Page intentionally left blank by kepubify.


To the Sea - paintedrecs
An Archive of Our Own, a project of the Organization for Transformative Works
	[image: ]archiveofourown.org
	By Organization for Transformative Works
	archiveofourown.org
	About 870 minutes read



paintedrecs



Summary:


“No,” Edamura said, when he saw Laurent leaning against an ornate pillar in the lobby of his hotel.
Laurent simply grinned and waited for Edamura to stalk past the elevator bank and reception desk to join him.
Technically, he merely strode by Laurent, refusing to look him in the eyes, but he slowed his irritation-charged pace and glanced back, just the slightest bit, when Laurent didn’t immediately fall into step beside him.
He looked good, Laurent thought.
***
Laurent had developed many skills over the years. With languages, in the bedroom, or even something as simple as convincing other people that his decisions were ones they'd made on their own. He had a good life. A full one, with everything a man could need. A wallet bulging with his marks' money, more stamps in his passport than he'd ever thought possible, and a string of potential lovers he could pick through at will, if he wanted.
That, you see, was the flaw in all of his perfect plans. There was only one thing that Laurent truly wanted. One person, who hated his guts.
The other problem was even more difficult to unravel. Laurent was exceptional at everything, except this: telling anyone, especially himself, the truth.






Notes:


This is probably the most self-indulgent thing I'll ever write. It's a slow burn story about Laurent Thierry - the beautiful, sensitive, traumatized, canonically bisexual Belgian polyglot...the true Great Pretender of the title...who stole my heart the moment he stole Edamura Makoto's wallet. It took him a lot longer to win over Edamame's heart, or to believe he might even deserve it.
Great Pretender is one of my favorite shows. I love the characters, the storylines, and its extraordinarily beautiful settings. It's nearly perfect. For me, there was just one thing missing: the happy ending that I'd so badly wanted to see take shape for Laurent at the end of Case 4. So, after a few days, I picked up a pen, and I did it myself.
I wrote most of this from November 2020 through January 2021, with the rest already planned out and just waiting four years for me to return to it. While it's canon compliant, this means there's no connection to Razbliuto. But Dorothy is important.
I've honestly struggled a lot with letting this fic out into the world; it's a small fandom, and I don't know if I have any sort of a foothold in it, but I'd like it if this found an audience with a few other people who love Laurent as much as I do.
This story has so much of my heart in it. It's about trauma and self-loathing and selfishness and trying to do good in a world that you don't really feel deserves it. Trying to find happiness and love that you don't believe you deserve, either. I think that's the kind of thing this world needs more than ever...a flash of hope, in the midst of utter darkness.
Laurent's journey is a long and difficult one, with something beautiful just visible at the horizon. I hope you'll enjoy traveling there with him.




        (See the end of the work for more notes.)
    















Chapter 1: AMSTERDAM
    




Chapter Text


Il faut se quitter souvent pour s'aimer toujours.

You have to leave each other often to love each other forever.

“She never would have retired, would she,” Laurent said. He left off the inflection at the end of the statement, not intending to turn it into a question.
Oz leaned back in his chair, his not-so-idle gaze following clumps of tourists as they strolled along the busy canal path. His dark eyes—so like his son’s, but without any of Edamura’s earnestly idealistic naïveté—lingered on one couple. The woman was fresh-faced and beautiful, probably having barely touched her twenties. She missed her footing as they watched, a stiletto point catching between uneven bricks, and, with a light burst of attractively surprised laughter, grasped at the sweat-shiny, sunburnt arm of the middle-aged man walking beside her.
Polo shirt, Laurent catalogued dismissively, taking a sip of his iced coffee, the sweltering summer heat reducing the ice to thin slivers that melted the moment they touched his tongue. American, by the sound of it: loud-voiced and obnoxious, with a thick wallet and tablet-sized phone bulging out of his khaki pockets, and black socks that stretched tightly around his plump calves. He, unlike the woman tilting her brightly attentive face up toward his, was fairly dripping with the stench of newly earned, ill-begotten money. A mark so easy it was almost laughable.
“Dorothy loved you,” Oz said finally, turning back to his lunch companion and the meal that seemed to be inspiring little appetite in either of them.
Laurent crinkled the corners of his eyes and flashed his teeth in a casual, relaxed smile. “Of course she did,” he replied, ignoring the amused twitch of Oz’s lips.
Few people had known Laurent for long enough to see past his carefree shell—or to recognize exactly how brittle it was.
Oz cracked the edge of his spoon against the surface of his crème brûlée, exposing the soft custard beneath. “Being in this life for too long changes people like us,” he said quietly, in that unusually accented English that his son had picked up, unaware of the double life behind it, or its globe-trotting origins.
Other languages swirled around them, a familiar cacophony that Laurent had learned to push to the fringes of his attention, rather than straining to pick out the phrases he understood. He’d spent so many years crossing borders, wrapping his tongue around the inviting taste of new words, that he sometimes struggled to remember how they sounded on his native shores.
Étranger, he thought, draining the last of his coffee, meeting the blurred reflection of his own face at the bottom of his glass.
Oz scraped up a final shard of burnt caramel—glowing amber-bright in the afternoon sunlight, sending Laurent’s mind skittering down Amsterdam’s wide canals and narrow streets, all the way back to the stained glass walls lining the Rijksmuseum’s Great Hall.
Laurent had spent a leisurely morning in the museum, pursuing its extensive—and admittedly quite impressive—collection of Dutch Masters before finally giving into the impulse to snap a few photos of the famous vaulted ceilings. His phone’s camera had done little to capture the colorful splashes of light across the mosaic floor, but he’d tried anyway, chasing a strange impulse to communicate how he’d felt standing there—alone in the midst of a murmuring crowd, with a phantom sense of longing shadowing his steps.
He’d attached two of the best images and composed a quick, irreverent text to soften their impact, his thumb hovering over the send button for uncomfortably stretched-out seconds as he wondered whether Edamura would reply—or whether his message would bounce back this time, his number finally blocked, as had often been threatened.
Not that an obstacle that minor would deter Laurent. But he’d wondered, on occasion, when he’d let his fanciful imagination carry him a little too far past the realms of possibility, what the response would be if he let more honesty slip through. If Edamura had ever understood what Laurent was actually trying to say.
The clatter of a spoon against an empty ramekin dislodged Laurent’s daydream, forcing him back to the present, to the sticky heat that was sinking painfully into his fair skin. He slid his sunglasses out of his shirt pocket and over the sun-pinked bridge of his nose, adjusting the angle of his body to better catch the shade of the patio umbrellas. He really should have brought a hat.
Oz watched him, as he always did, but refrained from commenting on whatever he’d seen in Laurent’s eyes before he’d shielded them. “You’ve been spending too much time in cooler climates,” he said instead, lifting an elegant hand to wave for the check. “You’ve lost some of your tan, Laurent.”
“The unexpected drawbacks of an honest life,” Laurent replied smoothly, not letting the subtle verbal dig ruffle him. “I see you look quite the same as ever, Wizard.”
Oz’s mouth—shaped like his son’s, but with lines that were much harsher, more rigid and unyielding—quirked into another sharp smile.
The waiter approached before either of them could speak again; Laurent turned the full weight of his attention on the Nederlander, whose pretty green eyes he’d caught straying in his direction more than once.
A distraction, he thought, letting his own gaze linger over the man’s strong jawline and sun-bronzed skin, thinking of the implications of his impressive height and the long, calloused fingers that brushed purposefully against Laurent’s as he handed over his card.
Laurent didn’t particularly want another meaningless romp in the sheets: not now, and certainly not with this stranger. But his life had, for quite a long time now, not followed the same path as his heart.
Avenging his mother’s death, then Dorothy’s murder, was supposed to put everything back into its proper alignment: to free him to live the way he wished.
The problem was, he’d damaged himself irreparably along the way.
You blond bastard, he thought, channeling an anger-riddled voice that made him ache with something he refused to name, lest the clawing in his chest become unbearable. You’re lowlife trash that gets off on deceiving people.
A game; a con. A successful swindle, with truth at the heart of it.
He signed the receipt with a practiced flourish, jotted down his room number and the name of his hotel, and rose gracefully to his feet. “Shall we?” he asked, letting Oz lead the way out of the little outdoor café.
They strolled along the canal, the crowds having thinned some as heat-weary tourists drifted back into museums and shops and cafés and onto the decks of boats that emptied their pockets in exchange for guided tours and a brief respite from the sun’s harsher rays.
Laurent turned his head slightly in time with a passing boat, his thoughts snagging on memories of another vessel, and a quiet farewell that had taken place on another deck.
“Makoto still won’t speak to me,” Oz said, following Laurent’s eyeline and, apparently, a similar train of thought. “He only responded once, when I told him that I’d finished rehoming all the children we rescued.”
The ones who, because of Laurent’s machinations and obsessively single-minded goal, had still been harmed in the process—with Edamura playing a too-prominent role. He’d never spoken about that part. At least, not with Laurent. Or, presumably, with the father he continued to blame for everything that had gone wrong in his life.
Cynthia had told Laurent that the boy she’d taken in, Kawin, still had nightmares—that he’d shied away from Edamura and Abbie and then closed himself up in his room the last time they’d visited her in London.
He’ll be okay, she’d said, with her usual quiet confidence. It’ll take time, and fortunately, we have plenty of that now. The same’s true for Edamame, you know. Childhood wounds—the emotional ones, anyway—are slower to heal.
Of that, Laurent was well aware. But some wounds merely scabbed over, breaking open at regular, yet still somehow unexpected, intervals.
“Have you not told him the truth about his mother?” Laurent asked. He shook his head when Oz flicked a lighter at the end of a slim cigarette, coaxing its tip into a glowing ember, then turned it toward him in a silent offer.
“I’m too old to give up any of my vices,” Oz said, pocketing the lighter and drawing in a long breath, thick with smoke and regret. He stepped to the side, letting a family pass them by: a small girl holding her mother’s hand, her other thumb securely stuck in her mouth as she stared in awe at the boats, then up at her brother, who was sitting on their father’s shoulders, kicking excited heels against his chest and chattering enthusiastically in Italian.
Oz flicked the end of his cigarette as they passed an iron lamp post, letting the ash fall in their wake. “I think Makoto would hate me even more if I damaged his memories of his mother. He needs to think of her as an innocent in all of this. That, at least, is something I can give him.”
“But she never participated,” Laurent objected, in defense of a woman he’d never met. “Her only crime was knowing who you were. There’s no fault to be found in that.”
“She knew, and Makoto didn’t,” Oz said. He gave Laurent a penetrating sidelong look. “Makoto doesn’t like deception, particularly from corners where he’s invested his heart. He’s had his trust fractured too often; I can’t be responsible for another. I’m willing to be the villain in his story, if that’s what he needs to move forward.”
Even when you lose someone close to you, you don’t feel remorse or even quit.
Laurent slid his hands into his pockets, keeping his posture open and unaffected. Anyone looking his way—admiring the handsome, fashionable Belgian—would assume from his relaxed saunter and the easy movement of his tension-free shoulders and hips that he didn’t have the slightest care in the world.
Who is he? they might whisper to each other, envious of his good looks and charmed life. Perhaps wondering what they could do to be a part of it.
Laurent’s fingers curled around the cheap plastic figure he always kept in his pocket, as he’d once done with a ring on a golden chain.
“One final job,” he said. “Did any of us mean it?”
“Now, or back then?” Oz asked, angling his face toward the canal to blow out a puff of smoke. “I don’t know how to quit this life. I think I passed the point of no return years ago, probably long before I met you. Like I said, it changes people like you and me. I’m not the man Miki married; not the husband with whom she had a son. She never stopped loving me, believing in me, but I...”
He sighed and dropped the stub of his cigarette to the ground, grinding it out beneath the heel of his polished loafer.
“No, I don’t think Dorothy was going to retire. She loved you. She meant that part. At least...” Oz made a visible attempt to soften his words, as though a man like Laurent needed that level of kindness from someone who’d never really been a friend. “Well, you know what she was like. That’s who she was, Laurent. She was never an idealist like you, or Makoto, or even me, decades ago. She didn’t want a different life. She liked who she was and what we all did. The only thing Dorothy ever feared was boredom. For her, stagnation would’ve been...”
“Worse than death,” Laurent said, remembering Dorothy’s surprised, yet still defiant look as the rose-red blood had bloomed across her chest, as she’d dropped into the ocean’s arms, out of his sight and out of the future he’d naively thought they’d share.
You don’t understand a thing, she’d told Laurent the day he’d proposed—the day he’d thought he’d convinced her to be the other half of his soul. You stay together until you get tired of each other and split. That’s all we need.
One last con. In rare moments of honesty, Laurent suspected he’d always known what that’d meant. Even if things hadn’t gone south then, if they’d walked away with another triumph, another million in cash, a woman as brilliant and vibrant and passionate as Dorothy would’ve never been satisfied by a mere return to the status quo. It was one of the many reasons he’d loved her.
Laurent, the same soft-hearted fool who’d drowned himself in grief once before, who’d never fully emerged from its depths, had still managed to fall for the world’s oldest, most obvious lie.
Hearts, Dorothy had once told him, were always the easiest things to trick.
“You’re taking the morning train back to Paris?” Oz asked as they wound their way back to the city center, where they’d part ways, unlikely to see each other for another year or more.
Laurent inclined his head in light affirmation, and smiled, as he always did. “Take care of yourself, Wizard,” he said. “Be sure to watch your back; remember there’ll always be someone to pull away the curtain.”
Oz chuckled and tapped two fingers against Laurent’s chest. “And even a heart filled with sawdust can still love. Tin is easily damaged, but it can be repaired, Laurent. I hear there’s a skilled mechanic traveling the world, deciding what to do with his life. Maybe you should go see him.”
“Strange encouragement, from a father,” Laurent replied, with a lazy smile still playing over his lips.
Oz tilted his head back, letting the sunlight wash over his face, softening the harsh lines at the corners of his warm brown eyes. “It’s been years since I forfeited the rights to that title. I know what it’s like to live with regrets, that’s all. I lost my family; you built yourself a new one. Maybe it’s time we all stop lying to ourselves about what that means.”
But hope, Laurent had learned long ago, was the universe’s biggest con.














Chapter 2: HELSINKI
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

“No,” Edamura said, when he saw Laurent leaning against an ornate pillar in the lobby of his hotel.
Laurent simply grinned and waited for Edamura to stalk past the elevator bank and reception desk to join him.
Technically, he merely strode by Laurent, refusing to look him in the eyes, but he slowed his irritation-charged pace and glanced back, just the slightest bit, when Laurent didn’t immediately fall into step beside him.
He looked good, Laurent thought, regretfully closing out his enjoyable perusal of Edamura from behind. He wasn’t what Laurent, in years past, would’ve ordinarily classified as “handsome”; while he was undeniably attractive, he had a much slimmer build and softer features than the men who typically showed interest in Laurent, whom he had a habit of taking to his bed.
Edamura’s messy dark hair, big brown eyes, and captivating smile, mixed with a heavy dose of cocky self-assurance and a whip-smart tongue, had caught Laurent by surprise, right from the start. It hadn’t thrown him off his game—he was far too experienced for that—but it’d been enough to push Laurent the tiniest bit off balance and to keep him teetering there, always a little too close to something neither of them was willing to acknowledge.
From the start, Edamura Makoto was...different. Intriguing. Strangely honest and good-hearted, despite the scams he’d been running. He was special, a word that made Abbie scoff and Cynthia roll her eyes, a term that Laurent no longer seemed capable of using in any other context.
“Your hair looks better this way,” Laurent teased, giving into the impulse to ruffle it further and run his fingers through Edamura’s long bangs, under the pretense of brushing them out of his expressive face. “That slicked-back yakuza look never suited you.”
Edamura glowered at him, of course, but didn’t actually break his stride or attempt to put any physical distance between his body and Laurent’s. “Why are you here? We shut down Team Confidence. If you’re putting it back together, you can count me out; you’re not roping me into any of your damned schemes again.”
Laurent fought back his smile, not wanting to anger Edamura this soon into their reunion. One thing that Edamura had never understood—that Laurent had never properly conveyed—was how much Laurent enjoyed listening to him speak. His odd, strangely global accent had mellowed some over the years, but it still sparked an almost overwhelming surge of affection that Laurent had long ago given up on trying to shake.
“Is that any way to greet an old friend, Edamame?” Laurent said instead, with a broad wink that made Edamura flush and glare harder.
“You know I hate that name,” he said.
Laurent arched an eyebrow and felt his mouth curve into a too-fond smile. “Do you?”
Edamura huffed, narrowed his eyes, and shoved his hands into his pockets rather than answering.
“I’m here for the same reason you are,” Laurent said eventually, once he’d noted that Edamura didn’t seem to be steering them in any particular direction, despite his purposeful exit from the hotel. Whether that meant he had no plans, or whether he didn’t want Laurent to be a part of them, remained to be seen.
“Which is?” Edamura asked suspiciously. He stopped by the water and sat, rather aggressively, on a vacant bench, although he left ample room for Laurent to join him. 
“Kahvi,” Laurent replied, smiling at him and generously keeping several millimeters of space between them. Edamura was wearing his usual skinny jeans rolled past his bare ankles, with a short-sleeved button-up shirt that was open rather appealingly at the collar. It was crisp and white, looking either newly laundered or fresh off the rack, and Laurent had to try very hard to not think of numerous ways of dirtying it.
Edamura let out a still-skeptical breath through his nose but relaxed more quickly than Laurent had expected. He folded his arms behind his head and kicked out his long legs in front of him, crossing his feet at the ankles. His feet were fine-boned and delicate, as attractive as the rest of him. “It wasn’t a bad idea,” he admitted. “Coffee. The café. I’m still exploring my options.”
“Taste-testing your way around the globe,” Laurent said. “Sounds inviting.”
Edamura snorted again; he had his face turned toward Laurent now, and had apparently caught Laurent staring at the soft curve of his lips. “Like you haven’t already done your version. You’ve got a sailor at every port.”
“That’s not how the saying—” Laurent began, then let it go. “So how does Helsinki’s coffee compare?”
“I only got here last night,” Edamura said. “Which you know, or you wouldn’t have been in my lobby this morning.” His tone was matter-of-fact, with most of the accusation stripped away.
Laurent mirrored his posture, stretching back to gaze up at the wide-open, cloudless sky: so big and brilliantly blue that it gave him a brief, dizzying sense of vertigo, like he’d lost track of his footing and was staring instead into an endless sea.
Edamura was still watching him once he’d blinked his way back to normal. There was much of his father’s quiet intensity in his expression, softened by the somehow unsullied generosity of spirit that was uniquely his—that never failed to bowl Laurent over.
“I thought it was just me,” Edamura said, his voice dipping into a lower register that made the confession feel private, almost intimate. “The sky seems bigger here, doesn’t it? It’s beautiful, but it almost hurts to look at.”
“I haven’t spent much time this far north,” Laurent replied. He swallowed, a little too painfully and probably too visibly, remembering deep banks of snow, the ethereal glow of the aurora borealis, and the warmth of a body pressed tightly against his back. Arms holding him, and a promise he’d thought would last forever. “At least...not during the summer.”
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Edamura said, thankfully either not noticing the hitch in Laurent’s breath, or choosing to breeze past it. “It’s strange, though; it felt familiar, yesterday, but I couldn’t think why. Like the blue was the exact same shade as—”
When their eyes met—Laurent’s drawn to him by that familiar tug of curiosity, wondering at the unusual hesitation in Edamura’s voice—Edamura abruptly cut himself off and ripped his gaze away, leaping to his feet.
“As?” Laurent prompted, rising far less violently, but Edamura’s expressive mouth had dipped back into a deep frown.
“I have an appointment in ten minutes,” he said, more irritably than seemed fair. “You can come if you want. You’d probably follow me anyway.”
“I never go where I’m not wanted, Edamame,” Laurent remonstrated smoothly, pleased to see Edamura’s lips fluttering a little in response—upwards, then back down, as he visibly tried to keep his annoyance intact.
“Speaking of which,” Laurent said, pressing his advantage, “remind me who slipped into my cab, then my car—twice, uninvited and dare I say unwelcome—before even bothering to ask my name?”
“Stop with the bullshit; that was part of your plan,” Edamura said, flushing slightly pink along the high arches of his cheekbones. “You wanted me to follow you to Los Angeles.”
“But you’re the one who got on the plane.” Laurent flicked his sunglasses open and turned up his collar to shield the back of his neck from the sun. “Didn’t you say we had an appointment to get to?”
“I hate you,” Edamura muttered, not sounding, for once, as though he meant it.
***
By the third coffee tasting, at a nondescript café tucked well off the main thoroughfare, Laurent was resoundingly bored. There was little of interest to him in either the topic of discussion or the uninspiring beverages themselves. The company, on the other hand...
It had been some time since Laurent had been free to simply sit back and watch someone else work their charm. It was an even rarer treat to witness an artist like Edamura in such top form. Not that there was, or ever could be, anyone quite like him.
Special, Laurent mused, sipping at a mug of blandly cream-colored coffee while Edamura effortlessly chatted about bean harvests and roasting processes and somehow emerged with yet another long-cherished family secret.
“Just for you, my dear,” the elderly woman who owned the little shop said, clasping her softly wrinkled, age-spotted hands around Edamura’s. “I know you’ll make good use of it.”
“It was a pleasure to meet you; thank you so much for your time,” Edamura said as they were parting ways, with a light bow that probably would’ve swept the woman right off her feet if she’d been forty years younger.
“Should I have made an excuse to leave you two alone?” Laurent asked once they’d finally made their exit. “In another half hour, she might’ve signed the deed over to you. Or married you to her buxom granddaughter, which I suppose would yield the same end result.”
“Do you have to ruin everything,” Edamura said, turning an impressively sour expression Laurent’s way. “I didn’t ask her to give me her great-grandfather’s recipe. I’m still not even sure what it was for.”
“You missed three greats,” Laurent said. “Are we done now, Edamame? If I have to choke down another assortment of dry biscuits while leafing through ancient photo albums where every single whey-faced child looks both exactly the same and mildly constipated, I really think I might be ill.”
“No one asked you to come,” Edamura muttered, then waved an irritated hand to head off Laurent’s response, which they both knew would be a direct quotation of Edamura’s earlier invitation. “But yes, that’s everyone on my list. If you’re coming along to dinner, too, I hope you know you’re paying.”
“Edamame,” Laurent said, drawing the name out in deep surprise. “I thought you didn’t want to owe me anything.”
Edamura gave him an extremely flat look. “That was when I first met you, before I knew what an utter bastard you’d turn out to be. The debt’s been in my favor for years, Laurent.” He rolled his neck from side to side, then linked his fingers together and stretched his arms behind him, grunting in satisfaction when he audibly popped joints that had stiffened from long hours spent in dreadfully uncomfortable chairs. “Tonight, I’m gonna be the one ordering lobster. Or reindeer. And drinking...does Finland have a national alcohol? I’m buying that. Whatever costs the most and will get me the most horrendously drunk.”
Laurent laughed. “I have no idea, but we can certainly ask.”
***
Rather than following through on his threats to find Helsinki’s most expensive eatery, Edamura consulted a heavily-marked guidebook and navigated his way to a restaurant that seemed, as Laurent dubiously pointed out, more suited for a theme park attraction than an actual meal.
“When you said you wanted reindeer, I didn’t realize you were planning to eat it out of a tractor,” he said, lifting the newspaper-printed menu between the tips of two reluctant fingers. “What’s next on the agenda, going out back with a hatchet to butcher the appetizers ourselves?”
“The food’s supposed to be good, and the decorations are...atmospheric. Stop being such a snobby Frenchman and try to enjoy yourself for once.”
“I may be a snob, but I’m not actually French, you know,” Laurent said. “I believe your father told you I was born in Brussels.”
Edamura shrugged dismissively. “And French is still your native language. C'est le même,” he said, mangling the simple phrase quite impressively. His French really hadn’t improved, then. He flipped a page of the menu with much more force than the thin sheets required. “You saw him in Amsterdam, didn’t you.”
Laurent adjusted the placement of his utensils on the red-checked tablecloth, lining his knife up neatly in one of the columns. Since they were a party of two in an extremely popular destination—apparently with both tourists and locals, although Laurent found the latter difficult to believe—they’d been seated at a small table in a back corner. Edamura had looked the slightest bit disappointed, but the tractors themselves—framed by bar stools and wooden counters—were reserved for larger parties with overstuffed wallets.
For his part, Laurent didn’t mind being isolated in a quieter section of the restaurant, where their attention would be more focused on each other than on the brightly polished vehicles and the entryway’s focal point: a life-sized statue of a cow.
It felt more like being in Texas than Suomi.
“You’re well-informed,” Laurent said. “Oz and I happened to cross paths there.”
Edamura rolled his eyes in disbelief, making sure Laurent caught the full effect. “Another of your convenient coincidences. Is that why you’re here? To check up on me.” He stabbed a lemon slice into the cup of water he’d requested. “Or to convince me to talk to my dad?”
“I told you,” Laurent replied calmly. “I’m just here to drink the coffee. There’s no benefit to me playing familial matchmaker.”
“Right. Because that would require you to think about something other than yourself.” Despite the bite in that statement, Edamura’s suspicion seemed to dissipate a bit.
“It’s kind of surprising,” he said, after spending the next few minutes sounding out the main courses to himself—silently, but with his mouth moving distractingly around the words.
“Hm?” Laurent asked, having little to no idea what the offerings were. He’d barely glanced at the menu he was still holding and had simply watched Edamura work through the options on his.
“Everything being in English here. Or, everyone speaking it so fluently. I actually put this trip off for a while because I was worried I wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone.”
“It’s a global language,” Laurent said. “And Helsinki is a metropolitan center. I suspect the people here have a better grasp on its grammatical intricacies than many we met in LA.”
“Yeah,” Edamura said. “I guess it’s still weird, realizing how much of the world is open to me, when I don’t even know a third of the languages you do. I bet you speak Finnish, too. You’re irritating like that.”
Laurent chuckled. “I understand very little. You’ll note that they gave me one of the foreign menus, too.”
Edamura, unexpectedly, smiled at him for that, then struck a bargain he’d apparently spent the last several minutes planning. There were certain advantages to dining with a companion—such as the ability to order multiple courses for a more immersive experience.
Dinner was far more pleasant than it had any right to be. By that, Laurent hardly meant the food itself, although he had few complaints on that count.
“You’re not sharing evenly,” Edamura said, reaching into Laurent’s space to fork up the lightly battered vendace that Laurent had been seconds away from spearing for himself.
“You’re already eaten half of mine, plus most of the blinis,” Laurent replied, making no physical move to counter Edamura’s play. “And there’s hardly any of yours left. I question your definition of fairness, Edamame.”
“You can call me Makoto, you know,” Edamura said as he crunched his way through his stolen prize.
Laurent blinked and, quite inelegantly, replied, “What?”
“I don’t mind you using my given name, Laurent. If my family name’s so damned hard for you to pronounce.”
“You know it’s not,” Laurent said, more gently than he’d intended, and Edamura’s face flushed, this time not from the berry wine he’d been imbibing freely.
“It’s worse that you’ve gotten everyone else using it,” he grumbled, ducking his head back down to his own plate, where he busied himself with separating out the rest of his sautéed reindeer from the last portions of creamy mashed potatoes and bright red lingonberries. “Here,” he said abruptly, holding out a forkful.
Laurent blinked at him again, lost for an appropriate response. Edamura often managed to have that effect on him.
Edamura pressed the prongs of his fork against Laurent’s lower lip—lightly, not enough to dent the flesh. “You wanted me to share. I’m sharing.”
Laurent parted his lips, and Edamura slid the generously loaded utensil deeper, until Laurent closed his mouth around it.
“You can have all the pickles,” Edamura said, bright red now, and focused on using his newly-empty fork to scrape the gherkins into a pile. “I don’t like them.”
“How gracious of you,” Laurent replied once he’d chewed thoroughly enough to swallow, the sugary lingonberries still tart on his tongue. “It’s a full flavor profile. The sour’s meant to mix with the savory and sweet.”
“Here’s where you say something obnoxious about unexpected combinations and...the exhilaration of trying new things,” Edamura said, gulping down his third glass of wine. “Except with way creepier innuendo that makes me want to punch you. I’m not that interesting, Laurent. I prefer my life to be simple. Normal.”
“You’re saying this in an outlandishly themed restaurant more than 7,000 kilometers from your home, sitting across from a shady foreigner with whom you’ve already traveled a good portion of the globe. If you’re working on your lying, Edamame, I’m afraid you’ve gotten significantly worse.”
“You think you know me,” Edamura said, his words clipped and frustrated. “You’ve thought that from the beginning. You don’t. You never have.”
“Okay,” Laurent said. This time, Edamura was the one who lost the flow of his language, staring up in muted surprise at the easy concession. “Then tell me.”
***
“I don’t even know if I like coffee,” Edamura said later, gnawing at the paper rim of his second post-dinner cup, which they’d picked up from a late-night kahvila halfway between the restaurant and the hotel. “I mean, I like it. Obviously. But enough to spend the rest of my life with?”
“It was only a suggestion,” Laurent said, admittedly a little flattered that Edamura had taken his idea so seriously. “You don’t have to profess your undying love. Careers are temporary, until you find another that suits you better. No permanent commitment required.”
Edamura laughed abruptly, and a little too violently, jostling out a splash of the light-roasted liquid. He switched the cup to his left hand, licked the right clean, and blew on his damp skin for a few seconds, although the minor spill didn’t appear to have caused any pain. “You’re the last person I should be talking to about this,” he said once he’d resumed drinking. He chuckled again and shook his head. “Commitment. Out of all the languages you speak, I’m surprised you ever learned the meaning of that word.”
Laurent didn’t respond, feeling the sudden phantom weight of a golden ring against his chest.
“Sorry,” Edamura said a few blocks from the hotel. “I didn’t...well, okay, I kind of meant that. But what the hell am I supposed to think, Laurent? You hardly ever talk about yourself. Even Abbie opened up before you did, and now she and I...” He sighed, tipping the last of his coffee into his mouth, then said the rest more quietly—almost under his breath, but something Laurent was meant to hear. “Sometimes I still feel like I barely know you.”
That was a sharper cut, somehow, than the prior accusation.
“All you have to do is ask, Edamame,” Laurent said, smiling.
Edamura gave him a lingering, narrow-eyed look, then stopped for a moment to drop his empty cup into a bin. When he returned to Laurent’s side, he bumped their shoulders together, just enough for Laurent to feel the touch.
A better, more tangible apology than the first, and one Laurent had even less of an idea what to do with.
“I still don’t know why you came along today,” Edamura said. “Coffee’s my thing, not yours, but you spent all day drinking it anyway, and then, after dinner, listening to me talk about micro-roasteries and single-origin beans and per capita coffee drinkers for...an hour, probably.”
“Two hours and twenty-three minutes,” Laurent said. “If we don’t count the tangent where you ranted about how horrible the tea in London was. I won’t tell Cynthia that part.”
“It doesn’t even deserve to be called tea,” Edamura groused, momentarily back to glowering at that recollection. “Anyway, my point is. You’re not normal.”
“Ah,” Laurent said. “Thank you.”
“Shut up. You know what I mean. All we did today was wander around the city, talking to people and eating. No drug factories or air races or whatever the scams were that you ran without me. After the kind of things you’re used to, this was. I don’t know. You must’ve been bored out of your mind, but you still stuck around.”
“I could never be bored listening to you,” Laurent said.
“And then you say things like that,” Edamura muttered, his tone caught somewhere between flustered and displeased. “And you’ve just been...looking at me all night. You have to stop.”
Laurent raised his eyebrows in exaggerated surprise. “Should I be looking elsewhere when you’re talking? My apologies.”
Edamura stuck his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders around his ears, carefully doing exactly what Laurent had suggested. Keeping his eyes fixed on the ground, or the horizon, or anywhere other than on the man he was addressing. “I don’t know how to describe it. It’s so over the top sometimes, like you’re this ridiculous fairy tale wolf. Like you’re thinking about how I’d taste.”
It was far too easy. Laurent swallowed a dozen possible quips, each more obscene than the last, and settled on one that was least likely to make Edamura shove him into traffic.
“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully, tapping a finger against his chin. “It’s true, the meal tonight didn’t fully satisfy me. While I enjoy a good sausage as much as the next man, I have been told I need more vegetables in my diet. If you’re telling me soybeans are in season...” He threw his head back in genuine laughter when Edamura swatted at him in response.
Edamura grumbled something that Laurent was fairly certain translated to fuck you, but he was smiling a little. Laurent, in exchange, did his best to tone down the affection that was apparently shining too brightly from his eyes.
“What I was actually trying to say, you infuriating blond bastard, was thanks. For today. For most of it, anyway.”
“If you mean watching you build a coffee empire from the ground up, like a modern-day Hideyoshi, it was my pleasure,” Laurent said. He wrinkled his nose and added, “However, if you’re referring to that kitsch-soaked fever dream of a meal, I’d recommend seeking out future dining tips from locals, rather than trusting a starred review in a book you retrieved from a bargain bin.”
“I didn’t see you leaving anything on your plate,” Edamura pointed out. He took a left turn at the corner before his hotel—an intentional choice, since the towering glass-fronted structure had been visible for some time. Laurent glanced at him in surprise but followed without comment.
He should’ve expected they’d end up by the water again; there was something about the sea that kept drawing him to it, its relentless tide coaxing at his ankles. The impulse to give in, to let it tug him under and silence the voices whispering in his head, had been weakening of late. Laurent suspected he knew why, but chose not to dwell on it.
“The Baltic Sea,” Edamura said, gazing out at its still waters. “I guess I’d always thought it’d be cold. Dreary and grey—maybe even frozen over. Not this beautiful.”
“Suomenlahti, technically,” Laurent said. When Edamura turned toward him, his forehead furrowing, Laurent clarified: “We’re looking at the eastern branch of the Baltic. The sea splits at the tip of Finland—two arms wrapping the country in a lover’s embrace.”
“What?” he asked, when the silence stretched on, Edamura simply staring at him with an unreadable expression.
“Coming out of your mouth, that should’ve sounded sleazy,” Edamura said. “But it was almost...” He straightened up from the metal railing they’d both been leaning against, with their shoulders nearly touching. “I like you more when you’re not putting on an act.”
“Well, if I’d known geography lessons were what got you hot and bothered—” Laurent began, but Edamura shook his head.
“I mean it, Laurent. You’re usually so...disgustingly charming. I can never tell what you’re actually thinking, and it drives me crazy. I know you’re doing that on purpose.”
Laurent adjusted the band of his extremely expensive watch, its golden links glinting in the evening sunlight, and didn’t say anything.
“I wish you’d just be yourself. I think we owe each other that, after all this time. Don’t get me wrong, it’s irritating that you’re so snobbishly critical of ceramic cows and other people’s children, who can’t exactly help how they look, Laurent, but...” Edamura licked his lips, then rolled them together, like it was difficult to press the rest of the words past them. “I liked it, okay? I like seeing who you actually are, instead of slamming my head against this maddeningly polished, constantly fifteen steps ahead...”
“Confidence man,” Laurent said.
“Condensed milk,” Edamura replied, grinning at him, in a reminder of the misunderstanding that’d come with their first formal introduction. Or maybe he’d been playing Laurent right from the start—always able to give as good as he got, even when he was dangling upside down and screaming his lungs out.
Laurent skimmed past that part of the memory and rolled with the joke instead, grateful that they were backing down from whatever blip of uncomfortable honesty Edamura had begun chasing. “Fortunate, then, that you have a taste for dairy.”
“You think so?” Edamura asked. He dropped it there, leaving Laurent to interpret the response any way he liked, and leaned against the railing again, this time bracing his elbows against it and staring up into the still-blue sky. “I don’t think I could ever get used to the seasons here. Daylight from four in the morning until eleven at night, and then endless dark in the winters. How can people stand it?”
“Humans are resilient,” Laurent said. “You can get used to anything. Maybe even grow to like it.”
“Are you saying I should marry Tuula’s granddaughter after all?” Edamura asked, tilting his head back, warm light streaming over the tender skin of his throat and the sharp jut of his collarbones. He was smirking, dangling bait that was far too visible for men of their caliber.
“No,” Laurent responded anyway. “I’d rather you didn’t.”
***
They stopped in front of Edamura’s hotel.
“I’m surprised you didn’t wheedle them into giving you a room that adjoined mine,” Edamura said, after learning that Laurent had booked a suite three blocks away. He yawned suddenly, then squinted somewhere past Laurent’s left ear, like he was trying to glare the sun into submission. “I have no idea how I’m going to fall asleep when it’s this bright out, but I really need to go to bed.”
“That almost sounds like an invitation,” Laurent said reflexively, putting little effort into the flirtation but unable to let such an easy opening slip by. He was feeling strangely relaxed; almost happy.
“Goodnight, Laurent,” Edamura said, then halted again after only two steps. “I finished the business side of things, but I’m staying for a few more days. Sightseeing. Lots of very dull touristy plans that you’d probably hate. I still don’t know why you’re even here, but I wouldn’t mind the company tomorrow. If you’re free.”
“I think I can find some flexibility in my schedule,” Laurent said. “Oyasumi, Edamame.”
Edamura smiled at him, genuine and a little bit soft. “Bonne nuit, Laurent.”
The evening was quiet, with few people out on the streets. Laughter spilled from a nearby pub, smoke spiraling from the chimney of a restaurant catering to others who hadn’t yet turned in for the night.
It’d been a long day. Laurent was tired, but in no hurry to return to his own hotel, or to its rather large and very empty bed. He turned his steps back to the sea instead, half-expecting to find old sorrows lurking there.
The sinking sensation, the familiar weight clenching around his chest, didn’t come.
Laurent wrapped his fingers around the capsule toy in his pocket, feeling its plastic edges pressing against his skin. Not painfully—just a reminder, a tiny anchor that kept him from drifting too far from shore.
His heart, he realized, was as light as Helsinki’s summer skies.




