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  Chapter 1


  I hate this place, I really do. I think it’s the smell of it that’s stuck with me the most, all these years. Ever since I was seven, I’ve sort of associated the smell with every visit. The whole place, the hallways, the reception areas, the cafeteria, the rooms… they’re all impeccably clean. Like, hospital clean. But still, there’s this kind of sour smell in the air. Like bile.


  I swallow, a bit. Now’s not the time to be thinking too hard about it. I spent too much of the last three weeks puking my guts out as it is. I try to snuff the smell out of my nostrils, and head past the manicured receptionist, into the security room.


  They say she’s doing good this time. Forty-two days. That’s pretty good, for her. They might even let her out, if she goes another eighty or so. On the surface, I’m hopeful. But maybe that’s just because I want to believe the best, before I break the news to her.


  I don’t know…


  They check me. Everywhere. I don’t complain. The fact that I’m getting in to see her at all, while I’m still on probation, is really generous. But her counselor thinks it’ll help her along, if she sees me, and my probation officer thinks it’ll help me to see what I barely avoided going through, myself.


  She doesn’t know about my arrest. It’s gonna stay that way.


  They let me into this white-washed, stale little conference room, where all the tables and chairs are plastic, and so are the flowers. It’s not prison, there’s no buzz-in doors, guards, or bars over the windows, but it’s so white, and bare, and clean. If prison is Hell, this is purgatory. And I could’ve ended up here.


  I suddenly wished I’d told Marcus I loved him, before heading out this morning.


  “Reis?”


  I look up suddenly, realizing I’ve been zoning out. The door opens completely, and all of a sudden she’s there, and there’s no more time for me to think about what I’m going to say, or how I’m going to say it. We’ll start off simply, I guess.


  “Hi, mom.”


  “Reis… baby…” she moves up to me, and wraps me in a tired, if genuine, embrace. I try to return the gesture, gently. She looks so thin.


  My mom used to be a really beautiful wolf. I remembered as a kid wishing I’d had her coat, instead of the weird mix of hers and dad’s. It’s not like hybrids are rare, nowadays, but wolves just have this smooth, kinda’ regal quality to them. Mom used to be like that. If you looked at her now… skin and bones, choppy fur, unbrushed and ragged, you’d never see the woman she used to be.


  There’s still something in her eyes when she looks at me, though. Maybe her counselor was right. She looks happy. I actually find myself, smiling, despite everything.


  “It’s so good to see you, baby.” She says as she lets go of me. We both sit. Me a bit awkwardly. These plastic chairs aren’t really made for bigger guys.


  “Mom, you’ve really gotta stop calling me that. I’m almost 19.”


  “Honey, get over it. You’re my son. You’re always going to be my baby, no matter how big or how old you get.”


  “Could you at least not say it in public?” I sigh.


  “Are you kidding me? You’re lucky I don’t carry baby pictures of you around at all times, Reis. You were the cutest pup…”


  “Okay, okay, I give, mom.” I roll my eyes.


  She’s smiling. I’m starting to feel like this is gonna go well.


  “Your birthday’s coming up soon.” She says.


  “Yeah. Coupla’ weeks.”


  “I’ve been talking to them about letting me go home for a day, so we can celebrate it together.”


  “Wait,” I stop her right there. “Mom… no. You can’t leave the facility while you’re still in the program.”


  “I’m in here voluntarily.” She stands, and starts heading over to the window. She’s pulling out a cigarette from her pocket while she’s propping the window open.


  “Mom, I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to do that in here.”


  She leans her arm out the window, after lighting it. “Well, I’m ‘pretty sure’ my own son’s not going to report me.” She responds, taking a drag. “Anyway, like I was saying, I’m in here voluntarily. They can’t really tell me what to do.”


  “Mom, you got admitted ’cause you promised at the hearing that you’d stick it out, this time. Besides, it was only ‘voluntary’ because your other option was prison.”


  “Don’t you get on my fucking case, too!” she snaps. I cringe back, but only a little. It’s not like we haven’t done this dance half a dozen times before. Mom’s not at her best when she’s in rehab.


  She gives a ragged sigh a few moments later, and taps her cigarette against the windowsill. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”


  I stay quiet. She turns around, to look back at me.


  “I’m just in a real bad way, okay? I’m tired, and sick, and… scared. You don’t know what it’s like.”


  I choose not to respond to that, either.


  “I really have missed you, baby, and I just wanted to spend some time with you. That’s all.”


  “I know mom. I’m not mad.”


  “I just can’t stand this fucking place…”


  “I know, mom. I’m sorry.”


  “I’ll stay the course, though, honey. For you. I doubt they would’ve let me out, anyway…”


  I breathe a physical and mental sigh of relief. That could’ve snowballed into something much worse. With mom, every little victory is important.


  “Maybe we can at least arrange another visit for your birthday. I could even get some cake from the cafeteria. It tastes like shit, but…”


  I smiled. “Sounds good, mom.” Then, realization hit me. I’d almost forgotten why I’d come here. “Only, can we do it a week early? I can’t come up here on my birthday.”


  “Oh, really?” She tosses her cigarette butt out the window, and closes it, heading back over to me. “Why not, baby?” She pauses. “Oh… right. It’s the end of the school year, isn’t it? When’s your graduation?”


  I winced, internally. “…it was today, actually. I… didn’t…”


  Thankfully, the look on her face turns to sympathetic, not angry. “Oh, baby, don’t worry. Not everyone graduates right away. You can get it later. One of those GED’s. That’s what your father had.” She reaches across the chairs, and hugs me, again. “It’s okay, baby.”


  I could feel her thin paw stroking the scruff of my neck, her other arm wrapped tight around me, and in that moment, I wanted to freeze the conversation there, and not tell her what I came to tell her.


  But I had to.


  “Mom…” I began, “it’s not cause of school that I can’t come up here on my birthday. It’s cause I’m… not going to be living near here any more. I’m… moving. To the East Coast.”


  She pulls back, suddenly, and looks straight at me.


  “Why?”


  “Because… I need to get away from here for awhile, mom. From Mayfield, from that damned house, from–”


  “Me?” She demands.


  “No! No, mom. That’s the hardest thing about this. I don’t want to leave you.”


  “Then why are you?”


  I could feel the edge coming back into her voice, that distraught anger reappearing in her eyes.


  “What the hell is there on the East Coast for you? You’re sure as hell not going to college. If it’s a job, whatever it is, you can get it, here. It’s not like you’re gonna have a ‘career’ until you get your GED, anyway.”


  I felt my ears tilt back, and for a few moments, I couldn’t find my voice. I’ve always had trouble talking to my mom when she’s angry.


  “I’m… I’m moving out there with a friend, mom.”


  “A friend? Are you fucking kidding me, Reis?”


  “Mom…”


  “No, you can’t be serious, Reis! I’m not hearing this. Right now, of all times? When I’m in here, and you can’t even get your schoolwork together, you think moving across the damned country, leaving me and… the house…”


  “Mom, this is really important to me.”


  “Then you need to get your damned priorities straight, Reis! Think about your responsibilities before you do something this selfish.”


  “Mom, please!” I raise my voice enough that there was a hint of a growl in it. I guess I don’t do that often, because she got quiet really fast. “He’s… not just a friend, alright?” I say, a little quieter. And I try not to stutter. “He means a lot more to me than that.”


  To her credit, this time she was quiet for awhile. It didn’t matter. I knew what her next question would be.


  “More than me?”


  “No, mom.” I say, solidly. “Not more. Just… differently. And he invited me to move out there with him, and… it’s something I need to do. For me.”


  She sighs, after a few moments, and rests her hand on the table. “Reis, you don’t need to lie to me.”


  “What?” That surprises me. Why would she think I made that up? “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, a boy your age doesn’t move across the country for a ‘friend’. Who is she?”


  “What? No… no, mom, you’re misunderstanding…”


  “I’m trying to be understanding, damnit!” She snaps her jaw. “You could at least do me the courtesy of being honest!”


  “No, mom, I–”


  “For god’s sake, you think I don’t know what’s going on here?!”


  “NO!” I shouted, loud enough that I was certain the aids outside must have heard me. I bit my tongue, staving off whatever was building inside me. I didn’t want to be angry any more, especially not at her.


  “It really is a guy, mom. Alright? It’s… Marcus. You know him.”


  She gets an odd look on her face.


  “The little queer?”


  I bit back a pang of something like guilt… like I’d said it, or something. Or maybe it was the first twinge of my own anger, at hearing something said so crudely, and carelessly, that now meant a whole lot more to me than it had a few weeks ago. But I stayed silent and braced myself, instead, because I knew it was only a matter of seconds before my mom put the pieces together.


  “Baby, what are you doing?” Her voice is plaintive, now, and I didn’t like the tremble in it.


  “I already told you, mom. I’m moving to the East Coast… with Marcus.” I stare at my paws in my lap. “We’ve already got a place picked out.”


  “Baby, you are not gay!”


  I close my eyes a moment. I felt that one coming a mile away. “Honestly, mom… that should be my decision.”


  “Baby, you’re not making a ‘decision’!” She insists, between partially grit teeth. “You’re just having a really rough time, and you’re looking for someone who can make you feel good about yourself. But baby, this isn’t the way–”


  “Mom, how the hell do you know what’s going on in my life?” I bite out, finally unable to stay completely silent, any longer. The look on her face is gut-wrenching, but I can’t stop myself. “You haven’t really been a part of it since I was seven. Hell, even when you were home, you weren’t really there. How can you think you know me?”


  “I know you’re not a faggot!” She says, tearing up in the corners of her eyes. “You’re a good boy, Reis, you’re just mixed up as all hell, right now.”


  I’m stunned, but, honestly… I don’t know what’s confusing me more, right now. The weird confetti of emotions I’ve got hearing this shit pouring out of my mom’s mouth, instead of some kid at school, or the fact that she seems more sad, than angry. I don’t know how to respond to her. I don’t even think Marcus would.


  “Reis… this is… this is my fault…”


  “Mom…” I try to put together a sentence, at least. “It’s no one’s fault–”


  “I haven’t been there to take care of you, baby. I’ve wanted to… so bad. I’ve always wanted to be a good mother, I just… it’s so hard–”


  “You know what’s hard, mom? Growing up, wondering if you were gonna be home at the end of the day. Or if there’d be food. Counting the days between when they shut our electric off, and when the state turned it back on.”


  “I know I fucked up, baby, okay?!” She puts her head in her hands, and I see her back shudder with a sob. This time, I can’t bring myself to hug her. “I know I wasn’t a good mom. I should’ve gotten my shit together… I should’ve been there for you. But, baby, you’re an adult now. You don’t have to let all that ruin your future, too!”


  “Are you serious?” I finally say, standing… my body shaking too much to sit, any more. She goes quiet, and looks up at me, her eyes bloodshot. “This is what you’re sorry for? That I’ve… I’ve got a boyfriend? Someone who gives a shit about me?”


