded. “It’s good,” he signed. “I’ve been reading up on all the information about the operation and stuff. And I can only take one person with me.” He looked from Luc to his parents, then back again. “I want Luc to come.”


  His mother was already shaking her head. “No, Caleb, that’s not a good idea.”


  “Yes it is,” he insisted. “Luc got me on the trial, I want him there. And it’s in New York, anyway. And I don’t want you to have to take time off work.”


  “I’ll take it as vacation time,” she insisted.


  “No,” Caleb said calmly. “Mom—I’m eighteen. I want to be allowed to do this my way.”


  Caleb watched as his dad laid a hand on his mom’s knee, something they did a lot. He guessed it was a comforting thing. Then Luc’s hand pressed against his lower back, up under his T-shirt. It was the same thing, he realized. One partner helping the other.


  “Okay,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I can’t stop you.”


  “Thank you,” Caleb said and flopped back against the couch, trapping Luc’s hand. Luc dropped his forehead to Caleb’s shoulder.


   


   


  IN THE few weeks before Caleb graduated, Luc met most of the extended Stone family. It was strange, at first, being introduced to cousins and aunts and, most importantly, Caleb’s beloved grandfather. They sat in the living room of the old man’s home, and Luc watched as the two had a long conversation in ASL. Caleb introduced Luc just as his “friend,” and Luc found he didn’t mind at all. As he watched the conversation, understanding most of it, he thought that if there was any way his relationship with Caleb would have put a strain between him and Ilse, he probably would have introduced Caleb as his “friend” too. It was okay.


  They held hands in the car on the way home, and Luc kissed Caleb’s cheek when they stopped at a red light.


  “I love you,” he murmured. “God, I love you.”


  Caleb only had to go into school a few more times, mostly to hand assignments in or to collect things from the photography studio. He was going to miss his graduation ceremony due to the timing for his surgery prep, something Carrie-Anne was distraught about and something Luc thought Caleb seemed secretly pleased about.


  It was weird, this almost living together, like they were doing a trial run of what their lives would be like in only a few months’ time. For Luc, living with two parents who were so clearly devoted to their son was a constant reminder of how often his own mother failed in her duties as a parent. Luc didn’t hate her for that, but sometimes it was hard not to resent her. Especially when he found that Caleb still had a curfew, and he wasn’t allowed to drink at all, and Caleb had said if Luc wanted to smoke he needed to do it way away from where his mom and dad might be able to see. Caleb’s parents cared enough to put those restrictions on him, and he respected them enough to follow their rules.


  It was reassuring to know that Caleb was this loved.


  At night they shared a bed, and Luc got the impression this was a privilege Caleb had fought for. In the evenings, when Caleb excused them to bed, there were pointed looks exchanged between Carrie-Anne and Mark.


  They didn’t have sex, mostly to prove a point.


  Well, that was almost true.


  Luc bit a pillow to muffle the noises coming from his throat as Caleb sucked the head of Luc’s cock into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the most sensitive bit, then taking more into his mouth. He fondled Luc’s balls and probed in the sensitive spot just behind. He grinned up at Luc, his mouth red and swollen and shiny, and when Luc arched off the bed and came, Caleb swallowed every last drop.


  They cuddled before they fell asleep and again in the morning.


  Luc realized that this was what had been missing from his life. He was loved. He was so, so loved.


  19. HOLE IN THE HEAD


   


   


  SINCE CALEB was a legal adult, he had to sign himself onto the trial without his parents’ involvement. It was the first thing he’d done since turning eighteen that involved taking full responsibility for his decisions. All of the other big life events—picking a college, graduating high school, when he would eventually move into his first place on his own, that was all stuff that his parents had had some influence over. This was his decision.


  And it scared the crap out of him.


  They sat—Caleb, Luc, and Dr. Spencer—in a small room in a private hospital on the Upper East Side. It was simply but tastefully decorated, and Caleb felt like he was in way, way over his head.


  “The new implant differs from the CI’s on the market currently not in how it works but in how it’s activated,” Dr. Spencer said. “When the device is installed, it’s set at 0 percent, which means you won’t be able to hear anything with it at all. The user has full control over the device and its settings, which allows you to control what messages are sent to your brain.”


  Caleb nodded, knowing most of this from the material he’d been given to read already. To his surprise, Luc was nodding too. He wondered when Luc had found the time to read it all.


  “The exciting part about this model in particular is the manual override,” Dr. Spencer continued. “If you’re having a bad day or feeling nauseous or dizzy, you have the ability to turn down the amount of information the CI will send to your brain. You can change the setting depending on the situation—for example, you’d want a different setting for having dinner in a restaurant than you would at a rock concert. In theory, you could turn it off altogether, although from a recovery point of view, we discourage this.


  “We’ll give you a remote when you’re discharged, and from there you’ll be able to have total control over your CI.”


  They were only fitting the CI to one of Caleb’s ears, the left one, since he had the most residual hearing in his right ear. It would take time for him to adjust to how that affected his senses and depth perception.


  Caleb had learned that he was the youngest person in the trial by quite a few years. That had surprised him. Mostly the doctors preferred to give younger deaf children CIs—they could adapt much more easily than adults—so this trial was unusual in taking so many older patients.