Notes:


Finnish:
kahvi: coffee
Suomi: Finland
kahvila: coffeeshop
Suomenlahti: Gulf of Finland
French:
C'est le même.: It’s the same.
Bonne nuit: Goodnight
Japanese:
Oyasumi: Goodnight
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Chapter Text

Edamura’s plans were exactly as predictable and pointless as he’d warned, and Laurent found that he was enjoying himself thoroughly.
“Next museum,” Edamura announced, pulling out a map—a physical one that had apparently come with his guidebook, with deep folds that he was now trying to shake out so he could better see the street names.
“We’re blocking the flow,” Laurent warned, gently taking hold of Edamura’s shoulder to guide them to a slightly more sheltered nook between storefronts. There had been a smattering of dirty looks pointed their way, but far fewer insults than they would’ve met in the heart of a city like Paris.
Edamura obligingly moved with him, his attention not budging from his self-assigned task. Perhaps that was why he didn’t immediately shake himself free from Laurent’s grip.
Laurent left his hand in place, not used to being granted such leeway, until Edamura’s shoulder finally twitched with discomfort, like a horse idly flicking aside an errant fly.
“Art or history?” Edamura asked, then decided for them. “No, we’re steering clear of the Ateneum. I don’t want to hear the things you’d have to say about the nudes, or any well-endowed sculptures.”
“Is that jealousy I hear?” Laurent replied. “I can’t help that art is inherently erotic.”
“Only to incorrigible perverts,” Edamura muttered. He refolded the map, with neat, precise efficiency. “Lunch after that, I think?”
Rather than dining in the museum café, as Laurent had half-expected, or in another five-starred “must see” tourist trap, they wound up at a nondescript building, almost a warehouse, along a less-frequented stretch of the waterfront. Edamura had cranked up his smile and charmed the location out of the museum’s ancient docent.
Laurent was feeling far too proud of Edamura’s initiative to complain about the nearly overpowering stench of rotting fish guts.
Fortunately, once they were inside, seated at a long, family-style table with a dozen taciturn, weather-worn Finns, the aroma became far more palatable. Still seafood, but now pleasantly mouthwatering, with strong wafts of lemon and fresh dill.
“It’s rapu season,” Edamura explained. He frowned, searching for the translation, and landed on Japanese. “Zarigani? I can’t think of the English word for it. Not lobsters, like that show-off meal of yours in LA. The smaller ones.”
“L'écrevisse,” Laurent said, aiming a disarming smile at the seaman who looked up from his plate of bright red crayfish to squint suspiciously in their direction—either at the sudden jumble of foreign languages, or the mere presence of intruders. “Are we actually allowed to be here, Edamame? I’m not feeling a strong sense of welcome.”
“It’s not officially open to the public,” Edamura admitted. “Hilja said her niece cooks for some of the fishermen here. Better and more affordable than what we’d get in the usual spots.”
Another victory in Edamura’s column, although Laurent wasn’t certain which of them was still keeping a tally. He simply propped his chin in his hand and watched fondly as Edamura retrieved two heaping platefuls, along with big glasses of what turned out to be schnapps.
“Kiitos,” Edamura said, grinning brightly at the presumed grandniece when she came to check on them. She flushed prettily at the thanks and set down a platter of piping-hot bread.
As she departed, her supple hips swaying enticingly, Laurent opened his mouth, expecting another playful innuendo to spill into Edamura’s unwilling ears, but something lurched strangely in his chest, trapping the words in his throat.
“You’re good at this,” he said instead, suddenly unable to stop wondering how many new friends—or erstwhile lovers—Edamura had left on the trail leading here. Not that something like that should ever matter to a man like him.
“Itadakimasu,” Edamura said, pressing his palms lightly together before he picked up his first crayfish. He sucked the tender meat free from the shell, washed it down with a gulp of schnapps, and hummed in deep satisfaction. “It gets easier,” he said, buttering a slice of bread and finally acknowledging Laurent’s comment. “I thought traveling by myself would be lonely, but it hasn’t been too bad.”
“I suppose you get used to it,” Laurent said.
“Traveling?” Edamura asked, through another mouthful of crayfish and thickly buttered bread. His lips were shiny, tinted a little pink, like the tip of the tongue that slid out to swipe the taste away, before he looked up, met Laurent’s gaze, and reached for his napkin.
“Yes,” Laurent replied, after a brief, barely noticeable pause. What he had meant, though, was being alone.
***
“A sauna,” Laurent echoed, wondering how it’d fallen to him to pump the brakes on an activity that required them to disrobe. Not that he was, strictly, objecting.
“Don’t get excited,” Edamura said. As if to test that statement—and Laurent’s thinly maintained resolve—their bus to Kuusijärvi bumped along a row of uneven ridges, sending Edamura jostling against his side. Rather than moving away, Edamura used the opportunity to hand over his guidebook, dropping his warm palm to rest lightly against Laurent’s thigh. Possibly because Laurent’s was nearer from that angle, and easier to brace himself against during the next round of jolts, or because he somehow didn’t realize it wasn’t his own.
Laurent didn’t ask.
“There’s a savusauna, a traditional smoke one,” Edamura said, nodding to the rows of photos that Laurent was now flipping through. “I’m more interested in that than the electric version. And it’s both public and unisex. Which means you can put it back in your pants: we’ll be wearing swimsuits.”
“I didn’t bring a swimsuit,” Laurent said. He kept the rest of the complaint to himself: that he’d also been far too distracted by Edamura’s still-flushed lips and engrossing conversation to realize they were even boarding a bus to a forested recreational center 25 kilometers north of Helsinki.
“Rentals are only four euros. I realize having something that cheap touching your bare skin might horrify you, but you’ll live.” Edamura removed both the book and, unfortunately, his hand, although Laurent could still feel the heat it left behind.
There was a sandy-shored lake at their destination, too, Laurent had noted from the description, which was probably why Edamura had wanted to travel outside of the city. That, plus the desire he’d expressed over lunch to see as much as possible wherever he went during his world tour. It’d taken a few years for him to pick up the wanderlust; it seemed firmly embedded now, a little too late to provide leverage for any of Laurent’s schemes.
Yet here they were.
Edamura drifted off during the drive, his phone held loosely in his hand, earbuds droning through the low beat of an album Laurent didn’t recognize. The phone itself lit up periodically, texts pinging in as evidence of Edamura’s ever-expanding popularity, and the active conversations he maintained with the people with whom he chose to remain in contact. There were numerous friends, Laurent knew, who could spend time with him without needing to concoct increasingly elaborate traps for him to fall into.
Laurent very carefully took hold of Edamura’s sleep-lax wrist, turning the message-bright screen away so he couldn’t look at the names.
***
“I haven’t seen you sweat this much since our first job at Eddie’s factory,” Laurent said, folding his arms behind his head and grinning lazily down at Edamura, who was hunched along the wooden bench, dripping miserably from every visible bit of skin and looking two seconds from either passing out or throwing up. “You’d think we were breathing vaporized Sakura Magic, instead of smoke.”
“Shut up,” Edamura hissed. “I think I might be dying. Is it possible for organs to melt? If so, I’m pretty sure I’ve already lost both kidneys.”
Laurent took pity on him, grasping him under the armpits and fairly dragging him out of the sturdy wooden building. On their way out, he tossed ingratiating smiles at the three middle-aged women who’d been sweating far less dramatically across from them. Probably used to that type of heat-related discomfort at their age, he mused, then winced a little at the thought of how hard Cynthia would’ve slapped him if he’d said that out loud.
Edamura made a pitiful gurgling noise when Laurent tossed him into the lake, but he bobbed to the surface after only a few seconds, his limbs spread-eagled to expose his body to as much of the cool water as possible.
When he emerged, he was shivering, his teeth nearly chattering from the abrupt changes in temperature. “I hate this,” he said, snagging the towel out of Laurent’s hand and flopping down next to him.
“It was your ide—”
“Finish that sentence and I promise I will strangle you with this towel,” Edamura said. He wrapped it around his shoulders instead and sighed, his face starting to return to something approximating its normal color. “I thought it’d be fine in summer. Can you imagine being here in the winter? I would die. Literally just freeze to a block of ice in the lake. You’d have to chisel me out.”
Winter, Laurent thought, feeling the chill seep through his limbs. I don’t like cold places.
He exhaled, rubbing at the light coating of soot he hadn’t rinsed off his skin, and gazed out at the unfamiliar shores. This was a new experience. For both of them. There were no ghosts haunting him here.
“I assumed you’d be used to it,” he said, his tone as relaxed and amused as ever. “Isn’t it similar to an onsen?”
“Hm,” Edamura said. “They get hot, but it’s different. You’ve never been to one?”
“I’ve only visited Japan a few times—once to retrieve you. Unfortunately, sitting in a hot spring with an assortment of naked Japanese men never fit into my plans.”
Edamura looked at him for a bit. Remembering, maybe, that while the rest of their team had been enjoying a celebratory, communal, alcohol-soaked kickoff at an onsen, he and Laurent had been alone. Edamura had been putting his final pieces into play, waiting to best the blond bastard. Laurent had been...well, that didn’t matter now. It was done, wasn’t it. Liu, Team Confidence, the last fifteen-odd years of his life.
Edamura pushed his dripping bangs out of his face, looking for a moment like the man who’d stood by Suzaku’s side, threatening to betray them. Even before he’d plunged into his act, with the wild laughter and the fury that wasn’t all put on, he’d seemed different. Colder. Like he’d changed, in all the ways he’d told Laurent he’d feared.
The slicked-back hair didn’t last; when it flopped back down, flinging droplets in its wake, Edamura made such a disgruntled expression that Laurent laughed. The exasperation turned in his direction, then, but Edamura simply said, “I’ll take you the next time. As long as you tone down the leering.”
“I do know how to conduct myself in public, Edamame,” Laurent said. “Speaking of which, are you ready to move yet? I read in your guidebook that the proper thing to do during the cooldown period involves stuffing oneself with sausage. Would that be a new experience for you, too?”
“If you get banned from the property, I’m telling them I don’t know you,” Edamura said. He accepted Laurent’s outstretched hand, using it to leverage himself to his feet, then brushed the sand off his damp shorts and followed a trail of bathers to a wooden deck with tables scattered across it.
Neither of them ended up ordering the sausage platter; Laurent chose a green salad with smoked salmon, still feeling a bit queasy from their earlier meal, the bus ride, and the overwhelming heat that he’d mostly been feigning immunity to.
“Ready for another round?” Laurent asked when they were done replenishing their energy.
The second time went rather more how it was supposed to: they remained quiet at first, breathing in the wood-scented smoke and letting the heat relax their minds and loosen their muscles. When the rest of the group—British university students on holiday—left the sauna, Laurent opened his eyes to find Edamura looking at his bare chest.
He flicked his gaze away, then back to Laurent’s face with a defiant upwards tilt of his chin. He cleared his throat. “You don’t wear the chain anymore. With the ring.”
“No,” Laurent said. He breathed out and arched his back slightly, watching through partially hooded eyes as Edamura’s chin dropped back down, a sign that he was following the movement of Laurent’s well-toned shoulders and chest. “I’m flattered, Edamame. I didn’t know you’d been paying that close attention.”
Expecting the usual reaction, it took Laurent a few seconds to realize that Edamura hadn’t made a disgusted noise or even scoffed his way through a token protest. He was simply sitting, quite still and with his muscles bunched far more tightly than they’d been moments earlier. And he hadn’t denied anything.
The door swung open, bringing in a fresh set of bathers and snapping whatever strange tension was stretching between them, before Laurent could say—or do—anything foolish.
***
“I envy your metabolism,” Laurent said. “I’m still quite full from both our recent meals.”
“I didn’t say I wanted to eat right now,” Edamura said, tossing his damp towel to the side and indulging in a long, full-body stretch, as if he wanted Laurent to visually trace over the slim, lightly muscled frame he’d been packing impressive quantities of food into. He cracked his jaw in a yawn and turned to his side, propping his chin in his hand. “I was just thinking about what to do for dinner when we get back. I’m running thin on ideas that won’t make you turn up your nose.”
Laurent lightly brushed his fingers through Edamura’s towel-mussed hair. It was his turn to be indulgent. “A leaf,” he said, offering it as evidence when Edamura simply stared at him with wide brown eyes, startled into silence.
“I don’t think I can handle a fourth round,” Edamura said after a bit, an abrupt and obvious change of subject. He flopped onto his back to stare into the branches of the tree sheltering them from the afternoon sun. They’d settled a little ways back from the narrow strip of beach, claiming a patch of the grassy hill that sloped gently to the lake.
The shadows were dappled across Edamura’s sun-warmed skin; Laurent had to actively resist the urge to reach out again—to map out the patterns, and smooth away the stray bits of grass plastered against Edamura’s throat and along the side of his gently heaving ribcage.
They’d gone swimming for longer this time, Edamura playfully splashing Laurent, then challenging him to a race through deeper waters. Perhaps the chase was the point, Laurent thought, and not the catching.
“You seemed to be handling the heat better,” he said. “Do you feel cleansed yet?”
“Hm,” Edamura replied, taking in a long breath and thinking about it. “I feel thirsty, mostly. For beer. Or something stronger.”
***
Finns were quiet, on average: a nation of introverts. But Helsinki itself was an urban hub, teeming with a rich diversity of languages and age groups and personalities. The late-night restaurant-bar Laurent found for them catered to a crowd that was quite different from the ones with whom they’d spent most of their day.
They had to lean across their small table, into each other, to talk. Laurent could feel the warm rush of Edamura’s breath as he laughed, the air between them heavy with the scent of alcohol and a heady mixture of spices drifting from the kitchen.
“I think,” Edamura said, the words slurring a little, his English thick on his tongue, “you ordered the oysters on purpose.”
“You ordered the oysters,” Laurent reminded him. “I merely chose the location.”
Edamura narrowed his eyes and searched for another argument. “You would be drawn to a place like this. It’s like a beacon for disgusting men like you.”
Laurent chuckled. It was true that the restaurant banner had caught his eye: a vegetarian-friendly establishment, from a certain point of view, but Edamura clearly hadn’t missed the other implications of the aubergine mounted over the door—large, with an appealing curve to its flushed, proudly erect form.
Neither the aubergine nor their aphrodisiac appetizers accounted for the way Laurent was feeling in this moment.
“I’m thinking of ordering the Tokyo bowl for my main course,” he murmured, watching the responsive flutter of Edamura’s dark eyelashes. “Funny to find it in, as you would say, a place like this.”
Edamura scowled a little, or tried. “You’re only doing that because it has edamame in it. And you think you’re funny.”
Laurent’s lips curved: soft, this time, and honest. “You’re always searching for my ulterior motives. The truth is, I like the taste. I always have.”
“But you’re in Helsinki,” Edamura protested, a stubborn line digging between his eyebrows. “And you...you travel everywhere. All the time. You have so many options.”
Laurent shrugged lightly. It was true, but: “Right now, I don’t have eyes for anything else on the menu, Edamame. It’s the only thing that I want.”
***
As the evening wore on, they were forced to give up their table, pressured less by the friendly staff than by the aggressive stares of hungry diners waiting their turn.
“I can bring anything else you’d like to the bar,” their server, Liina, said, sweeping their empty bowls away and nodding to the statuesque bartender, who looked rather like her twin and had apparently been keeping two seats open. Prime real estate, a difficult effort in a spot as busy as this.
“So tell me,” Laurent began conversationally as they settled into place, his smile warm with gratitude, “do you and your sister share anything other than those astoundingly beautiful faces?”
The bartender laughed, swinging her platinum blonde hair over her shoulder and pushing her rather large breasts forward—a practiced movement that Laurent couldn’t help but admire. “Only when we see something we both really like,” she said, in softly accented and impeccable English. She then asked, as people often did, “And where are you from, monsieur? Are you French?”
“Mais oui,” Laurent replied. “We have a saying, where I come from.”
“And what is that?” she asked, matching his conspiratorial tone.
Laurent hooked a finger in the air, drawing her a little closer, then with a wink, murmured, “When the quality is exceptional, there’s always more than enough to go around.”
“I thought you said you were Belgian,” Edamura growled around a mangled plastic cocktail stirrer once the newly-introduced Kylli had moved down the length of the bar to take other drink orders.
“When a beautiful woman controls the supply of alcohol, I can be anything she likes,” Laurent said. “Why, were you interested—in her, or her sister? Or both. She did say they didn’t mind sharing.”
“You’re disgusting,” Edamura said, stabbing the stirrer into his already empty glass. “You never change, Laurent.” With that, he swung himself off the bar stool and made his way through the crowd, presumably to the toilet tucked away in the back.
“Has your boy left you?” Kylli asked a few minutes later, setting down a fresh glass of the wine Laurent had been drinking during dinner.
“Hm,” Laurent said, glancing at the narrow hallway, too distant and dimly-lit to see clearly. “I don’t think so, but I wouldn’t put it past him. I suppose it depends on if you have a back exit.”
Kylli laughed. “He’s handsome, but a little angry, isn’t he.”
Laurent smiled down at his wine, feeling a far too familiar swell of absurdly fond emotions.
“You should use more of your pretty words on him,” Kylli said. She removed Edamura’s empty glass, wiping the bartop clean. She was friendly, still, but less flirtatious; Laurent had read her playful demeanor correctly and responded in kind, as he always did. Edamura had misunderstood, which happened often, too.
“They usually make him angrier,” Laurent said, the regretful honesty a little too sharp for an exchange with a stranger. He spun his tone back to a safer, more lighthearted tease. “I notice you didn’t confirm whether there’s an escape route. Should I be concerned?”
“Ah, no. Not on that count. He’s coming back now,” Kylli said. She touched the side of Laurent’s face, with the soft understanding of a bartender who had witnessed too much loneliness. “It’s easy to lose a boy like that. Be careful, oui?”
But losing things—losing people—was what Laurent had always done best.
“Long line?” Laurent asked mildly as Edamura slumped back into the seat next to him. “Or were you having some difficulties?”
“I need another drink,” Edamura said, and proceeded to work his way through an impressive quantity of the bar’s stock of gin.
Laurent likely should have cautioned him earlier, or waved for Kylli to cut him off, but Edamura was both exceptionally stubborn and increasingly pleasant to talk with. He listened attentively, if a little blearily, as Laurent walked him through some of the cons he hadn’t been present for, then contributed fascinating stories of his own.
“Reiko,” Laurent repeated, watching the hypnotic movement of Edamura’s throat as he gulped down another gin and tonic—a pretty shade of pale pink, flavored with grapefruit and lingonberries. Too tart for Laurent’s taste, but perhaps Edamura liked a little bit of bitterness. “She sounds interesting. First love?”
Edamura snorted and swirled his glass, watching the berries bump against the sides. “First solo scam. Sort of. First one where I got caught.”
“Outwitted by your beautiful mark,” Laurent said. “I wish I could say that’s a new one.”
Edamura squinted at him, then stuck his fingers inside his drink—the consequence of a slow decline in motor function, Laurent assumed, until there were warm fingers pressing a gin-soaked lingonberry against his lips. “You haven’t been drinking,” Edamura said, accusingly.
“I have been drinking,” Laurent retorted, gently drawing the berry past his teeth. Edamura’s skin was damp against his tongue, and a little salty. “You’ve been drowning.”
Edamura withdrew his fingers and sucked the gin—and any lingering trace of Laurent’s lips—off of them, not breaking eye contact. “Reiko wasn’t the only one. I told you I wasn’t a virgin.”
Laurent was beginning to lose track of whether he meant sex, or whether he was referring, more metaphorically, to a successful con. Despite Abbie’s preferred insults, Laurent wasn’t surprised to hear that Edamura had more experience on either count than one would suspect from his guileless exterior. He had a good heart; that didn’t mean he was innocent.
“Japan’s top scammer,” Laurent reminded him, and Edamura’s mouth pulled into a pleased grin.
“Retired,” Edamura said, after a pause that was a little too long. “I’ve gone straight now.”
“Have you,” Laurent said. “I’m afraid that term has never applied to me.”
Someone bumped into him—too strongly to be accidental—and Laurent turned on his stool to find a pretty twenty-something smiling at him. “Oh! I’m so sorry,” she said, trailing expensively manicured nails along his arm. “It’s too crowded in here! Did I spill your drink?”
“Non, non, non. Not at all,” Laurent said, automatically mirroring her flirtatious body language. A little too obvious, but the hour was late, and she’d likely been drawing blanks with more subtle methods.
“But it’s nearly empty,” she said, pressing herself closer, forcing a gap between Laurent and the couple who’d been drinking quietly on his other side. “Let me buy you another. As an apology.”
“He has a drink,” Edamura snapped suddenly, leaning in from Laurent’s right. He braced himself against Laurent’s thigh—the tight, possessive squeeze definitely intentional this time. “And when he finishes that one, we’re leaving. If you want our seats, you can wait a few minutes.”
“Oh,” she said, uncertainly, and visibly disappointed. “I—oh. I’m sorry. I misunderstood.”
Edamura muttered something Laurent didn’t catch, and tipped back the last of his cocktail, the ice clinking aggressively in his glass. He didn’t remove his hand until Laurent had retrieved and closed out the check, adding in a generous tip for Kylli’s kindness.
“This trip is growing rather expensive, Edamame,” Laurent said as they left the bar, the sudden departure from raucous conversation leaving the air feeling a little dull and strange in his ears. “Is this part of the debt I’m still paying?”
“I’ll tell you when we’re even,” Edamura said. “Walk me back to my hotel, Laurent.”
Laurent, who had already been doing so, conceded easily to the demand.
It appeared that Edamura wouldn’t be satisfied, this time, with a farewell outside of the building. He disappeared through the automatic doors without a break in his stride; Laurent hesitated for a moment, then followed. He’d always been good at reading people, and Edamura was giving off distinct signals that were easy to recognize, if disorienting in context.
Sure enough, Edamura was waiting by the elevators, only punching the button once Laurent had joined him.
“Come upstairs with me, Laurent,” he said, his eyes dark and his jaw set in that stubborn line that Laurent never seemed able to fully loosen. “I want to show you something.”
They were hardly through the door to Edamura’s room before Laurent was being shoved against the back of it, a gin-sharp mouth smashing against his in a messy attempt at a kiss.
Laurent responded—how could he not?
Edamura’s lips were slightly chapped and pleasantly warm, but a little clumsy—and not, Laurent thought, purely from the alcohol. He drew back as far as Edamura would permit him, trying to slowly ease the pressure of their mouths, to guide him through the motions of an activity where the balance of experience was quickly growing clear.
Edamura either wouldn’t—or couldn’t—respond to Laurent’s gentler hints—the hands that were lightly tilting Edamura’s hips away from his, the careful brush of his lips against Edamura’s cheek and along his jawline. They had time. They didn’t need to rush, or ruin the tentative bond that had been building between them.
Laurent’s height kept him at an advantage, until Edamura made a frustrated noise and grabbed him by the shoulders, dragging him down and shoving his tongue into Laurent’s mouth.
Aggressive, Laurent thought, his breath shuddering as his hands instinctively clenched tighter around Edamura’s hips. Demanding. Dominant and forceful, unlike anything Laurent had let himself imagine, on mornings where he only had his hand to ease the ache.
Edamura made an increasingly irritated sound every time their mouths parted. Finally, he took hold of Laurent’s jaw, pushing his thumb into the hinge and finding an angle that aligned them properly. Rather than simply thrusting his tongue inside this time—enjoyable enough, but a little too sloppy to qualify as seductive—Edamura sucked softly at Laurent’s lower lip, rolling it against his teeth in a light scrape that made Laurent shiver, sparks tingling through his jaw and all the way down to his chest, then to the cock that was already pressing tightly against the zipper of his pants.
Breathing unsteadily against Laurent’s mouth, Edamura let his eyes flutter open, then closed them again, his eyelashes tickling Laurent’s cheek. He tilted Laurent’s face down a little more so he could kiss along the curve of his cheekbone—careful, almost tender presses of his mouth, until he finally caught Laurent’s upper lip between his. When Laurent’s mouth dropped open in a soft gasp, Edamura echoed the sound and touched the tip of his tongue against Laurent’s.
Like anything to do with Edamura, Laurent couldn’t explain why that final tease—the promise of more to come—knocked something loose inside of him, sending all the feelings he’d locked away tumbling free. It was overwhelming—not pain, as such, in a physical sense, but almost. He felt bowled over by the sheer depth of longing that flooded through his veins, pulling him under a hopeless current and washing away whatever barely-held resolve he might’ve managed to muster.
Laurent wanted this. He’d wanted it for years, maybe since the moment he’d met Edamura. Certainly since the first time Edamura had greeted him with a cocky grin, waggling his toes in the air in a demand for a foot rub—a fitting reward, he claimed, for his triumphant toppling of Laurent’s plans.
Edamura had ruined so many of Laurent’s plans. Had ruined him for any sort of a life without him in it.
Laurent let his shoulders fall back against the door, giving in. He opened his mouth fully, allowing Edamura to penetrate the last of his defenses, eagerly stroking their tongues together and feeling his heart jolt wildly in his chest as he finally, indulgently catalogued Edamura’s taste. There was the sharp tang of grapefruit, still, and a lingering bit of salt from his dinner, possibly from the oysters. Stronger than that, fairly soaking Edamura’s tongue, was...
...Gin, Laurent realized, his clouded brain struggling to reassert itself.
Edamura was wildly, astoundingly drunk.
“Edamame,” Laurent said, repeating it until Edamura’s eyes cleared a bit, until he let the pressure of Laurent’s palms against his shoulders push him to arms’ length.
“You’re so saturated with alcohol,” Laurent told him, his mouth slanting into an apologetic, unhappy line, “that I think I’d get drunk just from kissing you.”
Edamura frowned—because of course he did. That had always been his natural, sober response to Laurent.
“You can stop with the crappy pickup lines,” Edamura said, irritably, resisting the space Laurent was holding between them.
“You’re drunk, Edamame,” Laurent repeated, patiently and more clearly.
“Yeah,” Edamura replied, his forehead furrowing, like he was confused why they needed to be having this conversation. “That was the point. You were there.”
The hotel room’s deadbolt was digging into Laurent’s spine. He shifted a little, wincing, then pushed himself free, standing to his full height and straightening his heavily wrinkled and partially unbuttoned shirt. Edamura swayed a little when Laurent let go of him, but didn’t move either forward or back.
“It’s not that I’m calling you a lightweight,” Laurent said. Edamura’s face darkened. There was something familiar—almost comforting—about his readiness to argue with whatever came out of Laurent’s mouth. “But the amount of alcohol you’ve consumed tonight would fell even a beast like Cynthia. You might not remember any of this tomorrow.”
“Does it matter?” Edamura challenged.
Laurent sighed, feeling old, suddenly, and scraped thin by a life guided down destructive paths he wouldn’t wish on anyone else. Much less on the man standing in front of him, who was...who...
Laurent made his voice as soft as possible, not sure if he wanted Edamura to understand, or to lash out at him, as he always did, solidifying the division that kept both of them safe. “It does to me.”
“And my choice never matters to you, does it,” Edamura spat out bitterly, looking as furious as Laurent had ever seen him. Further evidence that this wasn’t the right time for them. Perhaps it would never be.
Laurent pushed down the ache in his chest, wondering if the lock would still hold, if he tried to fit the pieces back together. He’d loosed them too soon, too carelessly. “You’re not thinking straight, Edamame.”
“No,” Edamura said, with a wry twist to his lips. “I’m really not.”
He turned away from Laurent, every line of his body tense with anger, and kicked his shoes off—or tried. Laurent took a quick step forward, catching him as he tilted unsteadily toward the nearest wall.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Edamura muttered, breaking free and moving to the bathroom—then stopping with his hand on the door frame and steering himself toward his bed, instead. “Or just...”
He toppled forward onto the mattress, scrabbled at it for a second, trying to pull himself higher, then gave up, clearly intending to fall asleep with his feet hanging over the side.
Regret—and the self-disgust that always accompanied it—was a heavy burden that Laurent never seemed able to dislodge. He’d simply learned to carry it, ignoring it as much as possible, so it wouldn't hamper his movements.
He knelt beside the bed now, removing Edamura’s shoes and setting them under the nightstand, where he wouldn’t trip over them if he got up in the night. The rest of his clothes were safer to leave in place—not the most comfortable to sleep in, but Laurent had experienced worse.
Edamura grunted when Laurent swung his legs onto the bed; he wasn’t fully asleep, watching Laurent through balefully half-lidded eyes, but he was tired and pliable enough to let himself be maneuvered under the covers. Once the sheets were pulled over him, he curled to a more comfortable position on his side and shut his eyes, his breathing evening out.
The pillow was bunched awkwardly behind his head, his neck strained at an angle that would surely hurt in the morning. It was easy to fix that: a hand cupped around the side of his face to lift him up a bit, just enough to draw the pillow more securely under him. Laurent filled a glass with water next, leaving it on the nightstand—within reach, but not so close that an arm flung out in sleep would knock it over.
He was lingering at this point, unnecessarily.
Edamura mumbled something and shifted in his sleep, turning his face toward Laurent, like he could still feel him there. His mouth parted slightly, a furrow digging between his eyebrows—annoyance at the light, probably. It was well past even Helsinki’s sunset, but Laurent carefully drew the curtains and flicked the switch for the lamp by the bed, shrouding them both in darkness.
He leaned down then, his chest sharp and tight with longing, and kissed him—just once more, a light touch at the corner of Edamura’s mouth, not quite meeting his lips.
“Désolé,” he whispered, drawing back and rubbing the mark away with the pad of his thumb, as though he could wipe himself clean from Edamura’s skin.
A final moment of selfishness. One that did nothing but cement Laurent’s futile wish for more.




Notes:


Finnish:
rapu: crayfish
Kiitos: thank you
Japanese:
zarigani: crayfish
Itadakimasu: a traditional pre-meal statement that translates to something like “let’s eat” or “thanks for the food”
French:
l'écrevisse: crayfish
monsieur: mister/sir
mais oui: slightly exaggerated form of yes
désolé: sorry
















Chapter 4: HELSINKI
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Chapter Text

Laurent was used to mornings after. He’d gone through more than his fair share in the years before he’d met Dorothy; while some had certainly been memorable for less than desirable reasons, any general awkwardness had quickly ceased to be an issue.
Sex was easy and uncomplicated. Laurent was, for the most part, rather good at it: both the act itself, and the ability to compartmentalize. You had sex. It felt good, or it didn’t, and you moved on. That’s all there was to it.
At least, that had been true until Dorothy had—quite literally—flung herself into his life and turned everything more or less upside down.
Sex was different when you loved someone. He’d told Dorothy that once, too early on for her to take him seriously.
That’s just the lack of STDs, Laurent, she’d said, laughing and tapping him lightly on the nose, before letting him nudge her hand away to kiss her. She’d persisted, though, talking through the kiss. You’re not actually supposed to break out in itchy sores after, you know. It’s no wonder it’d feel different.
She’d teased him, and then she’d loved him, and then she’d died.
For him, or because of him, or for reasons that had nothing whatsoever to do with him: Laurent wasn’t really sure anymore.
He sipped from his too-hot cup of coffee and looked out at the sea, thinking of dark hair against crisp white sheets.
A ferry—painted blue and white, nearly blending into the horizon—cut through the water, leaving quiet ripples in its wake. There was a zoo on an island, its shores visible from where Laurent had chosen to take an early morning walk along the waterfront. Edamura had marked it in his guidebook: no commentary or notes, merely a single question mark. Expressing possible interest, or wondering why anyone would travel to another country to look at creatures in cages.
Laurent didn’t know. It was one of the many small things constantly flooding his mind when he was with Edamura—wanting to ask him everything, to know everything about him.
No...wanting him to volunteer the information. For him to want Laurent to know the smallest, most inconsequential pieces of him.
The coffee burned Laurent’s tongue a little as he drank, but he swallowed anyway.
He’d never had a morning after that followed a night where...well, it wasn’t accurate to say that nothing had happened, which was part of the problem. It’d been a long time since he’d had anything resembling a friend, and it was entirely possible that he’d ruined it with a ten minute lapse of self-control.
A seagull wheeled overhead. Laurent pushed the brim of his hat back to see it better; it dipped its wings to do the same to him, circling from much nearer to investigate what he was holding. Another current of air caught it and took it away, toward the market that was setting up for the morning. Laurent had nothing it wanted.
***
“The hotel serves breakfast,” Edamura said, squinting unhappily into the bright sunlight but accepting the coffee Laurent handed him.
“Careful, it’s hot.”
Edamura made a noise to acknowledge the caution and blew on the surface, his breath turning into a longer, drawn-out sigh.
“Tired?” Laurent asked.
Edamura gave him a flat look over the rim, but his eyelashes fluttered in pleasure when he finally took a drink. “I have never been this hungover,” he said. “I don’t know how Cynthia does it.”
“Her blood is probably 80% alcohol at this point,” Laurent said. “You could ask her, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”
“Cynthia likes me,” Edamura pointed out, unfairly, with the implication that he was the only one in their present company for whom that was true.
“I thought you might be tired of eating in the hotel,” Laurent said. He hadn’t expected Edamura to respond to his text, or to actually show up in the Market Square, still looking sleep-rumpled and only marginally awake. “Plus I think the coffee’s better here—but you’re the expert.”
“Mm,” Edamura said noncommittally. “It’s pretty good. I’d rather have food.”
“Preferences?” Laurent asked, and Edamura shook his head, dropping himself onto the nearest bench in an exhausted jumble of limbs. Laurent chuckled and touched his shoulder, just for a brief moment of contact. “I’ll be back in a minute, then.”
The square was already teeming with the usual mix of shoppers, eager to find the best bargains and cheapest produce. Laurent slipped through the crowd to a small stand he’d seen earlier, where a wizened old woman was selling karjalanpiirakat.
“Kaksi,” he said, holding up two fingers to make up for any issues with his accent. She smiled at him and spooned a generous portion of munavoi over the piping hot pies.
“Hyvää ruokahalua,” she said, then, with a glimmer of amusement that showed she was used to tourists testing out new words, translated it to, “Enjoy.”
He thanked her and returned to Edamura, who had drained half his coffee but otherwise hadn’t moved.
“What is it?” he asked, then bit into the pirog before waiting for an answer.
“Rye, mostly, with a rice filling and egg-butter topping,” Laurent said, sitting next to him and ignoring Edamura’s soft moans of satisfaction as he crammed the food down his throat and licked his fingers clean. His body was probably craving anything that could balance out the alcohol still in his system. “Would you like mine as well? I’ve already eaten.”
Edamura accepted it, although he ate this one more slowly and with quieter enjoyment.
“I hate that you look like that,” he said when he was done.
“You must be feeling better; you’re back to your usual level of flattery,” Laurent said.
Edamura grunted in reply and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I feel like someone ran me over,” he said eventually. “How do you still look so bright and...cheerful?”
“I have more body mass than you and drank a third of what you did,” Laurent said. “I’m not sure what goal you were attempting to set, but it’s safe to say you exceeded it.”
“I didn’t,” Edamura muttered, then, at Laurent’s questioning tone, slapped his palms against the bench and pushed himself to his feet. “I had a goal. Didn’t work out. I’d rather not talk about it right now.”
He started looking, and sounding, more like himself as they strolled through the market, stopping at various stalls to peruse the wares. He lingered at one for so long, picking up and setting down the hand carved wooden animals, that Laurent abandoned his own attempts at browsing and stepped up beside him.
Edamura opened his hand, tilting the little cat figurine in his palm toward Laurent. “My mom would’ve liked this,” he said. “Sometimes I find things for her and forget, for a minute, that...”
He carefully replaced the figure and grimaced in apology to the stall owner, who’d been carving quietly in the corner, not pressuring him to make a purchase.
“My mother liked horses,” Laurent said.
Edamura lifted his face, startled by the interruption of whatever thoughts he’d slipped into.
“She didn’t collect them,” Laurent said. “Figures, of course, not the actual horses, although we didn’t have the money or space for either. There was just one that she kept in the café. She liked looking at it. I didn’t do chores all that often, but when I did help her clean, she’d always tell me to leave that for her, so I didn’t break it. She said it made her think of picture books from her childhood. Daydreams she used to have, when she was a little girl and thought she might grow up to own one herself, like all the children in those books.”
He touched Edamura’s shoulder to steer him away from a clump of schoolgirls who were giggling excitedly to each other, not paying attention to where they were going. Edamura hadn’t noticed, either; he was still looking at Laurent.
“She had trouble reading,” Laurent said. “The words would run together on the page and jumble up in her mind, so she liked when I would read to her. She’d cry every time we finished Prince Noir, like the ending always caught her by surprise. Souvenirs d'un cheval, do you know it? The memoirs of a beautiful black horse who only wanted green pastures and kind words.” His voice dipped a little as he remembered those evenings: his mother wrapping blankets around them both and pressing her face against the top of his head as he read. Sometimes he’d tell her to let go, that it was difficult for him to turn the pages when she was holding him so tightly. “We didn’t go to the movies much, but I took her for her birthday, once, when I saw there was a horse on the poster outside. She cried then, too.”
He cleared his throat and tilted a wry smile at Edamura. “I didn’t tell her I got the money for it by tricking an American who’d gotten lost outside our shop. I offered to translate for him, and sold him an expired bus pass for thrice its value. I thought, if he was that bad at directions, he’d never be able to track me down after he realized he’d been scammed.”
“Laurent...” Edamura said, and Laurent flashed him another careless smile and pulled at the brim of his hat.
“Ah, pardon me, Edamame. I need to stop here for a moment.”
Laurent ducked into the public washroom he’d spotted. He splashed cool water onto his face, then gripped the edges of the sink, wondering why he’d shared any of that. Edamura had never asked.
***
“Are you sure you can fit all of that in your luggage?” Laurent asked as Edamura finished paying yet another vendor, then attempted to slot his newest purchase into the already bulging bag slung over his shoulder.
He’d been swayed by a pair of wine glasses this time, etched with snowflakes and reindeer. For Cynthia, of course; Edamura had started with a gift for Abbie, then began adding to the collection. Kudo, Shi Ohn, and an assortment of other members of the former Team Confidence were all getting their share. He’d even found small mementos for Thomas, Marie, Salazar and his son, and the Muellers.
“It’s not that much,” Edamura argued, his struggle to rearrange the contents doing little to substantiate his claim. “I think I’m done now, anyway.”
“And yet nothing for me,” Laurent said, with a deep pout, once Edamura was looking his way. “I’m hurt, Edamame.”
“You’re here with me; there’s no point in buying you a present,” Edamura said. “You can get your own.”
“Do you shop like this everywhere you go?” Laurent asked.
Edamura shot him a shrewd glance that Laurent didn’t understand until he said, “If you’re wondering why I’ve never sent you anything when you weren’t around: no. I haven’t been ignoring you, Laurent. I just liked this market, I guess. Wanted to share some memories of it. And it doesn’t hurt that I have someone to help me carry my load.”
With that, he grinned and draped his bag over Laurent’s shoulder, then triumphantly stuck his hands in his pockets and strolled ahead. Whistling. Out of tune, yet cheerily. Another notch in Edamura’s column.
Laurent hadn’t actually intended his question to come across that way, and felt unaccountably ruffled by the fact that Edamura had read him so easily.
They circled the market one more time, checking to see if they’d missed anything worthwhile. Laurent purchased nothing; he had no one to shop for. Edamura made interested noises over a few more items but ultimately settled for a second coffee to knock his flagging energy back into drive. He was starting to look tired again, which was, Laurent told himself, why he made no attempt to shove the load of gifts back into Edamura’s arms.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, tossing his empty cup and fishing his phone out of his pocket as they left the square. “Can you take a photo of me?”
Laurent took several—with the milling crowd in the background, Edamura grinning widely and flashing a peace sign, and a few by the water, with the sea and sky melting into a single shade of blue.
“Who are you sending them to?” Laurent asked, casually, as though he didn’t particularly care about the answer.
Edamura was smiling down at his screen, typing rapidly—responses pinging back as soon as he’d sent the first message. “Abbie,” Edamura replied, like it was obvious.
He pocketed his phone after a few more exchanges, then, unexpectedly, held his hand out for his bag.
“Suddenly realizing you don’t trust me with this much wealth?” Laurent said, with a wink. “I told you, Edamame, I only steal from the rich and undeserving. Also, I’m reformed.”
Edamura huffed. Not an eye roll, but close. “No, I’m just...” He pinched the bridge of his nose, wincing through either the press of an oncoming headache, or a yawn. Possibly both. “Maybe you’ve already forgotten about last night, Laurent, but I haven’t. I think I need to go back to the hotel for a while. Drop these off and maybe crash for a couple of hours.”
There was no invitation attached: taking his gifts back now meant that Laurent was expected to part ways with him before they went any further.
It was more, Laurent thought, than he should’ve gotten after how they’d left things, but telling himself this did nothing to blunt the sharp sting of disappointment. The accompanying swell of petty jealousy was worse. Edamura had come, despite everything. It shouldn’t matter that while he’d physically been with Laurent, he’d spent the entire morning thinking of those he’d rather have with him—the people who didn’t keep shoving their unwanted presence into his space.
Every time Edamura tried to say goodbye, Laurent found a new way to lie to him. It was safer than admitting he couldn’t let him go.
This is why people don’t like you, Laurent heard Cynthia say in his head, and hated himself for it a little, too.
***
Sulking wasn’t Laurent’s style. He had a pleasant, if relatively quiet, afternoon: dining by himself, then exploring locations around the city that Edamura hadn’t expressed interest in. His phone buzzed at a few points, with inconsequential messages. He chuckled at the latest one: a shirtless selfie from Clark, showing off either a fresh and rather intriguing set of piercings, or the three women hanging off his arms. Laurent wasn’t sure which he was meant to focus on, or respond to.
Still think I look like my brother? Clark had written.
More than ever, Laurent replied. Still mirroring his taste in companions, I see. I thought you’d found how rewarding it could be to expand your options.
Clark’s answer came back quickly. Quantity over quality, Laurent. You and I both know it’s not so easy to get the things you really want.
He followed that with another photo, this time just of him: a thumbs up flashed next to his handsome, grinning face. Thanks for the sponsorship, btw. Come visit sometime; I’ll take you for a ride.
Assuming that was the close of their conversation, Laurent began to put his phone away, but the screen flashed with another message.

>> You free to meet up now?

A sudden, and rather unusual shift in tone. Laurent smoothed out the lines he could feel marring his forehead: no need to collect wrinkles on Clark’s account. Tantalizing as the offer, and those photos, may be, I’m afraid I’m in quite another country at the moment, he wrote. Finland, if you’re curious. Far even for your fastest plane. And video has never been my preferred medium. You and I, and that mark I left on your sculpted abs, know I do my best work mano-a-mano.
A graceful dismissal, hardly requiring a response. Laurent forgot about it for perhaps ten, fifteen minutes, until he retrieved his phone again to check a location he hadn’t yet mapped into his memory. There were the texts he’d exchanged with Cynthia, then with Clark—and at the top of the list was a thread with Edamura.
Well. It wasn’t the first time that sort of thing had happened to him.
Sorry Edamame, he wrote, stopping beside a shop to better focus his attention. That was meant for someone else. I trust your beauty sleep was effective?
Laurent’s screen dimmed—twice—while he was waiting for a reply.
Finally, three dots appeared at the bottom of his screen.

>> Was thinking about checking out the Ateneum.

Not an invitation, exactly, but an opening. Laurent took it. Changed your mind about permitting me near the sculptures, did you?
Edamura’s reply came in faster this time: two texts, one right after the other.

>> You may have a filthy mouth, but I admit you know how to use it.


>> Dealing with you will save me some money on the audio tours. Guess the experience might be worth the trauma.