  “Honey, he’s using you.”


  “How the hell would you know that?! You don’t know anything about him!”


  “Because this isn’t you.” She growls out. “You’re not gay, Reis! You’re just starved for attention, or… someone… who acts like they give a damn about you. And that’s my fault.”


  “Yeah, you know what? It is!” I belt out. “You were never fucking there.”


  “I know that, alright!” She digs her claws into the plastic of the table. “I’m trying to be a fucking mother, right now, and you’re not listening to me! I’m trying to stop you from making another mistake–”


  “Mistake?” My ears are flat against the scruff of my neck. “This is the mistake you want to apologize for? What about… half my childhood? What about leaving me alone for a week, when I was twelve… and coming back so trashed, you couldn’t remember who I was? You thought I broke into our house.”


  “Baby, you’re remembering that wrong–”


  “No, you are! Because you were fucked up! I remember it pretty damned well. I was too scared to call the cops to try and find you, because I was afraid they’d arrest you again! I just… waited… the whole time. I didn’t know what happened to you!”


  “Baby–”


  “And you know who fucking stayed with me the whole time?”


  She looks up at me, looking so weak and frail, right now. But I’m too angry for pity, right now.


  “Marcus!”


  She drags in her breath, still crying. At this point, I don’t know what to say, any more. My mom has so many problems, it never occurred to me that this, of all things, would be what broke her down. Not the visits from Child Services, the five or six times I had to come to see her in rehab, or prison… the two years I spent with my aunt…


  “I don’t get you, mom.” I finally say, quietly.


  She doesn’t reply to me, this time. But she’s looking at me, and… I just can’t stand the sadness, and the pity, on her features.


  I’m finally happy about something, and my mom is miserable.


  “I’m going to go, mom.” I say, looking away from her, down at the floor. Again, I swallow what’s building up in me. I’m good at that.


  “Reis…”


  “Just know I’m… doing alright. Okay? You don’t have to worry about me. Focus on yourself. Try and get better.”


  I turn, and take the immensely heavy steps towards the exit, leaving her staring pityably at my back. I can feel it all the way out the door.
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  Chapter 2


  “Marcus Laramie, Salutatorian!”


  I’m dashing through the chain-link gate just as they’re calling his name, pushing my way through a family of bears. It had to be bears… one of the few families here I’d actually have trouble seeing over.


  I catch sight of the procession line just in time to see him getting one of the little rolled-up diplomas they’re handing out. It’s just High School, and some part of me knows it’s a cheaply-embossed, mass-printed piece of paper, but I kind of get a jolt of envy, all the same. Not at Marcus. He earned the hell out of that diploma. But, at the four-hundred-something other kids getting the same thing. For so many of these people, it’s such an obvious, simple thing. Being amongst the… ten… or so dropouts is a little rough. Mayfield’s not a city school. The guidance counselors and the teachers make a big deal about not getting your diploma. I was warned all year, and getting kicked out so close to the end of the year really did it.


  But it’s not about me. And anyway, after this morning, it’s just icing on the cake. There’s a whole lot of bad going on inside me, but right now, it’s time to be happy. Marcus doesn’t need any more of my shit heaped in his lap. I applaud, as loud as I can. From somewhere way down the line, in the bleachers, I hear a girl scream Marcus’s name, and she’s kind of shrill, but I think I recognize her voice. Has to be his sister.


  Well, of course his family’d be here. They’re… normal.


  I see him looking out into the crowd, and he waves in the direction of the scream. I wonder if he’s looking for me, but there’s really no way he’d ever see me, back here. Anyway, he’s leaving the podium, now, making way for the Valedictorian. He was griping about it all week. Apparently the opossum ahead of him took a whole bunch of music or art electives, or something, and Marcus thinks that’s why her grade got the, like, .07% it needed to go over his. I think it’s kind of funny how serious he’s taken it. He’s virtually been at war with the chick all year, for something that miniscule. He wouldn’t stop bitching about it all day, yesterday. I think if it’s that easy to jack your grades up with art electives, he should’ve taken some. But he claims he didn’t have the time for art or band, or whatever it was. I think if she managed, maybe she deserves it. But apparently my logic fails, when you factor in AP classes and… whatever. Like I know. Smart people stress themselves out over the stupidest shit.


  I smile a bit thinking about it, though. As much as I think Marcus’s ‘problems’ are pretty absurd, I suppose they’re really important to him. He’s under a lot of pressure from his family, whereas my life’s always been kind of the opposite. Who am I to say what’s worse?


  Besides, I kind of like watching him bitch and moan about oppossums. You can’t tell me that’s not funny.


  The long, boring part’s up next, and I’m honestly just waiting around for it to be over. There’s the self-serving speeches, of which Marcus was so depressed he’d not be taking part in. He claims his speech would have ‘finally made student rhetoric sexy’. Honestly, I kind of would’ve liked to hear it. Or more appropriately, to see what he would’ve said to all the students and faculty in the half an hour between receiving his diploma, and never having to see any of them again. It could’ve been epic.


  The oppossum’s speech is pretty standard, and boring, but at least she has the good graces to keep it short. In fact, she spends a sentence or so assuring us that she won’t feed the time-honored tradition of long-winded Valedictorian speeches. The required amount of people laugh. Har har.


  By the time we’re up to the eightieth person announced for the Honors Society, I’m honestly not so upset I wasn’t a part of this. I’m just bored, and hot, and kind of thankful I’m not in one of those robes. At least my letterman jacket, I could remove.


  Eventually, though, it’s over. The band plays the last of the march, and the crowd kind of separates from their previously densely-packed brick into blobs of converging people. There’s bouquets everywhere, and the smell is overpowering for a canine. I’m kind of lost for awhile, but, I try to make my way down the bleachers, looking for a lot tan, big ears. Sure enough, eventually, I find them.


  Marcus has a pretty big family. I’m not even sure I’ve met all of them. I’m pretty sure his dad’s not there, because I don’t see an older guy, but I recognize his mom as the one crushing him in a hug, and there’s three others, too. His sister I met a few times, and she spent the last year with us in High School. She’s the youngest, I think.


  The second oldest one is his brother. I’ve never met him. He was actually a year older than both of us, and he might’ve been in school with me at the same time, but we never really knew each other. He’s taller and broader than Marcus, and clearly didn’t think a dress shirt was necessary for a High School graduation. I’m with him on that.


  The oldest one is another sister, I can only guess. But again, I don’t really know her. I’ve heard Marcus mention her, when she had her baby last year. She’s got it with her, and it’s actually not bawling or screaming, despite all the noise. It’s kind of cute, honestly, what with the huge ears.


  Marcus spots me, and frees himself from his mother long enough to head over to me. He seems real happy, despite his comments last night that this whole thing wasn’t a big deal. He didn’t expect me to come, especially not since I had two other really important appointments, today. But I wasn’t gonna miss it.


  “Reis!” He rushes up to me, and before we can close… he sort of stops, and I realize probably about the same time that he does that this is the first time we’ve been on school grounds together since…


  Neither of us really know what to do. But I break the silence, at the very least.


  “I almost missed when they called you. Sorry I got here so late. I was gonna try and get a better seat. Somewhere where you could see me.”


  “You kidding? You didn’t need to come at all, Reis.” He smiles up at me. “But I’m glad you did.”


  I reach down and pick up one of the little rope things he’s got around his collar. They’re colorful, to say the least.


  “Cords.” He explains. “Almost got a rainbow out of them, but I was missing purple and orange. So close.”


  I just roll my eyes. “One final statement, hnh?”


  “Why not? I’m telling this place ‘fuck you’, then I’m never coming back.” He smirks.


  I just snuff with a smile, and scritch gently at his neck, where the cords are resting. He looks up at me, kind of moving closer.


  “MARCUS! Mom’s got the camera. You gonna be in any of your graduation pics, or what?” His brother shouts, from their little family blob.


  Marcus sighs, and glances back, then looks back at me. “Come on.” He grabs my arm.


  “What? No, I should really–”


  “Don’t be a pansy. You’re twice the size of all of them.”


  I don’t know why, but I let him drag me over there. His family all look my way at the same time. It’s kind of creepy. So many big ears, and gold eyes. He sort of deposits me there in the mob of fennecs, and I stand there, awkwardly.


  “Oh, Reis!” His mother moves forward, first. “It’s so good to see you again! Marcus is always going over to your place, but I can’t remember the last time you came over ours. How’re you doing, sweetheart? You shot up like a weed!”


  “I, ah–”


  “Oh… oh my god, is this him?” his younger sister interjects, with the sort of smile Marcus gets when he’s got really good gossip on the brain. It’s kind of scary how similar they look, actually. She looks at Marcus. “I didn’t know you meant him.”


  Shit.


  His mother just looks confused, until Marcus speaks up. “Mom, Reis and I are… kind of seeing each other, now.”


  “That’s your boyfriend?” His brother interrupts, a trend I’m now noticing his whole family seems to have. “Fucking A, Marc.”


  “Richard, language!” His mother slaps him on the arm.


  “Mom, I’m in High School now, and Gracie is nine months old.” His sister insists, with an eye-roll.


  “I don’t care. We don’t use that language in public.”


  “What? I didn’t know your boy squeeze was a freaking linebacker, alright?”


  “I-I’m not–”


  “Isn’t that, like, shoving a semi in a one-car garage?”


  “Richard!”


  “You seem real interested about the physics of it, Rich.” Marcus mutters, with an arched eyebrow. “Curious much?”


  Before his brother can fire back with a, likely crude, retort, I decide it’s time to speak up.


  “It’s really good to meet you all.” I say with as steady a voice as I can. I’m not good in normal social situations, let alone this. Especially out of nowhere, like this. And today, of all days. But I want to make a good impression. For Marcus, if nothing else.


  “Well I’ve known you since you were a little thing, Reis,” his mother says, taking my paw, and smiling up at me, “but it is so good to hear you two have taken your… relationship… to the next level. Is… that the right way to put it, honey? A relationship?” she asks Marcus.


  “Yeah, mom. Just like a straight couple.” He’s trying to keep a civil tone. Honestly, I don’t see why he’s got to have a tone at all. She really seems like she’s trying. I kind of figured, the way Marcus is about his lifestyle, his family would be a little less… I don’t know. Progressive?


  We talk for awhile, actually. Even his brother, who I’m catching on is kind of an ass, seems pretty acceptant. Then again, Marcus has been out since he was really young. Maybe they’re just used to it, by now.


  His sister is bubbly, cute, and funny. She’s the sort of girl I actually kind of find attractive. Not really skinny, but small and not too curvy, either. She sort of looks a lot like Marcus, now that I think about it. I wonder what that means.


  And she apparently thinks I’m ‘hot’, and keeps giggling about our, as Marcus calls it, ‘relationship’. Which to be honest, up until this point, I hadn’t even thought about.