  Caleb could understand the controversy around the attempts to make deaf kids hear again. Being deaf gave him a different perspective on life and a different way of seeing the world around him. If things were different, if he could express himself and communicate and make friends the way other deaf people could, if he could be part of the culture and community, then maybe he wouldn’t be seeking the cochlear implant in the first place.


  He had been playing the what-ifs over in his head for the past year, almost since the idea of a CI had first been presented to him. What he wouldn’t know, not until it was all over, was if his life would actually be any better when he could hear again.


  The pre-op tests and preparation took a few hours, and Caleb got bored signing his name on one release form after another. He’d read them all in painstaking detail before they’d come to the hospital, wanting to make sure he had all the information before they started. There had been ample opportunity to back out too. Dr. Spencer had met with him a few times to give him that chance.


  When it was time, Caleb shuffled down on the hospital bed, IV lines already connected to the back of his hands, the open-backed gown uncomfortable under his butt. Luc leaned down and kissed him once, twice, then squeezed Caleb’s arm before stepping away.


  “I’ll see you later,” Luc said.


  Caleb made the “I love you” sign and felt sick.


  Luc signed it back and pressed his hand to his stomach as an orderly wheeled Caleb down the hall toward the operating room. He didn’t want Caleb to know how nervous he was, how emotionally fragile. Caleb nodded and lifted a hand in a halfhearted wave.


   


   


  IT WASN’T until he was outside the unit, down the hall in the family room, that he let himself fall apart, sinking into a chair, burying his face in his hands, and sobbing until his throat was raw.


  “He’ll be okay, you know,” a voice said from the door.


  Luc looked up in shock and wiped his face with the back of his hand.


  “I know,” he said. “Doesn’t stop me worrying, though.”


  “No,” the girl said, coming in to sit down on another couch. She slipped her shoes off, revealing bright pink toenail polish, and tucked her feet up underneath herself. At a cursory glance, Luc guessed that she was probably in her late twenties. She wore a wedding ring.


  “Are you here with the trial?” Luc asked as he wiped the black smudges away from his cheeks.


  “Yeah,” she said. “My husband is on the list for today.”


  Luc reached for a box of Kleenex, discreetly placed on a side table, and tried to use one to do a better job of cleaning the makeup running off his face than his hand was currently managing.


  “How long has he had to wait for a CI?” Luc asked to make conversation. This person was going through the exact same thing as him; the least he could do was be nice to her.


  “About thirty years,” she said with a wry grin. “I’m Katie, by the way.”


  “Luc.”


  She nodded. “Who are you here with?”


  “My boyfriend,” Luc said without hesitation. “It’s weird to think that it’s not just me and him, you know? There are other people who are in the same situation.”


  “Yeah. It’s too easy to get caught up in everything. You forget about everyone else on the trial. How long have you been with your boyfriend?”


  “A few months. We met online.”


  Katie laughed. “Yeah, me and Jeff did too. He always said it was impossible to meet women.”


  “Well, you know what they say about gay men. Dating is like getting a job—you either have to do it online or by referral.”


  “I’m not sure that straight dating is much different.”


  “I wouldn’t know.”


  Katie hummed noncommittally.


  “Jeff said for years that he wasn’t interested in getting a CI. It was too much hassle, and he didn’t want the operation.”


  “What changed?”


  “This device, I think,” she said. “The promises of an easier recovery, better control over it all, less of the side effects that can go on for years with a regular CI….”


  Luc nodded. “Caleb could have gone for a regular model too. I really hope this one works as well as they’re promising. His family is from Boston, so the only person he has to help him is me….”


  “Really? How old are you?”


  “We’re both eighteen. I live here, in Ridgewood, Queens, but we’re going to stay in the hotel with everyone else because of monitoring for the trial.”


  “Yeah. We live in Maine; had to come all the way down here.”


  “Did you have to take time away from your job? We’re hoping to get it all done before we start college this fall.”


  “I’m a teacher,” Katie said with a smile. “Jeff is too. The trial being over the summer is the best thing that could have happened for us, since we can both take the summer off.”


  Luc blew his nose and leaned back in the chair, feeling the edges of a headache starting to creep around his eyes. He wished Ilse was there.


  “What do you think it’s like for them?” he asked, his voice lower now, almost a whisper.


  “I don’t know,” Katie said. “I used to think about it a lot. The only people who can sympathize are other deaf people. I guess that’s why there’s such a big deaf community.”


  “Yeah, Caleb hasn’t really ever been part of a community.”


  “Wow. That must make it even harder. I know Jeff says it’s one of the few places he feels like he can just be himself.”


  Luc shrugged and wondered how much he should tell this almost-stranger. The fact that she understood—or seemed to understand, anyway—urged him to continue, to get all of his worries off his chest.


  “Caleb’s always been pretty isolated, I think,” Luc said. “He has communication problems… he’s getting so much better, though. We’re hoping this will help even more.”


  “I don’t know how much this is going to change Jeff’s life,” Katie said. “I want to think that it makes his quality of life better, rather than his life as a whole. Does that make sense?”


  “Yeah,” Luc said softly. “We haven’t been together for that long, but things have already changed so much. It’s scary. I don’t want to think about what’ll happen if this doesn’t work out the way we planned.”