Glad you’re finally seeing my value, Edamame. Laurent hesitated, then, unable to resist, added: Although you should know I’m good with much more than my mouth.
That’s exactly the kind of line that will get us kicked out of the museum, Edamura replied. Just meet me there in half an hour.
Laurent had been waiting for closer to forty-five minutes by the time Edamura finally arrived. He’d changed his shirt, and his hair was damp, probably fresh from a shower.
It’d only been half a day since Laurent had last seen him, but his heart still twisted foolishly in his chest.
“Give me your hand,” Edamura said, rather than greeting him. He dropped something into Laurent’s palm and stuck his hands in his pockets, looking off to the side. “Found a gashapon machine on the way here.”
“What is it?” Laurent asked, holding the little figure up and turning it between his fingers. Like all of Edamura’s capsule toys, it was only a few centimeters tall, molded from green plastic. Not human or historical this time, though: it was some sort of strange, shaggy creature. With, Laurent thought, a rather unsettling leer on its face.
“It’s kind of a national institution here, I guess. Muumi. We have them in Tokyo, too; I recognize them from a café I saw once. There are life-sized plush versions that you can sit with if you’re eating alone.”
Laurent peered at it again. “Dining with this is supposed to make you feel less single?”
Edamura huffed out a laugh, the tense lines easing out of his posture. “No, I don’t think they’d ever subject anyone to his company. That’s, uh.” He rattled off a phrase in Japanese that Laurent didn’t quite catch. He smirked, then, and said, “He’s named Stinky: I think both for his actual stench and his behavior. He’s a black-hearted swindler, like you.”
“Your generosity never ceases to amaze me,” Laurent said. He rubbed his thumb over the rounded antennae at the top of the creature’s head, then pocketed it. A strange companion for the Hideyoshi already resting there. “I’ll assume he’s your favorite, then. No need to burst my bubble.”
Edamura seemed to have a fair idea of the museum’s layout; he’d probably looked into it in advance, either online or in his guidebook. Laurent was content to trail after him.
“In the interest of full disclosure,” he said partway through the first gallery, which was filled with paintings by artists he’d never heard of, “my art-based knowledge is fairly specific. I don’t have much familiarity with Finland’s domestic scene. I’m afraid my insight will be limited.”
Edamura looked surprised, then amused. “I wasn’t actually looking for a tour guide, Laurent.”
“Oh?” Laurent said, feeling his mouth curve in response.
Edamura visibly tamped down on whatever fondness was budding between them. “Don’t start.”
“I was merely going to point out,” Laurent said, his tone easy and unconcerned, “that perhaps even a malodorous companion can prove better than nothing. The most unlikable swindler is still able to fulfill certain, shall we say...needs.”
“I never said I didn’t like him,” Edamura replied. He caught his lower lip between his teeth for a moment, the flesh pulling tight, then releasing. “Laurent, I—”
Laurent’s phone buzzed. He silenced it—something he’d forgotten to do before entering the museum. It took less than a second to ignore the message, to return his attention to where it belonged, but Edamura was already turning away, following the crowd as they flowed to the next gallery.
Edamura stopped in front of a line of portraits: bronze and marble busts mixed with oil paintings, the evidence of years of work and the swift passage of so many lives. The faces blurred together, meaning little to Laurent: he was only looking at Edamura’s.
“Did you go back to the Dirty Eggplant?” Edamura asked, abruptly. He was staring at a portrait of a young, blonde, rather wistful-looking woman. Pretty enough, Laurent thought, but of no more than passing interest.
“That wasn’t its name,” Laurent said, although it would’ve made the cocktail napkins better souvenirs. He wasn’t certain if Edamura meant the previous night, after their less than successful attempt at mutual debauchery, or after they’d parted ways at the market. Either way, the answer was the same. “But no, why would I?”
“Right,” Edamura said, in a low voice that was still audible, if only just. “It’s all about the initial thrill for you. You never want something more than once.”
Reading Edamura didn’t ordinarily require much skill: although he was clever, creative, and frequently surprising in the best of ways, his emotions themselves were an open book. He cared about people—genuinely and without an agenda. He’d been deeply wounded by his upbringing and, thanks to his father’s choices, had been funneled into an unrewarding lifestyle that was nearly impossible to pull himself out of. Criminals, once labeled as such, didn’t often get a second chance. Yet Edamura had never stopped trying.
Laurent could anticipate Edamura’s movements not because he was dull or unimaginative or even anything that could remotely be called predictable—but because Edamura always followed his heart. Laurent understood what that was like.
For Laurent, those types of decisions had always turned out rather badly. Edamura was different. He was capable of plunging into the murkiest depths and emerging relatively unscathed. And, in the process, he would drag everyone else into the light with him.
It was easy, usually, to tell what Edamura was thinking. But Laurent had to admit that he was struggling.
“Variety is the spice of life, after all,” Laurent said, opting for what came naturally to him. Flippancy, for the most part, with the real meaning hidden under a dozen protective layers. He sank into a playful tone that was calculated to loosen the harsh lines he could sense drawing Edamura’s body tight, into something that he was once again not permitted to touch. “Still, we all have our favorites, Edamame. I admit that my meal last night was enticing enough for seconds. I could, under the right circumstances, be persuaded to indulge in another bowl.”
“What do you want, Laurent?” Edamura spat out, loudly enough that the museum-goers closest to them startled, then scattered to the corners of the room, like a flock of sparrows veering at the sight of a hawk.
“Edamame,” Laurent said, trying to soften him before he did anything stupid, but Edamura’s eyes were flashing with something that was a little too familiar—and more frightening than Laurent cared to admit.
He did, at least, lower his voice again, stepping a bit closer to Laurent to keep the conversation between the two of them. “You hit on me constantly, you perpetually horny asshole. I’ve never taken it seriously; you do it with literally everyone.”
That wasn’t strictly true, at least not in the way Edamura thought, but he was on a roll now, plunging forward.
“You drag me into your schemes, you tell me shit like you’ll wait years for me, and then when I try to get out, you pull me back. Every fucking time, Laurent. And then you show up here. And you do things, and you say things, and you look at me like...” He caught his breath, then kept going. “But none of it ever actually means any fucking thing. Are you just bored? Is this how you get your kicks? Hey look, it’s Edamame, I’ll get some sick pleasure out of fucking with his head for a while.”
“No,” Laurent said, finally breaking into the torrent of accusations. At least this time, the crowd of observers didn’t include anyone he knew, or anyone who—presumably—wanted to kill him. “Edamame, you know it’s not like that.”
“Do I?” Edamura challenged. “I don’t know a damn thing going on inside your head. You always say exactly the right thing, except when it matters. You act like you want me, like it’d be the easiest thing in the world for me to just give in, to just see what the fuss is all about, and then when I actually...”
He broke off and sighed, looking tired again, this time not as a result of the alcohol or sleep loss.
“When you shut me down yesterday,” he said quietly, “was it because you didn’t want to have sex with me, or because you didn’t want to have sex with me while I was drunk?”
“The alcohol was my objection,” Laurent said. It was a too-obvious statement that Edamura somehow needed to hear. He made another attempt, trying his best to do what Edamura was asking of him. “I’ve never been with anyone that utterly trashed, and I certainly didn’t intend to start with you. You’re different, Edamame. You’re...” Laurent could feel the words shaping in his mouth, but he couldn’t get them out.
Edamura waited for a few beats, scrutinizing him. Not trusting him.
“So if I asked again,” Edamura said finally, leaving the rest to Laurent.
A good person would have stopped it there. Would have recognized how unwise it was to dive into something so undefined, so deeply—perhaps permanently—unresolved, with a person who was, at the very least, a friend.
Laurent met Edamura’s still-angry gaze. “I’d say yes.”
***
“This was easier when I was drunk,” Edamura said, looking as awkward as he sounded. He’d removed his shoes, flipped the deadbolt, and shut the curtains, but seemed to have very little idea, this time, what to do with himself now that Laurent was actually in his room.
“Are you changing your mind?” Laurent asked.
Edamura shook his head, firmly. He still didn’t come any closer; he picked up, then set back down, several items on the dresser. Gifts he’d apparently spent time wrapping after he’d come back to the hotel. It was possible that while he’d been folding the paper around them, smoothing out creases and taping the corners in place, he’d been thinking of Laurent. Of what they’d narrowly avoided the night before, and how he could bring Laurent back, in an attempt to start over.
“Are you sure?” Laurent asked, taking a few steps toward him, and watching for a reaction. “We haven’t done anything. I can still leave, and we can forget all about it.”
“Are you changing your mind?” Edamura said, his chin lifting in that stubborn, challenging tilt that always made Laurent want to kiss him. “You keep putting this on me, like I’m the only...” He bit his lip, looking troubled, suddenly. “You kept pulling away last night, and I kept pushing. I guess I just. I never actually thought that you might say no.”
That there was ever a situation in which Laurent—whose driving motivation, according to most of the people who knew him, was his cock—would actually turn down sex. There was something sharp and distasteful about the fact that Edamura felt the same, but it was difficult to blame him. Laurent hadn’t given him much reason to think otherwise.
“I want you, Edamame,” Laurent said, close enough now to feel the heat from Edamura’s body, although he was still careful to not touch. “I think you already know how much. But it’s always been up to you.”
“I didn’t expect you to talk this much,” Edamura complained, starting to turn a little pink—either due to sheer frustration, or from embarrassment at the naked vulnerability that came before sex.
Laurent didn’t typically suffer through this part, at least not in such agonizing detail, but Edamura was different. Special.
“That’s not actually an answer,” Laurent said softly, trailing the backs of his fingers along Edamura’s flushed cheek, down to his tightened jawline. His breath caught when Edamura turned his face into it, when his eyes fluttered closed.
“I want it, Laurent,” he said, quietly, but with no further hesitation.
“Then let me show you what it’s like,” Laurent murmured, drawing Edamura’s hips in with one hand, and cupping the other around Edamura’s uplifted face—his palm cradling Edamura’s jaw, fingers tucked gently behind his ear, his thumb stroking at the soft swell of Edamura’s lower lip. When he pressed down, just a little, Edamura willingly opened his mouth, and Laurent brought their lips together.
This was a slower, more careful, more attentive kiss than anything they’d shared the night before. It was clear that Edamura had been kissed before, but not particularly well.
Laurent took his time coaxing Edamura’s tongue into his mouth, with playful, teasing touches that made Edamura’s breath hitch, his hands letting go of the empty air to clutch at Laurent’s shoulders.
There you go, Laurent thought, sliding the tips of his fingers inside the waistband of Edamura’s jeans to pull him closer, to hold him in place. Just like that, darling. Edamura shuddered a little, but Laurent could feel the rapidly hardening pressure of Edamura’s cock against his thigh.
Laurent transitioned them back to lighter kisses—not French, he thought, feeling the vibration of his own chuckle against Edamura’s mouth. Just the soft touch of Edamura’s lips against his, as their bodies grew used to each other. He focused on that, on exchanging breath and stroking his fingers through Edamura’s hair; on the sensation of Edamura’s hands sliding underneath the back of his shirt, a welcome coolness against his heated skin. A conversation as pleasant as they’d ever had, and far easier for Laurent to express what he meant.
Once Edamura was lax against him, kiss-drunk and pliant, he drew Edamura’s tongue back into his mouth. This time, he closed his lips around it, flattening his tongue underneath Edamura’s and sucking—lightly, with the promise of something else to come, if Edamura enjoyed this.
Edamura had always been a quick learner; it was clear from the way he groaned into Laurent’s mouth, his hips jerking forward, that he got the message.
Laurent didn’t keep asking; every time he did, Edamura flushed redder and gritted out a more annoyed yes. Get on with it, in short. So Laurent did.
Edamura took off his own pants—a shame, Laurent thought, having wanted to help—and tossed them to the side while Laurent was still unbuttoning Edamura’s pale blue dress shirt, sliding it off his slim shoulders and kissing along his chest. He scraped his teeth over a dark nipple, then kissed the raised bud in something like an apology when Edamura hissed and dug surprised—but fortunately blunt—nails into Laurent’s sides.
“Désolé,” Laurent said, with another gentle press of his mouth.
“You said that last night,” Edamura remembered, his brow furrowing, and Laurent straightened up to kiss him again—on the mouth, this time, silencing any questions that might follow.
“Did you like it,” he asked, breathing against Edamura’s lips, feeling warm and languid with pleasure, but knowing there was much ground still to cover. “My mouth on you there.”
“I don’t...I’m not sure. Try it again,” Edamura said, his breath catching in a series of restrained gasps as Laurent lowered him to the bed, straddling his waist and dipping his head down to suck Edamura’s nipples back into his mouth—first one, then the other, until Edamura was groaning more audibly and tangling his fingers in the back of Laurent’s hair.
“A yes, I think,” Laurent said, in satisfaction. He kissed Edamura’s prominent, enticing collarbones, as he’d been wanting to do for years, with light pressure that wouldn’t leave a mark. Not this time.
He moved slowly down Edamura’s body, kissing the curve of his ribcage, the taper of his waist, the soft skin just above his navel—then dipping the tip of his tongue into that, too, holding Edamura’s hips in place as he groaned and shuddered in response.
“Not yet,” Laurent said. He sat up, discarding his own shirt and reaching for his belt—but Edamura was sitting up as well, too impatient to lie still for more than a few seconds. His fingers were deft, quick to unbuckle Laurent’s belt, to pull it through the loops with a soft hiss of leather, to pop open the button of Laurent’s shorts and slide the zipper down.
He stalled out again there, his throat convulsing in a swallow: unfamiliar, then, with dealing with a cock that wasn’t his own.
Laurent brushed Edamura’s hands away and slid his shorts down the rest of the way, freeing himself of the fabric with an easy, practiced movement of his hips—rolling them slightly against Edamura’s in the process.
Edamura gasped in sharp surprise and fell back against the mattress, barely catching himself on his elbows.
Laurent left his underwear on, for now, and turned his attention to Edamura’s. Black boxer briefs, tightly fitting. The fabric was snug along his hips and the tops of his thighs; when Edamura shifted a bit, impatiently, Laurent could see the dark material stretching over the perfectly rounded curves of an ass that he badly wanted to get his hands on.
“Slide down a little,” he said, indulging in the urge to cup his palms around it, under the guise of guiding Edamura closer to the end of the bed, where Laurent could drop to his knees on the rough hotel carpet.
“What are you—ohhh,” Edamura said, throwing his head back with a moan when Laurent parted his legs and kissed the tempting bulge in the front of his briefs.
“Would you like me to, Edamame?” Laurent asked, tilting his face up toward Edamura’s, knowing how he looked like this: his lips already a little swollen from kissing, his pupils dilated from arousal, darkening his blue eyes. He knew he was handsome, that both men and women found him desirable, but he wanted...he took in a too shuddery, too overtly vulnerable breath when Edamura reached down to brush Laurent’s hair out of his eyes.
Tender, Laurent thought, helplessly. Or, more likely, just wanting to get a less obstructed view as he sucked at Edamura’s cock through the fabric, teasing him with warm, wet pressure that was meant to make him ache for more.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, finally, his waning self-control shivering through the name. It was the signal Laurent had been waiting for. He freed Edamura’s cock from his briefs, sinking down on it with the ease of ample experience and little to no gag reflex.
Edamura’s hips jolted, and he nearly yelped from surprise. He grabbed at Laurent’s hair—with nothing like tenderness this time, merely searching for something to hold onto—and pulled, until it nearly hurt, until Laurent’s eyes were watering both from the harsh tugging at his scalp and the stretch of his jaw around the length of Edamura’s cock.
“Laurent, no, wait, I—” Edamura said, yanking harder, but it was too late; he groaned, long and loud, as he came down Laurent’s throat.
“Fuck,” he said, falling back against the mattress as his softening cock pulsed a few more times. He sounded disappointed, which wouldn’t do.
Laurent finished swallowing, relaxed his throat, and withdrew. “Shhh, it’s okay, mon chéri,” he said, kissing the wet tip of Edamura’s cock as it came free, bobbing against his cheek. “Don’t worry, we’re not done yet.”
Edamura had flung an arm over his eyes. “But I already came,” he said, sounding—embarrassed, Laurent realized. If he’d ever done this particular activity before, it must’ve been in a context where one release spelled the sad end of whatever tryst he’d been engaged in. A pity that his partners had been so unimaginative, and so uncaring.
“I wanted you to come,” Laurent assured him. He nuzzled the inside of Edamura’s knee, which was still shivering through aftershocks, and pressed a kiss, then another, against his inner thigh. “Trust me, Edamame. This way you’ll be more relaxed for what comes next.”
“Next? What do you—” Edamura jumped, with something like a yelp again, when Laurent cupped his balls in one palm, rolling them slightly, and skimmed the pad of his thumb over the puckered hole behind them. “Oh fuck,” he said, covering his face, this time with both hands.
“Now you’re getting the idea. But we don’t have to, if you aren’t up for that,” Laurent said, kissing the side of Edamura’s cock once more, then standing up to stretch the kinks out of his legs and rub at the light imprints left on his knees. It was by no means the worst setting in which he’d done something like this, but he’d been more impatient than he would admit. He could, at least, have used his own shirt for padding.
“No, that’s not what I,” Edamura said. “Dammit, Laurent.” He waved one arm—in a demanding, if slightly unclear, message—and Laurent folded himself down to kiss him. It wasn’t what Edamura was asking for, probably, but Laurent had just sucked an apparently mind-melting orgasm out of him. It wasn’t too much to ask for a little of what he wanted in return.
“Yes, Edamame?” he asked after a bit, when the ache in his chest had eased somewhat. He was paying little attention to his own still-erect cock, which could wait.
“I hate you,” Edamura replied, his eyes still closed, his mouth still parted, ready for more.
Laurent traced his thumb over Edamura’s cheekbone, smiling down at him fondly. “Does that mean I should go?”
“You know it doesn’t,” Edamura grumbled. He opened his eyes, then, and looked up at Laurent. “I’m not good at—the talking part, during this. You probably like that, though. Me shutting up for a while and letting you have your way.”
This is the only way to shut you up. Laurent winced through the phantom sensation of soft lips against his and the echo of Dorothy’s laughter. She was always happy, always laughing—often at him. He’d teased her, in return, for her near-constant chatter, but the truth was that it’d never left him the room to feel lonely.
Edamura’s eyes were brown, not blue. He had coal-dark hair that hadn’t been bleached white, or dyed a vibrant shade of pink. His sharp tongue and clever mind were always swayed by his immensely kind heart. He wasn’t Dorothy, and Laurent had never wanted him to be.
He focused on the beautiful man beneath him, willing the shadows flitting behind his vision to dissipate, to leave him in the peace he’d spent years searching—fighting—for.
He’d expected it to come at the conclusion of a con, when his revenge was complete and he could finally let Dorothy go. He’d found it, instead, in...
“Edamame,” Laurent said, with a wicked tease in his voice. “Don’t be silly. If you’re quiet, you’ll hurt my feelings. I want to hear every...” He lowered his mouth to Edamura’s, hovering just above his lips without touching, then drew back, winked, and scraped his teeth over Edamura’s sensitive nipple instead, following it with the flat of his tongue. “Last. Noise.”
***
“Is this supposed to feel good?” Edamura complained, grimacing and looking like he wanted, very badly, to slap Laurent’s hand away from his ass.
“I haven’t even put anything inside you yet,” Laurent said, tracing around Edamura’s hole, which was clenching so tightly at the moment that any attempt to press in further would merely hurt them both.
He sighed, more audibly than he’d meant to—Edamura heard it, and responded with a wince and another embarrassed flush along his cheekbones.
Laurent stopped touching him and sat back, just enough to give him space. “There are other options, Edamame. We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”
Edamura narrowed his eyes, as though he was expecting something else to follow: a joke about his virginity, perhaps, which he seemed overly sensitive about.
Laurent had read that reaction correctly; when he remained silent, Edamura sat up, drawing his knees to his chest, and admitted, grudgingly, “I’ve had sex. But not like this.”
“Receiving, or...?”
Edamura’s expression darkened into a glower. He clearly hated giving Laurent this level of ammunition.
Trust, Laurent thought. Something he still hadn’t managed to earn. He softened his voice. “I’m not asking because I intend to gloat, or to tell anyone else. I don’t care how much experience you have, Edamame. I’m wondering if you know anything about the mechanics of how this works.”
“I’ve never been with a man,” Edamura muttered, then, reluctantly: “Just you.”
Something small and petty inside of Laurent unfurled at that admission. He pushed it down, with some effort, and pointed out, “Another man, or the presence of a cock, isn’t actually required. All you need is creativity.”
Edamura gave him a slightly disgusted look, probably expecting a recitation of all the ways Laurent had experienced this particular type of pleasure. Fair enough; he didn’t care about the technicalities. All he wanted to know was whether it would hurt, and how much.
“I enjoy being fucked,” Laurent offered. “If you’d prefer to do it that way, it’d be more like what you’re used to.” He paused, then added, “Although, of course, with a far superior partner.”
Edamura snorted, as Laurent had expected. He linked his arms around his calves and rested his chin on his pulled-together knees, seeming to be considering it. “The whole point of all this was to try it,” he said eventually, that familiar determined glint returning to his expression. “I’m not getting this far with you and then just giving up. You can’t beat me that easily, Laurent.”
“I didn’t realize this was a competition,” Laurent said. It wasn’t an entirely surprising reaction, though; Edamura had always burned brightest when he felt that he had something to prove. “In that case, what do you want to know before we try again?”
“It’s not...normal,” Edamura said, digging his chin harder into his knees, somehow managing to tense even harder. At this rate, Laurent would be likely to lose at least a finger to the sheer pressure of his clenching. “I don’t see how you’re supposed to fit. Inside me.”
“Give me a minute,” Laurent said, holding up his hand, at an angle where Edamura had to lift his head a bit to track it. “Mmmm. Yes. Thank you, Edamame. I was just filing that pretty speech away for later.”
“I really hate you,” Edamura said. The distraction had worked; he’d finally let go of his legs, his defensive posture loosening. “Stop looking so damn smug; I haven’t even seen yours yet.”
“All in good time; you don’t want to rush the main attraction,” Laurent said. “Flattery aside, I can promise you that it is, as you put it, entirely natural. Bodies do work this way, and have for millennia. Or do you think all sex between men is some sort of elaborate exercise in torture?”
Edamura shrugged, uneasily. He probably hadn’t spent a large amount of time thinking about it.
“So you’ve never tried anything by yourself, either,” Laurent concluded.
“No, I’m not...” Edamura said. His determined expression flickered. “I always thought I was into women. Only into women,” he corrected, quickly.
Setting aside, yet again, that something as inconsequential as sexuality didn’t have to limit one’s exploration of one’s own body...
“And then you met me and thought, oh, this sex god in flawless human form can show me what I’ve been missing.”
“Shut up,” Edamura said. He was sitting cross-legged now, leaning back on his palms. His cock, nestled against his right thigh, was mostly soft, but displaying the tiniest hint of interest in the proceedings. “You’re not entirely wrong, though. For once. I just wanted to see what it was like. But if you have to be praised to get it up, I’m not doing that.”
“Noted,” Laurent said. If anything resembling tenderness or genuine affection had been required for sex, Laurent would have spent the majority of his life as stifled and repressed as Edamura appeared to be. What one longed for, and what one could actually obtain, were quite different matters.
Edamura took in an audible breath, then let it back out, in a slow exhalation that seemed meant to center himself. He licked his lips, rolled them together, then said, “It’s going to hurt.”
“It probably will, at first. Like most new things do.” Laurent moved back up the bed, and Edamura reacted almost instinctively, his legs unfolding and his shoulders dropping back to the mattress. Once Laurent’s body was covering Edamura’s—not touching, not yet, but close enough to feel the rise and fall of Edamura’s chest—he stopped, and waited.
It only took a second; Edamura lifted his hands to Laurent’s face to draw him down.
Laurent eased their bodies together, pleased at how well they fit. He made no attempt to push his hips against Edamura’s, or to pursue the tempting friction he could feel teasing him, almost within reach. Kissing was enough, for now. Edamura was taking the lead this time, with aggressive enthusiasm—reminiscent of their first attempted night together, but with far greater skill.
“You really do learn quickly,” Laurent murmured approvingly, which earned him a rather sharp nip on his lower lip. Followed, at least, by the soothing touch of Edamura’s tongue.
It was easy to lose track of time like this. Laurent wasn’t always the most patient man; he could be, but only when it counted. When he cared far more about the person with him than whatever end goal they were chasing.
That had only been true twice in his life, and the first time...
Edamura softened his mouth in something like an apology, but this time Laurent’s hiss of pain wasn’t physical. Then again, perhaps it was. Hearts were vulnerable, and easy to break.
Laurent expected Edamura to give in first. Sure enough, the intensity of his kisses deepened, his hips rocking up against Laurent’s as his exploration of Laurent’s mouth turned into something almost possessive. His hunger for more, for their bodies to merge into one, was quickly becoming tangible.
Laurent kissed the corner of his eager mouth, then murmured, into the flush spreading prettily along his throat, “Will you trust me, Edamame?”
Edamura didn’t reply—verbally. He nodded, once, his Adam’s apple bobbing beneath Laurent’s lips.
Laurent’s mistake earlier had been in moving too quickly to the main event; what felt like a nearly glacial pace to him was, for Edamura, like taking a nosedive out of the sky. Laurent couldn’t simply promise that the flight would be exhilarating, or that he would still be in one piece by the end. He had to take the time to show Edamura the parachute: how it worked, what it would require of him, and how Laurent would be there to break his fall.
It should’ve been obvious much earlier; Edamura had always responded best to indirect methods. He needed to feel that he was in control, even if Laurent was doing all the work behind the scenes.
Edamura’s cock was predictably safe territory; it was easy for Laurent to tell what he liked there, what would make him choke out soft gasps and clench his fingers in the bedsheets. Laurent stroked him in a slow, steady rhythm, using both hands at first—one sliding up and down the length of his shaft, the other fondling his balls—then gradually dipping lower, until the tip of Laurent’s finger was rubbing against Edamura’s still-tight hole.
When Edamura winced, Laurent moved to his upper thigh, massaging the muscles there—first right, then left, until Edamura sucked in a shuddery breath and sighed it back out, relenting.
“Okay,” Edamura said, and lifted his legs at Laurent’s direction, holding them open to expose the vulnerable pucker of his entrance. The muscles of his abdomen were rapidly clenching and unclenching, still, but Laurent could see he was doing his best to relax.
He kissed the side of Edamura’s cock, then his thigh, and let go for long enough to coat his fingers liberally in lube.
“Of course you’d have that with you,” Edamura said, watching him. His pupils were blown too wide for Laurent to take it as a criticism.
“You can touch yourself,” Laurent said. “Wherever it feels good, Edamame.”
Edamura was still bracing himself, hard, against the mattress, but he released one hand, running it over his abdomen, at first, toward the base of his cock. He flushed, looked away from Laurent, and thumbed over his own nipple instead, biting back a gasp.
“That’s it,” Laurent said, pressing a kiss at the tip of Edamura’s cock, as a momentary reward. “Let me hear you. Just like that.”
There was far less resistance this time; Laurent was able to ease his middle finger inside, massaging the tight ring of muscle as it flexed around him, as it gradually loosened enough to permit another.
“Perfect, mon chéri,” Laurent murmured, shifting his gaze between the spot where his knuckles were disappearing into Edamura’s body, and Edamura’s beautifully responsive face, his lower lip caught between his teeth, sweat beading along his throat.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, his eyebrows pulling down in frustration, and Laurent curved his fingers up, just so, sparking a reaction that sent Edamura’s body arcing off the mattress, a moan ripped out of him.
“What was,” Edamura gasped, brokenly, almost accusingly, and Laurent did it again, then once more, until Edamura was panting, losing his grip on anything resembling a language they could both understand.
It was enough; Laurent removed his hand, kissing Edamura’s knee as it swung toward him in silent protest at the sudden emptiness. “Un moment, mon chéri,” he said, tearing open a foil square and rolling a condom down his own cock, which had been begging, quite persistently, for attention.
A few strokes, just to spread the fresh coating of lube down his length. Laurent sighed into the familiar relief of it, but he’d spent enough hours with his own hand. Edamura was of far more importance.
The muscles along Edamura’s thighs were twitching, his hole fluttering as it tried to grip at something that was no longer there.
“Laurent,” he said, in as pleading a tone as he ever managed. It was the voice he used when he’d gotten in too far over his own head, when he’d tried to arrange a con without Laurent’s help, without asking for the support that would bring both of them out of it—intact, and satiated.
It was something that Laurent hadn’t heard in a very long time.
He needed Laurent less and less, these days. He’d won, hadn’t he? That was the source of his triumph, the driving force behind the announcement he’d made in Suzaku’s office. He was better than Laurent on every level. He didn’t need him; didn’t want him. His life was more complete without Laurent in it.
But this, still, was something that Laurent could give him.
He kissed him, gently, his heart twisting at the almost desperate look in Edamura’s warm brown eyes. “Just once more. Breathe out for me, mon chéri. If you let me in, I can give you what you need.”
Edamura nodded, acknowledging the request, and breathed, past kiss-flushed lips that filled Laurent with almost unbearable longing.
He gripped Edamura’s thigh, holding it open as he pressed himself against Edamura’s entrance, then sank inside.
Edamura made a noise in response that it would take Laurent a very long time to forget.
The first few thrusts were a little too tight, more friction than pleasure: Edamura’s body was still fighting him, instinctively trying to push the intrusion back out. Laurent kissed him, stilling the movement of his hips until Edamura was ready for more.
He could feel when Edamura finally gave in. The next push was easier, a slick slide that made them gasp in unison. And after that, it was nothing that Laurent had anticipated, or prepared himself for.
Edamura, Laurent discovered, was extraordinarily, enthusiastically loud, once he’d truly let himself go—and far more responsive than he could’ve imagined.
Yet there was ultimately nothing surprising about it. This was Edamura, after all: the brilliant, charismatic man who had followed Laurent across the world, upending each of his plans and steadily working his way into Laurent’s heart, while refusing to let the same be done to him.
It was little wonder that he’d be as frustrating—and enticing—in bed. He treated each of Laurent’s thrusts like a challenge, shoving himself down each time Laurent’s hips pushed up, the cries wrenched out of him with such fervor that Laurent half-feared there’d be a knock on their door.
Whatever sliver of his brain could still focus on such mundane concerns swiftly melted away, into the sheer bliss of feeling Edamura’s body responding to his. Welcoming him in, like Laurent belonged there.
Reluctant as he was to lose sight of each new spark of pleasure flickering across Edamura's face, it was becoming clear that what Edamura needed wasn’t quite in line with Laurent’s desires.
Sex wasn’t meant to be selfish. Not when it was with someone you...not if your goal was to make the other person happy.
Laurent pulled out, fully this time, and helped a swearing, sweat-soaked Edamura turn over, then lift himself up on knees and forearms. “Like this, mon chéri,” he said, sliding back inside.
Edamura caught on quickly, as he always did; in this position, it was far easier for him to pursue his own gratification, his hips hitching back, forcefully, doing much to control Laurent’s pace. Laurent did his best to not think about the fact that he could no longer kiss him, or that he’d lost access to the play of emotions across the expressive features that’d come to mean so much to him.
He massaged the taut muscles of Edamura’s ass, instead, his thumb pressing briefly against where they were joined. Edamura groaned at that, and Laurent slid his hands a little farther up his body, stroking his cock, trailing his fingers along the dips in his fast-clenching muscles, then rolling an over-sensitive and much-abused nipple between thumb and forefinger. He kissed wherever he could reach as they rocked into each other, the bed swaying and shaking, thumping hard against the wall.
Judging from the way Edamura was saying his name, mixed in with a rapid torrent of Japanese that he sometimes understood and sometimes didn’t, he’d made the right choice in rearranging them. It was difficult, still, to acknowledge that when it came to Edamura, there was little else he could do but follow his own heart. Ordinarily, all he could manage from those efforts was to make Edamura furious with him. But this—the movement of his body against Edamura’s, giving everything that was asked of him until it fairly hurt—was something Laurent knew how to do. Perhaps they’d finally found a setting where they could communicate on even ground.
“Harder, Laurent,” Edamura finally demanded, with a harsh twist to his name. He reached back to grab at Laurent’s thigh, to shove him in deeper still.
Laurent complied, letting himself be carried on the tide of Edamura’s pleasure.
“Edamame,” he breathed, as he felt the pressure building, his abdomen tightening with the pain of holding back his release. He wasn’t sure if he meant it as a warning, or if he simply needed the reminder of who he was with, who was making him feel this way.
Edamura was still holding onto him; he squeezed, in either acknowledgement or encouragement, and Laurent’s hips shuddered as he emptied himself inside Edamura’s body.
He let himself stay there, for a few long, drawn-out breaths, until Edamura shifted impatiently, snapping out his name once more.
Right, Laurent thought. Of course. He hadn’t come yet.
He pinched the top of the condom, careful to keep it in place as he pulled out, then tied it off with neat efficiency and dropped it into the wastebasket next to the bed. Edamura had turned over in the meantime, planting his feet against the mattress and thrusting up into a hand that was moving rapidly along the length of his straining cock.
“Let me,” Laurent said, and Edamura released his cock, his fingers back to crumpling the sheets as Laurent worked him steadily, reverently, off the cliff he was teetering so near. “I’m here, Edamame,” he said, kissing the nearest thing to him—the tense curve of an exquisite knee—in a soft promise, a reminder that there was someone to catch him when he fell. “You can let go.”
“Fuck,” Edamura swore as he came the second time that evening, this time with deep, almost pained satisfaction.
He swatted Laurent’s hand away—oversensitive, already—and rolled to his side, panting heavily. “Okay,” he managed after a moment. “I guess I can see...why you’d do that.”
He’d left room on the bed, an empty stretch of mattress that beckoned to Laurent, drawing him down into a position that mirrored that of his blissfully fucked-out partner. Laurent usually began collecting his things at this point, readying his farewell. If he spent the night, it was merely because he was either too tired to leave or had nowhere else to go.
It was rare for him to stay because he didn’t want to be parted from the person beside him.
Edamura’s arm twitched, ticklishly, when Laurent traced the tips of his fingers over it. He tilted his head a little more, grunting out a soft sigh, when Laurent brushed a question against the side of his throat: the movement of his lips asking if he was still permitted to do this, now that Edamura had gotten what he’d requested.
“Are you sleeping here?” Edamura asked, neither an invitation nor a dismissal.
“It’s late,” Laurent replied, although it probably wasn’t. With both their watches abandoned on the nightstand and the evening sunlight seeping through the cracks in the curtains, it was difficult to tell either way.
“Mmmm,” Edamura said. “I should take a shower. I feel disgusting.” He didn’t move.
Laurent fitted himself into the space behind him, tucking his knees behind Edamura’s and sliding a careful arm around his waist. His fingertips brushed against Edamura’s; that was a truly accidental touch, but he held his breath, not moving away, as Edamura rolled back against him, just the slightest bit, making it easier to take hold of his hand.
“If you snore,” Edamura mumbled. He didn’t seem motivated to finish off whatever half-hearted threat he’d been forming.
“I won’t,” Laurent promised, kissing what he could reach—from this angle, with their height difference, just the top of Edamura’s ear—and delighting when Edamura turned into it. Laurent kissed him again, his lips landing, this time, in Edamura’s dark hair, and murmured, his heart thrilling with the endearments, “Bonne nuit, mon cœur. Mon petit chou. Mon Edamame.”
Laurent couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d felt happier.




Notes:


Finnish:
karjalanpiirakat: traditional Finnish pasties or pirogs
munavoi: an egg and butter topping
kaksi: two
Hyvää ruokahalua: enjoy your meal
Muumi: also known as Moomin
Spanish:
mano-a-mano: “hand to hand”; an intense direct encounter, usually something like a duel, but used here as a double entendre. also the title of a well-known tango
French:
Prince Noir: Souvenirs d'un cheval: French title of Black Beauty (Autobiography of a Horse), by Anna Sewell
mon chéri: can mean my dear, my darling, my sweetheart
un moment: “a moment,” like saying “give me a second”
bonne nuit: goodnight
mon cœur: “cœur” means heart, but it translates more closely to “my sweetheart”
mon petit chou: affectionate French term; literally “my little cabbage” but is used as a term of endearment
















Chapter 5: HELSINKI
    


Notes:

CW: description of a panic attack
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Chapter Text

The mattress shifted at some point during the night, the balance of weight on it changing enough to—just slightly—jostle Laurent’s side. He wasn’t certain if that was what woke him, or if he could blame the careful movement of Edamura sliding free from his embrace.
Laurent kept his breathing even and let his arm fall limply against his side. He fluttered his eyelids open just enough to see Edamura lit, for a moment, by a panel of blue light from his phone. He shut it off again after a few seconds; there was a soft beep as he plugged it into the wall to charge.
Smart, Laurent thought. He hadn’t done the same, but he had no one to call, anyway.
Edamura padded to the bathroom next: there was the flick of a light switch, then a sharply uttered curse as he changed his mind, sinking the room back into darkness. He was trying very hard not to wake Laurent, and Laurent was doing his best to not think about what that meant.
The toilet flushed, but Edamura didn’t come back to bed; after another minute or two, the shower creaked on—metal pipes clanking to life, then the steady rush of water, its rhythm changing when Edamura stepped in.
Laurent had fallen asleep in his own cum often enough to understand how unpleasant it was once it’d dried on sweat-sticky skin. He was too tired to keep his mind from wandering to the next thought: whether this was Edamura’s first time on that count, too. If he’d ever fallen asleep next to someone else, letting them hold him.
The shower was still going when Laurent drifted off again, his dreams filled with sunlit waterfalls, and the bright laughter of a man with the most extraordinarily beautiful eyes.
***
It was daylight the next time Laurent woke. He was distantly aware of that, although his vision, when he cracked his eyes open, was strangely dark, and there was something tickling his chin, and the tip of his nose.
His face, he realized once he’d woken more fully, was pressed against a mess of soft, dark hair. He couldn’t stop his arms from tightening in surprise, but Edamura simply mumbled a quiet complaint in his sleep, his fingers curling a little more around Laurent’s wrists, which he was loosely holding in place—around him.
Laurent’s heart thumped against Edamura’s back, so strongly that he feared it’d break whatever enchantment they’d fallen into.
It’d been many years since Laurent had encountered anything that could genuinely be called a first. First job, first sexual partner, first con, first time living on his own, first payday from a poker game...he’d had to grow up too quickly at too young an age to come by any of his milestones naturally. His first love, Dorothy, had arrived later than most of the others, but even that was when he was still relatively young and foolish—barely twenty, and floundering down a wildly self-destructive path.
But this...was somehow new.
Even when he’d been with Dorothy, they’d rarely slept like this—like two halves that only felt whole when the curves of their bodies aligned. Dorothy had always been too independent, too protective of her own space, to indulge Laurent’s constant need for closeness. He’d learned...not to stop craving it, but to pretend he didn’t need it.
Laurent had spent a great portion of his life, even the good parts, pretending.
He buried his face in Edamura’s hair, holding him as tightly as he dared, and trying desperately not to let his hope bloom too brightly. What did it mean, that Edamura had returned from his shower as unclothed as when he’d left the bed? There were no protective layers between them—Laurent wasn’t fully erect, but he could feel himself nudging lazily against the bare cleft of Edamura’s ass. It spoke to a certain level of comfort—of trust—that he had in Laurent’s presence.
But more than that, beyond the tantalizing reminder of how well they’d fit together sexually, was the implication that Edamura had intentionally settled back into a position even more intimate than their post-orgasm entanglement.
What someone did—and the level of physical affection they permitted—when they were still wrung out from sex and hazy with sleep meant very little. Laurent had indulged while he could, fully expecting to wake up with Edamura having pulled away from him during the night, tucking himself into his own corner of the bed, as Dorothy had always done. And Dorothy, he knew, had loved him.
Edamura had never given any indication that he felt that way.
Then again, Laurent had often been wrong about him. Even a few days prior, he could’ve never anticipated this: Edamura’s taste still thick in his mouth, his mind filled with the memories of how Edamura looked and sounded as Laurent drew his pleasure out of him.
Edamura didn’t love him. Not yet. But maybe, if Laurent was patient, if he kept waiting...if Edamura continued to let him touch him, to let Laurent hold him like this...
Maybe, someday, he would.
The morning was quiet, and still, and Laurent was holding a beautiful man in his arms. There was no one else around to hear Laurent’s walls crumbling, or the honest words that he whispered into the tender skin just behind Edamura’s ear.
“Makoto,” he said first, just to try how it felt. Then, with his heart thumping wildly, his chest so full of love and longing that it felt as though it was cracking open: “Je suis amoureux de toi.”
There was no response, of course, or any movement on Edamura’s part, other than the dark hair stirring in time with Laurent’s breath.
It was okay. It was enough, for now.
***
Reality, unfortunately, often intruded when it was least wanted. Love alone could not hold back the baser demands of necessary bodily functions. Such as a full bladder—a rather pressing issue that even the most amorous Belgian could only ignore for so long.
Edamura slept far more soundly than Laurent ever had. He barely stirred when Laurent unwound their limbs, or when he carefully drew the rumpled covers back over him—leaning down to kiss the inviting dip at the corner of his mouth, feeling that this time, it might be allowed.
Unlike Edamura, he didn’t shower after finishing with the toilet, although he did use a washcloth to scrub himself relatively clean. He splashed water on his face when he was done, reaching for a towel and breathing into it, for a stray moment of foolishness, when he realized he’d picked up one that still smelled lightly of Edamura’s shampoo.
As he was folding it, setting it to the side, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. Something was odd about his reflection; he couldn’t place it at first, his gaze tracing over his own features in curiosity, as he rarely bothered to do. Perhaps it was a strange, disorienting quality about the light—since the bathroom itself had no windows, he’d left the door cracked slightly open, to permit slivers of sunlight to slip through from the room outside.
No, he realized suddenly, the eyes staring back at him crinkling at the corners in amusement.
He was smiling.
Not because anyone else was around—not because he had a role to play and others to convince to follow his lead. He was smiling simply because he was happy.
In his absence, Edamura had sprawled out, taking up more of the mattress. He was snoring, just enough for Laurent to tease him about it later, and there was a thin string of drool trailing from his open mouth to his pillow. It was tempting, still, to slide back under the sheets and rejoin him, but the likelihood of disturbing him was too great.
Laurent stooped, instead, to retrieve their scattered clothes. He set Edamura’s on the end of the bed and stepped into his own boxer briefs, leaving his shirt loose around his shoulders and unbuttoned. He considered his shorts for a moment but merely folded them, after checking to be sure both plastic figures were still safely nestled away in the pockets.
He’d made note, earlier, of the comfortable-looking armchair by the window; on his way to it, Laurent snagged his foot on the strap of Edamura’s knapsack, hopping for a few pained steps as he struggled to untangle himself without strewing its contents across the floor or waking its slumbering owner.
He was getting careless; he really should be paying better attention to his surroundings.
As he knelt down to replace the few items that had come free, he caught sight of something inside: another guidebook, a companion to the one Edamura had been using, but with SYDNEY printed along its spine. His next destination, then. Another continent, strikingly different from where they were now.
Laurent drew the book out and absently flipped through the pages, forgetting what he was meant to be doing, until the knapsack’s contents shifted and it toppled, slowly, against his leg.
“Yes,” he told it quietly, “I remember you.”
He felt strangely fond as he straightened it, restoring its scattered materials—except for the travel guide, which he carried to the chair with him. It was the same bag that Edamura had originally brought to LA: worn and slightly battered now, from its journeys to various unexpected corners of the world, but well-loved nonetheless. Edamura was careful with, and cherished, the oddest things. His capsule toys were one uniquely charming example. He treated them as kindly as he did the people around him—like the longevity of their relationships with him truly mattered to him.
There was a small table by the chair, with a hotel-branded notepad and pen set on top of it. Laurent folded himself onto the cushioned seat and picked up the pen, spinning it between his fingers as he propped the book open against his knee. He was expecting to find notations similar to the ones in Edamura’s current guide. Perhaps it would give him some insight into what was drawing him to visit Australia next.
All the pages, as far as Laurent could tell, were crisp and clean. Brand new, free from any personalization. A pity, he thought, using his thumbnail to flick the pen cap up and down—one of the habits he’d formed to keep his hands busy after he’d quit smoking.
The sheets rustled as Edamura moved again in his sleep. He’d turned toward Laurent—or, more likely, toward the window, like a plant unfurling to greet the sun. With the curtains still shut against the day, the morning felt soft and distant, content to wait its turn.
These had always been Laurent’s favorite hours—the rest of the world caught in sleep, leaving him free from any demands. If he could freeze time, he’d stop it here, with Edamura’s lashes dark against his cheeks, a narrow strip of sun escaping its bounds to spread warm golden light over softly parted lips that were still flushed with the memory of Laurent’s.
If he could halt the world’s inexorable spinning, he would. Not forever. Just long enough to cherish moments like these. To capture them in his heart and carry them with him for the rest of his days.
In the back of the guidebook, Laurent found a handful of blank pages—possibly meant for notes taken during travel, or the result of an incomplete signature during the binding process.
Australia, mon chéri? he wrote, putting pen to paper without any active intent. I’d like to know what shapes your travels. Are you going to Sydney next because there’s something unique about its coffee, or because Australia, with those vast stretches of untouched wilderness and its bizarre wildlife—like an overactive imagination gone wrong—seems almost like another world?

I’ve been there once, years ago. I suppose I’ve covered most of the globe by now, although rarely like this, as we’ve done this week.


It’s different, you know, traveling with someone beside you. I’ve seen so much, stepping foot in nearly every city I’ve ever wanted, but there was always a goal more important than simple exploration. I know you think I only care about the con, Edamame. That my greatest enjoyment comes from tricking people, manipulating them into situations where I pull all the strings, where I can empty their pockets and mock them for their failures.


I never wanted this life.


I think your father told you more than he was meant to—about me, about Dorothy. I don’t know what he said. Whatever it was, it made you angrier with me, and I can’t blame you.


I’m angry with myself, Edamame. You’ve told me you hate me. Sometimes I do, too.


I wasn’t built to be a confidence man. It may sound strange to you, like yet another lie, but while I’ve always had a certain....charm, a way with words and with people, I wasn’t good at this, initially. Not like Dorothy. Not even like you, with how brilliant you were from the start, able to adapt so quickly to my worst schemes, and to turn them against me. I floundered through it, and I learned, thanks to Dorothy, and Shi Ohn, and your father. But I never wanted it. Not really. I wanted to leave it behind, like you’ve tried, so many times, and maybe that’s why it’s been so hard for me to let you go.


I know what you mean, about wanting an ordinary life. I don’t know anymore what that would look like for me. I think it might be too late to try.


All I’ve ever wanted to do, since I was a child, was...learn, I suppose. To pick up every language I could, and to travel—taking my mother with me, so she could see it all, too.


I told you yesterday that I lived a small life, in a small café with a tiny scrap of an apartment upstairs, with a mother who loved me. You know what that’s like, I think: to be raised by someone with a beautiful soul, who believed that you, too, were meant to bring light to the world.


I’ve disappointed her. I’ve disappointed you...although, can that be true, when you’ve never expected anything different from me?


I wanted to be a diplomat—maybe your father told you that, too. I’m playing at it now; I have the skills, both with languages and the ability to negotiate with even the most difficult people, but my past is too murky for me to make an honest living of it. It’s the same with everything: if people knew who I really was, would they still let me be with them? Would you?

He scratched out the last two sentences, covering the spill of a little too much honesty.

I’m glad you, at least, are finding your way, Edamame. I want you to be happy. I’ve wanted that, I think, since the moment I met you and stole the wallet you were trying to scam from me.


See the world. Explore it in a way I never could.


And if you choose, at the end of it, to build your coffee shop, to serve drinks you’ve gathered from around the globe—and to make other people happy, too—I hope you’ll save a table for me, someday. I’d like to visit. I’ll wait as long as you need me to.



Bien à toi pour toujours,



The blond bastard.