  We’ve had an odd few weeks, after the arrest. Most of it, I spent sick as all hell. To be honest with you, I’m still not feeling like I should be up and around, but staying cooped up in the house was almost worse. When you’ve got nothing but time, and nothing to do, it’s hard to stay disciplined. I’ve tried to focus on packing, working out, even writing, a little. But nothing takes my mind off it, completely.


  Except Marcus.


  He really stuck to his word, and stayed with me every hour he could. He’s barely been home. I can’t even imagine how hard on him it’s been. He’s had to get all his school shit together, and plan for the move, on top of taking care of me. He even missed a few days of school, towards the beginning, when I was really bad. And I was a sonofabitch when the withdrawal was really wearing on me. If I hadn’t been so sick, he probably would’ve had trouble keeping me in the house.


  Honestly, it hasn’t really been what I’d call ‘romantic’. But there’ve been moments…


  Still, I’d have never called it a ‘relationship’. I guess it is, though. I’ve never had a relationship, before.


  It feels kind of nice.


  Things are going well. A lot better than I thought they would. I’m almost starting to forget about the morning.


  “GO HOME, FAGGOT!”


  I turn with a jolt, just in time to actually see the water bottle that smashes into Marcus’s shoulder. It’s plastic, but they must have taken the cap off, because it goes off like a geyser and soaks him, and his mom. The crumpled thing topples to the ground at the feet of the shocked collection of fennecs, and already, my fist’s balled at my side. His mother and his sister stare kind of disbelievingly at the object of offense for a few moments, and I realize this might be the first time they’ve seen anything like this.


  Some people don’t get that this shit still happens.


  But I know as soon as I look in the direction the projectile came from that this wasn’t just because of Marcus. I recognize the tiger who’s with the collection of students near the gate, immediately.


  Tobias.


  He looks fucking ridiculous with his jaw wired, and his arm’s still in a cast. But it didn’t need to be him that threw it. Hell, it could’ve been any of them. He had a lot of friends, and I know they’ve all been making Marcus’s life hell since the fight. Beating the shit out of him and Keith honestly didn’t make life any better for Marcus. So I fucked that up, too.


  Marcus pulls off his graduation robe, and uses the drier edges of it to help his mom wipe off her sweater. He’s not even looking at them, and other than Richard shouting a, “Fuck off, dickwads!” in the direction of the now laughing group of students, the whole family is handling it with quiet indignation.


  I slowly relax my fist, knowing full well it won’t help. There’s this wad of frustration and pain folded up in my stomach, and it’s just getting worse and worse as the day goes on. But Marcus is what’s important right now, not my anger.


  I tell myself that again, and again, knowing my hackles haven’t settled, yet. What’s worse, Tobias looks right at me. The shithead knows I can’t do a thing, and he’s eating it up.


  “Reis?”


  I look down, realizing only now that Marcus is beside me. “Are you okay?” He asks, quietly, his ears drooping. “Come on, Reis.”


  “It just… really pisses me off… that they can do that, and we can’t do anything about it.” I growl.


  “I know, hon.” Marcus says, quietly, taking my paw.


  I’ve still got my eyes fixed on the whole group of them… and I notice something. They’ve been laughing and talking amongst themselves almost the entire time, since whoever it was threw the bottle. But now they’re starting to just kind of stare, and Tobias’s girlfriend is sort of sneering at me, and talking lowly to the cougar next to her. There’s a whole lot more glaring than laughter going around, all of a sudden.


  Then it hit me. Marcus is holding my hand.


  I look down at him. He’s soaked, and about as crestfallen as Marcus can get without entering full-on rant mode. I know he’s feeling the same thing I am. Even if he got royally pissed right now, there’s nothing either of us could do. I guess he’d sort of hoped to go out on a high note, and this wasn’t the sendoff he had in mind. Marcus likes to make big, bold statements, and he missed his chance at doing that today, when he didn’t get to make his speech. And now this.


  But fighting back against those losers in any way right now would just end terribly, and futilely. He’s accepting defeat. And for Marcus, that’s hard.


  “Fuck this noise.” I mutter, with a growl.


  “Reis, no, please don’t–”


  He doesn’t get another word out before I grab him around the waist, and tug the startled fennec’s muzzle up to mine, for a situation-inappropriate, bold-statement-making, homophobe-terrifying kiss, that even his family shuts up and stares at. Even Marcus is shocked for a few seconds, before I feel him smile lazily against me, his eyes drift close, and he leans up to curl his arms around my shoulders.


  The really interesting thing is, I can almost feel the shockwave in the crowd around us. Besides the fact that it’s turning into the most incredible kiss, there’s this underlying, giddy thrill I’m getting, just knowing how much it’s pissing off Tobias, and his little gaggle of losers. It’s quite possibly the most satisfying revenge I could have imagined.


  People are dropping away from us like dominoes, and even Tobias’s click starts filing away. I release Marcus, at long last, and for a moment or so we just sort of bask in our victory. His arms are still around my shoulders, and he gives a breathless, exuberant laugh. I just smile down at him, still holding him.


  Someone in a group of gaping students hurrying past us mutters something about the ‘two fags’.


  “That’s right, fuckers!” He shouts at them. “And what’re you gonna do about it?!”


  He kisses me again, after that.
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  Chapter 3


  Of course after that, we couldn’t exactly go running off into the sunset together. As much as I would’ve liked it. As often as we’ve been together lately, Marcus had to go home to have a family dinner, tonight. And I had another appointment later on in the afternoon, with my officer. I was always a little nervous going into them.


  As it turned out, I really had nothing to worry about. Ever since everything went down, Marcus has been walking me through the legal part of all of this step by step, and he was really pretty dead on about everything. I ditched my publicly-appointed lawyer and got a local one from town, who’s been doing a pretty decent job for me. I’ve also been keeping this sort of journal… thing… keeping track of my days, and my community service. Marcus was really pushy about doing that. And he was right, again. My officer really seems to like that I’m keeping logs. He’s pretty easygoing with me, all in all. On a few points, he’s really strict, but then, he sort of has to be. I get drug tests every time I have an appointment, and I haven’t fucked up yet, but for some reason, they always make me nervous, anyway.


  Today goes pretty much the same as most of my previous visits, except he mentions that I seem a lot healthier than I was last week. He’d be right, there. I was the walking dead for my first two visits. I only made it on time because of Marcus.


  My head’s still back on the football field, with Marcus and his family, and the leering students. This whole day’s shaken me up something fierce, but I feel like it’s coming to a good close.


  “I’ve noticed you haven’t mentioned the visit with your mother, this morning.” The bull officer mentions, snapping me out of my reverie.


  It all sort of comes crashing back to me.


  He notices my silence, and after a few moments, says, “We don’t need to talk about it, son, if it bothers you. I’m not a counselor.” He waits just long enough to see if I reply. I don’t, of course. Then he sighs, and continues, “…although I could recommend a few, if you’d like.”


  I’m suddenly very distracted by the oak branch visible out the dusty precinct window.


  “…alright, then. You’re done for today. Next week, alright? Five sharp. Thursday, same as this week. Jot it down in that book of yours. I’ll be calling you, as well.”


  I nod, but I’m just not feeling up to using words, at the moment.


  “Stop by the bathroom on your way out. You know the routine, by now, right?”


  I nod, again. I know I’ll come up clean, at least.


  I catch the look on his face, on my way out the door. I usually have a lot of trouble reading bovines and equines, but I can still tell it’s mild pity. It’s not what I want. I’ve never been in such a hurry to piss in a cup.


  I get the hell out of there as soon as I’m done.


  The walk home is long, and allows me way too much time to think. It doesn’t help that I’m passing so much that’s familiar to me. I’ve lived in Mayfield my entire life. In the same house my entire life, in fact. I know every part of the town backwards and forwards. It’s not exactly huge. The only reason our school is as big as it is is because a bunch of other districts dump into it. Mayfield’s a speck in a really huge county of other specks, just like it. I know every street, most of the houses, and what few businesses are still around.


  And I know exactly where you can score, and where the connections work out of.


  It’s not exactly a skill I went looking for, to be honest with you. Not at first, anyway. But dad and mom both used, and until dad died, I’m pretty sure they were dealing out of the house. It’s hard to remember, specifically. I was really young.


  After dad died, though, it’s like mom got scared. So she’d go out a lot more often, instead of having people over. And for awhile, she actually figured it’d be better to take me along than leave me alone. It didn’t really occur to me until I was older what was actually going on most of the time, when we went to visit her friends. But when I started needing to find it, myself… I looked a lot of them up.


  I think she knew, honestly. I don’t know how to feel about that. If she did, she’s never said anything about it. Or tried to stop me.


  On one hand, it’s not like anything terrible ever happened to me. Mom was just… absent, a lot, and I got tossed around a few precincts and prison visits, spent two years with a relative… I guess things could’ve been a lot worse. When she was home, she was really black and white. It was either a chill day, or a really, really bad day.


  She never hurt me. Neither did dad, so far as I can remember. But I was really little.


  My eyes feel really heavy, and I don’t know why. I slept just fine last night. Maybe I’m still not entirely well.


  I make it to my house, and pause at the driveway, looking long and hard at the damned building. For a moment, for no apparent reason, I’m reminded of this terrible little poem I wrote, when I was little. There’s this quarry on the outskirts of town that they can’t use any more, because they built it downhill, and it gradually flooded over a period of years. But it’d dry up every now and then, in the summer, and they’d open it back up again. The problem was, that meant the following year, it was just deeper when it started flooding, again, and it held more and more water. Now it’s practically a reservoir.


  I wrote a poem about it, when I was a kid. Sort of. My teacher had been talking about metaphors, and I wrote something comparing my house to the quarry. I don’t think she got it. And anyway, she said I misunderstood ‘metaphor’. It made sense to me, but, I guess I wasn’t able to really explain it right, to her. I was kind of a stupid kid.


  My house’s always been like a basin for everything bad that’s ever happened in my life. And it kind of comes and goes, but the bottom line is, everytime something bad happens, the pit’s just bigger, and it gets harder to find air. I feel like I’m diving back into it every time I walk through the damned doors.


  There’s that heavy feeling, again. It’s been creeping in on me all day. It hurts like hell…like I’m gagging on something, but I can’t cough it up.


  Where do you draw the line? When do you have a complete shit life, as opposed to a few bad breaks? When do you have abuse, versus just… really crappy parenting? I mean, everyone’s got problems. I’m not starving in a ditch, in some war-torn hellhole. It’s not even like my parents force-fed me drugs, or went out of their way to mess me up. I did that to myself.


  Marcus talks a lot about personal responsibility. And… he’s right, honestly. I’ve got to start manning up, and admitting that it’s my fault I am who I am. No matter what kind of people my parents were, I could’ve done things differently. I could’ve been a better person.