  Panic started to claw at his chest again, the same panic he’d been so successfully shoving down and hiding for weeks now. Being the strong one was difficult. It felt like he’d been on edge, waiting to be there in case Caleb needed to break down.


  “Hey,” Katie said. “You’ll be fine. They’re not the first ones to get this. It’s version two. They’ve already made improvements from where they were a year ago.”


  “I know,” he said. “Doesn’t mean I can’t worry, though.”


  She huffed a laugh and rubbed at her face, then stood and slipped her feet back into her shoes.


  “Do you want to go get coffee? It’ll be hours before we know anything.”


  Torn between waiting and worrying and going for a drink with his new friend… Luc decided to be brave. Caleb had always been stronger than people gave him credit for. Luc had been saying this for ages. It was time to let go, just a little bit.


  “Yeah,” he said, unfolding himself from the chair. “Is, um… is my face okay?”


  She looked at him carefully, clearly amused. “You’re fine.”


  “Thanks.”


   


   


  THE OPERATION took almost four hours, during which Katie caught Luc up on what had happened between meeting her future husband online and actually marrying the guy, and Luc filled her in on what it was like being a gay teenager in 2015.


  He found out she was pregnant, but barely so. Even when she pressed her shirt flat against her stomach there wasn’t much of a bump. Trying for a family had been what gave Jeff the final push to put himself forward for the trial.


  It was refreshing to meet someone who didn’t flinch when asking about his hair and clothes and makeup. She asked if he knew CrashDiet, and he tried not to be overenthusiastic with his Oh, hell yeah. There was something about Katie’s plain, no-nonsense attitude that he liked. She talked about disability and education and the government and private healthcare with startling frankness. In Luc’s experience, people who were older than him didn’t generally care to listen to his opinions.


  In a weird way, she reminded him of his sister, although Ilse wasn’t nearly as open with her opinions. Luc guessed that was her polite society training.


  Katie got called out of the family room first. Her husband had gone into surgery before Caleb, so it made sense that she got to visit him in recovery while Luc was still waiting. She gave him a brief hug before she left and promised Luc that Caleb would be okay. They’d be in the same hotel for the initial phase of the trial too, so Luc wasn’t too worried about missing the chance to get her number.


  Emotionally exhausted, Luc curled up in an uncomfortable leather chair and tried to nap the time away. He ended up with horrible, twisted dreams that were worse than being awake and worrying.


  He was finally interrupted by a nurse in pale pink scrubs, who woke him with a gentle shake and told him in a soft voice that Caleb was in recovery, that the operation had gone well, and that Luc would be able to see him soon.


  Luc nodded and stretched, feeling his spine pop back into place after being cramped for too long. Shouldering his backpack, he headed for a bathroom to fix his hair and wash his face properly clean, relieve his bladder, and psych himself up for seeing Caleb hooked up to all sorts of monitors and stuff, in pain, in a hospital bed. For something that Luc had encouraged him to do.


  He was going to need a fucking big pair of balls to deal with it.


  After layering on his emotional armor he slung the bag back over his shoulder and went to sit in the hallway to wait for more news.


  It felt like hours that he sat there, hovering, in limbo. He sent a message to Carrie-Anne to let her know the surgery had gone well but didn’t call her. She’d said before they left Boston that she had picked up some extra shifts over the weekend to keep her busy, her mind focused elsewhere. He didn’t expect a response for a while.


  When the nurse finally called him he jumped in shock and dropped his phone.


  “Sorry, sweetie,” she said, coming through to help him pick it up.


  “No, it’s fine,” he said. “I’m just jumpy, I guess.”


  “He’s doing really well,” the nurse said, laying a comforting hand on his arm. “He’s going to look a bit spaced out. The anesthetic hasn’t worn off completely yet, and we’re still giving him some drugs for the pain.”


  “Okay.”


  “Don’t expect too much. He’ll probably go back to sleep soon.”


  “Okay.”


  Then she left him.


  Luc raised his hand to knock on the door, then lowered it, berating himself, and pushed the door open.


  The CI device wouldn’t be activated for a while yet, so Caleb’s hearing was about the same as it always was. Or worse, if you took into account the thick white bandages that had been wrapped around his head.


  He looked to be sleeping, so Luc went to sit in the chair next to the bed, prepared to wait until Caleb moved. Then Caleb’s eyes blinked open and his dry lips stretched into a smile.


  “Hi,” Luc signed.


  “Hi,” Caleb said, the movement of his hands slower from the anesthetic. “Kiss.”


  Luc leaned over the bed, careful of the IV that was stuck in the back of Caleb’s hand. He cupped Caleb’s cheek in his palm and brushed his lips over Caleb’s dry ones once, then again, then caught his bottom lip and flicked the tip of his tongue over it.


  When he pulled away, Caleb’s eyes were glassy.


   


   


  LUC WENT home that night, opting to get some quality sleep in his own bed rather than in the unfamiliar hotel room. Caleb wouldn’t be sent home until the next day—the doctors would keep him overnight for observation—and Luc felt better being close to his sister. Not that he’d ever tell Ilse that.