Laurent’s flowing penmanship had taken up most of the pages; there was one blank sheet remaining, right at the end. He filled it with sketches: Edamura, still asleep, with sunlight now pouring over him more fully, highlighting his beauty and the vibrant soul that drew people to him.
Perhaps Laurent couldn’t freeze time. But he could, at least, make the memories of their night together last a little longer.
***
Laurent was still adding notations to the margins of Edamura’s Australian guidebook when the man in question finally heaved himself free from his slumber.
He groaned, covering his face with an arm to block the sunlight, and rolled first to one side, then the other, his free hand reaching out into the empty sheets, scrabbling uselessly for something he’d lost.
“Laurent?” he croaked out eventually, explaining what he was searching for.
Laurent’s chest clenched, almost violently, driving the breath straight out of his lungs. “Je suis ici, Edamame,” he responded—I am here—once he was able to speak again. Still only in his native tongue, apparently; it felt easier to express this part of himself that way, in a language Edamura had never seemed quite able to grasp.
Edamura sat up, rubbing his face and blinking toward the window—it was taking a bit, probably, for his sleep-blurred eyes to adjust. He frowned at Laurent and asked, in a voice that was still scratchy-rough from either sleep, or how extensively he’d used it the night before: “Why are you over there?”
It felt like an echo from the past. A gift, maybe: a chance to try again, to get things right this time. Laurent smiled at him, shut the book, and set it aside. “C'est que tu es si beau à regarder,” he said, knowing that Edamura would, at best, be able to pick out a couple of words. Because you are so beautiful to look at would’ve been too blatant an admission in English, and far less poetic.
Edamura scrunched his face as grumpily as Laurent had expected. “Ugh,” he said, feelingly. “Does sleeping with people always make you like this?”
“Non,” Laurent said, with simple honesty.
“Oui,” Edamura retorted, then: “It’s too early for me to understand French.”
Laurent’s mouth curved up in response. “It’s the morning’s fault, is it? Does that change for you at any other hour?”
“Just...shut up,” Edamura said. “And come here.”
“D’accord, mon chéri,” Laurent replied, moving to the bed, as he’d been bidden. “Bonjour, mon beau au bois dormant.”
“That one I know,” Edamura said, gathering the fabric of Laurent’s open shirt in one hand and using it to yank him down, until Laurent was straddling him, his nose brushing against Edamura’s in affectionate greeting.
“Sleeping Beauty?” Laurent asked, settling back on his heels to remove his shirt, with the help of Edamura’s impatient hands. “Ah, you’ve been called that before. Should I be jealous?”
Edamura snorted, taking it as more of a joke than it was intended. “When I was learning French, the easiest books to read were fairy tales. I am getting better at it, you know. Enough to tell when you’re making fun of me. Like last night, when you stopped with any attempt at actual words and started making a shopping list instead.”
“Did I?” Laurent said. There was too much fabric between them, still, the sheets tangled discouragingly around Edamura’s legs. He wrapped his hands around Edamura’s slim waist and rubbed his thumbs along the smooth, sleep-warm skin. Part massage, part simple affection.
“Mmm,” Edamura affirmed, arching his torso a little and sighing in lazy contentment. He draped his fingers loosely around one of Laurent’s wrists, holding him there. “Something about pastry? Or cabbages.”
“Mon chou. Kawaii ne,” Laurent said, laughing at Edamura’s adorably disgruntled expression and bending down to kiss him. “I could begin composing lists in Japanese, if you prefer. I've worked on expanding my vocabulary.”
“For the final Team Confidence job,” Edamura agreed, wrinkling his nose at either that or— “You brushed your teeth,” he said, accusingly.
“I’ve been awake for a while. Don’t worry, I used your toothpaste, but not the brush.”
“The mint in your mouth makes mine taste worse,” Edamura said, grumpily. “Hang on, okay?”
“I don’t mind,” Laurent said, swinging himself to the side so Edamura could wriggle his way out of the bed.
“Of course you wouldn’t. Dirty bastard,” Edamura grumbled on his way to the bathroom. He was still fully naked, and apparently quite unconcerned about it.
When he returned, he made his intentions clear.
Laurent moaned into Edamura’s now mint-sharp mouth, rocking up into the bare ass that was pressing insistently against his rapidly waking cock. It was another angle Laurent had considered the night before, but he hadn’t been certain if Edamura had been up to it—straddling Laurent would give him significantly more control, but it was hell, Laurent knew, on calf muscles that weren’t used to that specific level of exertion.
“You’ll have to move, mon chéri, if you actually want me to fuck you,” Laurent told him eventually. Over the past several minutes, his cock had been doing its futile best to strain free of its fabric prison; each forceful push of Edamura’s ass against it was beginning to feel more agonizing than it should.
Edamura pulled Laurent’s lower lip between his teeth, then kissed him once more and rolled off him.
It was the work of a moment for Laurent to peel the offending material down his legs and fling it to the side.
“Condom,” Edamura said, warningly, before Laurent could reach for him again.
“Impatient,” Laurent chided, but he retrieved one, along with the half-empty bottle of lube. “How would you like it, this time?”
“I don’t know if I can do what we did last night,” Edamura admitted. He grimaced, rubbing at his probably extraordinarily sore thigh muscles. Another trip to a sauna would prove worthwhile; perhaps Laurent should suggest it, later.
“You’d prefer something where you don’t have to hold yourself up,” Laurent said, bracing himself over Edamura and kissing him. He’d never get tired of that, he thought. Of any of it, in whatever way Edamura would permit himself to be touched.
“Is that possible? For men, I mean, with the...holes in the wrong spots,” Edamura asked. He was frowning, though still responding idly to Laurent’s kisses. “You must be stronger than you look, if you’re able to do this every night.”
“While flattering, I think you have a rather skewed notion of my sexual prowess,” Laurent replied. Possibly a limited understanding of how to pleasure women, as well, if he couldn’t imagine other ways to make bodies fit together. “But yes. I can show you, if you’d like.”
He settled Edamura onto his left side and drew in close behind him, in a fitting reminder of how they’d been only a few hours ago. Two spoons, their bright surfaces marred by the wear and tear of lives that hadn’t gone as they’d wished, but still slotting so perfectly together. It was a lazily intimate position that Laurent truthfully hadn’t practiced much. He wasn’t often around to sleep with someone the next morning, with so little urgency behind it. Just the desire for contact, for the closeness that came with years of caring for someone.
“I’ll need you to lift your right leg a little,” Laurent said, kissing the rounded curve of Edamura’s shoulder. “But I’ll hold it for you from there, mon chéri. You can relax.”
Edamura was still fairly loose, enough to require little in the way of preparation this time. He drew in a sharp breath when the well-lubed head of Laurent’s cock nudged against his hole, but he knew how it went, now; he visibly untensed his muscles, all the way from his shoulders to the soles of his feet, and breathed out as Laurent pushed inside.
“There,” Laurent said, once he was past the first, tightest ring, and sliding the rest of the way into Edamura’s welcoming heat. “There we go, my darling.”
Edamura, unexpectedly, tensed again at that, with a strange quality to his voice as he said, “You—that wasn’t...French,” he groaned, flinging both his head and his arm backwards at the press of Laurent's cock inside of him, arching his back and grabbing for Laurent instead of continuing whatever question he’d been asking.
A slip of the tongue; Laurent was caught between too many languages, and emotions, to keep track of them all.
He let go of Edamura’s thigh, which he’d been holding up to ease the angle of entry, and wrapped his arms around his lover instead, kissing along his throat. “You can rest your leg against me, or push it forward a little now, with the other, if that’s more comfortable,” he said. “Let me take care of you, Edamame.”
Edamura twisted his torso enough to meet Laurent’s mouth with his, and slid his hand up—not to stroke his flushed, hardened cock, as Laurent had expected, but to link their fingers together. He was much quieter this time; for the next several minutes, he mostly let out soft groans, with lazy movements of his hips responding to each of Laurent’s thrusts. Even now, he wouldn’t allow Laurent to do all the work on his own.
“It feels different this time,” Edamura said after a while, echoing, somehow, what Laurent had been thinking.
This is what it’s like to make love, Laurent told him, not verbally, but through a kiss so filled with tenderness that it made him ache. It was something he hadn’t done in many years. And never quite like this.
He eased in and out of Edamura’s body, taking it slowly, each stroke of his cock meant as a caress. Edamura shifted his hips, after a while, so he could fold his left leg back along the mattress. Merely a change in position to get more comfortable, Laurent thought, until Edamura slid his foot between Laurent’s legs, tucking the top of it behind Laurent’s lower calf. He pushed his toes up and curved his ankle forward then, just a little, like he was trying to draw Laurent closer, or to simply hold onto another part of him.
Laurent’s breath caught at the strange tenderness of that gesture—an embrace where he had least expected it.
It couldn’t last forever; Laurent was stretching his stamina to its limits, doing his best to keep the two of them linked. He kissed the hinge of Edamura’s jaw in warning, and lowered his upraised foot to the bed, bracing it against the mattress to make his last few thrusts significantly harder.
Edamura grunted at the first one, then said Laurent’s name each time he drove in after that, with different meanings embedded in each breathless recitation. He was back to merely panting out loud, wordless noises, his nails biting into the forearm Laurent had wrapped around his chest, by the time Laurent’s hips finally jerked unsteadily, then stilled.
Laurent shivered through his comedown, more overwhelmed than he should’ve been. That hadn’t simply been sex. It was something he wasn’t sure he could define, no matter what language he tried.
It took him several long moments to come back to himself, to notice that Edamura was stroking soothingly over the crescent-shaped indentations he’d left in Laurent’s skin. He wasn’t demanding, this time, that his own orgasm immediately follow Laurent’s.
“No,” Edamura said, pushing Laurent’s apologetic hand away from his cock. “I’d rather—can you do it like the first time? Yesterday.”
It didn’t take long to settle them into the right position for that, with Edamura’s back against the mattress and Laurent’s head between his thighs, his nose brushing against the hair at the base of Edamura’s cock, the full length of it resting heavily against his tongue and pressing against the back of his throat.
“That feels...yeah,” Edamura breathed, holding onto Laurent’s hair but not pulling quite as hard as he’d done before. “Can you? Yeah, like that, Laurent.”
Laurent used his hands, too, rolling Edamura’s balls in his palm and tightly wrapping his fingers around whatever part of Edamura’s cock wasn’t currently in his mouth. It didn’t take long; Edamura’s hips jerked up, the only warning he gave, and he let go of Laurent as he groaned through each wet pulse of his cock.
Laurent swallowed around him as he came, then licked the final milky beads from the slit at his tip.
Edamura sighed at that touch and let his legs—still spread around Laurent—fall against the bed. Worn out, Laurent thought, holding Edamura’s softening, sensitive cock to kiss gently down its length, then pressing an affectionate mouth against the sweat-damp crease of his thigh. Edamura lazily tangled his fingers back in Laurent’s hair, letting him do what he wanted.
Laurent was tired, too; despite Edamura’s assumptions about his sexual appetite, it wasn’t usual for him to spend this much time, and sheer physical energy, wringing every last drop of pleasure out of a lover—or even himself.
He wasn’t sure what it was that he wanted, exactly; to hold Edamura again, as they drifted into another stretch of much-needed sleep, or for Edamura to...
He took in a shaky breath, his chest tightening, as Edamura’s hand dropped away from his hair again. He wanted more of that. Of the easy affection that came after sex, that didn’t necessarily have to be tied to sex itself, if you cared enough about someone. If you wanted to be with them.
He just wanted...
Laurent breathed through the catch in his chest and admitted, for the first time, that he needed Edamura to feel at least a little of what was surging through his veins, in this moment. Even a sliver of the longing, the...he couldn’t ask for love, not yet, but his heart twisted painfully anyway, at the memory of how Edamura had held him, had made it so clear that it was Laurent he wanted to be with.
Maybe, Laurent thought, and turned his face into the soft warmth of Edamura’s thigh, hope so thick in his throat that he could taste it.
Edamura shifted away from him—his skin twitching, his knee falling open a little more, breaking the contact. Understandable: he probably had nerve endings that were still firing too rapidly from what they’d done. Laurent was feeling strangely jittery himself, although he could blame his newly volatile emotional state for that—he was used to the physical effects of an orgasm, but not to the fragility that came when a physical release was too tightly linked to an emotional one.
If Edamura didn’t want to be touched right now, Laurent would simply have to tamp down on that specific need. He’d always been rather good at adapting on the fly.
He looked up, intending to lighten the mood with any of the several dozen ready quips he had at his disposal, but Edamura had drawn himself to the head of the bed and was leaning into the nightstand to pull something out of the drawer.
He cupped his hands around his mouth; there were a couple of sharp clicks, then a trail of smoke as he lit the cigarette. He dropped the lighter back into the open drawer, settled his shoulders against the headboard, and lifted his eyebrows at Laurent, when he realized he was being watched.
“Was too tired last night,” he said in explanation. “But it’s kinda true; it does feel good after sex. Figured I’d try everything while I was at it.”
“I didn’t know you still smoked,” Laurent said. It was jarring, for some reason; like the Edamura he’d been exchanging languid kisses with had suddenly transformed back into Suzaku Akemi’s wild-eyed, antagonistic right hand man—or, more dangerously, her devoted surrogate son.
Edamura shrugged and tapped ash out into a small silver tray that he’d bought at the market. Laurent had glanced at it but paid it little mind, assuming it was meant to collect items like keys or spare change. Maybe even a capsule toy or two. “I’ve been trying to quit. Abbie hates it.”
While Laurent was still sorting out how to respond to that—and why such a casual mention of someone else’s name, in this intimate moment, smarted so much—Edamura breathed out another thick cloud of smoke and added, “It’s your fault, you know. For dragging me into that con to begin with.”
“The choice was ultimately yours,” Laurent said, reflexively. Both to stay with the Suzaku Association and to pick up smoking as a way to blend in. Laurent had laid the groundwork to lead him there, true, but he’d offered Edamura a way out. He hadn’t taken it.
Then again, Laurent had always known he wouldn’t, not with the level of emotional stakes that’d been set up to sway him.
“Was it?” Edamura asked, clearly not expecting a genuine answer.
Or any answer at all—at least any that he cared to hear. He was already abandoning that conversation to pick up something else from the nightstand—his phone, this time, which had apparently been chiming with incoming texts. Laurent hadn’t been paying attention.
Edamura held the cigarette loosely, too naturally, between his fingers as he typed out a rather lengthy response. He’d started smiling as soon as he’d picked up his phone, and he was chuckling lightly by the time he put it away.
“Sorry,” he said, taking a last drag from his cigarette, then stubbing it out in the ashtray. “Abbie was asking when my flight lands.”
Abbie again, Laurent thought. All those mentions of her regularly peppered into their conversations, like she was always occupying Edamura’s thoughts, even when they were apart.
He lifted himself off the bed and went looking for his discarded underwear, feeling strangely vulnerable to be having this discussion with Edamura with his cock still hanging out. He found Edamura’s clothing first; the neatly folded stack he’d set on the end of the bed earlier had, of course, toppled off during their activities, landing in a messy pile halfway under it.
Laurent tossed Edamura’s boxer briefs to him, then stepped into his, snapping the waistband a little too sharply against his hips. Uncomfortable, but bearable.
Edamura didn’t seem as inclined to squeeze himself back into day-old fabric; when Laurent looked over, he’d slid partway under the sheets instead, back still propped against the wooden headboard, texting again.
“Your flight to Sydney?” Laurent asked, because he couldn’t help it.
“No,” Edamura said slowly, setting his phone down—this time in the sheets next to him, within easy reach—and giving Laurent a confused, slightly suspicious look. “Not yet, anyway, that’s in a couple of weeks. How did you know about that?”
He followed Laurent’s eyeline to the book still sitting on the table across the room.
“I would say it’s creepy for you to have gone rummaging through my things, but...” Edamura shrugged. “It is you. At least this is a more direct way of keeping tabs on me.”
“Information has a way of falling into my lap,” Laurent said lightly. He leaned back against the dresser, not sure where he was meant to go at this point, but sensing that the bed was no longer a shared space. “Must be part of my natural magnetism.”
“Right,” Edamura said, that single word soaked with meaning. “Anyway, yeah, Sydney’s my next stop, but I go home in between trips, usually. I’m already blowing through a lot of money as it is, and. Well, you may have tens of millions stashed away from years of doing this, but I’m not exactly planning to make more that way.”
He had, in addition, given much of it away, at least initially. None of them were particularly wanting for cash at this point, even with the absurd budgetary demands of their last job, but it was true that Laurent had more significant investments scattered across various offshore accounts. Enough to buy his own island, like Cynthia, if that level of self-inflicted isolation had ever appealed to him.
It wasn’t something that typically required payment to accomplish.
Despite the mild accusations, Edamura both looked and sounded cheerful. He was sex-flushed and satiated, easily slipping back into how he’d always talked to Laurent, like nothing between them had changed. And it hadn’t, had it? All they’d done was have sex.
“Is that your new collection, then?” Laurent asked, following Edamura’s cues and echoing his casual, unconcerned tone. “A shelf dedicated to where you’ve been, and where you’re going next.”
Edamura made a dismissive noise, like he hadn’t thought of that and wasn’t particularly interested. “Not really; they were 2-for-1 at the airport, and I figured I could do some initial reading while I was here, to see if there was anything I might need to book in advance. And then you showed up and threw everything sideways, like usual. I don’t think I’ve even opened the Sydney one yet.”
He started to reach into the drawer, like he was ready to tap another cigarette out of the packet, but he sighed and shut it instead, a little regretfully. “I should’ve asked Abbie first, anyway. Turns out swimming with sharks, which is the main thing she wanted to do, is on the opposite side of the country. We’ll either need to take a couple flights or, I dunno, I’ll just check out the coffee in Port Lincoln instead. Or Adelaide? I think that’s close by.”
“So you’re going to Australia for Abbie,” Laurent said.
“Well, with her,” Edamura said. He folded his arms behind his head, stretching his bare torso out and looking long-limbed and beautiful. “But we’ll figure it out when I get home. I’m gonna show her around there first, for a while. Get her hooked on some good food before she makes me try cliff diving and vegemite.”
Those early morning dreams seemed foolish now, Laurent’s self-indulgent naïveté nothing but an embarrassment. All the notes he’d jotted in the margins of the Sydney guide—reflections on where he’d been, suggestions of places that he thought Edamura might like to see—had been shaped by the notion of visiting them together. Linked, this time, not by physical proximity, but by words and shared experiences.
Disappointment wasn’t a new sensation; Laurent had gotten past it before.
He pushed himself off the dresser and bent down to retrieve his crumpled shirt. When he straightened, he caught Edamura watching him, trailing a thoughtful gaze along all the naked skin he hadn’t yet covered.
“Turns out she was right,” he said when Laurent turned toward him, buttoning his shirt over his chest—still damp in spots with sweat, but it would dry soon enough, leaving nothing tangible from their encounter behind.
“About?” Laurent asked. He picked up his shorts next, and the leather coil of his belt.
“Sleeping with you,” Edamura said, bluntly.
Laurent’s hand slipped; the edge of his thumbnail caught against the belt, scoring the leather. It left behind a deep, jagged mark that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to conceal.
“You talked to Abbie about having sex with me,” Laurent said, barely getting through it without his voice slipping, too.
“Well yeah,” Edamura said. He sounded surprised that Laurent would ask. “I mean, it’s you, Laurent. And she and I are, you know.” He waved his hand vaguely, not explaining further.
Laurent didn’t know. Apparently there was much about Edamura that he hadn’t understood, or had simply chosen to ignore.
He straightened out his shorts and pulled them up his legs, drawing the zipper closed with a sharp hiss of metallic teeth. “Should I ask if the conversation was favorable or assume that, with my name and sex in the same context, it had to be?”
Edamura laughed. “Well, she’s...Abbie. She’s been telling me for years that you’d fuck anything that moved.”
“That does sound like her,” Laurent said. He sat down in the chair by the window—its cushions harder now, less welcoming—to put on his thin ankle socks, then his shoes, one by one. “So you thought you’d test the theory?”
Edamura was quiet for a bit. Still watching him, probably with a multitude of thoughts churning through his mind—ones that Laurent would never be privy to.
“I wanted to see what it was like,” he said eventually, not clarifying whether he meant sex with Laurent, or with men in general. “And Abbie said—” He broke eye contact for a second, clearing his throat and dropping his arms back onto the bed, curling his fingers into the sheets.
Laurent tried, with difficulty, not to think about how that’d looked in a different context, in a past that was already growing dimmer.
“She told me that I should just get it out of my system already, and that you’d definitely be up for the job. And that you’d probably be really good at it, as long as you didn’t give me a half dozen diseases in the process.” Edamura chuckled, then, and slanted a smirk in Laurent’s direction. “She was definitely right about that.”
“And here you said you wouldn’t praise me,” Laurent said, lifting his eyebrows and mirroring the smirk. “Although I suppose it doesn’t count when it’s not during sex.”
Edamura clicked his tongue in a sharp tsk and rolled his eyes. “Like you need more reasons to be full of yourself, you smug bastard.”
The problem with removing a protective shell, even temporarily, was that it was far more difficult to fit it back into place. Even if you managed that, it’d prove too brittle to hold against further blows.
“Ah,” Laurent said, with careless amusement, as he buckled his watch around his wrist, covering the invisible marks that he could still feel—the touch of warm fingers caressing his skin. “I feel used, Edamame. All this time, all you wanted me for was my body.”
Edamura laughed. “What else is there? You know I barely even like you, Laurent.”
It was a familiar statement that Laurent, ordinarily, didn’t believe he actually meant.
One sharp blow. He breathed through it; he was still standing. “At the risk of stroking my ego—was the job done to your satisfaction? Even experts can have room for improvement.”
“You really are the most disgustingly shameless man I’ve ever met,” Edamura said. “I’m not going to rate you, Laurent. But—yeah, I’d say you were one of the top attractions here.”
One in a set of items to be ticked off a list.
Interview local coffee artisans. Sweat through a traditional sauna. Visit a handful of museums. Have sex with Laurent Thierry. All on an equal level of importance, and as impersonal.
“Does this make us even, then?” Laurent asked, lifting the hem of his shirt so he could slip his damaged belt around his waist, buckling it with familiar motions that, this time, felt final, like he was closing a door he’d left open for too long.
Edamura gave him a questioning look.
“You said I owed you,” Laurent reminded him. “This, I think, can count as a debt paid in full.”
“Yeah,” Edamura said, after a moment, once the meaning had sunk in enough for him to give an answer. “I guess it does.”
It wasn’t cruel, at least not intentionally so. That wouldn’t be like Edamura—a man who’d probably never in his life set out to hurt someone. Still, somehow, the dismissive ease of his acceptance cut just as deeply.
This, then, was the conclusion of their story—the final piece of Laurent’s longest, most intricate confidence scheme. Not the sea at sunrise, with Edamura spinning out new dreams, and Dorothy’s ring disappearing into the waves. But this: an indifferent farewell in a smoke-scented hotel room, with the bitter taste of Edamura’s third orgasm still coating the roof of his mouth.
Laurent had never expected one of his cons to end with him losing his own heart.
“So you’re flying out today,” Laurent said, his fingers wrapping around the figures in his pocket. Two reminders of the kind of man Edamura thought he was.
“In a couple hours.” Edamura checked his phone to be sure, then said, almost in apology, “I should actually start getting ready.”
“Ah, good timing; my flight’s this evening.” The lie was smooth, almost a reflex by now. “I guess this is goodbye, then.”
“Yeah,” Edamura said, then— “Laurent?”
Laurent turned back, a distant scrap of hope fluttering tattered wings.
“Don’t ruin this by...being you,” Edamura warned. He’d pushed himself a little higher in the bed, the sheets pooling across his hips. His dark hair still held the shape of Laurent’s fingers stroking through it; there was a single, small, teeth-scraped bruise on the side of his throat. “And don’t expect me to ever repeat this, because you know I won’t, Laurent, but I just wanted to say. Thank you. That I’m glad I tried it with you. I thought that it’d be...awkward. Maybe kind of awful. But you made it good, a lot better than I thought it could be. And really, surprisingly easy.”
This was the worst part—that throughout it all, Edamura hadn’t said anything that would make Laurent love him less.
But sleeping with someone, no matter how good, how satisfying or frankly mindblowing it might have been, didn’t mean that they loved you. It didn’t even mean that they liked you.
Laurent smiled, pretending that he could make it reach his eyes. “I’ve heard the word ‘easy’ applied to me many times, but usually not as a compliment. Only you could manage that, Edamame.”
Edamura’s mouth flattened out, his eyes narrowing into a look Laurent knew quite well. This had always been simpler territory for the two of them. “And only you could transform back into an unbearable asshole at a moment’s notice. You know what I mean, Laurent. I’ve never really understood how you can do what you...well, do, all the time, but there’s something to it, I think. It was a lot easier with you because—”
“Because it didn’t matter?” Laurent finished, when Edamura didn’t appear inclined to do so.
Edamura looked up at him, with honest brown eyes and softly parted, kiss-flushed lips that Laurent would never be able to forget.
“Yes. It was with you, so it didn’t mean anything,” he said, in something like relief—glad that Laurent was making this easy. Uncomplicated and insignificant, as he’d wanted it to be from the gin-soaked start.
It made sense: Laurent was sleazy, but he was safe. He wasn’t the kind of person who could ruin a straightforward, one-time transaction like this with unwanted feelings.
Laurent, as everyone knew, had never cared about anyone but himself.
He drew his hand out of his pocket, bringing a small plastic figure with it.
“I gave that to you,” Edamura objected, his forehead furrowing, when Laurent set the shaggy, sour-faced swindler down on the nightstand, next to the ash-filled silver tray. The rest—Edamura’s I don’t want him anymore—was easy to read. Or perhaps: I never did.
“If you’re done with him, you can just throw him away,” Laurent said, his back to Edamura, his hand already on the latch to the door, flipping it open, leaving all this behind. “That’s his only value, isn’t it?”
***
Laurent wasn’t entirely sure how he made it back to his hotel. The distance wasn’t far, but there were still patches of the journey missing—long minutes where his vision went dark at the edges, sparkling with phantom lights, where his breathing tightened until he could hear it throbbing in his ears—rapid, and shallow, and much too loud.
He grabbed for the threads tangling through his fragmenting mind and yanked, trying to find his way back through a snarl of vibrant, fast-fraying strands to the lifeline that he’d been hanging onto since Dorothy had taken his heart overboard with her.
It was gone, he realized, his fingers grasping at empty air. He’d cut it loose; he’d thought...
He was falling.
Not physically; he was in the elevator now, smiling at a woman who was asking, he thought, if he was okay. He didn’t know what language she used for the question, or which he chose for his answer, but the meaning was the same.

Yes, of course. Only a little too much sun. I’ll be fine.

It was true; he was burning, from the inside out. On an ordinary day, he did his best to shield himself from it; he’d always been more vulnerable than he’d seemed, with his thin skin, his blue eyes, his blond—he reached for the hat that he was realizing, now, he must’ve left in Edamura’s hotel room, or maybe back at the museum.
It didn’t matter. He didn’t need it. He didn’t need anything.
He just wanted...
He dropped his key card, twice, his hand shaking too much to hold it or to fit it into the door, but once he was inside, things were simpler, quieter. This room only smelled like him: like his cologne, and a little like the socks he would need to launder when he got to...wherever he was going next. He didn’t remember. It didn’t matter.
He sank down against the door, his back to it, and pressed his face into his hands.
“Dorothy,” he croaked, needing someone, anyone—the only person who’d ever seen who he was, and loved him for it. But even her shadow had left him now; he’d let her go, like he’d promised her he never would.
The storybooks Laurent had read to his mother as a child weren’t true. Heroes didn’t win. Villains, once conquered, merely dipped into their bottomless coffers, gathered their forces, and rose up again, even stronger. A kiss had never rescued anyone.
Love was supposed to be warm, and kind, and something that slotted into your life and made it feel whole—made you believe that you were worth something. All it had ever done was hurt him.
His face was wet. He lifted his hands away and stared at the damp streaks along the creases of his palms, wondering if it’d been raining outside, if there’d been a summer downpour during one of those sections of time he’d lost.
Something dripped down the side of his nose, then along his cheeks, catching at his lips. It tasted like salt. Like the spray of the sea when he’d flung himself against the railing of Liu’s boat, frantically searching for a trail of bubbles, evidence of a scuba tank that meant Dorothy had planned this, that she’d known all along it would go this way.
He closed his eyes, taking in a shuddery breath. It tasted like the salt-tinged breeze carrying over the bow of another ship as he’d dropped a golden ring into the water, saying goodbye to one love, and already thinking of another. A man who had never once thought of him in that way, and who never would.
Edamura was right to reject him, to build a life without him.
Dorothy had been right, too, about him, about how meaningless his promises were. She’d seen through his transparent attempts to tie people to him, in ways that only ended up hurting them, all so they wouldn’t leave, so they wouldn’t...
Did he love them, or was he just so goddamn tired of being alone?
It didn’t matter. He didn’t matter. He’d never deserved either of them.
He was crying, he realized finally, his brain dulled with grief, slow to catch on.
Acknowledging that broke down whatever tenuous barrier was still holding him together. The waves smashed through, one after the other, sweeping away a dam that had been assembled too ineptly, by someone who had merely spent years pasting cheap cardboard over gaping holes.
Laurent buried his face in his hands again, heaving out harsh, uncontrollable sobs, like he hadn’t done since the day he’d finally understood Dorothy was never coming back.




Notes:


French:
Je suis amoureux de toi: I’m in love with you
Bien à toi pour toujours: Yours forever
Je suis ici: I’m here
C'est que tu es si beau à regarder: Because you are so beautiful to look at
D’accord: okay
Bonjour, mon beau au bois dormant: good morning, my sleeping beauty
mon chou: “my cabbage”; also a term of endearment; can be used with or without “petit”
Japanese:
Kawaii ne: cute

















Chapter 6: BRUSSELS
    




Chapter Text

The fog lifted after three days. Laurent had vague memories of how he’d spent his time. Drinking, mostly, both from his mini bar and from whatever the room service staff would bring him, once he’d emptied that.
He’d been sick, at least twice, which was probably good: it meant less of the alcohol had actually made it into his system, to sit and fester and destroy all the progress he’d thought he’d made in the years since he’d begun assembling a new team. A new life.
That was all a joke, though, wasn’t it? He’d never recovered at all. He’d simply begged the Wizard to set up an illusion: a plan that was big and bright and flashy and goddamned fake enough to let him ignore everything that was still tearing him apart.
When you get a little scratch, you act like a tragic hero, he thought, and laughed humorlessly, and picked himself up off the floor.
***
When he finally plugged in his phone to restore its long-drained battery, there were only a handful of messages waiting. Laurent clicked through them and deleted a voicemail from Shi Ohn without listening to it. Despite her frequent complaints about her aching bones and her professed enthusiasm for actually sitting down for a while and spending some of their hard-earned money, she and Dorothy had always been cut from the same cloth.
For true con artists, a peaceful life was little more than a self-imposed prison. Tranquility would always sour to restlessness, to a maddening sense of being trapped. Stifled. Drowned by the sheer unrelenting boredom of being...ordinary. People who’d been born to this life didn’t want to be saved from it; they wanted to run free, until their limbs gave out. And even then, they’d find a way.
Laurent couldn’t muster any emotions substantial enough to be called envy, but he did wonder what that was like: knowing who you were and how you wanted to spend the rest of your life. People like Edamura, like Dorothy—they weren’t similar to each other, not really, but they did have one thing in common that Laurent had always lacked. The ability to stand on their own two feet, without needing anyone else to hold them up.
There was something magnetic about that level of self-reliance.
Laurent had always known, deep down, that Dorothy would eventually tire of him. He didn’t possess any of the qualities that would sustain the kind of long-term love he craved. He was attractive and charming and adaptable; he could be anything anyone wanted him to be, but those layers always wore thin and crumbled away.
Beneath that, Laurent had never been anything particularly special. He might’ve had the potential once, many years ago, to be someone important or interesting or worthwhile, but he’d squandered it.
It was no wonder that Dorothy had scoffed at him, that Edamura had taken one look at him and despised him.
No one this broken, this desperately needy, this irredeemably selfish, was capable of love. He’d certainly never been worthy of theirs, no matter how many pretty lies he told himself.
Laurent clenched his jaw, and pressed his thumbs—hard—against the bridge of his nose, and told himself to stop. Just...stop.
All he was doing was spiraling down the same pointless paths, stumbling into a filthy alleyway and waiting for someone to reach a hand down and pull him out of a heaping pile of trash. But that’d never be enough, would it? Not if he hadn’t learned, on his own, how to keep standing once they’d let go.
Maybe it was time, like Oz had said, to finally stop lying. To stop basing his own value off how other people saw him, and to try to...live, for once, on his terms. Laurent didn’t know what that’d look like. But maybe it was worth the effort. Maybe he could, someday, be worth the effort.
He tipped the last of his bottles into the sink, showered off the stench of self-recrimination, and began, very slowly, to reassemble the shattered fragments of his heart.
***
Laurent was in Brussels when Edamura finally texted him.
A video came through first; Laurent leaned against a lamp post to watch it, and smiled. It was distant and fuzzy, just fifteen seconds of someone with a wild mop of dark hair attempting to stand on a surfboard before wheeling off it in a flailing pile of limbs. Not knocked free by a difficult wave. Simply losing his balance before a swell had even approached him.
Tried something else new today, Edamura explained. Abbie says I’m hopeless. And that she misses surfing with you.
More texts lit up Laurent’s screen before he could respond. He was, admittedly, watching the video on a loop, wishing the camera had been zoomed in considerably.

>> Abbie says to clarify that she did not at any point say that she misses you.


>> Abbie is taking my phone now shes too strong to stop laurent help please tell my loved ones that i

As warned, the next set of messages came through in Abbie’s flatly uninterested cadence. It’d been a while since Laurent had heard from her—not since Team Confidence had parted ways. Although they got along well enough in person and had, Laurent thought, established a reasonable foundation of mutual respect, she’d never made any secret of the fact that she only disliked him marginally less than the people they were scamming.
She’d disliked Edamura, too, at first, and had nearly quit the Cassano job when Laurent brought him on board. But Edamura had a way of growing on people. Even someone like Abbie, who put on a thin pretense of not caring, while letting Edamura slip past every last one of her barriers.
Laurent was uncomfortably familiar with that process.
Don’t listen to the virgin, Abbie wrote, the aggressive tapping of her fingers against the keys almost audible. All I said was that it would be nice to be with someone who actually knew what the hell he was doing. He’s the one who decided that had to mean you.
>> I’m cutting you off before you twist this into something that’ll force me to either punch you in your smug face or drown myself so I don’t have to picture you two together.

 >> The only part I don’t believe btw is that you went swimming.

 >> Judging from what I’ve seen, I don’t think he knows how.
Being a confirmed topic of conversation, even in a less than favorable context, ordinarily didn’t bother Laurent. Abbie and Cynthia had both spent years making snide assumptions about his sexual encounters. Sometimes they were right; often they were significantly off base, but he hadn’t cared enough to correct them.
He pressed his shoulder harder into the lamp post, until one of the iron ridges bit far enough through fabric to ground him in the present, then typed out the expected answer. Something he would’ve said without thinking, back in those early days in LA, when none of it had mattered.

<< You’ve had a chance to witness the rest firsthand, have you? And you say I’m the dirty one.

Three dots, then nothing. A quiet screen, until a photograph popped up several minutes later: Abbie, scowling and flipping off the camera. She’d cut her hair again; it was sleek and—for Abbie—almost elegant, showing off her beautiful heart-shaped face and dark, long-lashed eyes.
Laurent could still picture, in excruciating detail, the look on Edamura’s face when he’d first seen Abbie emerging from Eddie’s pool.
Maybe it had always mattered to him. He’d just gotten worse at pretending.
I don’t know if that photo was meant for me or you, Edamura wrote as a quick caption, but I’ll assume you, for obvious reasons. Also because she deleted whatever your conversation was, so you must’ve said something to piss her off.
I hardly have to speak for that to happen, Laurent wrote, wishing he could hear Edamura’s laugh in response.

>> Hah. You know it’s actually her way of expressing affection? She’ll probably punch me again if she sees me typing this. But that’s how things started with us, so. You can trust me on that.

It would hurt a little less each time, Laurent told himself. Until he’d barely notice the sting at all.

<< Wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise, Edamame.

There was silence for a bit; Laurent stroked his fingers over the keys, wondering if Edamura was doing the same, two continents and several time zones away. It was easy—too easy—to picture him: his toes digging absently into the warm sand as he waited; salt drying on his skin; his hair thick and damp with the scent of the sea. Laurent closed his eyes, watching as a droplet of water slowly, reluctantly let go of a dark strand, trailing down the side of his throat to pool in the dip of a collarbone that still held the shape of Laurent’s mouth.
No. It’d been two weeks—a little more. Bruises didn’t last that long. Nothing from that night had, at least not for Edamura.
Laurent rubbed at the spot he’d dented into his own shoulder, wincing at the foolishness of it. Worse, he’d probably dirtied his shirt.
He scrolled back up the message thread, wondering what Abbie hadn’t wanted Edamura to see. She’d never intentionally done anything for Laurent’s benefit; she would’ve had her own reasons for clearing away their exchange. But as far as he could tell, they hadn’t said anything worth hiding.

<< Do you want to know the salacious details? Your side might have been wiped clean, but my record’s still intact.

Three dots. Nothing. Three dots. Nothing, for a long stretch, then:

>> I’m afraid to ask.

Whether Edamura feared Abbie’s swift retribution if the messages were unearthed, or the contents themselves, he didn’t say.
She gave an unflattering report of your performance, Laurent wrote, because he’d never been a particularly good person. He let that sit for perhaps thirty seconds—long enough for Edamura to splutter in embarrassed outrage—then added, with shorter gaps between them:

<< For what it’s worth, you seemed perfectly capable to me. If a bit lacking in stamina.


<< But the ocean has significantly more hazards than a quiet lake. Telling me you can’t swim is probably much like you said before. Another antagonistic, uniquely Abbie-like way of showing that she cares.


<< I have to go, Edamame; I’m running late for an appointment. Enjoy Australia. I hope it’s everything you’ve wanted.

Not a good person. But doing his best.
***
La boutique d’Emma no longer existed. Laurent knew that, of course; the entire block had been picked apart by unscrupulous investors shortly after his mother had died. Her warm little café was only one in a string of big business, large brokerage casualties.
He traced his way back there anyway; he might have been older now, and much taller, but his feet somehow remembered exactly how many steps to take from the end of the cobblestoned street to something that felt, still, a little bit like home.
The early morning sunlight was bathing the familiar brick walls, turning them red-gold. Rose, his mother would always say, pausing to admire the sight before she unfolded the wooden-framed chalkboard that she carefully sketched the day’s specials onto each morning. I’d like to paint it someday, she’d say, thinking of her old, dried-out tray of watercolors with the wistfulness of dreams that never dimmed.
Emma Thierry loved beautiful things—bright things—although her daily life was often drab and dull. Laurent brought her flowers when he could—wilted carnations that he wheedled from the seller on the corner, and roses from the churchyard, until the sexton caught and chased him, with incriminating dirt still crusted under his fingernails.
His mother had smiled, and kissed him on the cheek, and told him that they’d grow their own.
Someday. A word she used so often, Laurent sometimes wondered if she’d lost track of what it meant.
Memories were fragile things. Laurent was better than most, he thought, at holding onto them. A blessing, in his line of work: nearly picture-perfect recall was rare enough to be advantageous both for the career he’d planned as a child and the disreputable future he’d fallen into.
We hardly need a tutor, his mother had often told their regulars, brimming over with both pride and relief—they could never afford the level of education Laurent craved. Laurie learns so well on his own. He only has to be told once to remember it. Unless, of course, I’m asking him to do his chores.
I made my bed, maman, Laurent would protest, ducking his head into his textbook so she couldn’t reach over the counter to ruffle his hair.
Then why did I see the bedding rumpled on the floor? she’d say, winking at Jean-Louis, who was always three sheets to the wind before mid-afternoon, but who was kind, and tipped well.
It was Mathilde’s fault, Laurent would say, his eyes wide and earnest. She knocked the blanket down. Don’t blame her, maman; she gets cold in the winters.
That cat of yours has her own fur coat and is far tidier than you, my little sweet-talker, his mother would say, shaking her head, but she’d be smiling.
She was always smiling. Laurent wondered, now, how often she’d meant it.
A curtain twitched at a window upstairs; Laurent tilted his head back, squinting into the light, unable to catch a glimpse of who lived there now. It’d been decades; they must have painted the walls long ago, and replaced the mattress with one that wasn’t as thin and hard as the warped, water-stained floor.
The roof had leaked, every winter that Laurent could remember. They’d put buckets on the floor, stuffed rags along the window panes, and made a tent out of blankets. Laurent would smuggle his books inside, and Mathilde, who’d curl up under the crook of his knee, stealing his warmth.
When his mother had finished with work for the night and closed up her shop, she’d bring a plate of biscuits and two mugs upstairs: tea for her, and warm milk for Laurent, who would gently push Mathilde’s persistent face aside, the rough scrape of her tongue catching against his palm instead, her whiskers tickling his skin.
It’s like camping, his mother would say, breaking a chocolate-covered biscuit into neat pieces so the crumbs wouldn’t dribble across the bed. They’d had rats, once; Mathilde had stumbled into a standoff with the fattest, most daring of the creatures. She was no huntress; she’d simply sat back, curled her tail around her paws, and meowed imperiously for Laurent to take care of the intruder.
His little queen, who had never liked to dirty her claws.
They’d never been camping: neither he, nor Mathilde, nor his mother.
I’ll take you, someday, he’d promised, after swallowing a mouthful of milk-dipped chocolate. Not here. In America. There are still mustangs, maman, and prairies that are just grass and sky, as far as you can see. We can be cowboys for a night. We can roast marshmallows and sleep under the stars.
That sounds wonderful, his mother had said.
But I’ll need to learn more English first, Laurent had bargained, scratching under Mathilde’s soft grey chin. She’d flicked her tail in annoyance, curling away the paw she’d been sneaking toward their snacks, and rolled onto her side to permit access to her furry belly. I’ve already finished all the books you gave me. They were too easy.
His mother had set the plate down so she could wrap her arms around him and kiss him in exaggeratedly enthusiastic affection, catching him on the eyebrow when he lifted his face in question. She was like that, always: openly loving and proud, never letting him know how much of a burden it was to be a single mother to a son like him.
Memories that sharply defined, that permanently fixed in his heart, were meant to be a blessing. Regret had a way of twisting them into something more like a curse.
It might’ve been easier, sometimes, if he’d ever learned how to forget.
Not everything along their winding little street had changed; the flower stand at the far end was newer, now, and held a more exotic array of blossoms, but the rest felt much the same as it ever had. There was a young woman sitting on a small stool just off to the side, arranging bouquets with swift, capable hands.
Laurent smiled at her, wondering idly if he’d known her, once. If she was someone he might’ve kissed many years ago, behind the schoolyard—an innocently clumsy brush of closed mouths, just to see what it was like.
He didn’t ask. She tilted her head a little when he spoke to her—not out of some distant recognition, but at the odd flavor of his accent. Fluent, but somehow no longer sounding as though he’d been born here, like Brussels was a place where he belonged.
He’d never set anchor in another city; he’d been drifting for so long that he no longer knew how.
The path up to the churchyard was familiar, too, as was the sexton pulling weeds out of the rosebed. Eighty years old now, if he was a day, and with the same sour, pinched expression.
Laurent threw him his best, most charming smile, trusting that the bitter ache of aging knees would win out over the need to tail a suspicious foreigner. Or so he’d seem to be, at least, with his expensive watch, crisp white dress shoes, and flashy clothing. Perhaps he should have dressed more sedately for this occasion.
But his mother wouldn’t have liked that.
She wasn’t buried here, in a graveyard that had reached its capacity a century ago. Laurent made his way instead to a long, flat stone in a far corner, where the two of them had often come for quiet picnics—especially in the spring, when everything around them was freshly blooming, the bees buzzing from flower to flower, the birds testing out their voices in the tree branches overhead.
The stone was cold, still wet with dew, and coated in a thin, soft layer of moss that hadn’t been disturbed in quite some time. Laurent sat down anyway, setting his bouquet of roses in the spot his mother had always preferred, with her back against the gnarled trunk of an ancient tree.
“It’s Laurie,” he told her, first, in case she’d no longer be able to recognize the man he’d become. He scraped his thumbnail over the stem of one of the roses, where a thorn hadn’t been fully trimmed away. The city below was bustling with activity, but here, for a while, he could be alone.
That was the reality, after all: he’d flown to Brussels to have a long-overdue conversation with himself.
“I know you’re not here, and that you can’t actually hear me. It’s much too late for me to say anything that could make a difference. I can’t do anything to bring you back. But I wanted to tell you that...I’m sorry.”
He swallowed, thickly; when he closed his eyes, he could almost see her there, sitting across from him, in a grey dress and practical, flat-soled shoes. She’d always saved the colors for him.
I have everything I need, she’d say, buttoning the collar of his bright blue shirt—to match those pretty eyes of yours—or draping a richly dyed pink shawl around him in the market, both of them failing to hold back their laughter at the shop owner’s scowl.

She thinks boys shouldn’t wear such things, my sweet. But what does it matter? You shine so brightly in them.

She picked up the bouquet now, cradling it lovingly in her arms, bringing the velvety red petals to her face to breathe in the scent.

They’re beautiful, Laurie. But how were you able to buy so many?

“I have enough money now to do all the things we talked about,” he told her, opening his eyes, the roses falling back from empty air to cool stone. “I’ve traveled the world, just as I always told you I would. But I’m not the man either of us wanted me to be. I’m sorry for breaking my promises. I’m sorry for...who I became, when I lost you.”
Leaves rustled above him; there was the quiet scrape of tiny, clawed feet catching against bark. Laurent looked up, finding a little blackbird peering down at him, inquisitive yellow-ringed eyes following his movements. Probably wondering why he was there, and if the flowers he’d brought with him held anything of interest.
“I have nothing for you,” Laurent told it. “But I won’t harm you, either.” The bird fluttered its wings a little in response and hopped along the branch, then tilted its head down at him again. When its yellow beak parted, its whole body—from sleek head to broad tailfeathers—vibrated with the song.
He’s telling us what he’s seen, his mother would’ve said, sprinkling crumbs on the grass to coax the bird closer. She’d always loved their music. I can’t understand keeping creatures in a cage, she’d say, whenever they passed by the pet shop’s window—the bright-plumaged birds staring back at her through finger-smudged glass. Not singing.

If their wings are clipped, Laurie, how can they return to us, to share their stories of where they’ve been?