  I’ve got this mass of something tangled and awful that’s been in the back of my throat since this morning, and I’ve been swallowing it back all day. No… longer than that. Every little stab, every second I have to face something about my mom, about my addiction, about all my fear, and insecurity… it’s just gotten worse, and worse. I think whatever it is, it’s been building up a long time, and I just don’t know how to let it go.


  But maybe it’s as simple as swallowing it, and getting on with my life. Reminding myself of all the good things I’ve got. Moments like the one on the football field, or lying next to Marcus at night.


  Yeah, most of my good moments lately have involved Marcus…


  I unlock my door, and go to open it, but the knob won’t turn. I’m confused for a second or so… then I realize I probably left it unlocked before I left, or something. I try the key again, just to be sure, and lo and behold, it opens. I really thought I locked it, but whatever.


  I head inside, and sniff the air. There’s the normal scents of the house. A little moldering floorboards here, the burnt, greasy smell of the old oven, the lingering, mingled scents of myself, and Marcus. I can’t smell a whiff of my mom, anymore. She hasn’t been here in a real long time.


  But I’m also smelling coffee, for some reason. Fresh, not a stale cup in the trash, or something. I don’t drink coffee. Hell, I don’t even have a machine. Coffee means…


  I dash upstairs, fast as I can. My claws clang against the old floorboards as I round the corner at the end of the staircase, and bound the six feet or so to my room door. It’s cracked slightly open. Considering how short a sprint it is, I know it’s not physical exertion that’s got me panting by the time I make it inside the room.


  The cup of coffee’s mostly finished, resting on my dresser, and he looks up at me with a smile when I come half-toppling into the room. I have no idea how long he’s been here, waiting for me, but he made himself comfortable on my bed, and he’s changed since the graduation ceremony into a sleeker, more form-fitting black, button-down shirt, and one of his favorite, (and I’d say most flattering) pairs of jeans.


  “Hey, hon.” He says with that grin foxes are so good at. “What took you so long?”


  “I-I didn’t know you were…”


  “There’s only so much ‘celebrating’ you can do with your family.” He says with an eye roll. “My mom’s idea of a ‘good time’ was ordering in a movie. It’s my graduation night.” He looks up at me, fixing his eyes on mine. “I wanted it to be memorable.”


  My jaw kind of quivers for a moment or so, as I struggle to figure out what to say. This might sound totally melodramatic, but I never thought Marcus would ditch his family on his graduation night to be with me. Hell, he has other friends, even. A lot of them. And instead he’s here, in my shitty house, in my shitty room, where he already spent the last three weeks going through Hell with me, while I detoxed.


  It’s never happened this way before, but things just kind of… explode. Like, my body’s across the room before my mind is, something raw and instinctive leading my actions, perpetually ahead of logic, or reason, or whatever it is that’s made me so awkward in the past.


  I bear down on him, pushing him back into the cheap mattress, and planting my knees on either side of his slim hips. Just like on the field, I take him by surprise when I kiss him, which is, I’ve got to admit, really alluring to what’s got to be my predatory side. Whenever Marcus gets surprised, he makes this noise in the back of his throat and his whole body kind of jerks a moment, then relaxes, beneath mine. I don’t really know if he does it on purpose, but damn if it doesn’t set something off in me.


  His muzzle is so much smaller than mine, (most of him is, to be honest with you) and I love how perfectly it fits into the cup of my tongue, and how much he shudders when I slick it over the soft, peach-fuzz furs along it. From there I nip down his neck, to the hollow of his throat, which is quite possibly the softest part of his fur, save between his thighs. I know foxes can’t purr, but the sounds he makes are damn close, with just a hint of that desperate, overwhelmed noise I got from him when I bore him down.


  I have no idea what’s gotten into me, tonight, but I’m suddenly figuring out some really amazing shit. For one, the more I press down into his body, the more I feel his small, lithe figure moving up against mine, almost helplessly… the more this all works, for me. And Marcus is responding faster than he ever has, before. I know, ‘cause my hand somehow crept down his pants, during the last few moments.


  I can’t even remember doing it.


  His breath’s coming faster, and before long, I’ve got him panting into the scruff of my neck. Pawing him is easy… it’s essentially the same as working myself. It’s something I was willing to try early in, over the last few weeks, during the fleeting moments we actually had to further pursue the ‘physical’ part of our brand-new relationship. I’ve been a slow learner, I think, but he’s always loved when I pawed him in the past. I’ve never had him this stiff so quickly, before, though.


  His tail is brushing against the inside of my thighs, and with a groan, I finally pop the button and tug down the zipper of my jeans. His claws have been scraping up beneath my shirt, and over my back and hips for awhile now, but he seems to know when I undo my pants, and immediately, he’s using both paws to tug me free, both from my pants, and my boxers. I growl, and nip at his neck, feeling his pulse against my nose.


  His paw feels so damned good. He’s building me up quickly, too, sliding rapidly against my length with firm, eager strokes. I’m tasting him, breathing his breath, coffee and whatever mint he had beforehand, dragging the building scent of his musk through my nostrils. I never thought I’d be attracted to the scent of a guy, before Marcus and I got involved. But my body’s begun to associate it with the nights we’ve spent together, and the excitement I get knowing he’s going to be beneath me, soon.


  I literally can’t get to that part soon enough. Especially the way he’s pawing at me, and rolling his hips up against me. I manage to get those tight jeans off, but I don’t bother with the shirt… I just kind of shove it up his body.


  And as far as I’m concerned, I’ve got the only part of myself out of my clothes I needed to.


  “…Reis…” he moans, and weakly kicks at his discarded jeans, at the foot of the bed, “…back pocket.”


  I don’t let him up for long. I get what I need out of his discarded pants, apply it liberally, and get back to where I left off. I do turn him over, though. Call me crass, if you want, but… he looks the best from behind. I love that I can wrap my broad paws around his waist and put him how I want him… so easily, too. And there’s that noise I love again, as he groans and stretches out beneath me, my fingers readying him, first, then myself.


  I’m pressing myself against him, before long, taking hold of his hips, firmly, and uttering a long, low growl as I push into him. I’ve got enough of a head left to take it slow. This is maybe the…third?… time we’ve done this, ever. I’ve not had the balls to try it, myself, but I figure it’s got to be rough, at least at first. So I try to be gentle, even now, even as worked up and frantic as this’s been.


  He tips his head back slowly as I push into him, a gesture I’ve noticed he seems to make every time we start off. His ears fold back against his neck, and I lean down slowly, shivering. For a moment, things sort of calm down, and I rest my muzzle against his cheek. It’s completely silent for those few moments, save his quiet panting, and my own thicker, deeper breaths. When I’m sunk complete to the edge of my knot, I lick his cheek, softly.


  It lasts about as long as either of us can stand it, then his hips shift a bit beneath mine, and I know it’s time to move. I start off the only way I know how… full throttle. The first few strokes I spend figuring it all out, but honestly, tonight… I’m not thinking as much, and everything’s coming so much easier. Up until now everything’s been so awkward, and fumbling. Now my head’s kind of figuring out it needs to take a back seat to my body, and without a lot of useless thinking getting in the way, all that’s left is powerful, overwhelming need. And it knows just what to do.


  The noises he’s making are in my ears, and they’re starting to mix with my own. He sounds too damned good, feels too damned good. I know by the time I think to take hold of his cock in my paw, it might be too little too late, but I make the effort.


  I don’t know how long I last, in the end… but it’s not long enough. By the time I hit release, though, I just don’t care. And he doesn’t seem to, either. Marcus’s told me he loves how it feels when I cum in him, but I never really believed it until now. I can’t resist the urge to shove full up to the knot in him, and god, if you could hear the sound he made…


  The whole room spins for a full minute or so after that, and it’s better than any high… better than anything I’ve ever felt before, honestly. People say that sometimes, but, I swear to god, I mean it.


  I’m a heaping pile of useless wolfdog, by the end of it. Marcus is contained securely in my arms when I roll back to my side, strictly so I don’t collapse on him. He’s laboring to catch his breath almost as much as me, and I still can’t pull out of him. My paw shakily strokes his thigh, and his hip, and I lean down to kiss him, gratefully. My paw returns to stroking his length, slowly, and he whines into my muzzle.


  I give our ‘entangled’ state a testing tug, and sure enough, I’m finally able to slip out. He moans again as I continue to paw at him and stretches out beneath me, his thin figure looking far too vulnerable, in that moment. The plaintive look in his eyes doesn’t help.


  Struck by a sudden urge, I lean down, and nuzzle my nose into the soft fur along his belly. I’ve never, ever tried this before, but…


  I cup my tongue around the tip of his cock, and it’s worth it just for the sudden shock that shoots through his body. If I didn’t still have one of my arms around him, he might’ve fallen off the edge of the bed. He moans my name, and gives the slightest little kick. I chuckle, even as I take him deeper into my muzzle.


  I guess it’s… strange. If you’d asked me a month ago if I’d ever do something like this, I don’t honestly know what I would’ve said. I thought it would be more unpleasant, though. It’s mostly just odd. It doesn’t even taste bad, really… he tastes like he smells, and I’d already been growing fond of the mild musk he gives off.


  I slip him out of my muzzle, and drag my tongue along the whole length of him. I can see him bristling and shuddering as I do, his head tipped back, muzzle open. If he could see the expression on his face, he’d be mortified.


  I don’t know exactly how he does the muzzle thing… safely. So I stick mostly to my tongue. It’s broad enough that I can cup most of him in it, and I’d always thought it was a little rough, but he certainly seems to be enjoying it.


  I guess I’m not paying as much attention to him as I’m able to when I paw at him, because I have no warning when he cums, other than his own breathless attempts, which alert me just about in time to catch most of it outside my muzzle, but only just.


  Suffice to say, the end of this monumental occasion ends just about as undignified as most teenage sex. And apparently, though he might’ve not had enough breath to effectively warn me in time… he has enough to start laughing, when I’m blinking, and licking whatever I can off my muzzle


  “Dude, I’m s… sorry…” he gets out, between what I can only rightfully describe as ‘giggling’. I mock a glare at him, before he snerks, and manages a, “…n-nose, too…”


  “Alright, that’s it.” I growl, and grab his tail.


  “N-no! Not my tail!” He wails, and yanks it away from me before I can use it for its’ intended purpose. He half falls out of bed, still laughing, and I have to tug up the edge of my pants before I chase after him.


  The damned fox is quick, and it’s an epic pursuit, until I finally corner him in the bathroom. Thankfully, there we find something more adequate for purposes of cleanup than his precious, lustrous tail. And ultimately, we make use of the shower. I crank the hot water way up, as I found throughout the past few weeks that we both seem to enjoy it that way.


  I’d like to say the story ends there, but it doesn’t. This whole day’s been so up and down, I’d thought now, of all times, I’d be spared any more bumps in the road. But Marcus is… Marcus. And beneath all the pomp and playfulness, he’s a dangerously insightful, intelligent friend, who knows me better than anyone else in the world.