  The following morning he woke up uncharacteristically early and made his way back to the hospital in time to sit with Caleb while he attempted to eat breakfast. The wait for a doctor to sign the discharge papers seemed to take forever. Then they were finally sent back to the hotel with a pile of painkillers and a phone number to call in case of emergency. Caleb had sailed through the operation and was coping well with the aftereffects.


  All of the reasons he’d been an excellent candidate for surgery had proved to be absolutely correct. Luc hoped and prayed that all the reasons he’d come up with to change their minds were going to hold up just as well.


  He put Caleb straight to bed with a glass of water and a pair of his magic painkillers and told him to sleep. Caleb refused, because he could be a stubborn ass, and said he’d only go to bed if Luc came with him.


  It was easy to agree.


  They’d told him to bring a button-down shirt to change into after the surgery, since it would be difficult to get a T-shirt over the bandages around his head. He’d brought a zipped sweater instead, and that came right off with his jeans, meaning he could crawl straight into bed. Luc pulled the socks off; he was convinced wearing socks in bed was sacrilege.


  There was no denying how exhausted Caleb was, still suffering from the aftereffects of a surgery that had meant his doctors drilling a hole in his skull. Luc was sure that, if nothing else, would give anyone a headache.


  He stripped his clothes off too, making a puddle of black material on the floor, topped off with a pair of red basketball sneakers. With the TV on but turned down low, Luc set his head on Caleb’s soft belly and felt like he was about to fall apart when Caleb started to run his fingers through his hair.


  The balance seemed always to be tipping between them. One moment it was Luc’s chance to hold Caleb up; then seconds later it all changed and Caleb was the one offering the comfort. Right now Luc was supposed to be the strong one.


  Instead he found comfort of his own in Caleb’s arms once more.


  Neither of them really slept for the next hour. They watched some TV and drifted, not talking but touching constantly. Caleb was trying to teach Luc how to “feel” sign language, and he made letters with his fingers against Luc’s gently curled palm.


  I… space… L-O-V-E… space… Y-O-U.


  Of course he did. Luc wasn’t sure of many things in this world except that.


  When Caleb shifted and groaned, Luc turned his head to look up, worried that Caleb was in pain.


  “Okay?” he signed quickly.


  Caleb nodded, but Luc wasn’t convinced. He found the meds from the hospital, and Caleb took a few, and within minutes he was snoring softly.


  A little while later Luc got up, careful not to disturb his sleeping beauty, and sat on the edge of the sofa in the room to eat a bag of chips. He was hungry all of a sudden, a feeling that wasn’t related to the gnawing worry that had set up in his stomach the previous day.


  He finished the whole bag, only a little satisfied by the snack, and went to wash his hands in the elegant bathroom. Staring at the tub—something Ilse didn’t have in her house, so he was used to taking showers all the time—he was struck with inspiration.


  Luc turned both taps on and let the water billow into the tub. It wasn’t particularly big, but not tiny like other hotel baths. There was enough room for Caleb to stretch out in it, which was the most important thing. The hotel had provided a tiny bottle of bath bubbles, and Luc tipped the whole thing under the running tap, causing fragrant steam to rise from the water.


  He thought Caleb was still sleeping, but the creak of the bed and the familiar sound of padding footsteps told him otherwise. Caleb appeared in the doorway, looking disheveled and adorable, his eyes still heavy with sleep.


  “I thought you might want to wash the smell of hospital off,” Luc said, rising from where he’d been sitting on the edge of the bath.


  Caleb nodded and smiled. “Thank you,” he signed. Then, “Kiss.”


  Chuckling, Luc took a few steps to close the distance and rose up onto his toes to slide their lips together. He was pretty sure Caleb wasn’t fully recovered from the anesthetic yet, or the pain and discomfort of the operation. It was a little distressing to watch, but Luc was determined to be whatever Caleb needed him to be while he recovered.


  They kissed slowly, lazily, with Caleb’s hands drifting on Luc’s waist as they rocked together. Luc basked in the sweet slide of their tongues, the sharp edges of the tiny bites at the corner of his mouth, and the delicate gasps that he was confident Caleb didn’t know he was making.


  “Shit,” Luc said under his breath as he pulled away from Caleb’s lips. The bath wasn’t overflowing… yet. He rushed over to turn the water off, then gave Caleb a sheepish smile. “Oops.”


  He watched Caleb trail his fingers in the water for a moment; then he apparently decided it was nicely warm, and stripped off his boxers before climbing in.


  “Here,” Luc said, spotting a plastic shower cap on the counter and handing it to Caleb.


  Caleb gave him a very pointed oh hell, no look in response, which made Luc giggle.


  “You can’t get those bandages wet,” he said. “We need to be careful.”


  Caleb sighed, rolled his eyes, then sat up to tug the plastic cap over his bandaged head.


  Because of the heavy bandages, he couldn’t really lay back in the water or submerge himself, so Luc folded up some towels to stick behind Caleb’s shoulders, then piled a few more on the floor so he could sit there and stare at his boyfriend while he relaxed.


  Caleb didn’t seem to mind that Luc was watching him bathe. Luc’s fingertips trailed through the water while he propped his chin on the back of his other hand.