“I was angry with you,” Laurent admitted, finally, tearing open wounds that had never fully healed. The honesty hurt—but not as much as he’d always feared. “I knew you didn’t mean to leave me, that it was my fault that you...” He sucked in a harsh breath, remembering the clatter of a heavy pan striking the floor, then the somehow much louder, more terrifying thump of his mother’s body following closely after.
A heart attack, the doctors had said. There was nothing they could do. They didn’t explain much to the solemn-faced boy waiting outside her room, but he’d always been good at listening. At hearing all of the things he wasn’t meant to, and filling in the pieces that were left unspoken.
It wasn’t as sudden as it’d seemed; her health had been part of a silent struggle for years, one of the many things she’d hidden from him. She’d always fed and clothed him first, smiling and telling him that she wasn’t cold—that she’d eaten earlier, that she was only tired because she’d been on her feet all day.

I’ll rest a little now. Read me that story again, my sweet. The one with the horses swimming across the channel—the boy saving the tiny one from drowning. He always makes me think of you.

Laurent had never understood that their beautiful little jewel of a café, a heart beating warmly in the center of his universe, was tipping further into debt with each passing year. His mother had taken out too many loans, never quite able to wrap her mind around the financial side of things—always trusting the wrong people to guide her.
I’m investing in you, she’d told him, bright with happiness, the day after she’d met with Hugo. I can’t wait for you to see the world, Laurie, and for it to see how much you have to offer. Just promise me that you’ll come back, often, and tell me all about it.
Laurent had frowned at her, impatient with that oft-repeated promise and eager to return to the far more interesting book he’d been reading. I told you, maman: I’m taking you with me.
“I was so angry with you for leaving me,” he told her now, his voice raw with self-loathing. “I promised you, but you promised me, too. You said that you’d always be here when I came back.”
The blackbird halted its song; it flicked its tail up, down, then unfurled its wings and went in search of better company.
“I was going to kill him,” Laurent said, finally speaking the words out loud. A vile admission for the consecrated air of a churchyard, but who, after all, was here to take offense? “I bought a knife. I didn’t bother to cover my tracks or make any plans for what would happen after; I knew I’d be caught, and I didn’t care. I followed that lying German bastard home, and I plunged the blade into him—for you, for what he’d done to you. That’s what I told myself. The truth is, I was just trying to cut away my own guilt.”
Laurent breathed out years of regret and asked, “Did you know you raised a murderer?”
Too bitter, still, and nothing he’d meant to say. He sighed, and lowered his head, and tried again.
“It wasn’t your fault. I’m sorry for blaming you. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to say this earlier—before I let it curl up inside of me and rot.”
He drew the bouquet closer and began to unravel the twine that was holding it in place, in a plastic wrapping that felt too at odds with their little corner of wilderness.
“I fell in love, maman,” he told her, as the knot came free, as the roses tumbled across the stone. “She saved me, and then I killed her. Not with a knife—but with my love. Because I was too afraid to let her stretch her wings without me. I knew that if she did, she’d never come back. No one ever does.”
One of the roses was a little bent, its petals bruised. Laurent drew it into his lap, catching his thumb against another hidden thorn. The blood welled to the surface, then beaded on his skin. When he wiped it away, there was little evidence that it’d ever happened.
“I’ve met someone else. I wish that you could meet him, too. You’d like him; everyone does. But he...” Laurent could almost see them there, sitting side by side: Edamura fumbling through uneven attempts at French, but conveying everything important through his honest eyes and friendly, cheerful smile. Laurent’s mother would’ve appreciated his kindness—his enthusiasm for life, and for finding his own way in the world, without losing his sense of self or trampling anyone in the process.
Such a good man, and so unlike her son.
Across the graveyard, Dorothy stood from where she’d been investigating one of the crumbling headstones. She swung her hair as she turned—a vibrant pink-white shimmer that made Laurent’s breath catch. She was as beautiful as the day he’d lost her.
Laurent, she called, fearless and brimming with excitement. Her eyes were sparkling—she was nearly glowing, her ever-present joy contagious. You have to come see what I’ve found. The Wizard can spin us gold out of this—I know he can. And he needs me, he could never do it without me. Just one last con, Laurent. I promise it’ll be so much fun.
He fluttered his eyes closed, then back open. She was gone. It’d been months since he’d seen her last; it was no wonder that she’d appear again here, in a land still thick with his ghosts.
He was doing his best to bid them farewell.
Edamura was wrong; his father never would’ve been able to find Dorothy, not lingering in some dull afterlife. She never would’ve settled for that, or for something as pointless as haunting a man she’d once loved. She’d be as likely to take her place in the heavens, among the stars, like the constellations they’d once sought out together. But not fixed in place, tied to an orbit determined by others. She’d be a comet. Streaking through the sky, leaving a scorchingly beautiful path in her wake.
Dorothy was someone you might catch a glimpse of every hundred years or so, if you were lucky. A mere mortal, a man bound too tightly by earthly concerns and petty self-importance, would never be able to keep pace with her.
There were more birds twittering through the treetops now; the morning was wearing on, and even Laurent’s little paradise wouldn’t remain undisturbed for long. His shoes were stained by the dew-soaked grass; his pants were a little damp, and chilled by the stone that’d never absorbed his warmth.
“Have you met an Edamura, maman?” he asked, the last bit of ground he needed to cover before he moved on. “Miki, who left her Makoto behind. You’d like her, too, if she’s anything like her son. I don’t think either of you are watching over us: for you, at least, it’d cause too much grief for an eternity where you’re meant to be at peace. But if she’s there, could you tell her one thing, for me? Her son is doing well. He’s everything she could’ve dreamed for him.”
He touched the roses, one last time. A mistake: the lightest brush of his fingers merely bruised the soft velvet further. Marring them, irrevocably, because he couldn’t leave well enough alone. That’s what he always did to the things he loved, wasn’t it?
“He doesn’t love me,” Laurent said, quietly, and with less pain than he’d expected the words to bring. “I’m glad, I think, that he doesn’t.”
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Chapter Text

Edamura had been in Australia for a week, by Laurent’s estimation, before he texted again.
>> Finally opened my Sydney book today, and guess what I found, Laurent?

 >> I don’t know what time zone you’re in, or I would call you so you can hear exactly how I’m saying your name right now.

 >> Angrily.

 >> Laurent.

 >> At first I thought the store sold me a used copy, but there’s no way I can mistake your writing. The tone of it, anyway. I didn’t know it was possible to make that many innuendos about kangaroos?

 >> Creepy. Like I said before.
What a fun little game of trivia. Sorry I’m drawing a blank on this one, Laurent wrote back, before he had time to overthink. It was easy, still, to remember what Edamura expected from him, and to fall back into that careless rapport, where nothing they said to each other held any deeper meaning. Although I do have distinct memories of you saying my name in quite an intriguing range of inflections. Which should I be choosing?
The response was almost instantaneous.
>> Fuck you, LAURENT. I hope that makes it more clear.
Hm. No, I’m afraid not, Laurent replied. Say it again, Edamame, with a little more feeling; maybe I’ll understand the next time.
I hate you, shot back first, as expected, then: Where are you, anyway? You didn’t answer that.
You didn’t actually ask, Laurent wrote. He looked up from his phone, half-tempted to take a photo of his view, wondering how much Edamura would care. Probably very little; it was just idle conversation.
He’d settled by a pretty little pond that unfortunately appeared to be a haven for young couples in the fresh bloom of new love. Not the best spot, as it’d turned out, to sit and drink a beverage that would always make him think of Edamura.

<< If you’re hoping for something titillating—messaging you from a darkened room, with silk sheets brushing against my bare skin—I’ll have to disappoint you. Perhaps later, if you’re still in the mood. Currently, it’s just after noon in Brussels. I’m fully clothed and enjoying a cup of coffee on a park bench.

Brussels? came back, as an open-ended question that Laurent wasn’t sure how to answer.
What could he tell Edamura of what he’d been doing here?
No con in progress, if that’s what you’re pushing to hear, he wrote, taking a sip of coffee that had suddenly lost much of its flavor.
No, Edamura wrote. But you can keep your damn secrets, like usual. I probably shouldn’t tell you that I am actually in bed. It’s past 10 here.

<< And you decided to close out your evening reading a scintillating guidebook and texting me? I’m not sure if I should feel honored by the attention or a little sorry for you. Does Adelaide not have any nightlife?

Sydney, Edamura responded. Decided to try it after all. And shut up—10 isn’t that early. It’s not like Helsinki; it’s pitch black outside. Would be, anyway, without the city lights. Although is it weird that parts of it felt the same? Landing in all these airports gets disorienting after a while.
All large cities are more alike than they used to be, Laurent wrote. The curse of globalization. But there’s still much to explore. Have you discovered anything unique yet about this one?
He should be glad that Edamura was able to talk to him so easily, still, with no discomfort lingering from how they’d last parted. Pretending it’d never happened would’ve been worse.
So Laurent drank his tepid coffee, and watched a pretty girl clinging adoringly to her handsome boyfriend, and waited for the pain to stop feeling quite so sharp.
I think there will be a lot, Edamura wrote. Even without your quote unquote, as you would say with those obnoxious fingers of yours, “extremely helpful” suggestions. I’m too tired to look into it much right now; Abbie wore me out today.
And there it was, Laurent thought, the paper cup crumpling in his hand as he tossed it away. He rose to his feet, needing a distraction. Making a circuit of the pond would do for now, and perhaps traveling back into busier streets, where the hubbub of other people’s problems would take his mind off his own.
You really do need to work on your stamina, Edamame, he wrote, expecting that to be the end of it.
Edamura would put his phone away now, setting his book on the nightstand and clicking off the lamp that he’d been reading by. A dim glow, on its lowest setting with the shade tilted carefully to the side, but still enough to disturb his companion, who would grumble in annoyance until Edamura drew her into his arms in apology. He’d be speaking quietly to her at first, winding down the day with soft conversation—something one did with a lover who was also a friend. Kissing her would come next, but perhaps not much more, not if they’d already quenched that need a little earlier in the evening.
It was late now—the hour when you simply held someone you loved, knowing that they cared just as deeply for you.
Laurent’s phone rang; he brushed at his eyes, cleared his throat, and lifted it to his ear without checking the display.
“Oui, allô?”
“Bonjour, Laurent,” came the response, in a voice that he somehow hadn’t expected. As promised, Edamura put a heavy stress on his name—drawing it out in a clear attempt to sound disdainful.
Laurent smiled. He couldn’t help it.
“And a good evening to you, Edamame. Your pronunciation hasn’t improved one bit.”
“Have you heard the way they speak English here?” Edamura replied, skipping over the usual comfortable exchange of insults. “If it even is English. Abbie tried to hire me a surf instructor but gave up because I couldn’t understand a word he said. She can’t give me crap about it, though; I’m pretty sure she couldn’t either. She ended up paying him double just to make him go away.”
Laurent chuckled. “It can be an entirely different dialect. And I suspect some of the locals enjoy messing with tourists. How have you been settling in otherwise?”
There was a quiet rustle of sheets, then a dull thump and a muffled groan—Edamura sitting up in bed, probably, and knocking his elbow against the headboard in the process. “It’s been okay. Fun, I guess.”
“You guess? That doesn’t seem like high praise.”
Edamura sighed—a gusty exhale of breath that Laurent could nearly feel through the phone line. “No, it has been good. I like it here; the beaches are incredible, way better than Los Angeles, and we’ve been doing some really fun stuff. Plus the coffee’s super high quality, at least what I’ve tried so far. And everyone’s so interesting. Remember that one shop in Helsinki, with the cats? Everything here’s like that. Well, not cats. Just with its own...”
“Unique personality?” Laurent suggested.
“Yeah. Every shop feels different, like you can tell exactly the kind of person who runs it. If I was going to set up a place of my own, I’d want that. For people to be able to walk in the door and just...relax. They should know right away that it was a safe space where they could try new things.”
Laurent considered ruining the moment with a quip about the kinds of establishments that promised judgment-free exploration of new experiences—often well-stocked with leather and chains. There were likely some of those in Sydney, too, although neither the guidebook nor Laurent had pointed them out.
“It’s easy to picture that,” he said instead. There was a reason, after all, that he’d suggested this path—Edamura was built to bring happiness and warmth to others’ lives. It wouldn’t take an extraordinary amount of effort for him to accomplish that, regardless of whether it ultimately involved coffee. He’d forge his own way, along whatever branch beckoned most invitingly.
“I don’t know if I can yet,” Edamura said, with his usual frank honesty. “But I think I’m getting closer. Anyway, I don’t want to bore you with all the details, but it’s been good, it has. I’ve been learning a lot. I’m definitely glad I came.”
“But?” Laurent prompted. He adroitly stepped around a couple who had chosen to stop in the middle of the path, lips locked and arms wound tightly around one another. He couldn’t muster up any envy on their account; what they were doing looked rather wet and uncomfortable, requiring significantly more practice before either of them could be considered good at it.
Edamura exhaled again, quieter this time, but still audible. He’d probably thought he’d successfully avoided that part of the discussion. “I don’t know. I love Abbie. Traveling with her’s been great. But sometimes, Laurent, I think I just. I miss...”
He trailed off, letting the silence stretch between them.
“You miss home,” Laurent filled in, with the appropriate level of light concern, ignoring the way his lungs had clenched at the rest of the confession. “That’s natural; you’ve been traveling for a while.”
“Yeah,” Edamura said, after a bit. “You know that’s your fault, too? You’re the one who got me hooked on all of this.”
“In context, I’m not sure if that’s meant to be a good or bad thing.”
Edamura huffed out a soft laugh. “Good, I think. Mostly. Which I’m probably only saying because it’s late and you’re far away, so don’t hold it over me later.”
“No promises,” Laurent replied, more fondly than he should.
“Typical,” Edamura said, not sounding terribly bothered by it. “You know what I was realizing earlier today? This is the longest I’ve ever spent in another country without some sort of a job attached to it. Just sightseeing. That makes it more tiring, somehow.”
“I don’t think that’s how it’s supposed to work,” Laurent said in amusement. “You’re telling me that learning how to make drugs in LA was more relaxing than lying on a beach with a beautiful girl?”
“Maybe if that’s all we were doing,” Edamura said. “She’s relentless, Laurent. I’m exhausted.”
“Should you really be talking to me about this?” Laurent asked, a little incredulously, wondering how they’d gotten to a point where he was the one to push back on oversharing. “Especially in front of Abbie; she can’t be happy with you right now. Or with me, for that matter, for dragging your attention away for this long.”
“Abbie’s not here,” Edamura said, sounding puzzled. “I told you I was in bed, Laurent.”
As if in reminder, he moved again, the starched hotel sheets crinkling and shifting more loudly this time until he’d settled into a new position. Fully reclined now, with his head resting on his pillow, judging from the slightly muffled quality of his voice when he spoke again.
“She might be sleeping, but I kind of doubt it. My guess is that she headed back out after dinner, at least for a little while. That girl is a force of nature.”
His voice was full of admiration, but laced with weariness.
“I was always kind of mad at you for the things you threw her into,” he continued, pushing through an audible yawn. “Took me this long to realize that you were just pointing a cannon the direction you wanted it to go; the fuse was already lit long before you got there.”
“Poetic,” Laurent said, and Edamura made a soft noise that was more amusement than annoyance. “You have a very high opinion of me, Edamame, if you think it’s possible for me to make Abbie do anything.”
“She’s said that a few times,” Edamura concurred. “She does talk about you, you know? She cares about you and Cynthia and everyone. You act like a real asshole who’s above it all, but your team didn’t just stick with you for all these years because of the money.”
Laurent made some sort of response—noncommittal agreement, enough to keep Edamura from pressing further. He was thinking of his first successful con. Dorothy was always smiling, always genuinely happy, but he could still remember that first flash of blinding joy as she dove into the cases of cash that Shi Ohn was wheeling through the door of her Parisian home.
I want her to look at me like that, he’d thought, and he’d tried, with every con, until he’d finally proved his worth.
I guess you’re not just a pretty face after all, Dorothy had said approvingly, her eyes fixed entirely on him for once—and sparkling with a fire that he was desperate to claim for himself, to warm his frozen heart with for as long as she’d allow.
“Laurent?” Edamura was asking, breaking old daydreams apart until they faded into empty air.
Laurent blinked; he’d made it fully around the pond, and was coming to an intersection. Another circuit, following the same routine, or branching off into fresh territory.
“I never actually asked if you were free,” Edamura said, sensing his distraction. “Do you have more appointments today? Or a rendezvous?”
He made the pronunciation thick and teasing, but it seemed like a genuine question. When Laurent chuckled in response, he could almost see Edamura’s smile—warm, and relieved. For whatever reason, just wanting to talk a little longer.
“No, Edamame. None at present,” he said, taking the fork to the left. It was time to explore some new ground. “I’m all yours.”
***
Edamura didn’t call again after that, but Laurent received periodic clusters of texts as he worked his way through the rest of the guidebook, and the city that it’d mapped out for him.
I still think you’re a snob for crossing out the Opera House, he wrote near the end of his time in Sydney. It’s overdone, you’ve already seen it a hundred times in movies, whatever Laurent. It’s iconic.
You say iconic, I say someone on a tourism board inflated its importance years ago, Laurent responded. Do you really want to huddle in with all the unwashed masses wielding selfie sticks, when I marked a dozen other sights you could check out nearby?
It’s still a feat of architecture, Edamura argued. That’d be like going to Paris and refusing to look at the Eiffel Tower. It doesn’t make you cooler or more interesting; it just means you’re missing out on a shared experience. Community, Laurent. It’s a thing.
Did you actually go to the top of the Eiffel Tower when you were in Paris? Laurent asked.
No. Some things aren’t meant to be shared, Edamura responded. I stayed on the ground, where I belong. I’m glad Uluru is off limits to climbers now; at least that’s one way Abbie can’t try to kill me.
On that note, whatever happened with the sharks? Laurent asked. What were they like up close?
No idea, Edamura replied quickly. She dragged me halfway there and I think I passed out.

<< Afraid of the ocean too, now?

Are you telling me you would’ve gone? Edamura challenged. Some of us don’t have a death wish, Laurent. They’re prehistoric creatures with razor-sharp teeth; I respect them and I’d like to stay far away from them.

<< So your prehistoric brain kicked in and decided that playing dead would be effective self-defense.


>> It worked. She gave up and went without me and wouldn’t tell me what it was like. I think she was mad at me for chickening out; she barely talked to me for the next day and a half.


<< That sounds fairly normal for Abbie.

Hah, Edamura replied, not arguing on that count. I am going through your suggestions. Ignoring most of them, for obvious reasons. But there’s some interesting stuff in here.

<< Ah, the sweet throb of your approval, Edamame. Tell me more.


>> Triple-starring Paddington Markets was a blatant ploy for me to buy you a souvenir this time. You’re getting lazy.


<< Did it work?

No, Edamura replied. But don’t sulk, the same’s true for everyone else. I haven’t even mailed some of the stuff from Helsinki yet. It’s still sitting in my apartment.

<< Looking forward to being back home?


>> Yeah. But before you say anything irritating, I know it won’t be that long before I get restless again. I just want some downtime to think about where to go next.


<< I’m not always plotting out ways to annoy you, Edamame. I was thinking about how difficult it can be to manage the quieter parts of your life when you’re always on the move.

Edamura was silent for a little while—long enough for Laurent to purchase a bottle of water and an unappetizing airport sandwich, flirting lightly with the bored worker behind the counter. His flight wasn’t due to depart for another half hour, but their conversation was probably winding down, anyway.
Speaking of time, how long were you sitting there watching me sleep? Edamura asked eventually. Every single page of this book is crammed full of your nonsense. It must’ve taken you hours.
That’s an exaggeration, Laurent wrote, setting his sandwich down. Edamura had never commented on the foolish spill of emotions in those final pages; this was one area where Laurent was willing to join him in feigning ignorance.
It’s not, Edamura replied. I haven’t gone through the entire thing, because I wasn’t expecting to read a book cover to cover on my vacation, but it’s been true so far. How do you have opinions on every freaking thing, even the parts you haven’t visited yourself? Nevermind, I can already predict your answer, so don’t bother.
Ah, Laurent thought. So he hadn’t actually seen the letter yet.
That was considerably worse.

<< You’re complaining, and yet you’re still reading.

For now, Edamura wrote, in a threat that held far more weight than he’d intended.

*** 

It took another two days.
A picture came through first: Edamura’s knapsack lying on a generic hotel bedspread, with a few items strewn around it.
Packing, the caption read.
The guidebook was, as intended, the most visible object. Standing on its glossy cover, wearing the same unappealing smirk Laurent remembered, was the Muumi figure he’d left in Helsinki.
Thanks for keeping me company, you pretentious bastard, Edamura wrote next. Flying out tonight. Cannot wait to sleep in my own bed. And brew my own coffee. Is that weird?
There’s nothing quite like home, Laurent wrote. It’s normal to miss it.
True for Edamura, anyway, which was what counted. Laurent had long ago given up on the notion that the same would ever apply to him. Home meant more than familiar-smelling sheets and a kitchen you spent too much time cleaning and restocking. It required anchoring your heart in either a place or a person. Laurent’s flimsy chains had rusted all the way through, crumbling into the sea. There was nothing left for him to hold onto.
Did you ever pause to think about how I might’ve wanted to return this book? Edamura asked. Imagine their faces if I tried now.

<< You were carrying it with you; I could only assume you meant to use it.

>> This is why people don’t invite you anywhere.

 >> Although you show up anyway.

 >> I’m half-afraid I’ll get home and find out that you got bored and decided to replace all my furniture while I was gone.
Interesting thought; interior decorating could be a fulfilling career, Laurent replied. But no, don’t worry, Edamame. I’ve been nowhere near Tokyo since you last saw me there.

>> I’ve heard things like that before. I’ll believe it when I see it.

A minute or two later, he texted again; he must’ve begun flipping through the book while finishing his packing.

>> For example. You tell me I’m exaggerating, and then I find an entire essay hidden back here. I swear, Laurent, if it turns out this whole trip was somehow part of your elaborate, manipulative plans for me, AGAIN


>> Ugh, hold on, you infuriating bastard. I need to see what you’re trying to drag me into. But I can tell you right now, I don’t care how heartwrenching the victim’s story is, I’m not signing on for another con. Ever. I mean it this time.

I know you do, Laurent wrote back, his heart thudding dully as he typed. He could ask Edamura to stop reading now, to close the book and never go back to it; maybe he’d listen.
What was the point? He might as well hold all the cards, and judge Laurent accordingly.
It was humiliating to have bared so much of himself. But this type of wound wouldn’t kill a person. At least, not outright.
Laurent closed his eyes and counted to sixty, then to a hundred, then simply listened to his own heartbeat until it steadied back out, until he could bring himself to look at his phone again.
Blank, with a silence so thick it was palpable. No ping of a message, no ringtone signaling an incoming call.
The same was true after another ten minutes, then twenty, then two hours.
Edamura didn’t message him again for three weeks. After a while, Laurent stopped checking.




Notes:


French:
Oui, allô: Yes, hello. (a hello that in French is used exclusively for answering the phone)
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Chapter Text

Cynthia looked surprised and not particularly pleased to find Laurent on the other side of her door.
“You look like crap,” she said, folding her arms and leaning against the door frame. Effectively blocking his entrance, even if that hadn’t been her overt intention.
“And you look as wonderful as always,” he replied. “Have you done something to your hair?”
She rolled her eyes and moved back, freeing up enough space for him to step inside. “Kawin’s studying.”
Laurent wasn’t certain how she’d intended that warning, particularly since the boy in question was nowhere in sight, but motherhood didn’t seem to have changed her significantly. She pulled out a bottle of wine as soon as he’d removed his coat and settled onto the couch.
“Why are you here?” she asked eventually. They’d made their way through half of the bottle, and Laurent was picking through a tin of chocolates.
“Can’t I decide to visit an old friend?” he asked. “Do any of these have coconut?”
“The square ones. No, not those, the ones with the squiggle on top.” She watched as Laurent neatly sorted the offending confections to the side, then bit into a dark chocolate triangle that turned out to be filled with gooey caramel. “Since when are you picky? I’ve never seen anything you weren’t willing to put into your mouth.”
“Are you referring to food or people?” Laurent asked, with some difficulty; the filling was delicious, but rather sticky.
“Hmm,” Cynthia said, swirling her wine glass thoughtfully. She’d taken the other end of the couch, tucking her legs beneath her, with her back to the armrest. Relaxed, in control of her own space, and able to critically examine each of Laurent’s movements. Always a dangerous combination when it came to her. “I was making a dumb joke, but that, plus those sad eyes you think you’re hiding, sounds like a hint. Am I supposed to be asking?”
“Do you care?” Laurent asked. He fished out a dark red sphere—raspberry flavored this time.
“No,” Cynthia decided.
They finished off the rest of the bottle in the relative silence that had always suited both of them.
“Don’t start,” Cynthia said as she retrieved a second bottle, effortlessly popping the cork free and refilling both their glasses. “I’ve cut back on my drinking, but you seemed like you needed the company. Who am I to say no to an old friend.”
“I wasn’t going to comment,” Laurent said. “Glad to hear you’re setting a good example for the next generation.”
“Kawin wouldn’t care. But my liver might, eventually.” She swirled her wine again, then took a drink, closing her eyes and savoring it. Her lips—and teeth—had picked up a bit of the deep red stain, and her hair was gathered in a loose, messy bun, with tendrils escaping around her face, but Laurent had meant what he’d said earlier: she looked good. Beautiful, of course, but with a level of contentment that hadn’t really existed before the Coleman job. She looked happy.
“Don’t smile at me like that; it’s disturbing,” she said, setting her glass down so she could draw a blanket off the back of the couch, draping it comfortably around her legs. “Before you make any assumptions you’ll regret about my dulled-down domesticity, I said I was cutting back on some of life’s great pleasures, not quitting entirely. I’d rather stretch the enjoyment out for as long as possible.”
Laurent chuckled. “Drinking less so you can drink more. Ah, that sounds more like the Cynthia I know.”
A door down the hallway clicked open; Kawin emerged, headphones slung around his neck. He stopped when he saw Laurent, greeting him with silent, narrow-eyed suspicion, then skirting around the living area to fetch something from the refrigerator before he disappeared back into his bedroom.
“Still as social as ever,” Laurent observed once the door had closed again behind him, firmly. “Or is it just that he doesn’t like my face?”
“Who does?” Cynthia responded, sipping her wine and smiling at him to show that she didn’t mean it. Not entirely, anyway.
“Hurtful,” Laurent said. He picked through the chocolates again, since it didn’t seem like Cynthia was inclined to take her share.
Or to let Laurent squeeze any stray drops of pity out of her. “If you show up at my house uninvited, on a random Thursday evening, you can stand a little discomfort.”
That piece of chocolate, despite lacking the telltale squiggle on its surface, was packed so full of flaky coconut that Laurent could nearly taste the accompanying saltwater and suntan oil. He made a face, swallowing it anyway, but giving up on the rest of the tin for the time being.
“Does the particular weekday make a difference?”
“It does when it’s a school night. Kawin has an important exam tomorrow.”
With the sleeves of her thick woolen sweater pulled down over her hands as she discussed her child’s educational needs, Cynthia did look rather cozily domestic. Laurent prudently chose not to tell her as much.
“Has his schoolwork been improving?”
“Quite a bit, actually. He’s been making friends, which helps. And he loved those books you sent him.” She glanced toward the hallway, then lowered her voice, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Don’t get full of yourself, but I think he’s actually avoiding you because he likes you. I’ve chosen, for now, not to ruin his impression of you by explaining what you’re actually like.”
“I suppose it was inevitable for me to be the fun uncle,” Laurent said. It should make him feel old to have a teenager looking up to him. Strangely, it didn’t.
“Mailing a single set of gifts and then dropping by a few months later to drink my wine doesn’t make you an uncle. Why are you here, Laurent?”
“I’m beginning to think I should take offense to that greeting; it’s becoming far too common,” Laurent said mildly. “I don’t have an agenda; I’m just here, as you said, to drink your wine and get in out of the cold.”
“You’re at least two months too early for that line; we’re barely touching autumn. The only thing cold about you is your heart, and that, I can’t help you with.”
“I can’t expect a cruel heart to warm a cold one,” Laurent agreed, smiling when Cynthia sighed and chose not to lob another insult back.
Unfortunately, with Cynthia, that merely meant she was biding her time.
“Speaking of people who aren’t happy to see you,” she said, refilling her glass again, “Edamame called me a couple months ago.”
“Oh?” Laurent asked, lightly.
“Don’t oh me, like you don’t know exactly what I’m talking about. But fine, I’ll play your game. You’d suddenly showed up in Helsinki, and he wanted to know if he was being roped into another con.”
“And he called you, rather than simply asking me?” Laurent said, feigning hurt. It came out a little too honest.
Cynthia, of course, noticed. “Would you have told him the truth?”
There wasn’t much point anymore in keeping up the pretense. Laurent lifted his eyes to meet Cynthia’s and asked, quietly, “Would he have believed me if I did?”
A line pinched between Cynthia’s eyebrows as she processed the gaps between his words. It didn’t take her long; she’d always been too perceptive in this area. Perhaps because she’d spent years coming to terms with her own lingering, life-changing heartbreak.
“You actually slept with him, didn’t you,” she said, her tone landing somewhere near weary disappointment.
Laurent didn’t respond. He didn’t need to.
“And it didn’t go well,” she concluded. “Oh, you dumb blond asshole. I thought that was the one thing you’d manage not to screw up.”
Laurent smiled at her. Playful, careless. A little self-satisfied, like a cat that might have tipped over the cream, but had drunk its fill in the process. “Would you expect anything else of me? You know how I am, Cynthia. Only one thing ever on my mind.”
“That’s bullshit, and we both know it,” she said, bluntly.
Laurent’s smile slipped a little; he caught it, locking it back into place, but Cynthia had known him for too long to be so easily fooled.
“You idiotic, aggravating bastard,” she said, her voice dipping into the pity he hadn’t wanted and couldn’t deal with. “With your fake smiles and all these disgusting lines that never mean anything. Will you just...stop. Stop it, Laurent. You know, I could probably like you if you’d let me.”
“That’s kind of you to say,” he replied, in gentle apology. “But I think we’ve both concluded that my heart already belongs to another.”
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” she snapped back. It’d nearly worked—for a few moments, she was distracted, radiating familiar irritation. It didn’t last as long as he’d hoped; she gave him an uncomfortably shrewd look, then said, “But that’s probably the closest thing to honesty I’ve ever heard from you. Drop the act for a minute and tell me this: what happened after you slept with him?”
Laurent smirked, but Cynthia shot him a warning glare before he could open his mouth.
“I said after. I have an impressionable teenager in the other room, and I’m not in the mood for any of your filthy descriptions of the act itself.”
“When have I ever shared those?” he said, reprovingly. “I don’t fuck and tell.”
“And you do a lot more talking than actual fucking,” Cynthia retorted, rather cruelly, but she wasn’t wrong. “I don’t know what you get out of pretending to be someone you’re not, and normally I don’t care. It doesn’t impact me. I’d rather stay out of it.”
“But you like Edamame,” Laurent said, softer than he meant to. It was reasonable for her to feel protective of someone their entire team had grown to care for.
Cynthia softened, too, at his tone. “I know that you like Edamame,” she said. “And I know that for some reason, you’ve never wanted him to take you seriously. If you fucked things up in Helsinki—why am I saying if, of course you did—why don’t you just tell him what it meant to you? What he means to you?”
Laurent’s thoughts turned, inevitably, to the letter—to how much of himself and his foolish, futile longing he’d revealed. Edamura’s silence had made his stance clear enough. And Laurent had already made the mistake, once before, of pushing someone he loved into a situation where he’d only considered his own selfish needs.
“How I feel doesn’t matter,” he said, setting his glass—still full, and of little interest to him anymore—back on the coffee table. “I know that none of you think I have a shred of decency left in me, and maybe that’s true. But I meant what I said when Team Confidence disbanded. We all went our separate ways, and I respect those boundaries. I have no reason anymore to go where I’m not wanted.”
“And yet you’re here,” Cynthia pointed out. “Don’t give me that pathetic look; I’m not telling you to leave.” She sighed, drained her glass, and set it down after a visible debate on whether to reach for the bottle, which still had several inviting servings left in it. “Is that really why you’re here, Laurent? To tell me a sad story and pry out advice that you won’t take?”
“Does that sound like me?”
“No.” She looked at him thoughtfully, and a little more kindly than he’d expected. “But I meant what I said about those strange walls of yours. There’s a lot about you that I didn’t understand at all until this last year.”
“And do you like me more or less as a result?” Laurent asked, not particularly sure if he wanted to hear the answer. There was a reason he’d closed himself off so thoroughly—or so he’d thought—after Dorothy. One heartbreak in his childhood—one devastating loss of a person who’d meant the world to him—was enough. Two had nearly been more than he could handle. The third had almost shattered him completely.
It was hard to remember, sometimes, why he was still bothering to get back on his feet. But he was trying.
“I think you could do with some friends,” Cynthia said. “Actual friends, not just people you move around on a chessboard and pretend you don’t care about. I’m considering whether I have any desire to count myself among them.”
“Ah,” Laurent said. He straightened the cuffs of his shirt, preparing for a graceful departure. “Well, why don’t you let me know when you decide.”
“Where are you staying?” she asked abruptly. “I noticed you left a bag in my entryway—have you booked a room yet?”
Laurent glanced at her in surprise. “No, I hadn’t decided yet how long I’d be here. There were a few things, actually, that I wanted to discuss, if you were open to a proposal. Strictly business, along lines that might appeal to you. But I think we’ve exhausted tonight’s honesty hour; I can come back tomorrow, when we’re both more sober.”
“I have a guest room,” Cynthia said. “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve stayed with me, and I liked you considerably less on all those other occasions.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, eyeing her wine-flushed cheeks and glossy, slightly unfocused gaze.
“No,” she said. “But just say yes, before I change my mind or regret it. Besides, the worst part of being a mother is having to sort out three proper meals every single day. Did you know you can’t feed a child canapés and cheese platters? It’s truly dismal. You can pay me back by making breakfast. And lunch.”
“And possibly dinner as well, at this rate,” Laurent said. “I certainly can’t cook as well as you, but I do have plenty of cash at my disposal. Tell me what Kawin likes, and we can order in.”
“One of your better plans,” Cynthia said. She stood, leaving her blanket in a crumpled pile on the couch, and patted him lightly on the head, like he was a dog she’d half-forgotten was still shedding on her expensive cushions. “Do you know—and I’ll say this, too, before I regret it—you’re not the worst company in the world, Laurent. I’m not that surprised that Edamame would lower his standards for you.”
“Thank you, I think,” he said, getting up as well so he could help her sort out their meager dishes. He touched her on the shoulder, just enough for her to look at him—to see that he was being genuine. “And for what it’s worth, Cynthia, I wouldn’t mind having you as a friend.”
***
Their business discussion went much better than the previous night’s conversation—which wasn’t particularly hard to accomplish.
Thankfully, both of them had chosen to skirt past any emotional missteps they might’ve temporarily stumbled into. By the light of day, it was easier to slip back into old habits, and to swap smiles over how quickly Kawin’s suspicion melted in the face of endless stacks of slightly-burnt pancakes. He’d actually seemed pleased to hear that Laurent would still be around when he returned home from school.
“You’re right, he does like me,” Laurent said, refusing to be deterred by Cynthia’s loud scoff and exaggerated eyeroll.
“Charming people hasn’t ever been your problem.” She was kind enough to leave out the rest—that keeping people around once the initial thrill wore off wasn’t exactly his specialty. “You said you had a proposal for me. I’ve had tea and far too much maple syrup. I’m in a good mood; let’s see how long it lasts.”
She listened intently, occasionally asking questions, and refilling her tea cup twice.
“So diplomacy didn’t stick,” she said, once Laurent had finished laying out the majority of his plan. “And here I thought we were making an honest go of things.”
“Dreams from our youth don’t always pan out; I haven’t seen you making an attempt to return to the stage.”
Cynthia dipped her chin in acknowledgement. “Touché. I have thought about it, off and on. But I’m done, for now, with people who always say one thing and mean another. Sometimes I look back at all those auditions I was busting my ass over, trying desperately to please revolting old men who...”
Her eyes glazed over a bit, and Laurent chuckled. “If there are any in particular you’d like to teach a lesson, I’m not opposed.”
“No,” she said, although she’d seemed to consider it for a few moments. “I’m done with revenge, too. I think you and I have both had quite enough of that for our lifetimes.”
“Has it made you happier?”
“I was happier before Edamame invited Coleman to celebrate our victories with us,” she said, stirring a splash of milk a little too violently into her fresh cup. “I hadn’t expected that from him; it’s amazing the lengths that boy will go to when it comes to you.”
Laurent’s smile felt sharp around the edges. “He did tell me that was his only regret—never being able to teach me a lesson.”
“I don’t think that’s what it was,” Cynthia said. “But that’s between the two of you. To answer your actual question: yes, I’m glad to have closed off that part of my life. It would’ve been better if you’d been honest with me from the start, but I’m realizing now how strangely difficult that is for you.” She sipped at her tea, then asked, “What about you?”
“What about me?”
“Was avenging Dorothy’s death as satisfying as you’d hoped?”
Laurent tucked his fingers into his pocket, grounding himself with the familiar touch of his new talisman: financially insignificant this time, but as meaningful as the gold band he’d kept close to his heart. “You’re right that revenge doesn’t solve everything, but there aren’t many ways for people like us to get closure. I think it went as well as it could.”
Cynthia made a thoughtful—or perhaps skeptical—noise.
Laurent raised his eyebrows, and she shook her head.
“No, I’m not getting deeper into this. I’m not your therapist, and I don’t want to be. But you should think about that.”
“My dubious life choices? I have, at length.”
“About finding yourself a therapist. I don’t mean that as an insult, Laurent. Kawin’s been seeing one for several months now, and it’s helped considerably.”
“His trauma is far more significant than mine,” Laurent said, the plastic figure biting a little too deeply into his fingers, as he remembered the part he’d played in that.
“Probably,” Cynthia said. “But from what I can tell, yours began at an even earlier age. I don’t think it’s our role to quantify whose lives have been worse; it’s always worth trying to make them better.”
“I have been trying,” Laurent said. He let go of the figure and wrapped both hands around his teacup instead; its contents had cooled too much to yield any comfort. “That’s part of why I brought this idea to you.”
“Am I really your best resource?” Cynthia asked, picking apart a cold pancake. Her syrup was congealing on her plate, a single raspberry smeared across the edge, leaving bright red spatters reminiscent of their blood bags. “You have the connections at this point to work your way as far up the diplomatic ladder as you want—probably into the United Nations, if you played your cards right.”
“It’s amazing, really, what you can accomplish when the newly elected president of one of the most powerful countries in the world owes you rather large favors,” Laurent said. It was also far too easy to stroke the ego and sway the opinions of a man who’d spent most of his life parroting lines in front of cameras. “I think even with that leverage, my background is a little too soiled for me to last much longer.”
“Too soiled for politics?”
“Touché,” Laurent echoed, a genuine grin pulling up the corner of his mouth. “Regardless, I don’t want the spotlight, or the drudgery of an actual job. Retirement is still my end goal.”
“But you want all those millions we stole from the world’s most corrupt people to actually make a difference.”
Laurent shrugged, letting go of his tea and leaning back in his chair. “I thought I’d try being a better person, for a change.”
Cynthia delicately wiped her fingers on her napkin and cocked her head at him, as inquisitively as the little bird who’d perched above his mother’s roses. “Are you doing this for someone specific?”
Edamura, she meant: the latest in his line of regrets.
“No,” he said, easily meeting her eyes. This, at least, was true. “I don’t suffer from any illusions on that count. Stacking up good works won’t ever balance out what I’ve done, and there are some things it’s impossible to buy.”
“Money certainly doesn’t guarantee love,” Cynthia said. She picked up her empty teacup and tilted it, looking down at whatever message the leaves had left behind.
“I’d like to be able to live with myself,” Laurent said, as simply as he could put it. “I’ve already put some of the wheels in motion, but it would be easier—more effective—with your help. If you’re interested.”
“And you came to me because Shi Ohn would never give up her hard-earned cash for something purely altruistic.”
Laurent laughed, not able to fully deny it.
“No, Cynthia, I came to you because we’ve always worked well together, and because I thought you would understand.”
“More than the soft-hearted little fool you know would go along with this plan?” Cynthia asked, arching a judgmental eyebrow at him. “I think you’re a fool, too, Laurent, but you’re right—I’m interested. As strange as it sounds, I’m tired of buying islands. Kawin’s life is here, and so is mine, at least for now.”
“Your head for that side of things is part of why I want you,” Laurent said. “Honey traps were a waste of your true talents. You’ve always been more than a pretty face and a pair of reasonably nice breasts, you know.”
“And you are occasionally someone I don’t want to slap in his absolutely insufferable face,” Cynthia replied, narrowing her eyes as if considering whether this was one of those occasions. “When you’re genuinely interested in women, do you use better lines on them, or is this something that actually works for you?”
Laurent grinned and winked at her. “With my accent and my pretty face, c’est charmant.”
“C'est répugnant,” Cynthia countered. “I will say this: while I was damn good at honey traps, I’m glad I’ll never have to rub my breasts against another slimeball like Sam Ibrahim.”
“Both you and every delightful curve of your lovely body deserve better than contact with Sam’s balls,” Laurent agreed, reflexively lifting his hands in defense when she moved a little too sharply in his direction.
“I’m not going to hit you,” she said. “Probably.”
“Reassuring,” he said, watching as she stacked her dishes with the ones Kawin had left in the sink, then put the tea kettle back on.
“So,” she began when she sat back down. “Setting up—and funneling money into—a series of international foundations to help children like Kawin and single mothers like Chris. It’s ambitious, I’ll give you that.”
“They don’t have to be mothers. Although I don’t think we’ll run thin on that category of women in need of help.”
“Women—preferably single mothers—who are either attempting to set up, or struggling to maintain, small businesses,” Cynthia said, giving him a shrewd look that made him wonder how many people Oz had shared his story with. Or perhaps this one had come through Edamura. Laurent certainly hadn’t gone into that many details while filling his team in on Liu’s backstory. “With a largely separate focus on combating human trafficking. No, I don’t think the issue will be running out of people to help.”
Her concern hardly needed to be stated; Laurent was well aware that ambitious could easily translate to are you out of your mind. “But even our funds aren’t inexhaustible.”
Cynthia steepled her fingers together, frowning in thought. “This isn’t like all our other jobs, Laurent. Building something legitimate takes time, and mountains of paperwork. We can’t settle for flimsy facades that’ll break apart the moment the ground shifts.”
“The red tape won’t be an issue,” Laurent said, retrieving the kettle, which had begun to whistle. He scooped fresh leaves into the teapot and poured hot water over it. Steam billowed out—a rush of harmless damp heat, scented with vanilla and caramel.
“Thanks to your connections,” Cynthia filled in, turning to watch him.
“There are advantages, as I’ve said, to befriending those in high places.”
“Or blackmailing.”
Laurent brought the teapot to the table, retrieving a well-stocked bowl of fruit on the way. “Call it what you want. The important part is that I have those pieces entirely under control. I’ve already spoken with a number of consular officers on the trafficking front, and Oz has laid plenty of groundwork in rehousing children over the years. Not everything has to be built from the ground up; we can link into existing systems.”
“And steer them in the directions we choose,” Cynthia said. “Okay, Laurent.”
“Okay?” Laurent asked, deftly peeling an orange, the air filling now with a sharp burst of citrus.
“I’m on board, like you knew I would be. We’ll have to start small—investing wisely, and making sure the first two or three locations are self-sustaining, before we expand.”
“I was thinking Brussels, to begin with,” Laurent said. “London, to make it easier for you.”
“And Tokyo?”
He dug his thumbnail into the pith, scraping away the fibrous strings from one segment, then another, lining them up neatly on his plate. “If Oz is willing. We’ve only discussed it in passing.”
“He’ll be angry you’re leaving him out again,” Cynthia said, not needing to clarify who she meant.
“Isn’t that exactly what he’s asked me to do?”
Laurent slid an orange segment into his mouth, bursting it with a sharp snap of his teeth; it was out of season, and slightly bitter.
Cynthia sighed, and let it go.
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c’est charmant: it's charming
c'est répugnant: it's disgusting
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Chapter Text