  “Reis?”


  “Mmnh?” I murmur, my body leaned back against the tile in the pouring water, his body pressed against mine. My paw is toying with the soaked, slick fur along his hip.


  “You haven’t spoken about the visit with your mother, all day.”


  Silence doesn’t work on Marcus. But I try, anyway.


  “Reis?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Yes, you do.” He says, looking up at me. I don’t know how he manages to look so intimidating, naked, and soaked. He practically looks through me. “Reis, you’ve been out of it all day. I can tell, alright? What happened?” He runs his paw up my chest, through my lighter fur.


  “…it didn’t go well, alright? I…” I try to look away from him, but it’s not that easy to ignore Marcus. “I…”


  “Reis, it’s okay.” He murmurs. “Do you need some time? We can talk about it, later.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it at all.” I say, as stonily as I can.


  “Reis–”


  “No, alright? I don’t want to! I don’t… there’s nothing I can do about it. About… her. I hate my damned mom. I hate her, okay?!” I let my paws slip away from him, so he can’t feel how bad they’re shaking. “I hate my own mom. I even hate my dad, and he’s dead. I hate this house. I hate the last eighteen years of my life!” I grit my teeth, the words spilling out before I can stop them. “But I’m… I’m trying to deal. I’m doing the best I can. It’s just… I-I can’t…”


  He looks up at me, silent, ears drooped back. He’s not pushing me, not demanding anything from me. So why can’t I look away?


  “Reis, why do you always hold all this in?” He asks, quietly.


  “I don’t…” I find myself silent a long while, again, before I can discern how to reply. “I’m trying to deal.” I repeat. “I’m trying to get over it, and… take responsibility for myself. I don’t want to blame all my problems on my parents. I’m not a kid, anymore. I’m trying to–”


  “…be strong?” He interrupts, leveling his gaze up at me.


  “…yeah, I guess so.”


  “Reis, I’m really proud of you. You’ve gone through Hell over the last few weeks, and you’ve been strong enough. But honey, you can’t fix pain. You can’t just ‘deal’ with it. And you can’t always pin everything down inside you. You’ve got to talk about it, and live with it for awhile, or it’s never gonna get any better. You can’t let go of something you’re not acknowledging is… there.”


  My throat feels like it’s closing in on me, and that folded, tangled knot is expanding inside me. I feel like everything I’ve been shoving away all day is being summoned up through me by him, and I don’t know how to deal. I don’t know what he wants me to do. I don’t know how to make this shit go away.


  “I don’t know how to let go, okay?!” I say, my voice echoing off the bathroom walls. It comes out choked. My eyes are stinging. But with the water pouring down the both of us, I can’t tell if I’m crying. I give a staggered breath, and pound my fist back weakly against the old, worn tile.


  He’s still looking up at me. Slowly, he weaves his arms around my waist, and pulls himself in close to me, tucking his cheek against the hollow of my throat.


  “Just like this.” He murmurs.


  The water’s still pouring down over the both of us, and I’m all but certain I’m crying, now. He runs his paw over my back, gently.


  “Don’t worry, Reis.” He murmurs. “It’ll wash away.”
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Confidence

That summer, I got this job at an ice cream stand. It sucked, it was minimum wage with no tips, (we had a jar, but no one gave a shit) they couldn’t really air condition the stand since the windows were always open, so all we had to keep us cool were a few fans, and ice cream is way less appealing when you have to clean up after kids dropping it everywhere all day. To this day, I can’t do soft serve.

But everyone’s had a crappy minimum wage job or two. Or three, or more. It was temporary, four months, and what else was I gonna get for that short a time? Marcus was busy planning our move in August, and I wanted to save up at least a little money before then, so I’d have something in the bank when I uprooted my entire life.

Not that I was having second thoughts. Honestly, that summer, it was before I was really an adult, but past the point where I was worrying about High School any more, and I was too young and stupid to realize the real world was going to be hard. Plus, I had this new relationship with my best friend, something I’d literally thought was impossible ever since I’d realized I had a thing for him, and now it was real and it was happening and everything was new and exciting. I had my worries, sure. But nothing big had come up yet. So I was on cloud nine, for the most part.

So having a little dried ice cream in my fur, walking home panting in the heat for ten blocks, my pawpads aching a bit from the hot sidewalks… all in all, not the worst thing ever. Especially since I knew my boyfriend would be there, waiting for me at my place. He’d texted one of my coworkers (I didn’t have my own phone then) to let me know he’d let himself in, and was tidying up. Those’re literally the words he used. Marcus has to be the only person I know who uses the word ‘tidying’ un-ironically.

We’d always spent a lot of time together before, but now we saw each other nearly every day. He’d bring by dinner a lot of nights, usually leftovers his mom had made. Her pasta salad was awesome, and she always made too much, or he’d bring by ‘spare’ burger patties and we’d grill them up on the stovetop since I didn’t have anything resembling a grill. I got the feeling his mother was intentionally sending a lot of food over because they knew I was on my own, and my food assistance card only went so far every month. But I wasn’t exactly too proud to accept the charity, especially from my boyfriend’s family. Plus like I said… her pasta salad was insanely good.

And Marcus always did a great job cleaning up my place. He whined a whole lot about how messy I was, but simultaneously told me he didn’t mind doing it because his parents had always told him to focus on his studies instead of working summer jobs, so he didn’t have much to do since he’d graduated. He’d already gotten accepted into college, and we’d pretty well got our living arrangements figured out. He’d even started helping me pack, despite the fact that it was way too early for it and I was having to re-open boxes pretty often now to find things.

We still weren’t living together, and I was getting the feeling that once we did, my level of cleanliness as opposed to his might become… more of a problem. But we were so new into the whole thing, I was still at that phase where I sort of liked seeing his ears flatten in annoyance. Even our disagreements were endearing.

Let me tell you, that didn’t last forever. But anyway.

My heart melted when I rounded the corner of my block and saw him sitting there on my crumbling stoop. He had his nose up, like he’d smelled me coming, his eyes searching until they settled on me turning the corner. And then he smiled at me and stood.

It shouldn’t have seemed like such a miracle. I mean, he knew exactly when I got off, and that I’d be coming straight home, and how far from my house the ice cream stand was. It wasn’t as if he’d been waiting long. But just the fact that he’d thought to, that he’d gone outside ahead of time, and that he’d been looking for me to come home… I can’t describe the feeling.

No one had been waiting for me at home for a very long time.

I jogged the last block, until I had that fox in my arms, and we were nuzzling our muzzles together right there on my front lawn. I could hear Mr. Laurens running his weed wacker across the street, but I didn’t care. Normally I wasn’t really so much for PDAs, but there were times with Marcus where even I couldn’t help it.

He chuckled against my muzzle, one of his hands hooking in the back of my belt, near where my tail was furiously swaying. “Well I guess I hit the happy button hard today, huh?” He laughed full-out when my tail began wagging even faster. “Alright, alright,” he pulled back just a bit, looking up at me, “c’mon in before you take off into the sky or something.”

Once again, Marcus had somehow managed to get my decrepit old house looking far better than it had any right to. There were even flowers. I mean, they were dandelions, and they were in a coffee cup, but he’d neatly folded a patterned dish towel underneath the cup in the center of my flaking, terrible kitchen table and somehow made it look charming.

He must have seen me looking at the table as I wandered with him over to the stove, where something was boiling. It smelled like mac’n cheese. My mouth watered. SO much better than ice cream.

“That,” he pointed to the little table scene, with its weed flowers and mis-matching plates, “is what is called the ‘distressed chic’ look. Some people would pay a lot of money for that beautiful spread there.”

“Yeah, well,” I glanced up at the ceiling, to the patches of mold and peeling paint, the real issues with this place that Marcus couldn’t gloss over with good housekeeping, “this place certainly is ‘distressed’.”

“One month,” he reminded me, tapping his spoon against the edge of the pot and turning the burner off. “Twenty-eight days, actually. This place just needs to hold up one more month, then we’re out of here.”

I sighed a little. “It used to be a really nice house,” I said, then paused. “Well, I mean, not really nice. Just, you know, comfortable. It just needs a lot of work I can’t afford. I feel bad giving up on it. But it isn’t even mine, legally.”

“Babe,” Marcus looked up at me, holding the steaming pot of mac’n cheese by its handles, and shuffling past towards the table. “Once we leave Mayfield, we’re never coming back. You don’t need to worry about it, alright? Your mom’ll handle it once she gets out. Or sell it. Either way, it’s not your responsibility. You’re eighteen.”

“Yeah,” I smiled a bit, his calm, easy words reassuring me just like that. Sometimes I worried for literally no reason, and Marcus knew exactly what to say to ground me.

Sometimes.

“I had it set to low while I waited for you, but the bottom might’ve burnt anyway,” he sighed, heaping spoonfuls of the cheap, delicious cheesy dish onto my plate. “But I did put green peas in it,” he said, sounding a bit smug that he’d remembered that. “Just like you like. What kind of carnivore are you, anyway?”

I ate my first spoonful before I checked to see if it was cool enough to, and burnt my tongue. But it was so good I didn’t care.

“I like peas,” I said with a shrug, swallowing a mouthful.

“I’m just lucky you’re so easy to impress,” he muttered, as he took the time to spread his own smaller helping out, letting it cool. “My cooking skills are limited to things with directions on the back of a box. And even then…”

“I really appreciate the meal,” I assured him with a smile, and a paw cupping the fringe along his cheek.

He smiled back, leaning into it. But the spell was broken when he gave a sniff and cracked an eye open at me. “You smell like chocolate syrup.”

“It gets everywhere,” I muttered. “My fur, under my claws…”

“Alright,” he said, in an authoritative tone. “Dinner first, but then shower. Then we’ll do a movie, maybe? Sound good?”

“What movie?” I asked, curious if he had something specific in mind.

He gave me a look at that. Not just any look. The ‘Marcus is up to no good’ look.

“You and I both know,” he said, “that it doesn’t matter what movie we put on.”





He wanted to shower with me. He always wanted to shower with me, and I didn’t understand why. I was gross and sticky from work, my shower was barely large enough for the two of us to squeeze in there, and even then, only big enough for one of us to get wet. There was absolutely nothing sexy or even fun about the idea to me. But Marcus always asked.

Then there was the other thing.

Marcus and I had been naked together quite a few times by now, obviously. And by ‘quite a few’ I mean, like, three or four nights a week, every week, since we’d started dating. We didn’t always have sex, or even jerk each other off, but he liked to be naked when he slept with me at night, and I didn’t mind.

But just… being naked, like casually… doing normal stuff like showering… was still weird for me. I can’t even exactly say why. It just was. I guess eventually you’re supposed to get to a point where you’re entirely comfortable with someone without your clothes on. I just wasn’t there yet.