  They had been warned that full recovery from the operation would take a few days, but it was still a shock to Caleb’s system when his body didn’t snap right back into action. Even when he’d injured himself in the past, getting back to normal didn’t seem to take all that long. This was a different kind of ache, though. His brain felt fuzzy, and his head hurt, both in the traditional headachy kind of way and another, sharper pain behind his ear where the doctors had fitted the implant.


  He was tired, bone tired, even after the nap. The water was a nice change, though, a chance to relax in a different way.


  Luc’s fingertips wandered from the water to Caleb’s chest, stroking over his abs first, then up to circle each nipple in turn. Eyes closed, not watching, Caleb smiled and let Luc do whatever he wanted. It was strange, how much he trusted Luc with… everything, really.


  The discomfort and aching didn’t translate into physical arousal, and even though sometimes it could take a lot less than Luc’s hands on his naked body to get Caleb hard, in this instance it wasn’t going to happen. Luc seemed to know that and continued his exploration of Caleb’s body anyway, seemingly content to just touch with no pressure to do anything more sexual.


  That night they ordered room service—it was on AIL, so Caleb didn’t feel guilty at the expense—and ate in bed while watching TV. Even though he’d only been awake for a few hours since his nap, Caleb was soon tired again and snuggled down beneath the comforter while Luc finished watching his show.


  Sometime later—Caleb didn’t know how long—he felt Luc curl around his back, one arm thrown over Caleb’s waist and his knees tucked in tight. Being held like this helped, and he slipped back into a dreamless sleep.


  20. HI.


   


   


  SINCE HE knew New York and Caleb didn’t, it made sense for Luc to do the lion’s share of apartment hunting. The only problem was, as he’d found out, apartment hunting sucked.


  He’d called someone at the college who had passed on a list of landlords who were willing to take students, and he’d spent the better part of an afternoon going through one website after another, trying to find somewhere that didn’t have rats or roaches or Republicans sharing the building.


  He also wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be looking for a one-bedroom apartment or somewhere where they could both have their own room, and Caleb was in another therapy session for the afternoon, one Luc was not invited to. Anywhere that looked nice was ridiculously expensive, and everywhere that looked affordable was still out of their price range.


  “What’s up?” Ilse asked, walking into the room with two mugs of coffee. She’d come to keep him company for a few hours, and then they were all going out for dinner. Ilse set one mug next to Luc and took the couch, since he was curled up in his favorite armchair.


  “I’m apartment hunting,” he said. “And thanks.”


  “You’re welcome,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve been there. Trust me when I say I know your pain.”


  Luc snorted with amusement. “It’s just… so expensive!”


  “Welcome to New York,” she said drily. “What are you looking at, one- or two-bedrooms?”


  “That’s just it, I don’t know,” he said, already frustrated and feeling like telling his sister to butt out, she was only making it worse. But she was trying to help, so he bit his tongue.


  “Well, worst case scenario, you could always stay with me,” she said with a light shrug. “Believe it or not, I like having you around. Or look at dorms.”


  “We didn’t want a dorm, though,” Luc said with a sigh, closing his laptop and leaning back in the chair with his coffee. “I wanted a nice, small, possibly a bit hipster bohemian apartment, with a good kitchen and clean—clean—bathroom, for a reasonable amount per month.”


  “You and half of New York, sweetie,” Ilse said.


  “I give up.”


  “No, you don’t,” she said firmly. “Have you thought about using some of Caleb’s trust?”


  He turned to her slowly. “What trust?”


  “The money that was put aside for his CI. It’s still there, since he didn’t have to pay for it.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Luc said.


  Ilse pushed her dark hair behind her shoulder. “No, I’m not kidding you. I already wrote it off for tax purposes. Worked out well for me and for the company too. Nice charity donation. Bleeding heart liberals that we are.”


  “I thought….”


  “What?”


  “I thought that when the company said they’d cover the costs, that you’d….”


  “Take it back?” she finished for him. “No, Luc. That money was to help with Caleb’s recovery. It’s still there, unless he’s gone in and taken it out.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Luc breathed. “We could practically buy a place with that!”


  “Not quite,” Ilse said, rolling her eyes. “But it would probably go a long way toward renting a place for three years. Or four.”


  “I love you,” he said, jumping out of the armchair and depositing himself in her lap. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


  She laughed and ruffled his hair. “It’s been there for ages, honey. I’m surprised you didn’t think of it before.”


  Luc pouted.


  This changed everything.


  With close to seventy thousand dollars in the trust account, he renewed his search, doing the mental calculations as to what they could now afford. They would both have student loans to take care of most of their living expenses, and they’d discussed getting part-time jobs in order to supplement their income and prevent them having to borrow too much in the next few years. Caleb had discussed being a sign language interpreter or teaching ASL, which Luc thought was an amazing idea.


  Luc’s school fees would be covered by the money his dad had left. It had been protected, so when the lawyers were dividing up his father’s estate to pay off bills and debts, the money hadn’t been touched. Nor had the funds that had been set aside for Ilse and Jo.


  It was funny. In the past few weeks, Luc hadn’t thought about his father once. The nightmares were waning too. He still woke up sweating sometimes, but the horrors seemed further away than they used to be.