“When I invited you to stay, I didn’t expect you to move in,” Cynthia said, flicking Laurent on the forehead. “Get your filthy shoes off my couch.”
Laurent lifted the magazine he’d tented over his face, too lazy to turn off the overhead light. “That’s how you greet me after I spent all day babysitting?”
“He’s a teenager. You’ll lose the ‘fun uncle’ status if he ever hears you talking about him like that.”
“Tutoring, then,” Laurent said. He obligingly kicked his shoes off, hearing them thump against the floor.
Cynthia frowned at his socks but didn’t say anything, probably deciding that they were better than the knobby-toed bare feet she’d also complained about on multiple occasions. It was clear enough that they weren’t cut out to be long term roommates, although things had frankly been going significantly better than Laurent could’ve expected. It was...nice, spending time with people without a specific agenda driving each interaction.
Their business plans were progressing smoothly, and at a much faster rate than Cynthia had believed possible. Laurent hadn’t been exaggerating about his connections; befriending people in power and knowing exactly how to manipulate them were two of his biggest strengths. He had to admit, though, that he’d begun to look forward to days like this, where he left the nitpicky details up to Cynthia and spent the afternoon raiding her fridge and helping Kawin prepare for his GCSEs.
Kawin wasn’t quite as eager to learn as Laurent had been as a child—an unfair comparison, considering everything—but he was smart and hardworking. Any issues he had with his coursework were less about his actual capability and more, Laurent suspected, a lingering effect of his trauma. He wasn’t sure whether it was something to bring up with Cynthia, or if Kawin had already gone over it exhaustively in his twice-a-week therapy sessions.
Probably not, on both counts. Laurent was only temporarily playing at family—it wasn’t his place to get involved. But he’d always been good at reading people, and Kawin didn’t hide his insecurities as well as he thought.
Cynthia had initially chosen him, in part, because he was outspoken and honest. Older children were much less desirable in traditional adoption routes, and Kawin had stood out to her as someone strong, and brave, and well worth getting to know. When he’d gradually stopped expressing his fears verbally, Cynthia had been relieved: he was finally adjusting to a life where he was safe and loved.
Laurent had sipped his wine and wondered how much she really understood about how deeply childhood scars ran.
Not talking about something didn’t mean it had gone away or healed over—Laurent knew that as well as anyone. He also knew that failing at coursework would never make Cynthia give up her child—sending him back, like an impulse order that hadn’t lived up to expectations. The problem was that Kawin didn’t seem to have fully internalized that message. A bad mark on one assignment would make him spiral, the stress of needing to do better working against him, until he was doing all the work of pulling himself down.
Laurent was familiar with that process, too.
Cynthia set a bottle of wine on the coffee table and pushed Laurent’s legs off the couch so she could sit.
“Cheese for dinner?” he asked, stabbing a toothpick neatly along the charcuterie board she must’ve picked up while she was out. “I thought you’d decided this didn’t qualify as a balanced meal.”
“Kawin asked if he could stay with Thomas tonight,” Cynthia said. “Apparently your tutoring ran long. They were supposed to be spending the entire afternoon together, and he was worried showing up late meant they wouldn’t have enough time to work on his painting.”
“He still has trouble with maths,” Laurent said. “It took three hours just to finish out this week’s assignments. I don’t think he’ll be doing any of that for his A-levels.”
“He wants to specialize in art,” Cynthia said, with a sigh and a sidelong look that finished out the rest of that statement for her.
Laurent chuckled.
“Don’t,” she warned. “I don’t know who cursed me to always get attached to artists, but I don’t need your bullshit on top of that.”
“It’s nice that he’s found something he loves,” Laurent said, resuming his cheese-and-meat collection process after Cynthia snagged his carefully assembled stack out of his hand.
She dropped the empty skewer on the table and picked up her wine. “I never tell him that it drives me a little bit crazy. He’s passionate about it, and it gives him a reason to spend a lot of time with Thomas.”
“Which you like?”
“It’s good for them both.” She used her free hand to tug her hair loose from its elastic tie, shaking her head a little to send it cascading over her shoulders.
She looked beautiful—which was always true—and a little bit tired.
“What?” she asked, catching him looking at her.
It would’ve provided a perfect opening to casually hit on her, one of his usual methods of deflecting attention or heading off any attempt at honest conversation, but he’d been falling out of the habit lately.
“I was just wondering...” If you were lonely. If you miss the people you used to love, as much as I do. “If it’s been making you reconsider things.”
“You mean my relationship with Thomas?” She made an irritated noise and sat back in the cushions, taking her glass with her. “You sound like Edamame.”
Laurent moved to the edge of the couch so he could pour himself a generous dose. “I’m not a wide-eyed idealist. I know you can’t always put things back together once they’ve been broken, and maybe you’re not even interested in trying. But you can’t deny that Thomas is an important part of your life.”
Cynthia sank her fingers into her hair, lifting the deep red strands and letting them fall back into place, like the repetitive motion was helping her sort out her thoughts. “Kawin loves him.”
“And you did, once.” Laurent analyzed her expression, trying to pick out what she wasn’t saying. “Did you ever stop?”
“No,” Cynthia said. “But love can change over time, without ever fully going away. You shouldn’t have to ask; you already know what that’s like. That’s where you and Edamame are different.”
“What do you mean?” Laurent asked, nearly knocking the fragile stem of his glass against the edge of the table.
Fortunately, Cynthia was staring into the depths of her wine, frowning a little, not paying attention to him. “It was kind of cute how passionate he was about trying to get the two of us back together. He really is a virgin.” She let out a soft laugh and glanced at Laurent. “Well, you know what I mean. He just didn’t seem to understand that your first love might not be your last.”
That’s how romances worked in storybooks. A prince fought a dragon, climbed a tower, fell in love, and lived happily ever after.
Or maybe a pretty girl met a wizard, gave birth to a beautiful bright-eyed son, and wasted away in a hospital bed, still loving—still waiting for—the man who had chosen money and someone else’s vengeance over a peaceful life with his family.
She never stopped saying that she believed in you, Edamura had spat at his father. His mother’s feelings had never wavered, not once, up until the very moment of her death.
That’s what love meant to Edamura. Falling in love was supposed to be a whole-hearted tumble into the depths, a permanent relocation of your life and priorities—not something you clambered back out of and abandoned once you were tired of it.
Laurent couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to be loved by someone like that.
It was a distant, untouchable dream. A fairy tale that he’d never be a part of.
He drank his wine, and smiled at Cynthia, and asked, “Were you angry with me, then, for bringing Thomas back into your life?”
“I’m always angry with you,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Meddling in other people’s affairs without bothering to ask them makes you an asshole and a know-it-all, and it’s why no one likes you.”
“Don’t hold back on my account,” he said mildly. “If I had told you the plan from the beginning—confronting Coleman and seeing Thomas again—would you have gone along with it?”
“I don’t know,” Cynthia said. “I’m glad we took that bastard down, and that Thomas and I can be friends again—and yes, maybe that never would’ve happened if you’d given me the choice up front. I might’ve walked away and spent the rest of my life regretting it. But it wasn’t your call to make. Don’t you see that, Laurent?”
Asking people gave them a chance to say no. Laurent had always been good at side-stepping rejection.
He’d also become an expert, at a very early age, in turning conversations down paths he preferred. “Do you think things would’ve turned out differently if Coleman had never been in the picture?”
Cynthia shook her head. “Isn’t that a pointless question? None of us can go back and change what’s already happened. We’re the people we are now because of the decisions we made. Maybe without that saggy sack of shit ruining things, Thomas and I would be happily married, eating beans and scraping our way from paycheck to paycheck. Or maybe we would’ve broken up anyway, without being able to blame anyone else for it.”
“That’s how relationships are, isn’t it,” Laurent said. “There’s no magic spell involved; you just stay together until you don’t. Until you’re tired of each other, and ready to move on to something else.”
Cynthia cocked her head at him, her eyes narrowing slightly, as though she could pick out the echo from his past. “I’m not quite that cynical, and I don’t think you are, either. Starry-eyed, all-consuming love is wonderful while it lasts. But it might not have been enough to pull us through years of poverty. That doesn’t mean what we had together was a failure, or that I regret a single minute of it.”
Relationships weren’t that easy to tie down into rigidly defined categories. Cynthia was right about the heedless passage of time: she and Thomas had spent too many years growing apart. They weren’t the same people who’d initially fallen in love. If they wanted to dive back into those waters, they’d have to start all over again, both believing that the breathless plunge was worthwhile, that they could still make their jagged edges fit together.
Maybe it was really okay to just...let go. To let your past be your past, and to decide that the grieving you’ve done on its account has been more than enough.
Laurent was learning, little by little, how to build a future that wasn’t strangled by guilt, or chained to ghosts that only he could see.
I’m sorry, he told them again, but this time he was addressing himself, too. An apology, long overdue, for the years he’d spent locked in a frozen wasteland of his own making—all because he’d never known how to say goodbye.
The ground was unsteady now, shivering beneath his feet. It only took a few steps to reach the shore; behind him, he could hear the sharp crack of lines skating across the surface, threatening to break through, to reveal everything he’d kept trapped under glitteringly impenetrable layers.
He reached for the usual fear. It didn’t come. The ghosts lurking in the still waters slumbered on, their peace undisturbed by the turmoil that had never truly involved them.
Winter might be creeping over the horizon, but for the first time in decades, Laurent could feel the ice around his heart beginning to slowly, painfully, melt away.
***
Sightseeing had no real point to it when you already knew a place too well. London wasn’t a second home, exactly—you’d need something to qualify as the first for that to be true—but Laurent had spent significant time there over the years, and was familiar with nearly every corner of it. All the bits that mattered to him, anyway.
He still made a habit of visiting some of his favorites haunts—including Hampstead Head, which had been overtaken now by a warm rush of autumnal colors.
The air was crisp and a little sharp in his lungs; he breathed in as deeply as he could, attempting to tune out the world around him so he could focus on his wood-lined oasis: just distant enough from the city center to make a difference.
Escaping from other people was easier here than in the heart of London, but Laurent wasn’t the only one looking for a change in scenery. While the streets around the Heath felt more subdued than the roiling mass of humanity he’d left behind in Trafalgar Square, it was never possible to be entirely alone in a place like this. Not that Laurent had ever wanted that.
There was a line outside of the Keats house—a group of American students chatting eagerly to each other as they waited for it to open. A handful of the boys were leaning against the slatted wooden fence that separated the sidewalk from the estate’s pristine landscaping. Some were flirting shamelessly with the girls in their group; others were turned the other direction, looking as though they were a handful of seconds from hopping over the boards, ready to show off their bravado and run wild through forbidden spaces.
Ah, youth, Laurent thought, moving past them, onto the leaf-strewn trail that would lead him up to Parliament Hill. Everything felt so urgent at that age—every moment an adventure in the making, each flash of romance burning out as quickly as it’d flared up. You were desperate, when you were young, to believe that days like this would last forever. That you were the first daring soul to be laughingly kicked out of a landmark, or that the girl you’d convinced to tumble into love with you—or simply into your bed—would always be there the next morning.
The seasons wheeled on, one after the other, and both love and fame, as Keats had written, eventually sank into the same shared pool of nothingness. His bright star, like Dorothy’s, had burned out too early, but the world had kept going without either of them.
Who’d grieved for the poet? Laurent mused, as his boots crunched through a thick carpet of sunset-orange leaves. Millions remembered him now, clinging to sonnets they’d recited in school, but Laurent hadn’t ever bothered to look deeper. Perhaps that was part of the collection the students would be viewing soon, when the gate swung wide to permit their entrance. There’d be scraps of unfinished works, along with journals—maybe even letters exchanged with lovers who’d been shattered by his passing.
Who, Laurent wondered, would ever miss him when he was gone?
***
The incline to the hilltop was gradual, but Laurent could feel his calf muscles stretching to make up for weeks of a too-sedentary lifestyle. He should take a page out of Abbie’s book after this: fly to Oahu or Tahiti next, or take that long-planned trip to Jeffreys Bay, off the Eastern Cape of South Africa. Maybe she’d even be interested in coming with him. He and Abbie had little in common, but he’d always understood the thrill-seeking side of her. When you were riding a wave, climbing a dangerously sheer cliff face, diving out of a plane, or swimming with sharks, there was no room for self-reflection and the sorrow that often accompanied it.
Although he hid it well, Laurent sank into those seas too easily—particularly whenever he’d been drifting on his own for a while, without any solid plans to keep him afloat. Abbie was different. Strong, independent, fiercely dedicated to being herself at all costs, and fuck anyone who tried to get too close. There was still a vulnerability, though, that he’d exploited and that Edamura had...
He sighed, and thumbed absently at the figure in his pocket. Did Edamura realize how much he’d changed them all?
Abbie would never stop chasing those adrenaline rushes, but her driving motivation had been different since Singapore—since Edamura had saved her life, on more than one level. She looked at him, now, a little like Laurent did. And since Singapore—since London, and Paris—Edamura had started looking back, too.
Laurent’s breathing was a little ragged—not from the climb, but he mentally moved up his plans, anyway. He could do with some sun soaking into his skin, and salt-thick waves battering the melancholy out of him.
He’d been making progress lately. Each day was better than the last, and his actions had concrete rewards now that weren’t centered around the soulless accumulation of money. But each step forward still took effort, and sometimes—even with friends, and the pseudo-family that he was fumbling his way into rebuilding—the slog still felt almost unbearably lonely.
Couples were scattered across the benches that overlooked the city skyline; in a section bordered by golden-leaved beeches, an artist had set up an easel. Hoping to capture the heaped drifts of foliage before their coppery tones turned dull and brown, their brittle shapes crumbling back to nourish the soil they’d grown from.
A skilled painter couldn’t stop the leaves from falling, but he could fix this moment in time, as other artists had done in centuries past.
Laurent wondered if Thomas had taken Kawin to the National Gallery, or the Tate, or if they’d ever made their way up this hill, to paint the same landscape side by side. He drew his phone out of his pocket, intending to snap some pictures to sway them—leaves as red as Cynthia’s hair, and a squirrel swinging its bushy tail as it judged the distance to a thinner, higher branch far out of any human’s reach.
There was a message waiting for him. He hadn’t felt it buzz; it’d been sitting, unread, for twenty minutes.
A single line, from a number he’d nearly given up on hearing from again.

>> Cynthia says you’re in London.

No context; not the slightest bit of reference to their previous conversation. Edamura wanted to pretend, then, that it had never happened. Laurent could work with that.
He took a couple pictures—of the flame-colored trees, of the city in the distance—and sent them back as evidence.

<< Guilty as charged. Are you planning to visit?

Too much, Laurent thought, as the minutes wore on without a reply. His longing was still too palpable, no matter how much he tried to restrain it.
The response finally came as he was leaving the Heath, having circled past the bathing ponds on his way to the art gallery and café at the northern tip. It’d be crowded with tourists at this time of year, but if he could find a spot on the garden terrace, he’d be able to sit for a bit, enjoying a drink and a bite of food—and people-watching, frankly, which had always been one of his favorite activities.
How much longer will you be there? Edamura asked. Clipped, still, and not inviting a friendlier exchange.
Maybe he did want to visit, but only after Laurent had left.
I have a little business left at the embassy, Laurent wrote, after collecting his cappuccino and a steaming bowl of vegetable soup—perfect for the light chill in the air. But that should wrap up this week. Don’t worry, Edamame, Tokyo isn’t my next destination; you and your furniture remain safe from any disruptions.
I never said I was that opposed to redecorating, Edamura responded, sounding a little sharp even through texts. You always put words into other people’s mouths, Laurent. You think everyone sees the world exactly the way you do.
Laurent’s fingers curled around his spoon. That wasn’t true, but he hardly cared about refuting it. What mattered more was seeing his name like that again—knowing that Edamura was probably muttering it aloud as he typed. The mere thought of it warmed him more than any bowl of soup ever could.
Anyway, Edamura continued, I was asking because I wanted to mail you something. Being at Cynthia’s makes it easier, but you can give me the address of wherever you’re going next. If you want.
Laurent wanted a lot of things. Being included in Edamura’s current round of souvenirs wasn’t the one he’d been waiting for, but it was better than many of the alternatives.
Cynthia had used her reindeer glasses early in Laurent’s stay—only once. She’d put the gift away after that, never mentioning it again. Laurent didn’t know what emotions had been betrayed by his expression, or the tone of his voice. It was better, then, to be doing this entirely through text.
Cynthia’s been itching to get rid of me, but I’ll tell her to blame you, for once, he wrote. My next destination isn’t entirely fixed yet, so it’ll be simpler to reach me here.
She said you’ve been there for a while, Edamura replied, kindly not sharing whether that’d been accompanied by complaints about Laurent’s extended presence. If I’d known that, I would’ve mailed this earlier. You could’ve told me.
You could’ve asked, Laurent shot back, knowing exactly how that would’ve come out if he’d been forced to say it aloud. It was a two-way street, and he hadn’t been the one to set up the barricades. He’d simply gotten tired of shoving his way past them, scraping himself raw in the process.
I’m not used to needing to, Edamura pointed out. Usually you just show up wherever you’re least wanted.
Laurent set his phone down and dipped his spoon into his cooling soup. It was hard to swallow when it felt like a band had suddenly cinched tight around his chest, but he managed it, just as he always had.
***
He stayed another week, anyway. With their London branch solidly underway and Oz working his magic in Tokyo, Laurent only needed to pull a few more levers to finish things back in Brussels. The appropriate palms had already been greased, fragile egos massaged into compliance: mostly from a distance, with some quick train rides thrown into the mix. It was time for him to move on now, to kick off the last leg of this journey, but he could wait a little bit longer.
The package, when it arrived, was a small, unassuming white box with Laurent Thierry written in a familiar, neat print.
“Nothing for you?” he asked when Cynthia dropped it into his lap. “First bringing Coleman back, and now this; maybe I’m not the only one he’s been angry with.”
“For someone so clever about people, you really can be an absolute dick,” she said. “At least now I know why you’ve suddenly started moping around again. Do you need moral support while you open this?”
Laurent hefted it, testing its weight. Not particularly heavy, with no rattling or other telltale noises. He had no idea what, this time, would’ve caught Edamura’s attention and made him think: Yes. This looks like Laurent.
After all that waiting, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
“You have a date tonight, don’t you? Preparing for that takes precedence.” He cast a critical eye over her, from head to toe. Gorgeous, as usual, but that was precisely the point: she didn’t seem to have put in any extra effort. “You are out of practice, aren’t you. Maybe you’re the one who needs my help.”
Cynthia flicked him on the forehead, a little too hard. He winced when her nail caught him. “It’s a first date, asshole, and I’m not sure yet how much I like him. I’m trying to get to know him better, not convince him to sleep with me.”
“Sex is the easy part,” Laurent said. “You should still wear nicer shoes. And I saw that wonderfully sultry dress you bought last week, after agreeing to the date. There’s no harm in letting him know you’re interested.”
“You’re right, men are idiots when it comes to romance,” she said, giving him a far too meaningful look before kicking off her ballet flats and returning to her bedroom to try again.
Laurent let the box sit overnight.
A foolish attempt at avoidance: all it meant was that when he rolled over in the morning, yawning and blearily attempting to extricate himself from the sheets that had tangled low on his hips—thanks to restless movements during uneasy sleep—Edamura’s handwriting was the first thing he saw.
He felt, stupidly, like he should get dressed first, as though a flimsy shirt or a pair of pants would provide some sort of armor against whatever it contained.
It was probably just a tacky paperweight. A silver ash tray that he wouldn’t use, or a set of beer glasses, carefully wrapped so they wouldn’t clink against one another. The gift wouldn’t be anything earth-shattering or deeply personalized; Laurent knew that full well. Maybe that was the real reason he was putting it off.
There was nothing else for it; he sat up, just enough to retrieve the box and pick at the edge of the tape with his thumbnail. The air in the guest room was cool against his bare skin; he shivered and glanced toward his curtained window, wondering how much the temperature had dipped overnight. It’d be weeks, still, before London got its first dusting of snow, but the days were shorter now, the year finally drawing to a close.
He peeled the tape free and crumpled it into a sticky ball, tossing it to the side, where he’d need to retrieve it later. He was more careful with the mailing label itself, pulling it out of the plastic sleeve and setting it on the nightstand—still hazy enough with sleep to be a little bit romantic, and wanting to keep the evidence of Edamura’s hand shaping his name. Looking at the rest of the customs form felt like a cheat, somehow; he didn’t want to know yet what Edamura had written there. He’d rather see the gift with his own eyes first, to decide what it—
A book toppled out of the box, spine first, jabbing its sharp corner into a tender part of his inner thigh. Laurent yelped, too loudly for the early hour, and sank back down in the bed in case he’d awakened anyone else in the household.
By the time his heartbeat leveled out, the pain had subsided, too. He rubbed at the spot a little longer—gingerly, wondering how quickly it would bruise—and picked up the book, flipping it over to see what had caused the damage.
Istanbul, the cover read. A guidebook.
Well. That hadn’t been anywhere on his list of possibilities.
As a destination on Edamura’s tour, it made sense; Laurent had met a number of people over the years, spread across different continents, who swore by Turkish coffee, some to the extent that they refused to drink it if it’d been brewed in anything but a copper cezve. He wondered if Edamura had ever talked about it with Clark—if he’d tried qahwa in Dubai yet, and where his opinions would land.
Laurent had to admit that his palate hadn’t always been refined enough to tell the difference. He liked coffee, in most of its forms, and certainly had his preferences on quality, but he’d never invested much thought beyond that. Not until he’d met Edamura and saw how meticulously he made every cup, like an artisan crafting something unique with each serving. He’d never known it was possible to pour that much passion into a beverage.
Any knowledge Laurent had gathered since then had always been filed away in a corner of his brain that he hadn’t intentionally devoted to Edamura. He’d be interested in this, Laurent had thought once, then twice, then too many times to count, although he’d rarely had an opportunity to dip back into that well of information to share what he’d found.
Laurent had always been good at pulling information out of people. He’d lounged in bed, lazily eating from a bowl full of dates and drinking what Clark poured out of the richly ornamented silver dallah, and asked a series of appallingly ignorant questions about the differences between Arabic and Turkish coffee, until he’d gathered all the details he thought Edamura might like to hear.
Without the surrounding context that’d put him in that bed to begin with, of course, or the knowing look Clark had given him at the end of it all, once he’d realized that any mention of Makoto sparked an entirely different level of enthusiasm.
Passion. Edamura had it in spades. For coffee, for life, for everything he did and everyone he encountered. Laurent had known, early on, that what he wanted was for Edamura to touch him with those deft, capable hands—to show him the same level of attention he gave to a cup full of roasted beans and boiling water.
It didn’t seem like a difficult ask. If it’d been anyone else, Laurent wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment before attempting to bed him.
But Edamura was...
He sighed, and traced over the glossy letters on the book cover, wondering how many times he could say special before it lost its meaning.
So Edamura was going to Turkey next—or perhaps he’d already been. It seemed unlikely that he’d give Laurent such a clear map of his upcoming itinerary; Laurent wasn’t senseless enough to hope that this gift might come with a plane ticket attached.
He riffled the slick pages, idly noting that the interior seemed to be clean and unmarked. Why would Edamura mail him something like this, unless he—
The cover wasn’t lying entirely flat; there was something stuck inside the front pages. An envelope, unsealed and unlabeled, with several closely written sheets of paper inside. Too long to be a simple fuck you and your unwanted feelings.
Laurent carefully unfolded the first page, and started reading.
***

I don’t understand you, Laurent.


I used to think I had you all figured out, from that smug grin of yours to the pink shirt that screamed rich white tourist looking to be scammed. You were obnoxious and gullible and way too handsy. I was right about some of that. But I was the gullible one.


You used the fact that I trusted Kudo. I went to jail—the first time—because of him, and I still trusted him again once I got out. That makes me stupid, doesn’t it? I guess you pegged that about me, right from the start.


You didn’t want to be a con man? Neither did I. The difference is that I’ve been trying. I’m still trying. Maybe it’s time you stop feeling sorry for yourself and do something about it.


Yes, I’m angry with you, Laurent. We both know that I have a right to be. But I can’t blame you for everything that’s gone wrong in my life. I made bad decisions, too. When I met you, I was cocky and full of myself and still pissed off at the world for taking my mom away.


How is it that someone that good and kind, who always saw the best in everyone, could get sick and die while people like my dad still walked around, hurting people? How could he have a career again after the shit he did, while my entire life got ruined by one mistake? I didn’t scam anyone. All I did was put my faith in the wrong people.


No one was willing to touch me after that. My jail time, plus the association with my dad...it was like they were afraid my filth would rub off on them. They’d barely even look at me.


So I made them look. If they were going to treat me like a criminal, then I’d be the best goddamn scam artist anyone had ever seen.


And you’re right. I was good at it.


I kind of wish I’d known you when you weren’t. When you were still fumbling cons. Maybe I would’ve liked you better.


You know the thing that pisses me off the most about your letter, Laurent? It’s that you hid it from me, like everything else since that first time you tricked me. You’ve always lied to me, from that very first day and all the way up through our time in Helsinki—shifting pieces around on your little board until I do what you want. I don’t know how I’m ever supposed to trust you.


I wrote you a letter first. Do you remember that? I asked you to forget me. I told you that I was sorry. And I meant it. That wasn’t an easy choice, Laurent. When I left you, after Los Angeles, I wanted you to wait for me. I was glad that you did—that someone out there still saw who I was and what I could be, and wasn’t afraid touching me would ruin them.


Prison changed me, like I told you. There’s not a lot you can do when you’re behind bars, other than think about how you got there, and how you can keep yourself from ever going back.


I made a difficult decision when I got out because I thought I still had control over my own life. That’s a laugh. You never wrote back to me, because you were never going to listen to anything I had to say.


Fool me once...fool me twice. That’s how it goes, isn’t it?


And I liked it. That’s probably the worst part. I was glad you kept dragging me into your stupid schemes.


You know what my biggest fear is? Turning into my dad. I’m too much like him. I know I am; I used to want to be.


I’m worried that the only thing I got from my mom was her name. Or maybe I just inherited the worst qualities from both my parents.


She was sick—she was dying—and I was a shitty, useless son who was letting her down just like my dad did. I loved my mom. She’s probably the best person I’ll ever know, but she had one big flaw that she tried her hardest to pass down to me. She always trusted the wrong people.


In those last days, all she ever wanted to talk about was forgiveness. My dad destroyed our lives and abandoned us, and she loved him anyway.


She loved him, Laurent. He hurt her, and she didn’t care. If he’d ever walked back through that door, she would’ve forgiven him. Just like that. A man who’d never deserved a single drop of the devotion she kept pouring out, until it’d completely drained her.


If that’s what love is, I don’t want it.


I’m not going to tell you to forget me. It never matters to you what I say, anyway. But I thought at least one of us should be honest.


Don’t take this book as an invitation—I’m not asking you to join me. If you show up in Istanbul two weeks from now, I’ll know this is another letter you didn’t actually bother to read. But if you did get this far...I meant what I said in Sydney. It was nice to have the company, from a distance.


I don’t always agree with you, Laurent. I’d still like to hear what you have to say.


- Edamura

Laurent had been wrong, after all; it was exactly the response he’d expected, just put into significantly more words than the six it would’ve taken to convey the same meaning.
He refolded the scattered pages, making sure to crease them along their original lines, and slid them back into the envelope, which he placed carefully on the nightstand. Reading it again didn’t seem like an activity he’d ever want to repeat, but he’d keep the letter anyway. Of course he would; he’d carry every last detail of it with him, even without the physical copy at hand. It was the way his mind—and heart—had always worked.
London’s sunlight, on a day this close to winter, was dull and grey. Nothing worth getting out of bed for, and barely strong enough to penetrate the curtains he hadn’t yet pulled back from the window.
He burrowed under the covers, wrapping them around him like they could keep the chill from sinking into his bones, and let the rest of the day slip away—not responding to the first light rap on his door, then the second, asking if he was awake—if he was okay.
He wasn’t.
***
Laurent wrote his response on the train back to Brussels. He scrawled the requested notes into the margins, first, turning sideways in his seat to watch the landscape rushing by, and propping the book against the leg that was still smarting from its earlier injury. A bruise had formed, as he’d anticipated, but it was already healing.
He left the pages at the back of the book blank this time, not knowing how much space he’d need until he began. Maybe Edamura didn’t actually want a letter in return; maybe it would be smarter for Laurent to take the hint and close off whatever vulnerable parts of him were still left intact.
When it came to his heart, Laurent had never been known for making wise decisions.
He folded down the seatback table, hearing the steady clack of laptop keys around him as other commuters used the quiet hours to get ahead in their work, and smoothed out the first sheet of paper.

Are you trying to make an honest man of me, Edamame? I wouldn’t mind being a tour guide, although I don’t think it pays particularly well. Not that we need, at this point, careers built around lucrative incomes.


I don’t have that much to say about Istanbul. I’ve filled in what I can, and marked areas where I’d like to hear what you’ve found, if you’re willing to tell me.


I did read your letter. I read the first one, too; I could recite it, word for word, if you needed.


I’ve always listened to you, Edamame. I heard what I don’t think you wanted me to:


 “I think that kind of life is what happiness is.” 


You never said that you were happy.


What you’re doing now proves that I was right, I think: you weren’t made to toil away as a salesman, or a sushi chef, or a mechanic, or any of those other boring, tedious jobs that would’ve wasted your imagination.


You love traveling, don’t you? You live for new experiences, for meeting people from different places and learning everything you can about worlds beyond your own. I know what that’s like. I know you. That’s why it was so easy to steer you toward the Scarlet Company. I dropped a few hints and pointed you in the right direction; you ran the rest of the way on your own.


And you were happy, weren’t you, genuinely this time, until you found out that there’s always more to people—and their supposedly reputable businesses—than what you see on the surface.


I won’t try to convince you that my motives were selfless. We both know the truth on that count. But here’s some honesty from me, since you asked for that.


I don’t regret it.


Not LA, anyway, or Singapore, or anything up until our last con. I did make mistakes there. I was sloppy, and not always thinking rationally, and I dragged you into situations that you might never forgive me for. I can’t fault you for that.


I listened to you then, too, when you told me exactly what you’ve always thought of me. A narcissistic piece of shit who disgusts you.


Everything you said to me was true. I’m not a good person, Edamame. I never have been. I think of myself first, and a very small group of people that I care about. If there’s incidental damage, can that really be helped? We can’t fix the entire world. We’d go crazy if we tried.


That’s what I always thought.


You told me once that I changed your life—kept you from stagnating, and gave you a fresh start. You changed me, too.


Don’t worry—this letter isn’t some last-ditch attempt to defend myself or to convince you that you have the wrong idea about me. You don’t. You probably know me as well as I know you. And I can acknowledge when I’ve been bested—just as you wanted.


You are missing some information about your dad, though. I’m risking both of you being angry with me now, but fair is fair: he shared far more of my story with you than he needed to. And I do think you need to hear this.


Oz loved your mother as much as she loved him. He talked about her—and about you—almost from the moment we met. Miki and Makoto, the two most important people in his life, whom he missed every single day.


I know that’s another way I lied to you; I knew who you were when I stepped into your wallet-swapping scam. Although here’s another truth: nothing he’d told me could’ve ever prepared me for what it was like to see you in person for the first time.


That’s beside the point.


Oz loved both of you. He still loves both of you. That’s not going to change, even if you choose never to speak to him again.


Here’s the part I know you don’t want to accept, that might make you set down this letter and cut both of us out of your life.


He never lied to your mother.


She knew who he was and what he did. He was her Wizard, just like he was ours. She loved him because of that, Edamame, not in spite of it.


I don’t know why they decided not to tell you. To protect you, I think. It’s the same flawed logic I’ve used with you, and I know exactly how well that’s worked out.


You don’t believe Oz deserves your mother’s forgiveness, or yours. I understand that. Maybe you’re right. But you should have the full picture before you make up your mind.


None of this was supposed to have happened. Without my presence—my interference—you never would’ve lost your father. Miki wouldn’t have spent years grieving the absence of the husband who’d opened up the world and all its magic to her.


I threw a wrench into everything because I was scared of losing the person I loved—because I thought if I chose our path for her, and tied her to a life she didn’t want, I could keep her safe.


I was wrong.


Your father probably still has the letter I wrote to him while he was in prison. I begged him, Edamame. I took him from you, because I needed him to help me wash away my own guilt.


Don’t blame him for what happened. It was my fault, not his.


You, at least, still have a chance to fix things.


I’m going to D.C. for a few months after this; I’ll enclose the address, if you’d like me to play tour guide again.

Au revoir,

Laurent















Chapter 10: WASHINGTON, D.C.
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

Winter in Washington was bitterly cold. Laurent had spent most of the afternoon—as with many other days thus far—on Capitol Hill, plying congressmen and senators with top-shelf alcohol and his very best impression of a slimy politician.
He’d come away with a half dozen handshakes and an assortment of gentlemen’s agreements that he wasn’t stupid enough to take at face value, but it was a start.
Messages pinged back from Oz and Cynthia, acknowledging his updates. If they could wedge a few lines about targeted foreign aid into the thousand-page, trillion-dollar deal currently making its way to the House, they could favorably adjust their projections for the new year—and hire the staff they needed in order to sift through, and act on, the proposals that were already flooding in.
After that, the three of them would need to push harder on the big-ticket investors who’d keep them afloat.
Philanthropy. Love of mankind. Not how Laurent had ever expected to invest his time or money...but then again, perhaps his childhood self would’ve approved.
He peeled his leather gloves off, blowing on his chilled fingers so his phone’s screen would recognize their frostbitten texture as human skin, and stamped his ice-caked boots before entering the lobby of his building. Eight centimeters of snow since he’d left that morning; not enough to slow down traffic, but it had been unpleasant to trudge through.
Thicker slacks would be a worthwhile purchase—his current pair was soaked through at the hems—and possibly new boots that were a little less flashy and more practical. He added both to a growing mental list and grimaced as he stepped from snow-damp carpet to polished tiles. The tread on his soles was effective enough to keep him from sliding across the floor like a drunken penguin, but that might not have been the case if he’d imbibed half the alcohol he’d been pouring into his companions’ glasses.
A bath was in order, he decided. As hot as he could stand it, with some sort of foamy bubbles and a tray of desserts. He’d stashed a box of chocolate-covered strawberries in his fridge two days prior, forgetting about them until now; they’d probably be edible, still, and he’d more than earned them.
Lost in thought, and imagining how much better his mouth would taste once he washed out all the political bullshit, he didn’t hear his name at first.
“I’m so sorry,” he apologized smoothly, spinning back around—a little dangerously, considering the slick flooring—and making his way to the desk near the entrance, where the concierge had been attempting to flag him down.
“This came for you, Mr. Thierry,” he said, holding up a slim white box.
“There’s no need for formalities, Colin,” Laurent reminded him, with a gracious smile and two crisply folded bills. Tipping generously was, he’d discovered some years ago, the fastest way to cut through any American’s built-in suspicion of foreigners. “I’ve told you to just call me Laurent.”
Colin flushed, from the tips of his ginger hair to the freckles spattered liberally across his cheeks, and curled his fingers away from Laurent’s in embarrassment as they made the money-and-package exchange. “Laurent,” he breathed, peeking up through his lashes in a clear invitation.
Then again, it wouldn’t have been so difficult to win over this particular American.
A bath, a decadent array of confections, and an extremely willing partner in his bed. There were many stretches of his life where Laurent would’ve considered that a combination too tempting to pass up.
“Thank you, Colin; I hope you have a good night,” he said, saluting him lightly with the box and returning to the elevators.
His toes thawed out first, stinging a little in the glittery, pomegranate-scented water. Laurent sank down until the bubbles caressed his chin and crept gently up the back of his neck, soaking into his hair.
It was getting longer than he liked; he’d been too busy, lately, to make an appointment for his usual trim. He should ask Colin for the name of a good barber, he thought, sighing in contentment as he closed his mouth around his first strawberry, neatly pulling away the stem once his teeth had crunched through the rest of it. Not perfectly ripe, but its sweetness balanced nicely with the thin layer of rich, dark chocolate. Even if it did taste like it’d been stored in the fridge slightly too long.
He shifted a bit, the water sloshing from side to side, as he adjusted his limbs to fit better into a tub that hadn’t been constructed for a man of his height. Next time he’d look for a room with whirlpool jets.
Still, it was effective enough for now; he could feel all his muscles relaxing, one by one, and even the tip of his wind-chilled nose finally tingling back to life.
A thicker scarf that he could wrap around his face: another item for his list.
His eyelashes fluttered heavily, but he pushed himself a little more upright to discourage the relaxation from spreading that far. He’d fallen asleep in baths before; the badly pruned skin and uncontrollable shivering had a way of ruining the overall experience.
He stayed, emptying his mind of all its concerns and flexing his long legs and tired feet in and out of the shimmery-pink foam, until it'd gone lukewarm, and he’d consumed half his berries.
The water gurgled down the drain—leaving behind a visible ring and copious amounts of glitter—as he stepped out, reaching for the bathrobe he’d hooked on the back of the door.
A bigger tip for tomorrow’s cleaning staff, then.
It took another thirty minutes for Laurent to realize he’d never opened his mail. He’d set it aside without looking at it, more focused on cranking up the heater and removing all his clothing. It’d been a long day, at the end of a rather long week, and his brain had been ready to shut off as soon as the latch on his door had clicked into place.
He pushed his toothbrush to the side of his mouth, holding it loosely between his teeth, and picked up the box, turning it over to check the label.
Laurent Thierry, in familiar handwriting that made his jaw clench down in surprise—the bristles of his toothbrush digging into his gums, then flattening out from the pressure.
He hadn’t actually expected Edamura to take him up on the offer.
As far as Laurent knew, he and Oz still hadn’t spoken. Oz had reached out a few times, suggesting that they get a drink together the next time they were both in Tokyo, but Edamura had gotten quite adept at brushing off people he didn’t want to be in contact with.
Oz, for his part, had no intention of pressuring the son he’d left adrift for the last decade. It seemed they’d reached a stalemate.
Laurent spat mint-blue paste—and a little bit of blood—into the sink, and slipped a clean pair of boxers under his robe before taking the package to a table in the living area of his suite. It wasn’t that he was dreading opening it, exactly, but...
He sighed and propped his chin in his hand, looking out at the city lights. Golden squares lit up row after row of buildings as the people inside worked, and cooked dinner, and made love. White beams zipped along the expressways, flaring red when the traffic thickened. Humans never liked to be still. They were ants, streaming out of hills where they’d broken and reshaped the earth to their liking. Or bees, buzzing from flower to flower, coating their feet in pollen and never pausing to ask why they toiled away day after day—what their end goal was, or who their thankless work was ultimately benefiting.
High above the city, the moon watched over them—cool and uncaring, haloed by a ring of ice that warned of an oncoming storm.
Laurent had tried many things over the course of his life, but masochism wasn’t something that had ever appealed to him. It was hard to take any pleasure in the idea of being confronted, time and again, by evidence of his own shortcomings, and a long list of his worst traits, penned by a hand he cherished far more than his own.
He knew Edamura disliked him. Even if it wasn’t outright hatred, if there was a thin sliver of something else between them, it wasn’t enough to overcome the numerous faults Laurent had already catalogued exhaustively for himself. What use was there in opening himself up to further reminders?
A damaged heart kept beating. Laurent knew this to be true: otherwise, his would’ve stopped in his chest long ago—on the deck of Liu’s boat, or in Paris, as he drank himself into oblivion. Back then, he hadn’t seen any reason to keep going on his own.
Things were different now. He’d changed; he was making a concrete effort to live for himself—to believe in himself. He had a purpose that wasn’t entirely centered around people he was terrified might leave him.
Laurent closed his eyes for a moment, breathing courage into his lungs, and began peeling away the tape that Edamura’s hands had touched, ten thousand kilometers away.
Another letter, neatly tucked into the front cover of another travel book—this time for São Paulo.
***

I think I’ve started writing this four or five times. I threw all the pages away, like I probably should’ve done with the last letter I sent you. Unlike you, with your irritatingly perfect recall, I don’t remember exactly what I said; most of it, other than the last few lines, went down on paper with all the mixed-up emotions I was feeling right after I found your note. I didn’t read mine again before mailing it, which was probably a mistake.


It’s funny, isn’t it, that two confidence men are so bad with words? I guess it’s harder when we’re not trying to trick someone.


I don’t hate you, Laurent. I thought you understood that, with how well you claim to know me.


It’s 3 AM, and I’m alone in a hotel room in Madrid, so I’m going to tell you the truth.


I hate that my dad replaced me—with you.


Somehow I don’t think you can actually hear what you’re saying every time you try to push me to reconcile with him. His reasons don’t matter, Laurent; he still chose you and Dorothy over his family. Maybe he never stopped loving my mom, but he did find a son he valued more.


Maybe that’ll stop hurting someday. But it’s not something that can be fixed over a single cup of coffee, or a beer. And it’s not up to you to decide whether I can or should forgive him. You don’t see him the way I do, because he’s never abandoned you.


I’ve already put the pieces together about my mom, by the way; I don’t know why you’re both so hellbent on keeping things from me. You really think I won’t figure them out on my own? I took care of her when she was sick. I spent every day with her that I possibly could, when I wasn’t struggling to make money to pay her hospital bills. We used up a lot of hours talking, because there wasn’t much else she could do—and I’ve always been as good as you are at filling in the blanks.


You might know my dad better than I do, but my mom was my best friend. We wasted so much energy trying to protect each other—that’s the only part that angers me now. Or grieves me, I guess. Sometimes they feel like the same thing.


You and my mom would’ve gotten along, probably. No...I’m positive she would’ve liked you, you damn charming Frenchman. Maybe she already did; for all I know, my dad talked about you when he visited. They sure as hell weren’t figuring out any ways to make my life easier. But beyond that, you keep harping on the same point she always did.


My question is: how can you forgive someone if they’re still lying to you?


I’m tired of talking about my dad. Can we just stop?


One other thing, that I’ve already scratched out twice, because I don’t really know how to say this to you. I guess I never thought that it was a message you might need to hear.


Before we finished off that last con, Abbie told me something that’s stuck with me ever since.


You have to forgive yourself, first.


It’s easier to tell other people that than to actually live it. I’m still working on it, and I have a feeling that you need that reminder, too. We’ve both spent plenty of time lying to ourselves; maybe it’s what made us so good at what we do. What we did. We have to take a clear look at our own past—and what keeps dragging us back into the same stupid messes—before we can ever move forward.


I’ve been seeing someone. Can you tell? Cynthia says you refuse to.


Abbie wasn’t cut out for that life, and I think it’s because she’s more honest than any of us. That’s something I’ve always admired about her. She knows who she wants to be, and no one’s ever going to stop her. It might scare the shit out of me sometimes—there are a few times I really, genuinely thought she was going to kill me—but I’m glad someone’s got it figured out.


I guess what I’m trying to say is that it doesn’t really matter what I think of you, Laurent. Your opinion of yourself is the one that counts.


Sorry I didn’t send you anything from Istanbul. The coffee was amazing, just like everyone says. Thanks for your notes; some were more useful than others, which I guess is always true with you. I took your advice on talking to Clark, although I kind of regret it; now that he has my number, I hear way more about his life than I ever wanted to. He’s dating some sort of princess now—an actual one, apparently, although he asked me three times if I could check up on her and whether you had anything to do with it.


I told him I didn’t think so. Then again, it is you. You have a way of surprising us all.


I’ve also gotten the impression that he just likes talking about you. That’s a little maddening, too, but I haven’t told him yet to knock it off.


Have you been to Madrid? Maybe it’s faster, at this point, to get you to rattle off a list of the cities you haven’t seen. Although I think I might be catching up. I’ll beat you at this someday, too, Laurent. I’ll need to spend less time at home in between trips, but even with millions collecting interest in my bank accounts, I still wake up in a cold sweat some nights, thinking about how much money I’m spending on this ridiculously self-indulgent tour.