Marcus had that kind of confidence. In spades. Some mornings, he’d just strut about my place without ever bothering to dress until he needed to head home or go out for something. I definitely didn’t mind the sight, but it made things feel a little… unbalanced between us, I guess. I’d always have at least boxers on, usually a shirt. He wouldn’t bring it up, but I know my hesitance bothered him at least a little.

And as usual, I was having trouble talking to him about it. Because I wasn’t even sure if it was a problem, really, it was just an area the two of us didn’t have the same level of comfort in. And it was okay for us to be different, right? Or was I holding back on him somehow by being like this, not opening up to him enough?

I don’t know. But I said ‘no’ again when he asked to shower with me, and he didn’t press. So I guess everything was alright.

Except when I got out of the shower, he was waiting there in the adjoined doorway to my room, with a mischievous smile playing at his muzzle, a hand tucked into the waistline of his jeans, shirt hiked up just a bit over his wrist, showing the ridge of sandy fur that followed his hip bone.

I paused in the doorway, not entirely certain what was going on. Or more to the point, why he was still dressed at all.

“Marcus?” I chuckled a little nervously, holding the towel a little firmer around my waist. “What…”

“Well I just figured I’d be showering too,” he said with an easy shrug, “which means I gotta get naked anyway. I thought you might like me getting naked while you’re around to watch. So I waited.”

I gave a puff of a laugh, running a paw over half my muzzle. “That’s…” I shook my head. “What’re you gonna… strip for me, or something?”

“That was the plan,” he smirked. “Although I couldn’t really find the right kind of sexy music. And my phone’s speakers suck. So you’ll just have to imagine that part, alright?”

I’m not sure what I was more dumbstruck by. The fact that Marcus always seemed to know exactly when would be the most awkward time for him to be wildly inappropriate, the sheer nerve it took for him to assume that of course, if he was going to undress, he would do so in front of me, and of course, I would want to watch him… or the fact that he was right.

So I sat down on the edge of my bed and watched my boyfriend do an amateur striptease for me. And the whole time I should’ve been enjoying it, all I could think was ‘I wouldn’t even shower with him’.

Not that I didn’t enjoy it. Just… distractedly.

By the time he’d inexpertly kicked off his boxer briefs, I think he could tell I was distracted. Because his slinky, smirky smile thing kind of dissolved, and he tilted his head at me, looking curious instead. “Reis?” He asked, approaching me. “You okay?”

Be honest. You’re not going to get a better chance.

I’d learned by now what keeping things to myself accomplished, and that Marcus was usually a safe person to open up to. Okay, not usually… he’d not ever made me feel unsafe. But the relationship was new, and I was worried about damaging it, I guess. So I had doubts, and that was probably okay.

I let out a breath, and Marcus’s ears fell, and for one terrifying moment I realized that my issues with this situation might have accidentally come off really wrong, in a way that’d hurt him. So that, I had to undo, and right now.

I looked up at him, sliding my large, darker paws up his sandy thighs, squaring them on his hips. “Nothing’s wrong,” I assured him. “You’re… really hot, and I love seeing you like this. I dunno about the striptease, though…”

“Hey, practice makes perfect,” he insisted with a wry smile. “I’d like to see you try.”

My smile fell, and I looked down. “That’s… the thing,” I said at length. “I can’t.”

“As sexy as that’d be, I know you’d never do something like that,” he snuffed a bit, looking amused.

“No, but I mean,” I looked up at him. “I don’t even really like being naked in the bathroom together. It’s just not, like… a space… I’m used to sharing, you know?”

“Reis, given the size of your bathroom, it’s not a space you probably should share. I get it. It’s cool.” He shrugged. “Is this because I asked to shower with you? I won’t ask again if it bothers you.”

“I don’t know if it’ll always bother me,” I said. “I just… I don’t know. This is all really new to me. I’m not even used to having someone else in my house most of the time, you know?”

“I do,” he looked a little sad at that, and finally sat down beside me. Which, let me tell you, made having a serious conversation with him a lot easier than doing so staring at his sheath.

“You’ve always been the confident one,” I sighed. “In every way, really.”

“You know I’m attracted to you, right?” He asked, in that intent, serious way he does when he really wants you to know something.

“I don’t doubt that,” I assured him, smiling a little. “You make it pretty clear.”

“Good. I’d hate to think I’m falling short in the ‘encouraging my boyfriend’ category,” Marcus smiled back. “You need a lot of encouragement sometimes, but it’s never been something I felt I couldn’t handle.”

“It’s more a matter of comfort, I guess,” I murmured, trying to make sense of it in my own head. Marcus nodded at that, and I gave an exasperated sigh. “Wh-how is it you understand that? Even I don’t understand it.”

“Well I mean, it makes sense,” he reasoned. “You’re used to having your own space, that’s how it’s been for years, right? I mean, other than the few times your mom is in and out, which… isn’t regular. I didn’t expect you’d want me around all the time, hovering over you and like… invading your house constantly. Have I been coming by too much?”

“No!” I insisted, reaching for one of his paws and squeezing it. I looked him in the eyes just so he’d know I was being earnest. “No. I love when I come home and you’re here. It’s been great. It really has.”

He smiled, then shifted his thighs up, putting his hands on my shoulders. I got what he was going for soon enough, and turned so he could plop himself in my lap, straddling me comfortably. He leaned forward against my chest, and we just sat like that for awhile.

“I think I just need time to get used to it,” I murmured.

“I know, Reis.”

“I mean, showering together might even be nice, if we had a more comfortably-sized shower, and I was more… ready for the idea.”

“I know.”

“But I mean, I’m not sure I’ll ever have your level of comfort with being naked, like, everywhere–”

“Reis.”

“Even downstairs, in the kitchen? We don’t even have blinds.”

“Reis,” he lifted his muzzle, staring up at me with his big ears taking up half my field of vision, and his pretty golden eyes focused on mine. “I get it. And it’s okay. It really is. To be honest, I kind of like how modest you are. It’s cute, and it compliments me really well, you know?  Cuz I’m… not.” He chuckled. “If both of us were flaming extroverts, we’d probably get on each other’s nerves.”

Well, that was easy.

My inner monologue was getting snarky. But it really was. It had all turned out so simple. I’d said what was on my mind, and Marcus had listened, and understood. Because he cared about me. Because a lot of these problems I dwelled on really weren’t as big a deal as they were in my mind.

I tilted my muzzle down to catch his in a kiss, which seemed to surprise him for the first few moments, but he soon melted into me. I tried to, impossibly, convey some measure of the relief and love I felt, but there’s only so much you can do with a kiss.

As usual, Marcus was the one to escalate the situation. His light shove saw me down on my back as surely as if I’d been bowled over by a wrestler above my weight class, and soon he was following over top of me, deepening our kiss, our tongues and teeth meeting in a way that was both somehow messy and inexperienced, and perfect. I almost didn’t want to get better at this. I liked how when we came together like this, neither of us really knew exactly what we were doing. It meant every moment we spent grabbing and groping at one another, running blunt claws through fur and muzzles tangling, it was all new and unexpected, like the first night.

At some point we would get comfortable with one another, my mind hazily reminded me. In most every way. Some day I’d get used to seeing him naked, or being naked around him, or I’d come to expect him every day when I came home.

Would it be less special then? I liked to think no. Marcus and I had been friends for more of my life than not, and he’d never stopped surprising me. Becoming romantically involved had been a new step, but once it became more normal, there’d be other things to get accustomed to. Other steps.

So why rush? Marcus was willing to wait, and even willing to accept some things were just beyond my comfort level entirely. I’d probably never be as bold as he was. I’d always be more private.

And I think I can safely say I’d never do a strip dance thing for him. But hey, you never know. A few years ago, I never would’ve said I’d be dating my best male friend. But it took me a little while to figure out who I was. And I wasn’t done figuring it all out yet.

We couldn’t seem to pull away from one another long enough that night to do anything fancy. He just ground down against me, my paws roaming his slim, soft body and pulling his hips into mine, and before long I had a paw down there, cupping the both of our sheaths and cocks together as we rocked against one another.

I came first, growling out a moan as the friction and the feel of him against me got to be too much, and then I was sticky again, and so was he, but for a much better reason.

I wasn’t ashamed of going first, because it meant I got to watch him cum, which I really enjoyed. I watched him thrust into my paw for a further minute or so, his body going first taut, then lax and boneless as he spilled on the fur of my belly. I caught him before he could collapse on me after that, chuckling a bit as he moaned breathlessly into my neck and lay there.

“Don’t you fall asleep,” I warned him. “I know I’m comfortable, but– also, didn’t you want to get a shower tonight?”

“Mmmhh… I actually showered this morning,” he muttered. “Although now I guess I need another.”

“You know, the shower downstairs is bigger.”

He cracked an eye and looked up at me. “Now you’re okay sharing? That was fast.”

I shrugged a bit. “I still don’t see how it’s all that sexy, but… it helped to know that you were okay with my wanting privacy, before… I guess… I was willing to give it up. I’m still not traipsing about naked downstairs.”

He smirked lazily. “Well that’s a problem, given that we’d have to get down there somehow to use the other shower, and we’re…” he gestured to the mess between the two of us.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Still got that towel?”

I grabbed about for it at the foot of the bed, and found it, giving a triumphant arm pump. All but simultaneously, Marcus miraculously regained his energy, and hopped off of me to his feet. He wobbled for a moment afterwards, but somehow stayed upright.

I followed him, wrapping the towel around my waist. I felt his hand reaching for mine, and gave it a brief squeeze. It was a simple gesture, but the reassurance was everything. My boyfriend cared about me, and didn’t think I was weird for wanting that last vestige of modesty.

It turns out, years later, I’d surprise myself and him, and perform the world’s worst strip-tease for his birthday. I probably should’ve practiced, but he loved it even though I know it was terrible.

On the plus side, I had a real police uniform by then, so it was both embarrassingly bad, and embarrassingly stereotypical. And my boyfriend… my husband, by then… was worth every minute of it.
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  The following is from after Unconditional.
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  Under Arrest


  “No.”


  “Come on.” The fennec pleaded once more, in that subtly submissive way that still somehow commanded Reis to answer. Generally in the way that Marcus wanted him to.


  It was especially effective when he was naked.


  “You can’t be serious.” Reis replied, exasperated. The reply was exactly what Marcus had been pushing for, of course. Not an agreement, but not a ‘no’.


  “What do I have to do, break the law?” The fennec smirked.


  “As a matter of fact, yes!” Reis exclaimed, with a stern glare. “These aren’t toys, Marc. They’re tools of the trade. And I am not supposed to use them to fool around! If they found out, I could get written up.”


  Marcus rolled his eyes. “How would anyone know, Reis? Really.”


  “I would know,” the wolfdog replied, but Marcus did not miss the waver in his voice.