  Luc attributed this completely to the fact that Caleb was sleeping beside him every night. It was a comforting thing, the weight of another person’s body next to his, especially when that other person was someone he loved. Luc decided not to tell Caleb about the trust and the apartment right away. Being able to surprise him with a new place where they would live for the next few years would make it even better.


   


   


  LUC PUSHED open the bathroom door, hugely pleased with the clean white bathroom suite and fresh new shower curtain that hung over the tub. It was a modest apartment, nothing flashy, but the exact sort of place he could imagine starting out college life with Caleb. The bathroom was about the same size as the kitchen but on the other side of the apartment, with the bedroom tucked out of the way at the back and an alcove space he thought could work well as an office next to the living room.


  The building was a few blocks away from NYU, a reasonable walking distance since this was New York, and everyone walked here. It was a building just for student apartments, although they weren’t dorms in the traditional sense. Each unit was self-contained, designed for one or two people to share.


  Luc wandered back through, thinking about changing the color of the paint, if the landlord would let them, and what sort of furniture they’d need to get. A decent-sized double bed was high on his list of priorities.


  The realtor was a grouchy woman in her early thirties who looked like she’d rather be anywhere else than showing this kid around an empty apartment. Luc had liked her from the moment they’d met.


  “We’ll take it,” he said with a grin.


   


   


  IN THE weeks after Caleb’s operation they went back and forth to the hospital every few days so the doctors could check on Caleb’s progress. He found it incredibly uncomfortable to sleep with the thick bandages around his head, and those came off pretty quickly, at his insistence, in favor of a smaller bandage that covered his left ear.


  With that change in place he felt more comfortable going outside, and they had a chance to explore some of the area around the hospital: little parks that Luc hadn’t been to before, a few cafés, a book shop, and an art gallery.


  It felt, in a strange way, like a trial run for the rest of their lives.


  Caleb never wanted to venture far, instead preferring to stick to the few blocks between the hotel and the hospital that they covered extensively going back and forth. Ilse came by to see them a few times a week, visiting with cakes and cookies, staying for a while before heading back to her job. Luc’s mom never came.


  Caleb called his parents every day to video chat, updating them on his progress and how he was feeling, what they’d been up to during the day. He didn’t mind, but it felt like they were checking up on him.


  The CI was already giving him a freedom he’d never been afforded before, even before it was turned on.


  When the day came, Caleb woke up so nervous he threw up before breakfast. He brushed his teeth, hoping Luc hadn’t heard him, and splashed water on his face to hide the splotchy color his skin had taken on. There was a car waiting to take them over to the hospital, and Luc held Caleb’s hand the whole way.


  This journey was familiar now. They could, if they wanted, walk the dozen or so blocks, and Caleb thought he might like to walk back again, depending on how he felt. It was a perfect summer morning in New York: warm and clear, a light breeze stirring the tops of the trees. The city smelled like car exhaust and garbage, like it always did, but this corner of Manhattan was decidedly more genteel than other areas Caleb had seen.


  As they crept through traffic, he watched a woman walking an impossibly tiny dog while tottering on impossibly high heels, a father struggling with three unruly children, an old man wearing a flat cap and tweed jacket shuffling along, a newspaper tucked under his arm. None of these people knew about the significance of this day. No one knew what was about to change.


  At the hospital Caleb gripped Luc’s hand hard as a lot of people swarmed around them. They’d been shown into a small waiting room, then ushered into the office that Dr. Spencer seemed to be occupying for the trial. He greeted them with a smile and a warm handshake, then excused himself to go talk to the nurses.


  Those nurses bustled in, took Caleb’s temperature and blood pressure, asked him how he was feeling and if he’d eaten anything that morning. He’d managed a croissant—just. Luc was uncharacteristically quiet, his thumb stroking back and forth over Caleb’s wrist in a soothing gesture.


  When the time finally came, finally, Caleb thought, he was so stressed his fingers were trembling, and he was forced to press his hand flat against his thigh to keep it still. There were far too many people in the room now—Dr. Spencer and Luc, two nurses, one person making notes, another technician who knew how the CI worked, and a few people he thought might be interns.


  “Okay, Caleb,” Dr. Spencer signed. “Are you ready?”


  Caleb nodded, not trusting his fingers to say what he wanted them to. One of the nurses started to peel the bandages off his head with gloved fingers, the latex catching uncomfortably against his skin. He’d had the dressings changed a few times since the operation, so this procedure was familiar to him.


  His ear felt hot when all the layers were peeled away, the air unnaturally cool. The area where the device had been implanted in his head had long since healed, and even though there was some ache around the hole in his skull, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been post-operation.


  The doctors had been forced to shave his head in order to fix the device in place, and Caleb had had his hair cut short before coming to New York for the operation so it wouldn’t look so unnatural. He was still playing with the idea of letting his hair grow out, long and shaggy, to hide the CI and the thick white scars that would forever cut through his hairline. Those were decisions for later.


  Unlike the hearing aids, which Caleb could and would take out fairly regularly, the CI would remain attached to his body for the rest of his life. There was a hard case that fitted around the shell of his ear and a small wire that connected under his skin to a receptor on the back of his head. It would always be obvious to outsiders that there was something different about him.


  Stretching his neck from side to side, Caleb tried to relax. He rolled his shoulders and gave Dr. Spencer a reassuring smile.