Would my mom approve of what I’m doing? The thing is, I think she actually might.


Madrid is beautiful. Beautiful buildings, beautiful people, beautiful language that I barely understand at all, but they’ve been nice about it. A little too landlocked for me, though; I wish I’d tried Valencia, or maybe Lisbon. My Spanish and Portuguese are equally bad. I assume you’re fluent in both.

Something was scratched out there, that Laurent couldn’t read through the heavily blacked-out letters.

I realize my itinerary has no logic to it, but I started getting that wanderlust that I’m so annoyed you say I have. I’m hopping on a plane to South America next. Starting with São Paulo, for obvious coffee-related reasons, but I’d like to add in a few more stops. I was thinking of Santiago, or Buenos Aires. Maybe Lima. Any suggestions?


じゃあな,


Edamura

***
As a letter meant to encourage Laurent to stop loving him, it was a complete failure.
***

いってらっしゃい


Wishing you well on your journey, Edamame.


You say we’re oddly bad with words; well, here’s a confession you’ve probably already guessed—I’ve always been better at speaking most languages than writing them. It’s easier to cover verbal mistakes. Sufficient charm and a smile, in the appropriate doses, will convince just about anyone. Wasn’t that exactly how we earned our last billion?


Speaking of languages, and the topic I know we’re dropping: one of the first things I ever learned about this fabled Makoto was that he spoke—and wrote—English and Chinese, like me, although his father wasn’t certain how fond he was of studying, or if he’d choose to pick up more.


I am certain that he was proud of you. Far more than any long-haired Belgian bastard he’d just dug out of the trash.


Quite literally. Did he tell you that part of the story?


While I have always loved studying—I was a boring child with his nose always buried in the biggest book he could find—fluency really comes from travel and immersion. I can get by in most parts of the world by now, but my thoughts only flow naturally in a few. I think you might understand that. I realized last week that I’ve been dreaming almost solely in English; after I’m done here, I should travel somewhere I can feel more like myself again.


Although that’s getting increasingly hard to define: the curse of belonging to too many places, and none at all.


You would think, incidentally, that Americans in their nation’s capital—a hotbed of international travel and diplomacy—would have a better grasp on cultural differences.


Two days ago, a barista told me, rather snidely, that she couldn’t understand a word I was saying. “Speak English,” she snapped, as though her accent—from Boston, I think, and worse for the distance—was any better than mine. I was, by the way, ordering a café au lait. And after all of that, it was hardly palatable.


I expect your shop to be more welcoming, Edamame.


I’ll share my stories of Madrid when you share yours. Three in the morning and alone in bed, you say, as though those factors, in combination, are unique to a single night.


Your challenge is a valid one; I fully believe that you’ll have more notches on your bedpost than me by the time you’re done. Strange as it may seem, I haven’t felt much urge to explore my options of late; I’ve been more focused on settling down.


Staying in one place for longer periods of time has its advantages, although D.C. wouldn’t have been anywhere on my list, if I was going solely from personal preference.


You’ll enjoy São Paulo. I see you’ve already marked some sections in your book; that’s cheating, isn’t it? Now I’ll know which parts to focus on, or to argue you out of visiting.


Some of this would be easier over the phone. I’m better at talking, Edamame; there’s a reason I always played the role I did in our cons. But maybe you don’t want to give me the opening to cover up my mistakes.


The other cities on your list are good choices, although if you’re drawn to the coast, I’d steer you toward Valparaíso. It’s about a hundred kilometers from Santiago, and a jewel of a city. Spectacular views, steep hills, a bustling harbor, and art on nearly every street corner. And coffee, probably. I only remember the seafood, and the sopaipillas.


It’s now well after 3 AM here, and my stomach, I’m realizing, is as empty as my bed. I blame you, Edamame, for making me dream of things I can’t have.


- Laurent

***
The next package took another month to arrive; with so much on Edamura’s agenda, Laurent was expecting the delay. He was busy, too. While the bill he’d spent most of December negotiating his way into had passed, there were a thousand fiddly details left to iron out. Backdoor deals, promises for the new year, and major donors to coax into handing over substantial chunks of cash. There was one, in particular, who spent six hours talking about tax breaks before he broke down, weeping over an empty bottle of Dom Pérignon and the memory of his poverty-stricken Belgian grandmother. Laurent had deposited the man’s check—signature blurred by tears but all seven figures still legible—before he could reconsider.
So much for choosing a path that would require less work.
While he and Edamura didn’t talk much in between the letters, there wasn’t a sense of avoidance anymore—at least not on the same level as before. Their lives had diverged, that was all.
Edamura sent occasional photos of his surroundings. Vibrant murals, ship-clogged ports, and—rather cruelly—a snapshot of himself eating ceviche that seemed specifically targeted to make Laurent’s mouth water.
Laurent, in turn, shared the less confidential—and potentially more interesting—parts of his stay. When he wasn’t working, he spent most of his time in the Smithsonians, becoming friendly with the docents and occasionally amusing himself by leading impromptu tours of the exhibits.
It’s not that I’m this fond of taxidermied animals or dried bones, he’d admitted in one text, appended to a photo of a woolly mammoth inside the Museum of Natural History. But the buildings are heated, and it’s better than drinking alone in my room.
In response, Edamura had sent another devastating self-portrait—framed against a backdrop of a jewel-toned sea. His cheeks and nose were flushed red, his lips pulled into a grimace that only made the dimpled indentations at the corners of his mouth more inviting. The hand he wasn’t using to snap the picture was pushing back his hair—thick and dark, and damp, it seemed, with sweat.

>> I’m almost tempted to trade hemispheres; it’s boiling here. Je suis chaud.

J’ai chaud, Laurent had corrected, attempting to hold back his laughter. Then again, Edamura had flung the door wide open; it was only natural to step through. Unless you’re turning this into a different sort of exchange. It’s not that I object, but even French obscenities are a bit too much for public spaces, my spicy soybean; we should wait until we’re alone.
There’d been a pause, during which Edamura was probably checking his translations.
Sure enough, he’d shot back: I’m HOT. Overheated. By the sun. I’m not horny, you oversexed asshole.
More’s the pity, Laurent had replied. I can only imagine, now, the types of trouble you’ve been getting yourself into, if this is how you speak to the locals. Estoy caliente. Perhaps you’ve tried that one, too.
Edamura had sent a photo of himself flipping off the camera: concise and effective, transcending all language barriers.
We’ll stick to English, then, he’d written, sounding grumpy even via text. Or I can start making fun of your Japanese. I’ve heard you trying to pick up women in Tokyo, Laurent. You get most of the words right, but your accent’s atrocious.

<< Is it? Or is that simply part of my boundless charm.


>> You already know my answer, and I’m not saying it again.

Laurent had responded with a sad emoji, followed by: More photos, then? Another stunning seaside portrait to keep me company in this frigid, lonely American winter.
You’ve had enough, Edamura had said. I’m regretting the ones I’ve already sent.

<< Cruel.


>> I’d tell you to delete them, but I know you won’t.

I would, if you insisted, Laurent had promised, moving to a quiet corner of the museum so he could focus his full attention on his phone, and the man on the other side of it. Heartbroken but honorable, to my last breath. Although I’m afraid I can’t erase my memory as easily. You must have known that when you sent me that intriguingly salt-sprayed, sweat-soaked image that I’ll treasure forever.
It wasn’t supposed to turn you on, you filthy Frenchman, Edamura had replied. I was showing you how hot it is here. I’m sweating out every drop of water I drink. You’d think being by the sea would help, but staring out at all that water almost makes it worse. It’s kinda worth it, though. You’ve seen the photos. Ridiculously beautiful, right?
Unusual for you to pry out compliments, Laurent had responded. But you know I agree. Je te trouve très beau. And that sexy self-assurance of yours only adds to the attraction.
I meant the ocean, Laurent, Edamura had shot back a few minutes later, but Laurent had felt no need to retract his statement.
The last photo Edamura sent in January was of a white box—held over familiar tatami mats—with the address on the label not yet filled in.

>> You said you’d be back in Europe soon?

Soon, but not yet, Laurent replied. I see you’ve changed continents again. Welcome home, Edamame.
It almost doesn’t feel like it anymore, was the response, which Laurent was bound to spend too much time unraveling.
***
Surprisingly, this box contained a guidebook for Paris—a place Laurent knew full well Edamura had already been. Out of all the cities in the world, why would he return there?
***

 Monsieur Thierry, le café est prêt. Ou devrais-je dire—café au lait pour le beau salaud avec des cheveux blonds. 


I also have trouble understanding you. I mean it literally this time—your accent is as thick as mine, Laurent, you just pass it off as something people are supposed to find attractive.


That barista was probably immune to your flirtation, and tired of dealing with you. I’ve heard East Coast Americans are more like that—isn’t that why Abbie ended up in Brooklyn? It suits her.


Maybe I should go there soon...an entire coast full of people who won’t put up with all your stupid innuendo. Now that’s a sight worth seeing.


I think it’s funny that you’re complaining about this, when you have spent years—YEARS, LAURENT—calling me something other than my name, because it was supposedly easier for your lying tongue to pronounce.


I should’ve come up with a nickname for you. No...I think that would just encourage you.


You never actually told me what you were doing in D.C., other than harassing innocent museum workers, or where you’re going next. Your house in Paris sits empty most of the year, doesn’t it? Will you be there in February? I haven’t bought my ticket yet; I’m looking at the second or third week, depending on when you get this book back to me.


I know it would be faster to talk on the phone. But...you’re right, I like that this format forces us onto the same page. If your mistakes are visible, so are mine.


Here’s some written evidence that I’m trusting you to not share with anyone else—I did start that shelf, Laurent. I like seeing the books lined up on my wall, and knowing that half the words in them are yours. It’s better than a photo album or a scrapbook.


Although I should probably print some photos, too; my phone is starting to run out of room. Glad I’d upgraded to a more expensive one with a global plan; I never texted this much before I met all of you.


I started a journal, kind of, while I was in South America. Don’t expect poetry, like all your descriptions; I never liked studying that in school, either. But that’s why the envelope’s so thick this time—I stuck in some of those pages, in case you’re getting tired of this being so one-sided.


I can play tour guide, too. We’ll see who’s better at it.


— Edamame.

***

Edamame,


And here I thought “bastard” was your affectionate nickname for me. It still counts if other people use it; it’s the tone that matters most. Another reason text alone proves frustrating—I can only go with what’s set in front of me, unable to pick out any nuances. So many words, and what are we actually saying?


The language I’m most fluent in is body.


I’ll mourn, now, that I can’t see your expression as you’re reading this. I’ll simply have to imagine it. At least my imagination has always been top-tier, too.


It’s nice to no longer be filling in all the pieces by myself. I won’t concede my crown just yet, but you do paint some pretty pictures. I could almost see what you were experiencing, especially in São Paulo.


The bustling street market in Liberdade; the heaping platters of food at your first rodízio and your almost immediate regret at taking “all you can eat” as a challenge; the toddler outside Auditório Ibirapuera who decided you looked lost, and lonely, and badly in need of being folded into her family: I think those were my favorites.


Or maybe all of it was. Your path certainly branched from the areas I’d marked, which made it, in truth, far more interesting to me. That’s like you, Edamame. I’ve grown to expect—to crave—the unexpected from you. While my words may flow faster, yours are precious, and sharply insightful in ways I hadn’t always considered. With a few more flights under your belt, you might no longer need me at all.


Don’t think I give up that easily, though.


No, I won’t be in Paris, but I can leave a key under the mat for you, if you’d like. You’re welcome to stay as long as you wish; there’s plenty of room. For you, and for Abbie, if she’s joining you.

Laurent paused, and wondered if he’d meant to include that. Scribbling the last line out would only draw attention to it, and betray how badly he wanted to know the answer.
Sometimes when you slipped up, the best course of action was to double down.
He set his pen aside for a moment, rubbed tiredly at the bridge of his nose, and picked up the wine that’d been sitting idly by as he wrote. His bags were already packed; he’d be on a plane in the morning. Straightening up anything that’d been left awry in Dorothy’s house, and ensuring Edamura could gain entrance, wouldn’t take long.
Why was Edamura going back to Paris? What did he hope to find there?
Logic was steering Laurent one way, but it was difficult, when it came to Edamura, to keep his mind unclouded. As friendly as their communication had grown, as easy and as thrilling as it felt to talk with him like this, he was constantly aware of the limitations—the barriers that Edamura was still keeping firmly in place. Laurent toyed with them and tested their strength—he couldn’t help himself—but he was making no attempt to break through. Chasing his own foolish pride wasn’t worth losing the friendship they’d been slowly recovering.
Or maybe, on Edamura’s part, building for the first time.
Laurent knew all the weight in their relationship had always tilted heavily to his side. Edamura liked him more than he generally admitted, but that was about as far as it went. They were team members, primarily, and sometimes partners, though never in the way Laurent had hoped. Leaving Team Confidence, as Edamura had attempted numerous times, was as impersonal as quitting a job.
Seeking out Laurent for his elaborate farewells meant only that he intended to make their separation final. Edamura said goodbye to Laurent because he was closing a door—and attempting to lock it behind him. When they parted ways, they wouldn’t be seeing each other again. They’d have no reason to.
He didn’t make an effort to do the same with someone like Abbie, because he was never trying to leave her.
Laurent was a resource. A fount of information and experience. Someone to turn to when things got rocky, and to shove aside when the going was smooth, and turning along a path where Edamura didn’t want him to follow.
They weren’t lovers, or anything resembling it. Until recently, they’d hardly been friends.
Laurent pushed his chair back and took a few leisurely laps around the room, stretching the stiffness out of his legs and emptying out his mind a bit as he slid open drawers and checked behind furniture and under the bed, making certain he’d collected all his belongings. Constantly moving from place to place had taught him how to pack swiftly and efficiently, but it meant, too, that nights like this always bled into one another. Had he washed his razor and put it away, or was he remembering when he’d done that in Brussels, and London, and Beijing, and Milan?
Leaving this suite and this city—this country—behind was something he’d been looking forward to, but he wasn’t like Edamura, who had his coffee pot and futon and books and capsule toys always waiting for him to return.
And loved ones. What would that be like? It’d been so many years now, Laurent couldn’t remember.
Paris wasn’t his home, like Edamura seemed to think. He had property there—but only technically. That house was as much Shi Ohn’s or Oz’s as his; it’d belonged to Dorothy, and to the team she’d often hosted for planning sessions and congratulatory weekends. There was little of Laurent’s personality or taste in it, and he’d added nothing after she’d died.
What was the point? Without Dorothy, it was just another building.
He rinsed his wine glass and filled a heavy tumbler with water, taking it back to the table where he could sometimes picture Edamura sitting across from him as he wrote. He’d prop his chin in his hand, and smile, waiting for Laurent to look up and notice him. As though Laurent could ever keep his eyes on anything else when he was around.
“What would you like to hear?” Laurent asked, searching for some sort of a clue in his expression. “These letters, Edamame. The little glimpses of your life, the windows you let me peer through, one pane at a time...all it ever does is make me miss you more.”
Edamura lifted his eyebrows, shrugged nonchalantly, and disappeared between one blink and the next.
Laurent leafed through Edamura’s journal again: an incomplete assortment of thoughts and brief summaries of each day’s events, with sections that had clearly been removed before he’d photocopied the parts he was willing to share. Abbie’s name was sprinkled in—not excessively, but enough to be noticeable.
She came up most often during the sections in Buenos Aires, particularly when Edamura was talking about the university students he’d met at his first coffee shop. Befriending people everywhere he went, like Laurent had expected.

Spent most of today with Mateo and Catalina. Nicolas couldn’t make it; he had to study, he said. Mateo scoffed. Apparently that’s code for “his girlfriend wanted attention.” Alma doesn’t get along with the rest of the group. She might be jealous of Catalina, who is beautiful and almost frighteningly adventurous, although I don’t think she’s interested in Nicolas or Mateo, or maybe anyone. She reminds me a little of Abbie.


They even dance the same way—aggressive but mesmerizing. Last night, I made it through one and a half songs before giving up and turning her back over to Nicolas. I ended up watching him as much as I did her: I think he could do this professionally, if he wanted. I can’t move my hips like either of them. Abbie tried to teach me, back in Sydney—not the same dance, but the result was pretty much the same.


I met Alma briefly. Mateo says she’s that rude to everyone. Doesn’t like strangers and hates how welcoming their group is to people like me. As soon as I’m gone, they’ll probably find another tourist to take dancing. I don’t think I’ll ever hear from any of them again.

Or, from Lima:

I actually spent twenty minutes today considering paragliding over Miraflores.


I don’t know what came over me—Abbie whispering in my ear, maybe, telling me to stop being so boring and try something FUN for once. If by “fun” she means “nearly dying while hanging in the air over sheer cliffs and a bunch of jagged rocks with waves crashing against them,” I think I’d rather be the guy she rolls her eyes at and ditches for an afternoon.


I took pictures of the sunset instead, from a safe distance, and ate a very satisfying dinner that I wasn’t worried I’d throw up from three hundred meters in the air.


Not sure how high they actually go. Not worth it to find out. Even thinking about it right now makes me feel a little sick.


Meanwhile, Abbie’s off climbing something called Half Dome, in California. Beautiful but terrifying, like always. Sometimes I wonder why she still talks to me.

Laurent’s name hadn’t been included: not once.
True, Edamura had sent these to him, had possibly even written them with the intention of being shared—they were in English, after all, like their letters—but that reminder wasn’t enough to douse the jealousy that kept flickering back to life, no matter how often Laurent had tried to stamp it out.
I never texted this much before, he’d said, while leaving Laurent’s phone silent, week after week.
You didn’t need to write someone letters if you already talked to them every day.
The surrounding buildings were slowly fading from gold to black, square by square, as their inhabitants turned in for the night. Laurent should do the same. His flight was early, and he’d never liked sleeping on planes. The last time he’d given in, too worn out from a con that had stretched out longer than expected, he’d woken to find his hair in unattractively tight braids, Dorothy laughing behind a camera that she wouldn’t let him touch.
You’re so cute when you pout, she’d said, pushing the armrest up so she could lean comfortably against him as she scrolled through the album. Here, I’ll delete the rest, but this one’s my favorite. I told you that you drool. See?
He uncapped his pen, clicking it up and down a few times first as he read back over what he’d said before. Maybe he’d regret offering his space—Dorothy’s home—to Edamura, but there wasn’t much that could make those rooms more painful. They might as well have laughter in them again.
La ville lumière. La ville de l’amour. What else was there to say about it?

You and Abbie have already toured the city together, haven’t you? I fear I’ll repeat some sections you’ve already covered, then, although from someone who has lived, and loved, in Paris, you’re probably hoping for something a little different this time. A window into the parts you’d never encounter when you’re only visiting.


You’re right, of course: Paris is the city where I first fell in love.


It’s a good place for that, although I wouldn’t consider it, or any other location, inherently romantic. I’ve discovered that what matters more is who you’re with. Love isn’t a single dramatic fall; it’s a journey that you take together.


Maybe you can discover a little of that in Paris, too. Or maybe you’re going there to revisit what you’ve already found. Guidance like that can’t be squeezed into margin notes—or mapped out, or planned for. In my case, it was entirely unexpected, both times.


I wish you better luck with your heart, Edamame. I’ve never been particularly good with mine.


I’ll mark everything I can in your book, and leave the rest to you.


- Laurent





Notes:


Japanese:
じゃあな (ja na): “see you”; informal, typically used with a friend you expect to see later. Basically a casual “bye, see you later.”
いってらっしゃい (Itterasshai): “please go and come back safely”; part of an exchange when someone is leaving a shared location (office, home) where they expect to return. Laurent’s using this half of the response as a way of saying “bon voyage” or “have a safe trip,” although it would be more fitting if they were speaking to each other in person.
French:
Je suis chaud: literally means “I am hot” but is a slang term that translates more to “I’m ready” or “I’m up for it,” potentially in a sexual way. A common usage would be to indicate you’re feeling horny, like saying “I’m hot to trot.”
J’ai chaud: the phrase you would use when you’re actually referring to the weather or your body temperature.
Je te trouve très beau: I find you very beautiful
Monsieur Thierry, le café est prêt. Ou devrais-je dire—café au lait pour le beau salaud avec des cheveux blonds. Edamura’s rendition of: Mister Thierry, the coffee is ready. Or should I say: café au lait for the handsome bastard with the blond hair.
La ville lumière: City of Lights; term for Paris
La ville de l’amour: City of Love, popularized concept of Paris
Spanish:
Estoy caliente: “I’m hot,” but with similar context to the French slang
rodízio: a type of Brazilian restaurant that essentially serves all-you-can-eat grilled meat
















Chapter 11: PARIS
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

Laurent returned to Paris in the spring.
The trees were thick with pink blossoms; when a breeze picked up, tugging at his hair and making the branches sway, he could feel the pressure from the pollen-laden air at the back of his sinuses. Not enough to ruin his enjoyment of the garden he was strolling through, or to keep him from breathing in deeply, filling his lungs with those familiar floral scents.
Springtime, when the air felt fresh and new, and full of possibilities.
As long as you didn’t suffer from allergies. A girl a few meters ahead of him was turning apologetically away from her boyfriend, sneezing violently into a handkerchief and looking like she’d very badly prefer to be indoors, rather than taking a romantic early morning walk through Buttes-Chaumont.
The things one did for love.
Laurent considered, briefly, whether he should take some photos of the attractive spray of cherry blossoms.

Thinking of you, Edamame.


Perhaps you should’ve waited a few more weeks—it’s beautiful here now, do you see?


It’s obvious, isn’t it, that I was waiting until you were gone? I haven’t made it to the house yet, Edamame...I stepped off the train and wound up here instead, unable to bear walking into a building that might still smell like you.


I don’t know if I’ll be able to bring myself to touch the sheets. You’ll have washed them, I know. But sleeping in that bed will be impossible, when you’ve been there, without me.

He was holding a cup of coffee and a berry galette, requiring his full attention and both hands. It was a good excuse to leave his phone in his pocket, the cloud of confessions dispersing with the wind.
***
It’d started raining by the time he finally made it up the hill to Dorothy’s house—prime real estate, with a dazzling view of the Eiffel Tower stabbing through the city’s skyline. She’d dumped her first big payday into the property. Someone else might’ve called it an investment—a base for their operations, with freely flowing wine and comfortable sleeping arrangements for all their friends.
But Dorothy had always resisted those terms.
Laurent had never really understood why she objected so strongly to the idea of forging bonds with people she clearly valued. Shi Ohn had always treated her like a daughter—a strange and relatively hands-off familial relationship that worked well for the two of them. And Dorothy frequently expressed admiration for Oz, in a way that wasn’t often true for anyone else.
He was her Wizard, after all. The only man who could spin her big dreams into reality. He was drawn to her and doted on her, as they all did: a dancing beam of sunlight that they always chased after, but could never capture.
Laurent had wanted to bottle her, to keep her safely on a shelf, where he could look at her often, warmed by the glow of her presence.
Glass was too easy to shatter. He hadn’t considered that when he’d wrapped his arms around her, kissing her before tightening the lid to hold her in place.
He’d been young and stupid. Insecurity was a death knell to love; he should’ve simply trusted her, and himself. Letting her go wherever she wished and believing that if it was meant to be, she’d always make her way back to him. Wasn’t that what she’d tried to tell him, all those years ago?
Thin rivulets streamed down the hill as he walked past familiar yards, and fences, and houses full of people he’d never gotten to know. Dorothy, while vibrant and friendly in public settings, had mostly kept to herself in private.
It would’ve been faster to take a car the whole way there, instead of getting out to walk the last few legs, but Laurent was in no hurry. While the final blocks were wetter than he liked, with puddles splashing against his ankles and only his thoughts for company, there was a peacefulness to the journey.
And a pot of gold waiting at the end...a rainbow had formed, stretching across the sky to gently rest one foot against the roof of Dorothy’s house. Like a bridge, waiting for someone to step off the edge. To come home.
He smiled, tilting his umbrella back so he could turn his face into the sunlight that was spilling through the clouds, making the air shimmer.
“Are you visiting, Dorothy?”
She didn’t answer. The streets were as quiet as it was possible for a city to be. The clouds pulled apart a little more, the storm softening, with raindrops still waltzing their way to the ground as they followed a melody only they could hear.
***
The lockbox was hanging where he’d left it, on the handle of the front door. Laurent spun the dials to the correct numbers—Dorothy’s birthday, the easiest combination to remember, and secure enough, since she’d sworn him to secrecy on that count. She’d always been a talker, even—maybe especially—in bed, and sometimes revealed more than she’d intended.
I tell everyone I’m three years younger, she’d said, swatting him with a pillow to keep him from laughing. Don’t I look it, though? You may be a baby now, but your pretty face will probably be all wrinkles in another ten years. I’ll still be this beautiful when I’m seventy.
The box was empty. Laurent frowned; it wasn’t like Edamura to forget. Had he locked up and walked away with the spare key?
Laurent would have to text him to find out. Later. For now, all he wanted was to strip off his damp clothes and settle down—maybe with a book—by the big windows that overlooked the terrace. When the rain passed, he’d take his lunch out there and spend the afternoon soaking in the daylight—through winter-worn skin that had been liberally smeared with high SPF sunblock.
He’d have to check that there was still some in the cabinets.
He shook his umbrella off in the vegetation by the door—he still paid a gardener to visit every week, watering flowers and weeding the greenery that no one else ever saw—and stopped in the entryway to set his bag down and remove his puddle-damp shoes.
When he fluttered his eyes closed, he could see Edamura’s white-toed sneakers there, lined up next to his. There’d be a voice drifting down the hall, inviting him the rest of the way in, now that he’d no longer be streaking mud over the floors.
You’ve finally learned some manners, Edamura would say, rewarding Laurent with a tightly possessive grip around his waist, and a sharp nip at his lower lip that would transition into a kiss—like the ones he’d begun to initiate, more and more.
Sharing a home with Edamura would be...
He opened his eyes, letting the daydream fade away.
The air inside the house didn’t smell as stale as usual; it’d been lived in recently, and was responding positively to the attention. Buildings weren’t meant to sit empty.
Neither are hearts, his whispered to him, but he’d had ample practice ignoring it.
When he entered the living room, he found Dorothy sitting on the couch, tapping a brightly painted finger against her full lips, looking bored.
“There you are!” she cried, in impatient welcome, like she’d been waiting all morning for him to show up.
“Here I am,” he agreed, blowing her a kiss and unwinding his scarf, pausing to hang both it and his coat on the wrought iron stand that she’d brought back from Morocco. The weather would heat up in another month or so; right now, layers were still necessary.
Dorothy’s hair was shorter than usual: still as white as the first snowfall, but cropped into an attractive bob just below her ears. Laurent wasn’t sure why he’d imagine her that way; he’d never seen her with hair that length.
She spilled halfway over the back of the couch, her voice as bright and bubbly as always.
“I was starting to think Oz got the date wrong. I almost called him again to check, but I told myself noooo, that’s impossible; I know things changed while I was gone, but his brain’s one you can always count on. Minds stay sharp, even when faces sag. He’s gotten old. So has Shi Ohn. I can’t believe how much you all let yourself go. You look good, though, Laurent! You cut your hair.”
“So did you,” Laurent said. Perhaps that was the reason for the cropped hair and the absence of the hot pink shimmer underneath; his memory had a way of mixing things up when he was tired, or distracted.
She grinned. “Do you like it? Of course you do. I’d look good even if I shaved it all off.” She started laughing, then, with those joyous peals that had always made him smile, too. “Imagine if you tried, Laurent. Your poor head! It’d be so shiny and pale. Like an egg. And you’d burn it right away, too, like that time in Bali, when I had to spend three nights spraying aloe on your back instead of having sex by the sea, like we were supposed to.”
Laurent paused on his way to the kitchen; in imaginary scenes like this, she usually called it making love. Maybe it’d been so long since he’d conjured her up, he’d forgotten how she spoke. Or maybe a part of him had finally realized he’d spent years twisting his memories to suit his own longing.
“I more than made up for it on the fourth night,” he reminded her.
She laughed, sitting back and folding her arms more comfortably over the overstuffed cushions. “You did. You were always good like that; I think that’s what I missed about you most.”
“My body?” Laurent asked, raising his eyebrows. “Cruel, when you’ve just spent all this time praising Oz’s brilliant mind.”
“Everyone has their special skills,” Dorothy said unrepentantly. “Mine is—”
“Being an exceptional confidence woman and driving me crazy,” he said.
“Right,” she agreed happily. “Then there’s Shi Ohn, who really has an eye for talent—she recruited me, after all, and she brought you in even when I told her no way, I’m not letting that horndog anywhere near me. And the Wizard, of course, can make anything possible. And you. Well, you’ve always been so good with your mouth.”
She winked at him; Laurent huffed out a quiet laugh and retreated into the other room. Hearing the rain still pattering outside, drumming gently against the roof, was reminding him of his original goal. Coffee and pastries, followed by rather a lot of walking, had left him parched.
“Laurent?” Dorothy called, sounding surprised that he hadn’t come up with a clever rejoinder. “Is something wrong? You’re usually so clingy, and you haven’t tried to touch me once. I thought for sure you’d be all over me the moment you walked in.”
She appeared again, wearing a maxi dress that cinched tight at her waist and flared out into a loose swirl of fabric. More casual and relaxed than her usual attire, too. Laurent lost sight of her when he turned to the cabinets, but he could still hear her chattering away. He'd always liked the way she could fill spaces. So much of that had fallen on him once she was gone.
“Did Oz tell you, after all? I knew Shi Ohn wouldn’t spoil the surprise, but my Wizard’s always really liked you. Maybe even more than me, which isn't fair, when I knew him first. Plus I’m the one with the great ideas. Although you did get pretty good at it. And I hear you pulled some really amazing cons, even without me! I wish I could’ve seen Liu’s face when he thought you’d poisoned him. It must’ve been amazing! I should go see him, huh? Show that dumb fuck that I’m still alive, that even a misogynistic pig like him can’t get rid of a princess that easily.”
Dorothy’s voice was getting closer; she wrapped her arms around Laurent and pushed up on her toes, trying to reach his shoulder with the sharp point of her chin. It was a habit of hers; she never liked being left out of things, always wanting to see what he was doing, and to boss him around if it wasn’t to her liking.
Laurent automatically stooped down a little to give her better leverage, following the familiar steps of their old dance.
But something was wrong this time, it was different, it...
He could feel her. Her firm breasts pressing into his back, the soft warmth of her body plastered against his—the steady thump of her heartbeat, and her breath stirring his hair.
He could smell her, too: sunlight and sea breezes, with that sweet underlayer of coconut from the body butter she’d always used.
She’d linked her fingers together across his chest; they were long and elegant, tipped with vibrant red nail polish. On her left hand, she wore a gold band, with a stone as deep and beautiful as the ocean.
Dorothy’s ring. Dorothy. She was here, she was—
He flung his hands up to fold over hers, to test whether she was real, if she was actually—the forgotten cup he’d been pulling from a cabinet fell from his suddenly loosened grasp, hitting the edge of the counter, then dropping all the way to the tiled floor.
Dorothy let go of him and jumped back, leaving Laurent frozen in the middle of their kitchen, with glass shattering around his bare feet.
She was home, he thought wildly, and crumpled after it.
***
“Geez, Laurent, how did any of you survive without me?” Dorothy grumbled, swiping antiseptic over the shallow cuts along his palms, where he must’ve either tried to catch himself, or maybe just shredded his hands against the glass once he was struggling to lift himself back up. Things felt cloudy, still, her voice muffled like it was coming from much farther away. If not in terms of distance, then time.
She’d already bandaged his feet, efficiently wielding a pair of tweezers to pull free the shards that had embedded themselves in his skin. He’d bled a surprising amount—across the tiles, and a little on the couch cushions once he’d limped his way there—but she’d prodded at the deeper gouges and determined they weren’t bad enough to require stitches.
“It’s a shame I have to wrap these up,” she said, finishing off his hands. She tugged lightly at the tip of his index finger—crooking it forward in a familiar and slightly obscene motion. “They’re my second favorite things about you. Well, maybe third.”
Laurent was fairly certain he hadn’t spoken a single word since he’d come back to himself, lying on the kitchen floor, with Dorothy poking at his cheek, repeating his name on a loop. None of this felt real, still. Maybe he was dreaming. He’d never had a hallucination this long or vivid or this...physically painful before, but maybe Cynthia was right about him. Maybe he’d finally snapped.
“Laurent,” Dorothy said, waggling his fingers, one by one, working her way along his left hand until he winced and pulled back from her. “That’s better. You looked like I was losing you again. Shi Ohn did say you’d gotten strange. Well—more like you were when we met you, I guess, which was pretty bad.”
She picked up his right hand to check the gauze she’d wrapped around it—secure, but not overly tight—and Laurent curled his fingers down to hold her still.
“Since when were you good at this?” he asked, focusing on the most immediate question—one that might not make his mind careen out of control.
“Well, medical skills aren’t that hard to pick up, and I’ve played nurse to plenty of dirty old men,” she said, letting him hold her there for ten, twenty seconds, before her restless movements signaled that she wanted to be released. She sat back against the cushions, tucking her feet under her and straightening out the long hem of her dress.
“I don’t think these kinds of bandages are in the honey trap textbook. At least not for the kinds of games we were running,” Laurent said. She was avoiding him—not just physically, but verbally, which was the strange part. “Dorothy?”
“Injuries like those are nothing,” she said, with her usual easy confidence—another trait Laurent had always liked about her. “I’ve seen much worse, believe me. Just a couple months ago, my...” She stopped, her forehead furrowing. “Bàba. My dad. I don’t really know what to call him now. I’ve been thinking of them as my parents.”
“They took care of you,” Laurent said, with a surge of gratitude for these strangers.
“They rescued me.” Dorothy laughed, then, and said, “It was like something out of a fairytale! A childless couple who wished for a daughter, then fished a beautiful girl out of the ocean and brought her home. My dad said he thought he’d found a half-drowned mermaid, but now that I’m thinking about it, that doesn’t make sense, does it. Unless mermaids have human lungs. But then wouldn’t they drown? If they were like whales, or dolphins, and had to come to the surface to breathe, sailors would see them a lot more often. That could be the source of the legends, though, right? Or oh! Maybe they have both. Gills and lungs, and then if my gills had gotten damaged somehow, like in a fight with a shark, which I would’ve obviously won, but—”
“Dorothy,” Laurent said, reaching out to touch her knee.
Her mouth pursed a bit in annoyance—she’d been enjoying that train of thought—but she swung back around to the original point, clipping out the relevant details in shorter bursts.
“My dad’s a fisherman. On a small, incredibly boring island near Taiwan. That’s where I’ve been since Liu’s stupid henchman shot me. I know lots of things now. Including how to gut fish, and mend nets, and patch up my dad’s hands when they’re cracked and bleeding from being out in that horrible wind every day.”
She heaved out a gusty sigh, setting her hand over Laurent’s and pushing her thumbnail against the edge of the gauze, which had crept up to partially cover one of his knuckles.
“It wasn’t usually that much blood though, not like your cuts. Except for the time he jabbed a hook into his palm. That was way worse. It went all the way through, ugh, and I think it hurt more coming back out. Māmā and I got mad at him about it. He’s too old to be going out on that boat, but they never had a son to take it over. Can you imagine? Twenty years stuck with the same person, trying to make a baby. I would’ve gone crazy after two! They finally gave up—on the baby part, anyway. But it was their fortieth anniversary, can you believe it, when they found me. Like I was some sort of a gift for them staying together that long. Since then, the catch has been good, every single day. Great, actually. They’ve even been able to stow away some money for retirement.”
Dorothy lifted her hand, stretching her fingers out so her ring would catch the light.
“They said I brought them good luck.”
***
Sweeping up glass, with hands that were still smarting with dozens of tiny wounds, was an activity Laurent didn’t want to repeat any time soon. He was still finding slivers in the grout when Dorothy finished stashing the medical supplies and returned to perch on a stool, carrying on a mostly one-sided stream of conversation as he scrubbed away the spatter of his own blood.
Did she have a scar? he wondered, his eyes drifting to her, trying to pull out a memory of exactly where the bullet had struck.
It’d happened too fast; everything had gone blurry and silent. There’d been a sharp burst of noise, then blood—so much blood—and Dorothy’s eyes fixed on his, the ocean roaring in his ears. Then nothing.
He didn’t even know where to look.
Years ago, he would’ve dropped the damp rag and slid his hands up her thighs instead, lifting her long skirt to check for himself. He would’ve pressed his mouth against the scar and made her promise him that this was the last time, that she’d never put herself in harm’s way like that again.
Years ago, he would’ve believed that was possible.
“What are you thinking? You look very serious right now,” Dorothy said, mirroring his grim face to show him, and cutting off the story she’d been rambling through, with Laurent listening enough to catch all the relevant pieces.
He wrung out the cloth in the sink, peeled off the rubber gloves he’d been using to protect his bandages, and smiled at her. “That I’m starving, and this kitchen is empty. Do you want to go out, or stay in?”
They ordered pizza for lunch, and curry for dinner, and spent most of the day filling in the blanks from each other’s pasts.
Dorothy was as vibrant—as easy and fun to talk to—as she’d always been, although she’d break off occasionally, staring into the distance like she’d lost her train of thought, or maybe even slipped, just the slightest bit, out of their current timeline.
Her memory had been trickling back over the past few years, but when her adopted father cut her ring—her good luck charm—out of the fish’s belly, everything had started flooding in at once.
“Maybe I should’ve tossed it back to you sooner,” Laurent said, but Dorothy laughed and shoved playfully at his shoulder.
“Don’t be silly; I know it’s not actually magic. But if it was, don’t you think that would’ve been part of the spell? If you’d gotten rid of it at the wrong time of year, with the wrong kind of fish in the area, it might never have made it to our island.”
And you wouldn’t have come back to me, Laurent thought, although he wasn’t entirely sure that she had.
Parts of her really hadn’t changed at all. She wanted to know every last detail of the jobs Laurent had run without her, and picked apart all the pieces where her presence would’ve sped things along, or made them run more smoothly.
“Cynthia and Abbie,” she said late in the evening, sucking bits of garlic off her fingers. “You’ve been busy recruiting pretty ladies, huh? I could’ve told you that you’d need at least two women to fill my shoes.”
Laurent chuckled and forked a few more cubes of lamb over his rice. “No one could ever replace you, Dorothy.”
“Well obviously. But the Wizard’s son joining you is the biggest surprise,” she continued, tearing off another piece of buttery, garlic-studded naan. “Besides the part where I didn’t think Oz would ever agree to that, you tell it differently than Shi Ohn. According to her, every con you brought him in on was a complete disaster.”
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“No, that’s my point,” she said, waving her naan for emphasis—fortunately before she’d dipped it into her curry. “You have a weird soft spot for him, Laurent. He was still green in LA, so that gets a pass; you were rough around the edges for a while, too. Although I can’t understand giving away his money. Who does that!”
Laurent smiled down at his food. “Edamame does.”
She snorted. “You should leave the nicknames to me, by the way. Okay, but then the shit he pulled in Singapore, and that whole mess with the Montoya. That’s tens of millions of dollars down the drain. Again! Because of some ridiculous romantic notion he had about Cynthia’s artist boyfriend.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” Laurent said. He set his fork to the side, flexing his fingers slightly and wondering if it’d be unwise to remove the bandages. The cuts had probably scabbed over by now, although they might pull open again if he wasn’t careful. “I told you my version. He made us a little more honest than we’d intended, that’s all.”
“Millions of dollars more honest,” she muttered. “Shi Ohn said everybody was terrified about what he’d do with Suzaku, and where his loyalties would land. Did you know your whole group was taking bets on how badly mini-Oz would screw things up?”
No, they hadn’t ever shared that particular detail with him. “That’s a shame; if they’d let me in on the action, I would’ve cleared the pot. He was never going to betray us.”
“That wasn’t smart, Laurent. Leaving him there for all those months. You know how much harder it gets when you stick with one mark for too long. In and out, as fast as possible, with as much money as possible. That was always our motto—for a reason. Breaking the rules, just because you think someone’s, I dunno, special or something? That’s the kind of thing that can get you—”
Killed, Laurent filled in, when she realized what she was saying and stuffed the bread into her mouth instead of finishing.
“And yet here we all stand,” he said. “Including you.”
Dorothy scraped her fork through her dish, searching for any bits of meat left in the thick, coppery-red sauce. “I really didn’t remember,” she said, her usual bright smile fading into the shadows the evening sky was casting over them. She looked pensive, suddenly, and a little sad. “I wasn’t hiding from you, or running some long con.”
“I know.” Laurent was glad she’d said it, though; he’d never admit to her that a part of him would’ve always wondered.
She blew out her breath in frustration and almost stabbed straight through the bottom of her bowl. Laurent winced, not ready to clean up more sharp-edged fragments.
“Honestly, I wish I was. I lost so much of my life. They were kind to me, and I’ll always love them. But I hated it there.”
Laurent hadn’t bothered to turn on the terrace lights; when the sun sank below the horizon, the city flaring to life in the distance, he’d merely gotten up to retrieve an assortment of candles, and a matchbook he hadn’t touched in a decade.
The flame still caught, sputtering on the dusty wicks, then holding steady once the years of neglect had burned away.
“I’m sorry I didn’t look for you,” he said, staring out at the Eiffel Tower until its brightly-lit spire blurred.
Dorothy surprised him by trailing her fingers along his arm, more gently than was typical for her, and with a new softness to her voice. “You weren’t supposed to. One screw up and you’re gone, remember? I made my choice, and I was okay with it.”
Laurent turned to her; she shook her head before he could say anything.
“I saw your face when I said goodbye. I knew what I was getting myself into when I pushed us into that last con. You warned us we weren’t being careful enough. And then you did it anyway, for me. Because you loved me, and more than anything else, you always wanted me to be happy. I remember that, now. I remember everything.”
Laurent sank sideways, gathering Dorothy into his arms, unable to bear it any longer.
“There you are,” she murmured, dropping her fork and threading her fingers through his hair—holding him in place as his shoulders shook, as he tried to wrap his entire body around her, to assure himself that she was really there, that she was still in one piece. “I wondered where you’d gone.”
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Chapter 12: PARIS
    