  Marcus smirked, stepping up against his mate’s chest and running a paw slowly up beneath the un-tucked hem of his dark uniform shirt, quietly relishing in the way Reis’s abdominals shuddered under his touch.


  “You mean to tell me you haven’t thought about putting me in those since you got them?” He asked, in that ‘I know you better’ tone Reis hated so much, because he really was always spot on, when he used it.


  “When you’re being an ass.” Was Reis’s annoyed reply, but the battle was already lost, and he knew it. And of course, so did Marcus. He always got that victorious smile when he won.


  “Well… now’s your chance.” The fennec said with a dancing bob of his tail.


  With a resigned sigh, Reis pulled the handcuffs from his belt, unlatched them, and held them out to the fennec. Marcus then proceeded to stare at him and the cuffs for a few moments of dead silence… expectantly.


  “What now?” Reis huffed.


  “You’re s’posed to put them ON.” Marcus said with a tilt of his head, as though that was obvious.


  “Fine. Hold out your hands.” Reis propped them open, waiting.


  Marcus sighed, as though Reis was being exceedingly stubborn about something. The wolfdog was starting to get extremely frustrated. “No, not like that.” Marcus insisted. “Like… for real. With the man-handling, and all that.”


  “Are you insane?” Reis demanded, muzzle agape. “Marcus, I am not going to put you down like an actual criminal. That will hurt.”


  “If it was that bad they wouldn’t let you do it to people you arrest. Come on… I can handle it.” Marcus chimed, with a coy grin. “Indulge me just this once. Please?”


  Reis put his pawpads to the bridge of his nose, anticipating the headache this game would cause him if it went on much longer.


  “…come onnnnnn…” a fennec cooed in the background.


  At long last, Reis let his paws drop, popped open one of the cuffs once more, and grabbed his mate roughly by the shoulder, spinning him around and shoving him face-first into the bed by the scruff of his neck.


  “You are more trouble than you’re worth, you stupid fox.” He growled, holding him down, and snapping the cuffs first on one slender wrist, then the other. Vaguely, muffled against the sheets, he swore he could hear the fennec… giggling.


  “You are such a freak.” He muttered, as the last cuff snapped on.


  Marcus’s tail swayed about happily, his self-indulgent chuckling only partially blocking out the sound of Reis fussing with something that sounded suspiciously like his belt, behind him. It wasn’t but a few seconds before something very hard and very, shockingly ready was pushing up under his tail, the paw Reis wasn’t using to hold Marcus down now shoving aside the floofy impediment.


  “Where did that come from?!” Marcus yelped in honest surprise.


  “Apparently this game agrees with me.” Reis muttered, as he spit in his paw pad, doing just about the barest minimum to prepare himself. And it was the barest minimum. Marcus found himself arching from the first push, hoping the wolfdog was as heavy on the precum this time as he usually was.


  “Ngghh…” Marcus’s legs pinned themselves back against Reis’s thighs, his body utterly unable to move under Reis’s one firm hand. “Baby, that may have been… excessive force…” he finally managed to utter with that ever-present hint of amusement at the whole situation, and his own wit.


  Reis just gave a content grunt of approval, as he pushed up deep into his lover. “File a report.”
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  I’ve Loved You Since Then


  


  Junior Year


  


  “These things taste like shit,” the large wolfdog muttered, as he bit off another hunk of the unappetizing-looking, chalky protein bar. I grimaced at the mere sight of it, pulling my laptop from my locker and unzipping my bag to wedge it carefully between my AP History book and binder.


  “Yeah, I’ve heard those things are nasty. Aren’t they, like, really expensive, too?” I asked, sticking out my tongue.


  Reis snorted, and smiled good-naturedly down at me. “Only the good ones. Coach gave me these. Pretty sure he got them off the back of a truck… in a landfill.”


  I laughed. “That’s disgusting. God, just eat a hamburger or something. Not many people get to enjoy gaining weight. Make the most of it.”


  “I’m trying to make the most of my weight class… not get huge. I need protein. I get as much extra from the cafeteria with my lunch coupons as I can,” the wolfdog sighed, tossing the wrapper into a nearby trash can. “But I don’t know if that really counts as food.”


  “My mom’s pretty good at bringing out my inner fat fox,” I offered with a smirk. “She’s making lasagna with meat sauce tonight. Want to come over?”


  “For real?” the wolfdog’s ears perked. “Your mom’s cooking tonight?”


  “It’s Friday. She doesn’t work tomorrow,” I shrugged. “She always makes a big dinner on Fridays. Pretty sure she said tonight it’d be lasagna.”


  My mother didn’t work full-time, but she spent a few hours a day working at the Elementary School as a teacher’s aid during the week. She used to counsel kids in the High School, then out of our house. I remembered being a young kit, my older sister ushering me into the play room when strange children, usually from other towns, would come by with their parents or someone from Childrens Services. I remembered the first time I’d caught the downward-facing gaze of one of the young boys, barely a year older than me, and felt that aura about him I’d never known another child could have. Confused, maybe scared… maybe angry. Always sad.


  I’d never understood those kids, the ones my mom would see in her pastel-colored meeting room, the one with toys I wasn’t allowed to play with in it. They didn’t seem like normal kids to me. They certainly weren’t like the ones I saw in kindergarten, or even first grade. They’d close the door whenever my mom was in there with them, and I wasn’t supposed to bother them, but sometimes they were loud. Sometimes there’d be yelling, or crying, or both. Sometimes the adults with them would yell.


  I couldn’t imagine yelling at my parents… or being yelled at like that by them. It had never made much sense to me why anyone acted like that, or how my mother could help anyone like that.


  But then I’d met Reis.


  Well, to be specific, I’d noticed Reis first. Around the time I started realizing I liked looking at other boys, but before I knew why. I mean, I’d only been seven. It was more a fascination at the time, like how some boys really liked fire trucks, or dinosaurs. I really liked… other boys. Lots of different types of other boys. I wanted to have a lot of boy friends, but I’d never really been good at making friends. All the boys I wanted to meet had things in common, things they spent their time doing, that I was no good at. Baseball. Collecting monster cards. Climbing trees.


  I liked to watch the music video channel and read, and sometimes play with my sisters. They had the sorts of toys I couldn’t tell my mother I liked, because my older sister told me it was weird. She’d still let me play with hers, though, so… she was sort of my best friend.


  Reis also didn’t seem to have any friends. I’d seen him around in school since kindergarten, although he had a lot of long absences. I’ll admit, I hadn’t really taken much note of him for a long time. No one did. He wasn’t just quiet, he was… invisible. The sort of kid you’d only realize in retrospect had always been there. He was like an afterthought.


  I began to notice him at about the same time everyone else did, for an unfortunate reason. He started wearing the same clothes to school every day. The same thin blue t-shirt, the same pair of jean shorts that were too big for him… I’m not sure if his house had running water, but it wouldn’t have mattered, because even if he was bathing, the clothes were still dirty. He wasn’t popular. No one wanted to sit next to him.


  I wasn’t one of those kids who got anything out of being mean, so I wasn’t. If it was just his dirty clothes that made him stand out, I probably wouldn’t have even ever talked to him.


  It was food. That’s why I first worked up the courage to sit down next to him. To talk to him. I’d seen him sitting alone in the cafeteria a lot… not all that strange, no one even wanted to sit next to him in our crowded second grade classroom… but what stood out was that he never ate lunch. He just sort of sat there the whole time, and stared at the table or out the window. It became such a curiosity to me over time that I simply couldn’t fight the fascination anymore. My seven-year-old mind couldn’t figure out why it was another kid wouldn’t eat their lunch every single day. Maybe now and then, he had an upset stomach. Maybe he’d had a big breakfast. But every day?


  So one day I sat down next to him, and… I asked him why he wasn’t eating. I remember thinking he was weird, when it took him nearly a minute to answer me. I’d eventually learn he was just painfully shy, but at the time I thought I was being rebuked. I’d almost panicked and left.


  When he’d told me he just… didn’t have any food, he’d said it with that same look I saw on all the kids’ faces who came to see my mom. As I got older and, I guess, gained a better vocabulary and became capable of thinking in a deeper way about the world around me, I’d come to call it his ‘hollow’ look. It’s the look he’d have throughout the years, whenever he’d been taken away from his home again to live with his aunt, or whenever one of his parents got arrested… or when his dad OD’d.


  But at that moment, all it had meant to me was that he was sad because he was hungry. And even at seven, that made sense to me. I gave him the rest of my lunch, and I made a friend for life that day. Bringing him home a few times and introducing him to my mom as my new best friend probably didn’t hurt, either. My mother… unsurprisingly… knew what could be done to help kids like Reis. She got him signed up for the program that got him the lunch coupons he was still using in the cafeteria to this day, she got him clothing from our church, and she encouraged me to bring him by for dinner and to play at our house whenever I wanted.


  Reis has probably spent half of his life outside of school at my house ever since. Considering what little I’d seen of his mother and his own home the few times I visited, I honestly wish he’d come over more often than he already does.


  Food always does the trick. Even now, even at sixteen, I see his tail vaguely swishing at the thought of my mom’s meat sauce lasagna, and I know he’s coming home with me today after school. He doesn’t even need to confirm it.


  “Great, so,” I smile, “bike rack after ninth period?”


  “You had me at lasagna,” he says with that gorgeous, rare smile. I feign a cough and look away, because he doesn’t need to see my ears flush. I mean it’s not like he doesn’t know I think he’s gorgeous. I’ve actually tried to subdue my physical infatuation, or the appearance of it anyway, by making it overly obvious, by being overly flirtatious to the point of obnoxiousness. So far it seems to be working. He rolls his eyes at me, he shoves me off of him whenever I’m hanging all over him like a school girl, he laughs at me… it’s all a big joke. He knows I’m gay. He knows I’m out. He knows I’m not shy about voicing what guys I find hot. So it’s just more of that. He doesn’t take it seriously, it doesn’t creep him out or make him uncomfortable, because it’s clear it’s just my teasing him about the fact that he shot up from a kid who was once my size to this… towering Adonis with amazing blue eyes and a body I try really hard not to think about when I’m alone with my paw. Because that would be weird. Because we’re friends. And I’m not being serious when I flirt with him.


  Right.


  Reis is straight. But he didn’t let my coming out affect our friendship, and I’m grateful for that to this day, because even now, he’s still my only male friend. I guess it helps that I realized I was gay at a relatively young age, compared to most people. I thought for awhile it just didn’t bother him because he wasn’t old enough to be freaked out by it yet. I figured we’d drift apart the older we got. But we never did. He stayed awesome. Shy, quiet, withdrawn, troubled… but awesome.


  I guess at some point I know we have to part ways, at least somewhat. We can’t be this close forever. I’ve been waiting for a girl to come between us… or I guess a boy, if I find someone I want to go steady with. But, unless you count screwing around with a guy in the bathroom at a concert a legit ‘date’, I haven’t had much luck there. Probably won’t until I get to college.