  “This is your remote,” Dr. Spencer said as the technician showed Caleb a small black case about three inches long with dials on the front and switches on the back. It would fit neatly into his pocket and had several different settings that allowed him to adjust to different environments. Dr. Spencer had explained that this was particularly important for someone like Caleb, who had other issues as well as his deafness. If he was feeling overwhelmed or panicky, he could limit the amount of information being sent to his brain, then restore his hearing when he was ready.


  When the CI was turned on, he didn’t feel anything. The group of people assembled in the room were looking at him expectantly, Luc included. It was incredibly anticlimactic.


  “Now what?” Caleb asked, and Dr. Spencer laughed.


  “Now it’s all yours,” he signed. “I recommend you don’t turn it up more than about 10 percent at a time, to allow your body to get used to the change.”


  “Okay.”


  With Caleb’s nod, the technician pressed a button until the screen showed 10 percent in glowing green. Caleb twitched his head. This was similar to when he had his hearing aids in—a disconcerting soft buzzing in the back of his head. He only noticed how hard he was concentrating on this when Luc squeezed his hand again.


  Caleb turned to his boyfriend, brow furrowed.


  “Hi,” Luc said.


  One word, but loaded with emotion that felt like a punch right to Caleb’s chest. Luc looked the same as he always did: dark hair, pale skin, the silver loop through his bottom lip. He’d known all this about Luc, and so much more, but not what his voice sounded like. Not until now.


  Caleb’s throat felt thick, and tears welled in his eyes. He didn’t bother to push them away.


  “Hi,” he said back.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


   


   


  Dear reader,


  This is a story about a young deaf man. When I first worked on the character of Caleb, I knew he was deaf—it was as much a part of his character as the color of his hair or his artistic side. His disability wasn’t added as an afterthought.


  For that reason, I couldn’t just erase that part of him when I figured out how difficult it is to translate American Sign Language (ASL) into English. There’s no formal written language in ASL and no standard way of expressing it in written form. Although it’s used in an English-speaking country, the language has its own set of grammar rules and sentence structure which are very different from English.


  I’ve experimented with a few different ways of writing the language down, from the literal to the abstract, and none of these work (for me). That is why the ASL you will read in this novel is written as if it was translated into English.


  If you’d like to learn more about ASL, please visit www.handspeak.com.


  I’d also like to mention that the cochlear implant Caleb receives and the associated trial are sadly works of science fiction. Although research and development on these types of devices continues in the real world, for now this CI will only exist in this book and my imagination.


  Anna
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  Cricket


   


  By Anna Martin


   


  New York native Henry Richardson needs a change. His boyfriend just dumped him, and his business has fallen victim to the economy. But is jumping on a plane after a surprise phone call taking things too far?


  The promise of a new opportunity drags Henry away from the city to a tiny village in the English countryside and an enormous manor house his great-grandmother wants to bequeath him. As an experienced wedding planner, he sees the potential in renovating the dilapidated building and using it for events. All he needs is to find some local businesses to provide the essentials.


  That’s how Henry meets Ryan Burgess, the shy but hardworking owner of an organic farm. The spark between them sizzles slowly while work on the house continues, but Ryan is deeply in the closet and unwilling to take the last step. They finally find something that clicks in cricket, something that Henry, a former amateur baseball player, is surprisingly good at. For him, cricket helps bridge the gap between England and New York—but unless Ryan can find something to span the divide between his sexuality and his fear, their relationship doesn’t stand a chance.
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  Jurassic Heart


  [image: img5.jpg]


  By Anna Martin


   


  When paleontologist Nick Eisenberg learns that someone thinks they have found velociraptor bones in Alberta, his curiosity overrides his desire to stay in London. After all, he’s one of the world’s leading experts on prehistoric predators and has always wanted to look for the velociraptor’s North American cousins. There’s only one problem: eco-conservationist Hunter Joseph. While Nick supervises the dig, Hunter rallies support from the locals to oppose the way the team is destroying the landscape in their search for dinosaur bones.


  Nick and Hunter just cannot get along. Hunter is self-righteous and pouty. Nick is narrow-minded and geeky. But they have to figure out how to work on the same site without killing each other, especially since someone else out there seems determined to cause Nick more problems than he could have ever imagined.
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  Kid Gloves
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  By Anna Martin


   


  Alone in his East London shop, a man known only as Dalton makes living prosthetics: bionic, mechanical limbs, from leather, metal, and magic. It’s to this little corner of the capital that Finn Croucher, an elite army marksman, travels after an accident leads to his hand being amputated.


  While Dalton fashions Finn’s new hand and teaches him how to use it, he reveals some secrets long hidden, and he and Finn become lovers. But Finn must return to duty, and a string of letters becomes his only connection to the love he left in London.
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  Les faits accomplis
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  By Anna Martin


   


  Adam Hemlock rules the elite New Harbor Academy. With his mother in Paris, he throws hedonistic, alcohol- and drug-fueled parties for his equally rich, desperately bored classmates. How’s a guy who lives life to the extreme to stay entertained? Take on a challenge, of course, and hope the exhilaration of the play-by-play fallout chases away the indifference. At the big pre-senior-year bash, Adam’s offered a dare—seduce the new kid. Adam initially laughs off the idea but changes his mind when he sees Jared.