  Hell, as soon as I leave this town, we’re probably through. I mean I don’t plan to come back, and Reis isn’t planning on college. Or… graduating, at this rate. So it’s pretty obvious these might be the last two years we have together. I just really don’t want to think about it.


  Shit. He’s looking at me. It’s not the overt stuff I have to worry about around him, it’s the subtler times. Like now, when my mind is wandering, and my ears are pink, and I don’t know if he’s honestly sharp enough to catch on that I’m genuinely thinking about him in that way. If it ever goes past teasing, I feel like he’s going to have to draw the line there. It doesn’t matter how tight we are, straight guys get weirded out if they know you’re into them. Like, you’ve seriously sat around and wondered if they’d get maybe even just a little gay when they’re drunk.


  God, that even sounds creepy to me.


  Overcompensate. It’s always worked in the past.


  “I know that protein bar was shitty, Reis,” I say, putting false bravado into my voice, “but if you keep looking at me like I’m delicious, I’m gonna insist you put me in your muzzle.”


  The wolfdog makes a face, and I’ve won. Just the right amount of raunchy to break the moment. Now I await the eye-roll.


  It never comes, and panic creeps back in. Because now his eyes are flicking down the empty hallway, towards the open doors into the gymnasium, the nearest room that might have any people in it at all. We’re technically on our lunch period now, but no one cares if you come out to the hallway behind the lunchroom, since you’d have to go past the big double doors to split off into the rest of the school, anyway, and they have monitors there. So we’re alone. And he’s checking that, for some reason. And I’m panicking. Because why is he checking?


  He glances back down at me again, and he’s got that look on his face. The one where he’s got something to say, and it’s always something he should have said like two years ago. Reis has this horrible habit of not talking about important shit… or lying about it. And I never find out what’s going on his life, or in his head, until it’s literally been pushed to the last possible ounce of time in which I can do anything about… whatever it is.


  Is he finally going to tell me he knows I’ve got this enormous crush on him? Was today the final straw? I mean, he’s a nice guy, but if he even so much as says ‘this is making me uncomfortable’, it will shatter me. Because no matter how much I know it’s impossible, I think there’s a part of me that’s always hoped… and having him tell me, even in the politest of ways, that I’m freaking him out, would just snuff that out forever.


  Yeah, I’m not ready for this. Like not at all.


  “…or are you getting all hot and bothered over the thought of the lasagna?” I continue on, babbling like a moron, because I don’t want there to be silence between us now. I don’t want there to be any blank spaces for him to fill. It’s not hard to convince Reis not to talk. And right now, I really don’t think I want to hear what he has to say.


  “Marc…” he murmurs, and I know by the tilt of his ears that none of my defenses are working. His voice is kind of shaky, but he’s pretty set on saying something serious right now. My own ears tip back.


  I don’t want to hear it. Let’s just go back to being friends, and I’ll keep my friendship-wrecking crush to myself, like I have been all along. It’s been working out so far.


  At some point while all that fucking silence was sitting between us, making this awkward, making it more and more tempting for him to finally say what’s on his mind… I noted that in my almost prey-like state of panic, I’d entirely missed the fact that we’d gotten really close. Like really close. I have no idea how it happened, how it is our muzzles are less than a foot apart now, I hadn’t thought I’d been leaning towards him…


  But no, actually, he’s the one leaning down, stooping almost. And even if Reis doesn’t always have the best posture, even if he shrinks his shoulders back sometimes when he doesn’t want to be noticed, this had to have been intentional. His hand’s on my shoulder… we touch sometimes, but, it’s like he’s urging me towards him…


  Oh God.


  I’m dancing on the edge of elation and terror here, because I sort of think I recognize what’s going on… what’s about to happen… but the cynic in me feels it’s unreal. I’m telling myself I’m imagining it, and telling myself I was right, all these years, at the same time.


  Can’t be happening. That’s the main thought, the one I feel safe in, because the other, the tinge of excitement and giddy hope, would be too devastating to endure if it was wrong.


  As it turns out, I don’t get to be disappointed or elated. Because what actually happens is… my bag strap suddenly gives way, something on it snapping, and my shoulder bag falls to the ground, spilling its contents across the floor. Including my laptop. My new laptop.


  “Shit!” I swear, twisting my muzzle up in real, genuine anger. And I’m not even really certain I’m angry about the fact that my laptop might’ve just broken a hinge.


  I lean down, sighing and scooping up the scattered books, and looking over the fragile, fifteen hundred dollar piece of equipment. I inspect it for a few moments, but nothing really looks broken. The case is scuffed on the corner, but…


  Reis kneels down next to me, and holds out a hand for my bag. “Strap break?” he asks.


  I grumble, pushing the bag at him. “I don’t know… I guess.”


  While I’m piling up my books, he murmurs, distracted, “Looks like… it’s the metal ring here. The one with the small gap there? Must’ve widened over time.”


  I blow out a breath through my nose, watching him clasp the ring between both palms and bend it back together, like he’s a fucking power tool or something. I watch his biceps tense and his arms shake a moment as he pushed it entirely back into the right shape, and I am using every bit of profanity I know, in my head, because whatever was just happening… I know it’s not going to happen now, if ever again. And I still have no idea if it was entirely in my head. I’m not even suspicious enough to call him on it, because that would also mean I run the risk of being denied. And like I was telling myself before… I don’t want that.


  No, the only way to have known for sure would have been to live through the last few seconds of that moment without my bag breaking to interrupt it. Damn it all.


  And now I get my wish. Because when he looks up at me, that intense look in his eyes is gone, replaced with a mild, friendly smile. He’s either lost his nerve or there was nothing there to begin with, and I was imagining it. And now I’ll never fucking know.


  “Bike rack, after ninth period,” he says with a soft smile. “I’ll see you there, Marc.”


  “Yeah…” I murmur, my eyes following him as he stands, and begins to head off.


  I shove my things back into my bag, and watch him until the bell rings a few seconds later, and the throngs of emerging students from the lunchroom obscure even the tall wolfdog from view.


  Maybe it is weird for me to hold out hope like this. I’m setting myself up for a hell of a fall.


  But… shit. Sometimes I really think he’s looking back at me, the way I look at him.
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  * * *


  


  “Stop fidgeting,” he mutters at me, as he adjusts my tie for what has to be the thirtieth time since I put it on. Which was maybe five minutes ago.


  “You’re the one who’s fidgeting,” I dare to point out. “And – stop, it was on right the first time.” I sigh. “I still don’t understand why I had to wear one and you don’t.”


  He gives me that fox grin that always undoes whatever else I was planning to say. “Because I’m the blushing bride,” he asserts.


  I roll my eyes. “Does there have to be a ‘bride’?”


  “No, and you’re right to call me on that stereotype,” he says, as his small paws continue to fidget on my chest. “But still, it makes for a good excuse for me to not have to wear a tie. I swear, nothing bothers me more than an askew tie. It’s all I’ll ever be able to see in this picture if I don’t get this right…”


  I put a large paw over his, and gently tug his fingers away from the offending black strip down my collarbone. “Marcus,” I say, looking him in the eyes, “relax. This is just a picture.”


  He drops his hands at his sides, and I see the nerves. I’m trying real hard not to be amused by all of this, he planned today in its entirety and I honestly just went along with everything. I’d assumed he’d be Marcus. Calm, collected, in-charge. Like he would’ve been planning an event with his activism back in the day. Instead he’s more nervous than I’ve ever seen him.


  I would’ve been just as happy visiting a Justice of the peace and having a small party at home for the few family members and friends who were willing to show up for a wedding between two men, in the southern states. He put together this little ceremony, hired the photographer, etc. I didn’t want to tell him no, because he clearly wanted it, but I assumed at least it would all make him happy. Instead he’s a wreck.


  The funny thing was, we’d had plans to have a private ceremony of our own up until a month ago that would have been a whole lot more casual. In that it also wouldn’t have been legal. It just sort of… worked out… that a month away from our tenth anniversary together, our country decided we were allowed to finally legitimize the bond we’d had for so long.


  I’m more of a ‘mild’ man, Marcus would say. I try not to get overly-emotional about much in life, and considering events from the past, that’s probably for the best for me. But even I’m pretty elated today. Maybe a bit relieved, even. I don’t get as fired-up over gay rights as Marcus does, but it does get tiring living with the constant knowledge that you’re arbitrarily denied the right to be legally joined with the person you’ve loved and lived with for nearly a decade. Filing taxes this year is going to be really liberating. And yeah, I realize how ridiculous that statement sounds. But still.


  Marcus is staring at the horizon, at the mountains beyond us that look down into the Mayfield Valley. He was the one who wanted to do this close to home, and I like the lodge he picked. It’s nice. Scenic, cozy, not too expensive.


  I know this all means so much more to him. He’s fought for this for so long, on the front lines. So, I reach down and grip both his paws, then squeeze them. I don’t really know what to say, but he’s told me many times when he’s like this, when he’s a bundle of stress, that all he really needs is for me to be there for him. So I do that.


  He looks back up at me. I smile down at him, and slip an arm around his waist. And I feel some of that tension leave him.


  And then I see a flash, and hear a click.


  We both turn. The photographer, a raccoon friend of Marcus’s from college, gives us a toothy smile. “That was perfect!” he says.


  Marcus blinks, looking dazed. “What? We – we weren’t ready.”


  “That’s why it was perfect,” the photographer insists. “You finally relaxed. Looked more natural. That’s what you want, trust me.” He waves a paw. “I can take a few more if you want, but trust me, that’s the one you’re gonna put on the wall.”


  I smirk down at Marcus. “See? It’s like taking a shot. Just gotta distract you, then it’s over before you know it.”


  Marcus makes a face. “Don’t you mock my fear of needles. I had a bad experience as a child, alright?”


  I laugh. “Can we please just go to the reception now? I’m absolutely starving.”


  He hooks his arm through mine. “Admit it, the food is the whole reason you agreed to this.”


  “Ninety percent. At most,” I insist. He rolls his eyes, and we start off down the hallway towards the reception hall. Before we get too far though, I lean down and kiss him. For once, it actually catches him off-guard.


  “What was that for?” he asks, with that sort of lazy smile he gets after I kiss him sometimes.


  “An apology,” I say.


  He looks confused. “An apol–”


  His words are cut off as I nab him about the waist and heft him off the ground, a mere few feet away from the door into the reception hall. He laughs, then kicks and fights when he realizes we’re going towards the door.


  “Don’t you dare!” he cries out. “You’re only supposed to do this back home!”


  “Oh no, this is far more embarrassing,” I smirk.


  He’s still fighting and squirming (and laughing) when I open the door, and carry him bride-style into the room full of our friends and family. I don’t think I’ve ever seen his ears flush quite so pink.


  But the nerves are gone for the rest of the night.
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