  Jared Rawell has spent the past two years at a Texas military school, where his father sent him to “pray away the gay.” He sees the academy in more liberal Washington as a chance to start over and achieve the grades he needs to get into an Ivy League school. When a beautiful but terrifying girl offers Jared a deal—don’t sleep with Adam Hemlock and she’ll help Jared get through senior year—he sees no reason to say no. But nothing is as simple as it seems.


  With layers of hidden agendas, backstabbing, lying, cheating, drugs, and entitled teenage egos, Jared and Adam must navigate a high school minefield while waiting for the inevitable explosion.
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  Solitude
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  By Anna Martin & Tia Fielding


   


  When his whirlwind life in LA became too much, Liam Barton escaped to Solitude, a Utah ski resort. Not only did Liam leave his career as a gay porn star, he said good-bye to Gael Torres, his costar at Woodspring Manor Entertainment.


  Rumors run rampant that Liam is dead. But Gael doesn’t believe the gossip. Knowing something is wrong with Liam, Gael hunts him down to get his answers.


  Liam is shocked when Gael turns up in Solitude and takes up residence. To Liam’s chagrin, Gael is determined to stick around to help Liam through whatever spooked him enough to run away. As Gael breaks through Liam’s armor, both men begin to realize that no matter what life throws their way, they don’t have to deal with it alone.
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  Summer Son
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  By Anna Martin


   


  Ellis Broad never imagined he would end up a single father before he turned twenty-nine. Then again, most of his expectations for the future evaporated when his husband of three years filed for divorce, leaving Ellis as their six-month-old son Harrison’s only parent. After the divorce Ellis hides, working from home on his small graphic design business so he can be a full-time dad. He succeeds until Zane Hadlin stumbles into his life.


  Zane is everything Ellis desires and everything he fears at the same time. A former gang member from the wrong side of the tracks, Zane turned his life around after his older brother was killed in a shooting. Now an artist, Zane shows Ellis a path back into the world and all he’s been missing out on.


  The only problem is, Ellis’s ex-husband hasn’t quite gone for good, and his digging into Zane’s past could drag up secrets no one is prepared to deal with.
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  Tattoos & Teacups
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  By Anna Martin


   


  As a teenager, Robert McKinnon left his native Scotland and moved to America. That was sixteen years ago, and Professor McKinnon has never quite settled in his new home or found his place this side of the pond. He might be prematurely old, but he has his cat, and his books, and that’s all he needs.


  Then Chris Ford explodes into Robert’s life with a crash of cymbals. The younger man is the polar opposite of Robert’s calm civility. Bright tattoos cover his skin, and he wears his hair in a Mohawk and plays drums for a rock band. But he’s a shot of color in Robert’s black-and-white world, and Robert turns out to be the one thing Chris can count on. Despite all the reasons it shouldn’t work, somehow it does.


  Even if Robert wasn’t looking for love—especially not with someone nearly ten years his junior—he can’t deny being with Chris is fun. But sometimes Chris’s free-spirited nature leaves Robert feeling vulnerable. If they can’t find a balance between tattoos and teacups, their relationship won’t survive—and neither will Robert’s newfound lust for life.
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  Macarons at Midnight
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  Just Desserts: Book One


   


  By Anna Martin & M.J. O’Shea


   


  Tristan Green left his small English town for Manhattan and a job at a high profile ad agency, but can’t seem to find his bearings. He spends a lot of time working late at night, eating and sleeping alone, and even more time meandering around his neighborhood staring into the darkened windows of shops. One night when he’s feeling really low, he wanders by a beautiful little bakery with the lights still on. The baker invites him in, and some time during that night Tristan realizes it’s the first time he’s really smiled in months.


  Henry Livingston has always been the odd duck, the black sheep, the baker in an old money family where pedigree is everything and quirky personalities are hidden behind dry martinis and thick upper east side townhouse facades. Henry is drawn to Tristan’s easy country charm, dry English wit, and everything that is so different from Henry’s world.


  Their new romance is all buttercream frosting and sugared violets until Tristan’s need to fit in at work makes him do something he desperately wishes he could undo. Tristan has to prove to Henry that he can be trusted again before they can indulge in the sweet stuff they’re both craving.
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  Soufflés at Sunrise
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  Just Desserts: Book Two


   


  By Anna Martin & M.J. O’Shea


   


  “Welcome to a new season of Burned, where we find fresh new cooking talent… and a few culinary disasters! Every season we do something a little different, and this time it’s all about the sweet things in life. Get ready in week one as twenty pastry chef hopefuls and dessert connoisseurs compete for the thirteen coveted workspaces in our Burned kitchen. With stakes this big, we ask the one question on everyone’s mind: Do these chefs have what it takes to rise to the top? Or will they get Burned?”


  Burned contestants Chase and Kai are attracted from the start and can’t wait to spend more time getting to know each other… until they see the first episode treatment and realize the producers intend to portray them as bitter enemies. At first it’s fun to pretend to bicker—enemies on film, lovers when the cameras stop rolling—but soon it’s hard not to take the faux rivalry seriously. It’s only when their choice is to band together and bake their way to the final or get burned that they find where their real loyalties lie.
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  Another Way
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