Chapter Text

Going to bed, after that, was one of the stranger experiences of Laurent’s life.
For the past two decades, at least, it had never once occurred to him that he might be in a situation where he’d need clothing constructed for actual sleeping. He’d never shared a bed with someone he wasn’t having sex with, and when he slept alone—even in colder climates—he still preferred to have as little fabric between him and the sheets as possible.
But there Dorothy was, in a prettily draped nightgown that barely touched her knees and left her shoulders bare, while Laurent stood across from her in a loosely opened shirt, his hands frozen on the button of his pants, not knowing what to do.
“Would you hurry up,” Dorothy insisted, impatient as ever. She flung the covers back and slipped under them, wriggling until she was comfortable. “Last in bed means you have to turn off the lights, then. Don’t stub your toe, I’m done fixing you for the day. Repair shop is closed until morning.”
“Noted; I’ll do my best,” Laurent replied, taking the invitation to switch off the light, first. That made it easier, although living in a city meant that even nights were never particularly dim.
He couldn’t think of a single item he’d brought that would be comfortable to sleep in, and Dorothy’s certainly wouldn’t fit him. He’d probably shrug anything else off during the night, anyway, his dream-addled brain wondering why he’d ever put it on to begin with.
He was overthinking this. He was exhausted, and emotionally drained, and wouldn’t have been able to explain to anyone why his mind was stalling out at this non-issue. Shouldn’t he want to be as close to Dorothy as possible?
Leaving his clothing on the chair—and pausing to be grateful that he was wearing a reasonably flattering pair of boxer briefs—he skirted carefully past Dorothy’s warned-for obstacles and took his spot under the covers.
She yawned widely, after a moment, and turned toward him. “You can cuddle me if you want. But no funny business; I’m so tired I’d fall asleep halfway through.”
“Has that stopped either of us before?” he asked, and she laughed.
“Now you’re just testing my memory. As I recall, you used to like being woken up that way.” She wriggled along the mattress again, this time into his arms, until she had her head resting against his chest, the tips of her fingers lightly tickling along his ribcage as she decided how she wanted their bodies to be arranged. Like puzzle pieces that’d warped and stretched into different shapes after spending too much time apart. “Horniest guy I’ve ever known, and that’s saying a lot,” she yawned again, nuzzling into him and going still.
She was snoring within a few minutes, dropping from the middle of a conversation into deep slumber as easily as she ever had.
Laurent stayed awake for a while, watching her.
***
He woke once during the night. Dorothy had moved to her side of the big bed, flinging her arms out to take up as much space as possible.
She looked happy, Laurent thought, and curled up with his back to her, focusing on the quiet sound of his own breathing until he could slip into a better version of the dreams that’d jolted him awake.
***
He blinked his eyes open, shut them to clear away the lingering sleep, and still found Dorothy’s smiling face taking up the entirety of his vision when he tried again.
“Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said once she saw she’d finally gotten his attention. “You know I was joking last night, right? You usually wake up way before me, so it's not like I have much of a chance to get my hands down your pants. Is it because I snore? Or you just like that the mornings are quieter that way. I think it’s boring, though...watching someone sleep, I mean. It’s like one of those old screensavers. Interesting for the first loop, and then you realize it’s just the same thing, over and over, and you’ll have a lot more fun if you jiggle it awake.”
Her hand was sliding under the covers as she talked; Laurent groaned and shifted away from her.
“Okay,” she said agreeably, leaning down to kiss him instead.
Her hair was too short to brush against his shoulders, like it used to; it tickled the sides of his face instead, blocking out some of the light seeping through the bedroom window.
Laurent kissed her back, his lips moving easily against hers. It felt good, in every sense of the word. Arousal was buzzing through his body—a little more slowly than usual, but definitely present—and the pressure of her soft, full mouth was exactly how he liked it. Skillful, a little bit aggressive, and friendly, like a conversation they’d paused years ago and had always meant to come back to.
This was how things were supposed to be. He should want this. He should want her; he should be almost desperate for it, after all that time he’d spent waiting.
“What is it?” Dorothy asked, when he drew back, as much as he could with a pillow blocking his way. She sat up, giving him space, and a very puzzled look, before her expression brightened again. “Oh—morning breath? That never used to bother you.”
“It’s not that,” he said. Truthfully, he’d barely noticed how her mouth had tasted. That was another sign, though, wasn’t it. “It’s just,” he said, searching for something that would make sense to either of them. There wasn’t any way to put it more gently. “You were dead, Dorothy. I still don’t know how to process that.”
Her face clouded over; she looked almost angry, although, Laurent thought, not with him. “Neither do I,” she said, moving away from him entirely and getting out of bed.
Laurent sat up, the sheets dropping down to his waist, and watched as she pulled open drawers and rattled items on her shelves.
“You kept everything,” she said after a while, her back turned toward him. “The closet’s still full of my dresses, lined up just how I left them. My shirts—my bras—are in the same drawers as before. You haven’t put up a single new painting, or swapped out that stupid lion statue that I love and that you always said looked more like a hippo. You didn’t even throw away my shampoo.”
“This is your home,” Laurent said.
The tension in Dorothy’s shoulders drew tighter, then dropped away. She turned and abruptly crawled back onto the bed, bundling herself into Laurent’s arms and tucking her face into the crook of his neck, where he couldn’t see her or read her emotions.
He didn’t need to; he understood.
“I missed you,” he told her, pressing a kiss onto the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her hair. “I missed you so much.”
They stayed like that for a while, as silent as the two of them had ever been, until Dorothy got restless and decided she’d had enough. She kissed Laurent as she withdrew—on his cheek, not trying for his mouth again—and went back to picking out her clothes for the day.
“I’m going to take a shower,” she announced, stopping in the doorway, jutting her hip out and propping one slim hand against it. Every line of her body was impossibly gorgeous. “Are you sure you don’t want to join me?”
“If your goal is to get clean, I don’t think my presence would help,” he said. “Besides, I was planning to go get us some breakfast. Anything you’ve been craving?”
Laurent listened for the sound of the shower cranking on before collecting his own clothing. After they’d eaten, he’d take his turn in the bathroom, and sort out the bag he’d never retrieved from the entryway. He’d only intended to stay for a couple of days, but now he wasn’t sure what he should do. Coffee would at least do a little to kick his brain into a better gear.
Swiping through his phone to check the weather report—clear skies today, with no rain—he slid his other hand into his pocket, fingers curling around the good luck charm he always kept there.
It’d been a long time, he realized, since Dorothy had been the one he was waiting for.
***
Laurent opened Edamura’s message thread three times before giving up. He didn’t know what to say.
Why didn’t you tell me? he sent instead, to the next best thing.
His phone rang a few minutes later, as he was stepping out of a cab and trying to remember which bistro in this area served the best coffee. Edamura might know, if he—Laurent cut the thought off before it got too tangled up in everything else tumbling through his brain. He was already barely keeping himself together.
The phone went silent, then rang again. Laurent didn’t need to look at the display; he swiped to accept the call, and asked, “How long have you known?”
Oz was quiet for a few seconds. “A week,” he said, finally.
Breakfast would have to wait; Laurent steered away from the line of shops and found a bench, far enough off the sidewalk to afford some privacy.
“I didn’t make any promises, even though she wanted me to,” Oz said, calmly, and with barely a hint of apology. “I know I could have warned you, and I did think about whether I should.”
This is why your son is always angry with you, Laurent thought, bunching the fabric of his shirt in his fist, unable to separate out his emotions or properly express any of them. Anger, betrayal. Relief, and a confused sense of joy. Grief, surging too powerfully and battering at the fragile walls of his chest, now that it didn’t have anywhere else to go.
He was still in mourning, but the graves were empty.
“I thought I was going crazy,” he whispered. Oz knew this about him. They all did, probably, but Oz was one of the only people he’d ever talked to about it. “I had an entire conversation with her yesterday, and I still thought she was dead, up until she touched me. Usually I can tell the difference; I know they’re not actually there, that it’s just something my brain does, to give me closure, or...I don’t know why it happens. It’s just...it’s always been like that, since I lost my mother. But what if I can’t tell anymore? What if I dreamed this entire day? Is she still dead, Oz, or is she...” His breath was coming a little too short, the words hitching out in sharp gasps. “How am I supposed to know what’s real?”
“I’m sorry, Laurie,” Oz said, gently, his tone losing much of its usual unruffled tranquility. “I shouldn’t have left you to do this alone. Listen to my voice, okay? I think you’re having a panic attack right now. I need you to breathe, Laurie, and focus on what I’m saying.”
Laurent choked on something that wasn’t quite a sob, and nodded, even though Oz couldn’t see him.
Embarrassment. Gut-wrenching humiliation, at having someone else witness this side of him. Another twist of self-loathing to join the others.
He went quiet, and let Oz spin him a story.
For months—for the past year—Shi Ohn had been bugging him to visit her in Seoul. Not to run a con, she said, although Oz had never fully believed her. Just to shoot the breeze in person for a while, for old times’ sake. Over the last couple of months, she’d gotten more persistent, until he’d finally given in. Most of his business in Tokyo was done, or could at least be put on hold, and Makoto still wasn’t answering his calls.
It turned out that Shi Ohn’s urgency hadn’t come from any desire for friendship and alcohol. Oz had walked into her home, just as Laurent had done in Paris, to find Dorothy alive and beaming.
She’d already been staying there for some time. Shi Ohn was the first person she’d called when her full rush of memories came back—when a name and a phone number pushed through the fuzzy muddle of images she was still struggling to put in any logical order.
It was hard for anyone to piece their lives back together after that much mental fragmentation. For someone who had spent years pretending to be other people? The fact that Dorothy could manage it at all, to sort out her true self from the rest, was remarkable—but entirely like her.
“I was surprised to see her, too,” Oz said. “None of us could’ve predicted that. With the bullet wound, and the weights, and that freezing water—it was a one in a million chance that she’d survive, and there’s no way we would’ve known where to look for her.”
“You were in prison,” Laurent said quietly. “I wasn’t. I could’ve at least tried.”
Oz didn’t respond right away. It was one thing Laurent had always appreciated about him; while he kept some information close to his chest and only revealed what he felt was crucial, he wouldn’t lie about this. He’d never offer empty platitudes just to make Laurent feel better.
“You could’ve spent all this time searching for her,” Oz said finally. “Maybe you would’ve found her, although I doubt it. But think of everything you’ve done in that time instead—all of the people you’ve helped.”
“All the money I’ve stashed away.”
Oz ignored his bitter tone. “The money that you’re using now to transform more lives. Look at Cynthia and Abbie—what you’ve done for them, and their futures. And Makoto. If you’d wasted your life on some futile hunt, you wouldn’t have met any of them.”
Laurent pressed his palm over the plastic shape in his pocket, and closed his eyes. He couldn’t speak past the lump in his throat.
“She doesn’t blame you,” Oz said. “None of us do. I’m sorry we let this go on for so long. It’s time you stop blaming yourself.”
Thirty years older than his son, but with something achingly similar about how he spoke, and with the same firm resolve.

You have to forgive yourself.

It took a few minutes, and a couple of tries, for Laurent to get his voice to come out the way he wanted.
“But what do I do now?”
“What do you want to do?” Oz asked, reasonably.
That was the problem. Laurent didn’t know.
***
He brought back coffee, omelettes with herbed potatoes and thickly sliced brioche, and a chocolate-iced éclair that Dorothy nearly snatched right out of his hand.
“There are some things that you just can’t get on an island,” she moaned as she jammed the long pastry into her mouth, licking away the creamy filling that spurted out the sides. “Ugh, this is good. Did you get more?”
“You asked for one,” he reminded her. “We can go out again later, if you like. I picked up two types of omelettes; which would you rather have?”
Dorothy did, indeed, want to explore the city, rather than spending another day restricted to the walls of even her spacious home. She let Laurent handle most of the itinerary, at least initially; it’d been some time, she explained, since she’d been tossed into such an urban setting.
“Weren’t you in Seoul for several months?” he asked as he popped a grape into his mouth to test its sweetness, before adding an apple and a couple of reasonably ripe pears to the picnic basket they’d been assembling. Gariguettes, unfortunately, weren’t fully in season yet; the strawberries he’d seen in various food stalls were enticingly plump and red, but this early in the spring, they’d be from Spain, with less fragrance and flavor than their French counterparts.
Snob, he thought, catching a flash of Edamura’s dark hair from across the market.
“You talked to Oz,” Dorothy gathered. Sharing her story with Laurent hadn’t meant she’d actually told him everything. She picked up an oversized lemon, more out of curiosity than a desire to buy it. “I was wondering why you were gone so long this morning. What else do you want to know?”
“You don’t need to explain anything to me,” Laurent said. “I’m glad Shi Ohn could be there for you.”
He was being genuine, but Dorothy went on anyway. “It was a lot less complicated to start with her, y’know? Rising from the dead isn’t as easy as it sounds, even for me. And Shi Ohn’s the one who had access to all my bank accounts. Don’t give me that look, Laurent. Money’s important. I don’t see you tossing all yours away.”
“But you did siphon off some of yours. Oz told me that, too.”
“Well, you can’t exactly pay someone back for saving your life, but a little cash never hurts,” Dorothy said, with a wide-armed shrug that nearly knocked a bag off another shopper’s shoulder. “At least now my dad can finally tie up his boat for good. Maybe I can even get them to visit me here. Get some real culture for a change.”
She was trying not to sound like she cared all that much; it wasn’t working.
According to Oz, she’d already failed at convincing her adoptive parents to relocate; their life was in their fishing village. Retirement or not, they didn’t intend to uproot the half century they’d dedicated to their home. And Dorothy was chafing at the idea of being torn between people she loved and a life she wanted.
“Besides,” she continued, pointing out the cheeses she was interested in—a sharp divergence from Laurent’s original choices, but still good options. “It was simpler to stick with two-woman jobs at first. You can’t get too crazy when you’re just getting your feet wet. I hate to admit it, but I’ve been out of the game for a while; it takes some practice to get back up to speed.”
Laurent thanked the seller before turning to her. “Jobs? You mean cons? You’re already starting that up again?”
“Oh—Oz didn’t tell you that part. Well, maybe that’s because he wouldn’t join us. He said the Wizard had hung up his black bag of tricks for good, and that I shouldn’t ask you, either. Was he right? Retirement sure didn’t last long the first time.”
“Because Liu killed you,” Laurent said, sharply, but as quietly as he could; they were still in a public place. “I was retiring for you, Dorothy. Without you, there wasn’t any point.”
“No,” Dorothy said, her voice picking up the same tone, the morning’s odd flash of anger creeping back in. “You were retiring for yourself. You never asked me what I wanted.”
“You’re right,” Laurent said, all the fight going out of him. They’d both always known the truth on that count. Some mistakes were too dangerous to make again. He chose a crusty loaf of bread and a nice bottle of wine, and guided them out of the market. “So tell me, then, which despicably rich, no-good crooks are you and Shi Ohn targeting now? You must have a very long list.”
They spent several hours along the banks of the Canal Saint-Martin, among clusters of other picnickers who’d had the same idea. The ground was only slightly damp in places, the previous day’s rainfall not heavy enough to soak in.
Laurent had forgotten to pick up any cups, or a corkscrew; it took Dorothy less than five minutes to retrieve the latter, from a middle-aged man she looked like she was adding to a mental list of future targets.
“Grade A creep,” she announced as she uncorked the bottle, taking a long swig from it, then passing it over to Laurent. “It’s disgusting how men only quote unquote respect women when other men are around. If he hadn’t decided you’d already staked a claim on me, I think he would’ve dragged me under a bridge and corkscrewed me.”
“Unlikely, even if I hadn’t been around,” Laurent said, catching the hand she flung toward him and dropping a kiss on the top of it. “I meant because you are a thousand times more intimidating than I am, my dear, not that he wouldn’t want to. Although I really don’t understand the value system you’re setting up here. Wouldn’t it be nicer if men didn’t slaver over you like sex-hungry beasts?”
Dorothy permitted the touch, then regally withdrew her hand. She was more like a queen, now, than the princess who’d left him. “Better me than some innocent young girls who don’t know how to handle the attention. I mean, I’m still young, obviously, but I know what to do with dirtbags like that. Did I ever tell you about the time that—”
They whiled away the afternoon with food and laughter. Dorothy never ran out of stories, and Laurent had plenty of his own to share.
Joining the couples strolling along the canal was the logical next step. Dorothy took Laurent’s arm and leaned into him; she was wearing impractical shoes, as usual, and refusing to admit that her feet were hurting her. Laurent’s were still stinging a little, too, but the scabbed-over marks on his palms were barely noticeable now. In another day or two, he’d forget that he’d ever cut them.
The sunlight was fading—not setting yet, but turning the day golden and mellow. A magical hour, where anything could happen. Like a mermaid rising from the sea, or a long-lost lover returning home.
Dorothy broke away from him, dashing up an iron bridge that spanned the canal, and peering over the edge at something she’d seen—trash thrown into the water by a careless tourist, perhaps, or the lashed-down goods on the deck of the barge passing underneath.
When she turned around, she flung her arms out, like she was embracing the entire world, and grinned just as widely, calling Laurent to her.
She was glowing, with an irresistible magnetism that went far beyond mere physical beauty. Laurent made his way to her side, like he’d been bidden. It would’ve been easy, then, to lean in a little more—to take her in his arms, like all the other couples around them, and to taste the laughter in her smile.
There was no reason to hold himself back; she was tipping her face up to his, welcoming him in—a sunlit, golden queen who was willing to share her riches, and her throne.
Laurent almost wanted to kiss her. Everything would be so much simpler if he did.
***
“I’ll take the guest room tonight; don’t worry about the sheets, there are plenty of extras,” Laurent said that evening, as Dorothy was brushing her teeth before bed. That hadn’t changed, either; there’d always been a strange violence to her scrubbing, like she wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible, so she could move onto something more interesting.
She garbled an answer, then spat into the sink when Laurent lifted his eyebrows, unable to understand her.
“Oz said you’d changed, but I didn’t believe him,” she said, rinsing her toothbrush and setting it back in the cup next to Laurent’s. “Shi Ohn letting her hair go grey, and the Wizard turning his precious little princeling into a confidence man, I’ll believe, but Laurent turning down sex? That’s a new one.”
She was hurt—not by the physical rejection, but something much deeper. Laurent understood that. He cupped the back of her head in one palm—she fit as easily there as she ever had—and drew her gently in, until she let him embrace her, resting his cheek against her soft hair.
“I love you, Dorothy,” he murmured. “You know I always will.”
“Fat lot of good that does me,” she grumbled, although she mostly sounded pleased by the promise. She gripped loosely at the back of his shirt, signaling that she wanted him to stay like that, at least for a little while. “So who is it, then? Cynthia? I hear she’s a bombshell, although nothing that’d compare to me. Not Abbie; Shi Ohn says she’d cut your balls off if you tried.”
“Does there have to be someone else?” Laurent asked.
“Duh,” she said, not letting him dodge the question. “For a ridiculous diehard romantic like you? I know better than anyone what it looks like when you’re in love, and if it’s not me, then I’m stumped. You don’t have to tell me; we don’t owe each other anything.”

We’re just two people who slept together, once upon a time.

Her voice was filled with curiosity now, instead of pain, which was good. Laurent had never wanted to break her heart.
“But you’d like to know,” he said.
“Yeah,” she admitted, pushing her head up and bumping his chin a little in the process. “Especially because you’re being so mysterious about it. You know that kinda thing drives me nuts. Shi Ohn never said anything about you being in a relationship, but there must be someone.”
“No one who wants me in return,” he said quietly, holding her close and wondering why he couldn’t just let himself have this.
***
They went out dancing on the third day; Dorothy was bored by Laurent’s suggestions of museums or a concert at Saint Germain des Prés—dusty, dull, full of old people, and do I look like I need a nap?—and took over the planning that she felt he was bungling.
On the fourth evening, Laurent came downstairs, fresh from a shower, with a damp towel slung around his neck, to find Dorothy sitting on the kitchen floor. She hadn’t injured herself; that was his first thought. All the drawers had been pulled open, he realized next; the cabinet doors were swinging wide on their hinges, with a jumble of pots and pans cascading out of the one nearest her.
“I can’t remember,” she said, turning her face up toward his, looking lost and a little terrified. “Every last earring in my old jewelry box—I know those, I barely have to look to pick them out. But I don’t know where anything is in here. I can’t even remember if I own a fillet knife. Or a colander.”
Laurent gathered her up, moving her out of the chaotic mess. “You’ve never cooked here, Dorothy,” he told her, stroking away a mascara-streaked tear that had run halfway down her cheek. “Not at any point in my memory, so there’s nothing wrong with yours.”
It took her a few seconds, but she laughed, quietly at first, then louder, sinking into a chair and covering her face with her hands. “Oh my god,” she breathed. “I thought for a minute that...you don’t know what it’s like, Laurent.”
Not as strong as she seemed, and even more reluctant than Laurent to put her weaknesses on display. An hour from now, she’d have her armor reassembled, hating that Laurent had momentarily seen her without it.
“If you’re tired of eating out, I can make us something,” he offered. He straightened the utensils in the first drawer and pushed it shut, then bent to pick up the cast iron skillet that Dorothy had bought because she liked the look of it, not because she’d intended to use it.
Who has time for that? she’d scoffed, idly swinging the skillet and moving past the shelf of cookbooks where Laurent had stopped, hooked by the intriguing title on one of the spines. She had books lining her walls, too—thick coffee table volumes filled with beautiful things—but for pure reading enjoyment, she preferred fantasy worlds and spy novels. A mere instructional manual full of recipes didn’t fit any of those categories, and had no place in either her life or her home.
When you have money like ours, you don’t need to cook for yourself, she’d always said. I’d rather leave the burnt fingers and greasy aprons to the professionals.
“I was thinking about the fish we saw in the market,” she responded now, pressing her fingers to her forehead, then sighing. “I hate that I know how to pull out all of those tiny bones. I can devein shrimp, did you know that? It’s disgusting. But I’ve done it, a lot.”
“Maybe it’ll come in handy,” Laurent said. “You’ll find a mark who’ll fall head over heels for a woman who knows how to handle her shrimp.”
Dorothy made a noise that was part amusement, part continued disgust. “That’ll be the day. I’d rather just gut him. Whoever he is.”
“I thought we didn’t kill anyone,” Laurent said.
“Now you pay attention to the rules. I was speaking metaphorically. Gutting him in his overstuffed wallet.”
She watched as Laurent filled a heavy pot with water and turned on the stove to let it boil. Pasta would be fast, and he’d seen some cans of sauce in the pantry. That was stretching his cooking skills about as far as they’d go; although in truth, he wouldn’t mind learning more.
“I wasn’t overreacting,” Dorothy said, in a quieter voice that made Laurent turn to look at her.
When she continued, it was with a strange tone, like she wasn’t really addressing him—like she was barely aware he was still there.
“You don’t just wake up one day and go back to normal. I have these lapses sometimes. Like—coming here. I made it all the way to Paris and told Shi Ohn I’d be fine on my own, I wanted to keep your surprised face all to myself, but then I got into the cab and couldn’t remember the address of my own house. Just...poof! Gone. I hadn’t even thought about it. Like during school—after a summer, or Christmas break, when you wipe away everything you just learned because all your exams are done, but then you get back and you put your hand on your locker and suddenly you have no idea what the combination is. You just have to let muscle memory guide you.”
She twisted her fingers together in her lap.
“I had him drive me around for an hour until I found something that looked familiar. I didn’t want to call anyone to ask. I shouldn’t have to.”
Laurent returned to her, kneeling down so he could look her in the eyes. “Next time, call me. No matter what it is you need. I’m the last person in the world who’s going to judge you, Dorothy.”
“I know,” she said, and smiled, but she was looking past—almost through—him. She was already pulling away from him again.
***
Dorothy would’ve been annoyed if she’d known he stayed for the rest of that week because he was worried about her.
That wasn’t the full story, though. Shi Ohn and Oz had both assured him that she was fine; Shi Ohn, in particular, was determined to take Dorothy back under her wing and to keep her sheltered there for as long as possible. They truly were two of a kind. She sounded thirty years younger, somehow—more vibrant and enthusiastic than when he’d first met her—with Dorothy back in the picture. Laurent had never realized how much the loss had impacted her.
Maybe he wasn’t the only one who’d been good at pretending.
But he wasn’t staying for Dorothy, just like he hadn’t wanted to retire for Dorothy. Not entirely, anyway. The truth was, he liked being wanted—being needed. Caring for someone else, having them rely on him, soothed an ache that he’d never been able to name—that he hadn’t, until recently, allowed himself to acknowledge. He wanted, very badly, for someone to allow him to love them with every fiber of his being.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t something that had any chance of lasting.
By the end of the week, Dorothy had gotten impatient and a little snappish with his hovering, visibly wanting more space than he was giving her.
A day out on his own, then; he probably needed it as much as she did.
He made a few phone calls, transferred out more cash than he strictly should have for something this self-indulgent, and made his way to the one part of the city where there’d be no danger of their paths crossing. While Dorothy loved her view, she’d always hated tourist traps and avoided anything as cliché as actually visiting the big metal structure that speared through her horizon.
The air was grey, with a slight drizzle—not enough to be uncomfortable, but sufficient to thin out the crowds a bit. Not that it made much of a difference; Laurent had ensured he’d be able to bypass the line. He gave his name and was ushered past the glowering, damp tourists to the private lift at the base of the Eiffel Tower.
The gears ground some when they started, possibly objecting to the damp chill in the air, then smoothed out for the rest of the ride. Laurent thumbed absently at the folded sheaf of pages he’d brought with him, leaving them in his coat pocket until he’d reached the restaurant partway up the spire, 125 meters off the ground.
Pulling strings to get himself a table without having reserved one months in advance meant that he wound up a few lengths away from the window, but with a clear enough view, still, of the Palais de Chaillot and the fountains encircled by its arms—two curved wings that held museums and a concert hall. Less visible was the aquarium that Edamura had described in his last set of journal entries.
He hadn’t eaten in this restaurant, although Laurent had marked it as a meal well worth the price, if you had the right company. It wasn’t really a place where you were meant to dine alone.
The server nevertheless greeted Laurent graciously, pouring a generous glass of wine and starting him off with the first of several courses. He’d glanced at the menu upon sitting down, caring more about the atmosphere than the food itself. There was no reason to be concerned on that front; it was an appealing set of dishes, including lobster bisque, scallops on a bed of lightly sauteed vegetables, gold caviar spooned liberally over glistening sea bass, and an indulgently rich chocolate dessert that was meant to be shared.
Edamura would’ve had much to say about it. Pretentious, he would’ve smirked, meaning it less and less these days, before trying the caviar and offering his opinion on that, too.
Laurent cleared his first plate, set his spoon along the edge to indicate he was ready for the next, and unfolded the well-worn letter, its creases soft from use.

Laurent,


Your letter was strange. At least, I thought so at first; I couldn’t understand why you ended it like that, until I stepped off the plane and realized exactly when I’d scheduled my trip to the City of Love. The second week of February, in all its rose-petaled glory.


I can hear you laughing from here, with that annoying this guy’s an idiot, why did I choose him face that you wore so much of the time in Los Angeles.


It makes me want to take you by the neck of your shirt and shake you—again—but you’re not here, so I can’t.


Something about you just makes people want to get physical, I think. Clark’s told me a lot more on that count than I wanted to hear. I’m going to block his number soon. If he complains, tell him it’s your fault. Like most things.


You never told him—or anyone else, as far as I can tell—about Helsinki. He knew you were there, but nothing about my part in it. That surprised me. I had this idea you’d brag to everyone after, that I’d never be able to stop hearing about it, but I think I might’ve misjudged you. You’re not as bad as I thought.


If you’re making a filthy joke in your head right now, though, about how good you are (in bed), I’m taking all of that back.


So here I am, in Paris, during the most ridiculous time of year to travel alone.


I am alone. I don’t know why you think I wasn’t; Abbie’s been back in the United States since Sydney, as far as I know. As much of an adrenaline junkie as she is, she doesn’t actually like traveling—not the way we do. You’d think someone who can fly planes would be better on them, but she gets a little airsick, did you know that?


I can’t even imagine how much she’d hate it here right now. The entire city is an explosion of candies and confetti hearts and couples who seem like they’re competing in a game where the only rule is seeing who can glue their lips together the longest.


The winners, so far, clocked out at over half an hour: thirty-four minutes without any visible pauses for breath, and with their faces mashed so tightly together, I worried one of their noses might snap from the pressure. I wonder if that’s ever happened. Injuries from kissing? You would know, probably. Have you beaten their record?


I shouldn’t ask that. It’ll give you the wrong idea. But I admit I’m curious.


I don’t mean just kissing—with the right person, that can probably last all night, and into the early hours, when the world, and everything in it, seems like it’s narrowed down to only the two of you.


You had that, I know, with Dorothy. Your one true love—a fairy tale romance, the way my dad told it. Is it callous to say I don’t really want to hear more of those stories? I’ve already seen the lengths you’d go to for her, and it hasn’t turned out well for me. Or anyone else who got dragged into it.


I’m talking about the specific kind of kissing that’s been happening on every street corner here, where people seem desperate to link themselves by the mouths until something breaks. Like they’re scared if they let go, they’ll lose that person forever.


There was an injury, by the way—almost forgot to tell you that part. Not a broken nose, but close enough; I think she bit either his lip or his tongue. There was definitely blood. Not too surprising for it to end like that; both of their mouths had probably gone numb from what looked like painful amounts of suction. Don’t laugh—I swear I’ll know if you do—but I never used to think about kissing as a skill you needed to practice. I guess it’s obvious, but the right techniques...the right partner...can make a huge difference.


These two weren’t a good fit. If I could see it, I bet they knew it, too; maybe that’s why they were so frantic.


Don’t judge me, Laurent. I’m not a creep, a voyeur, like you; I was eating lunch, and I was bored. When service is slow, it’s hard to pass up a free show on a bench just a couple meters away.


I can’t picture this happening back home. We have Valentine’s Day, too—and White Day, a month after, which is more important for guys like us to track—but it’s all obligation chocolates and blushing confessions, not...this. Maybe it’s not just you. Maybe all Frenchmen are like this. Trying to get you to lay off the constant, meaningless flirtation is like telling a shark to stop swimming.


I’m surrounded by people who claim to be in love—and maybe they are, at least for now, to the extent they’re capable. It’s not really my place to judge. (Yes, fine, I am judging. I hardly need you to write back to me when I always know what you’re going to say.)


But here’s the thing, Laurent. I realized, pretty quickly, that I’m just annoyed by it. I wish they’d stop clogging the streets and making everyone else look at how hard they can suck each other’s tongues out of their mouths—I swear it’s like watching a bunch of squid fight—but I haven’t thought yet: oh, I wish that was me.


Maybe being here should be making me feel a lot more lonely, but I don’t envy them.


It’s easy to find people to kiss, or to sleep with. I think you know that better than anyone. People you want to stay up all night talking to are much rarer. Maybe it’s so rare, it doesn’t actually exist the way I used to think.


A year from now, most of these people will probably be locking lips with someone else, barely even remembering who they were with before. Some of them might’ve even left love locks on the Pont des Arts before that was banned, and the city cut them all away.


There’s something symbolic about that: a bridge sagging and crumbling under the weight of too many past loves. If you went through them all, one by one, and tracked down the couples they’d belonged to, how many of them would still be together?


“Love,” they say, like it means anything at all to them. How can you call it love, when it doesn’t last? One storm and you’re done, letting your ship sink and hopping on board the next.


I don’t believe in any of it anymore. I can’t, Laurent.


I don’t know why you thought I was coming here to try to find love, when I’ve already told you, as clearly as I could, that I’m not looking for that. I don’t need it, and I don’t want it. From what I’ve seen, being in love doesn’t make people happier.


Has it made you happier?


Maybe that’s an unfair question. But you’ve never once been fair to me.


Other than the bad timing, Paris has been okay the second time around. To visit, anyway. I try to picture you living here: sometimes I can see it, sometimes I can’t. It seems like you should fit, with all your smirking and flirting and expensive wine and snobbery—but is it weird that a part of me feels like maybe you don’t?


I have been getting a slightly less touristy view, thanks to you crossing out pretty much every chapter in the book I sent you. Except for the Eiffel Tower, because you assumed I was still too terrified of heights to try it.


Wrong again.


I very nearly died, but I did it. Mostly so I could send you a picture of myself at the top, flipping you off like Abbie does, but I was sweating so much I nearly dropped my phone right off the edge, which made everything worse, and I had to sit down for a while.


Someone bought me champagne to try to calm me down; I guess there’s a bar up there? I might’ve noticed that if I hadn’t been huddled in a corner with my head between my knees trying not to think about how high up I was and how I didn’t have a parachute this time. Yes, I saw the metal grills that’re supposed to keep you from falling OUT OF THE SKY, but how secure is that, really, when you have a hundred face-sucking couples shoving you against the wire, trying to take romantic photos, and throwing all their weight to one side, like when you’re on a boat and it...


Oh god. I think I’m making myself sick again writing this. This room—your entire house—feels like it’s swaying.


Which, I also discovered, the Eiffel Tower does when it’s windy. Did you know that?? That would’ve been a really nice fucking fact to have told me before I got into that lift and shot myself up into the air to POSSIBLY DIE.


It was really awful, Laurent. I’m not sending you the photos, either; I think it’s the worst I’ve ever looked in my life. You might actually stop talking to me if you see those, and I’ve decided I don’t want that.


For now, anyway.


Don’t quote me on this, I might change my mind later.


This letter is such a mess that I should probably rip it up and start over, but that might just make it worse. You wanted my thoughts, relatively unfiltered, didn’t you? Well, this is what it looks like. You’re welcome.


My journal entries should be a little better—I included them again, since you said you liked them the last time.


Laurent, I think that I...


I don’t know. Maybe I’ll save that for the next letter.


- Edamura

***
A letter that said everything, and nothing at all.
Laurent hadn’t been able to come up with a response right away. He’d thought that being in Paris might help, that he could gain some clarity by walking the same paths Edamura did, following the trail he’d left in his journal. Maybe, if Laurent could bear it, he’d try sleeping in the same bed—weeks apart, but with pillows that might still hold Edamura’s scent.
If he could breathe that in, if he could open his eyes and see Edamura next to him, with messy dark hair and an open smile and that early morning honesty that could cut through all the confusion in his letter...
Laurent folded the pages, careful to keep from smudging the ink, or dipping the corners into the chocolate sauce that was still smeared across his final plate.

Your one true love.

Even if Edamura had been wavering—even if Laurent could sift through his contradictory words for a glint of gold that might give him hope—that was all lost now, wasn’t it?
Dorothy was back. Laurent had slept in that bed after all, waking up with the woman he’d promised to tie his life to.
He paid his bill, made his way to a windblown platform overlooking the city, and stared out at the view Edamura had seen, wondering what had been whispered into that empty space between sentences—what Edamura would never tell him now.

One storm and you’re done.

It wasn’t raining, but the air was still damp and heavy. The fog sank into his hair and stung his cheeks, driving away the warmth of his drawn-out meal.
If Laurent told him the truth—how he felt, and what he wanted—it would only prove everything Edamura had been saying all along.
Love didn’t last. Laurent’s devotion was all pretty words and shiny paper wrapped around an empty box. If he couldn’t be trusted with Dorothy’s heart, what business did he have asking for another?
Valentine’s Day had been crossed off the calendar weeks ago, but romance was still thick in the air; couples crowded around him, one bumping him against the metal barrier, then apologizing.
They were laughing—flushed with happiness and hope, not caring about what the future held. They were together today, and that was enough.
Laurent smiled at them, held his hand out for the phone the man was struggling to hold steady, and offered to take a picture.
“So you can always remember this day,” he said. It might not be a lock on a bridge, but this, at least, they could take with them.
Send me those pictures, Edamame, he thought, leaving his own phone in his pocket, knowing he wouldn’t type out that request—he’d waited too long. It was too late. But— Nothing could ever make me stop wanting you.
***
“Let’s go dancing,” Dorothy said, draping herself over the back of the couch with a restless, almost feline grace that Laurent remembered well.
He handed her a glass of champagne and smoothed away a strand of hair that was catching in her mascara-thick eyelashes, making her blink. “Again?”
“Not in the Marais this time,” she said, sinking back down into the cushions and leaving space for Laurent to join her. “It’s still too cold to salsa along the Seine, but I’m tired of these dance halls and nightclubs that all look the same. Is there anywhere new? Something different.”
“There’s one that a friend told me about. I haven’t been there myself.” Laurent sipped at his glass and set it aside. While he liked the look of sparkling wines and often kept them on hand, he’d never been overly fond of the taste. “I can’t guarantee it’s any better, but the atmosphere should be interesting enough.”
“Sold!” Dorothy replied, lifting her champagne into the air in celebration. “You’d think everything would be exciting after that stinking island, but cities get boring, too. Hey! I meant to tell you—I’m heading back to Seoul next week. Shi Ohn says she has some pretty big fish hooked, and we could use you, too. You can show off all those shiny new skills of yours. I’d love to see you in action again.”
Laurent made a noncommittal noise. “For now, let’s settle for dancing. I’ll call us a cab.”
***

Turns out there are two Aquariums here—or, well, there are probably more than two, since it’s a big city, but it took me a while to realize that there’s an “Aquarium de Paris” (with fish tanks and movie theaters, weirdly, and kids constantly falling into the koi pond touch tank because no one’s bothering to watch them) and a “L’Aquarium” that’s some kind of nightclub.


Makes me think of Cassano’s gangster movies. “Swimming with the fishes.” Except here I guess it’s literal.


I found out about the nightclub because an extremely beautiful woman (and her boyfriend, I think? it was confusing) came up to me at a bar tonight and asked me to go with them. I said something very stupid about how I’d already seen all the fish, thanks, and wasn’t it closed for the evening, anyway? She laughed at me; he definitely groped me, which surprised me so much I didn’t actually react, and they told me that they do a different kind of touching in front of those tanks.


Turns out there are slimier pickup lines than the ones I’m used to hearing.


I didn’t go. I finished my drink and went back to a house where it feels like every time I turn a corner, I’m about to come face-to-face with Dorothy. Isn’t it hard, living like that? There’s a difference, I think, between remembering—honoring—someone and acting like they’ve never left.


I guess being here has made me understand some things a little better.


Maybe I should’ve taken that couple up on their offer, after all; trying new things is why I’m here, right? But all I felt when he grabbed my ass—when she whispered in my ear, in French, and then in English when she realized I didn’t understand her—was disgust. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want them. I just wanted...


I don’t know. I think coming to Paris might’ve been a mistake.

***
“It’s perfect,” Dorothy announced, plastering herself against Laurent’s back, her breath tickling his ear, so he could hear her over the bass-thumping music. She was wearing platform boots that lifted her at least ten centimeters higher than usual, and which she would probably be cursing by the end of the night. For now, she was sparkling with all the excitement she’d wanted Laurent to find for her.
She spun away from him, onto the dance floor, leaving him to settle into the leather booth he’d reserved—the best seat in the house, he’d been promised, after handing over another too-thick wad of cash.
He beckoned for a server, ordered a whiskey and more champagne, for when Dorothy returned to him, and worked on filtering the noise down to levels where he might be able to pick out conversation without shouting. Not that they’d come here to talk—Dorothy was already whirling in the midst of a crowd, purple and red lights strobing over her skin in time with the music.
She belonged out there, surrounded by men who’d always be drawn into her orbit.
Laurent drank his whiskey, then another, brushing aside the women—and a few rather attractive men—who stopped by his booth to see if he wanted company. Like asking a shark to stop swimming, he thought, and chuckled humorlessly, clinking the melting sphere of ice against the side of his glass.
It was an absurd comparison, yet it was an idea he’d cultivated—that he’d probably shrivel into nothing, losing all sense of self, if he didn’t have someone new in his bed every week. Laurent had always been good at creating illusions, at telling people what they wanted to hear.
The music picked up, impossibly; the DJ across the room was bobbing his head and digging his shoulders into it, using his digital turntables to throb out a beat that was intended to drag any wallflowers into the churning, sweating mass of flesh. Laurent could feel the mix thumping up the soles of his feet, all the way to his chest, where it threaded into his heartbeat, fighting him for control.
He tipped back the rest of his drink and draped his arm along the top of the booth, exuding his best untouchable ennui. Cynthia would roll her eyes if she saw him like this; Abbie would simply ignore him; Edamura would glare, frowning deeply, his mouth taking on such an enticing curve that Laurent would sway forward in the overwhelming need to kiss it.
The club sank into near darkness, with bright strobes still flashing behind his eyelids; when he opened them again, he could see Edamura swiping his sweat-damp bangs out of his face, trying to bounce along with the music, periodically losing the beat but carrying on anyway, out of sheer, enthusiastic determination.
“I miss you,” Laurent said, knowing that no one in this room would be able to hear him.
He’d momentarily lost sight of Dorothy; he sought her out again, gaze sweeping in a tightening arc until he found her exactly where he should’ve expected: directly in front of the aqua-lit tank that gave the club its name.
With her bright-white hair and matching dress, she stood out in the crowd, like she’d brought her own spotlight—like it was shining out of her. She was too far away for Laurent to see her clearly, but her movements were unmistakable—as liquid and graceful as the fish swimming behind her, around her, encircling her in a blinding flash of silvery scales, until her swaying limbs caught on a bundle of dark kelp.
Her eyes opened—deep blue and terrified, searching for his, asking why he wasn’t doing something—and the kelp tangled around her throat, dragging her backwards, into the murky water, into a crowd that was drowning her.
Laurent was pushing through the mass of dancers before he’d even realized he was on his feet.
“Hey!” Dorothy exclaimed in surprise once he’d reached her, pulling her away from the cluster of hungry-eyed men, his palms sweeping along her torso, checking for the blood he couldn’t stop seeing. She set her hands over his, red lights flaring against her dark skin before the rotating beams moved on, and leaned back into him, tipping her head up so he could see her smile. “Finally got jealous, huh? I thought I was gonna have to give someone a blowjob right up against the glass before you’d notice me.”
“I’ve barely taken my eyes off you,” he said in an effortless lie, his lips brushing against her hair. “But if you were wanting sex in public, we should’ve gone to a different type of club.”
“Maybe another time,” she said, twisting in his arms with that same easy, supple grace that had sent his mind spinning a few minutes earlier. “Dance with me, Laurent.”
They weren’t following any specific steps—this wasn’t a tango, or the samba that Dorothy had always loved and Laurent had never quite been able to manage—but their bodies still knew every move, somehow. Muscle memory, Laurent thought, and emptied out his too-cluttered, emotion-clogged brain to leave room for the pure physical pleasure of a body that had always responded so effortlessly to his.
***
Laurent had been outside of the club for perhaps ten or fifteen minutes before Dorothy found him. She’d retrieved a coat from the cloakroom—his, not hers, which meant that her sweat-chilled skin was more thoroughly covered, although the hem dragged a little against the dirty sidewalk.
“Thought for a minute you’d left me,” Dorothy said. “Then a very pretty girl who wants very much to sleep with either you or both of us told me that you’d gone upstairs. Her loss, if she’s too chicken to come talk to you herself. Smoke break?”
That’s what most of the other patrons in the area were doing—stepping out in the dark, noise-dampened streets to light up cigarettes before diving back into the commotion.
Laurent wiped away a smudge of eyeliner that had collected at the corner of her lashes. She fluttered them in thanks and didn’t chase him when he withdrew. She’d always been too confident for that—and rightly so. If Laurent wanted her, he had to be the one to say it.
“Smoking is fine when you’re young and beautiful. I’d rather not add on extra years before I have to.”
“So that’s why you stayed pretty, and Oz and Shi Ohn have so many wrinkles,” she said, laughing and not asking further questions.
“Dorothy?” he said, after a few moments of relative silence.
She pulled her gaze from the clump of men a few lengths away, who hadn’t lowered the volume of their voices to match the setting. One had periodically been shoving his finger in another’s face, accusing him of something. Moving in on his girl, possibly; Laurent hadn’t been paying much attention.
He took Dorothy’s hands, drawing her to face him. “Dorothy, I asked you for something a long time ago. I know it seems like I’ve forgotten, but I haven’t.”
She narrowed her eyes a bit, looking puzzled, before her expression cleared. “That silly little love spell of yours?”
“It was a promise,” he said, lifting her left hand until he could touch his lips against the cool stone jutting from her ring finger. “I don’t know if you still want me to keep it. If you do—I will. I meant what I said back then, Dorothy, and I’ll stand by it.”
“You really believe in those chains, don’t you,” she said quietly. She searched his eyes, then sighed and dropped her hands away from his. “But this is exactly why I said no. Anchoring yourself to someone doesn’t keep you stable; it drags you down. It traps you in one place, when what you want to do is keep moving—keep exploring everything wonderful that’s out there.”
“It’s not chains—it’s not limiting—if you love someone,” Laurent said.
Dorothy made a frustrated noise. “But you don’t. No, stop—I know you love me. You don’t have to keep telling me that. But you’re not in love with me anymore, Laurent. Don’t start lying to me now; you might’ve changed, but you’ve never been dishonest.”
“That’d be news to most people,” Laurent said, wryly. “But what about you? If I have to be honest, the obligation goes both ways.”
Dorothy tucked her hands in the pockets of Laurent’s coat. She looked small, wrapped up in that much fabric, but her voice was as strong as ever. “I remember loving you.”
He didn’t really need to hear an explanation. Even if her memories had remained intact, if they’d successfully retired and never gone after Liu, there was a strong likelihood that they would’ve grown apart. They were too similar, in the wrong ways, and too different in the ones that truly counted. Recovering from her amnesia—remembering that she had once cared for Laurent, had agreed to marry him—didn’t mean all the feelings would flood back in, too. Or that they should.
Sifting through his emotions—deciding whether he felt relief, or a surge of sorrowful regret over their lost years—was something that would come later.
“But you don’t love me anymore.”
Dorothy shrugged, frowning slightly. “Not the way you want someone to.”
She left it there for long enough that Laurent felt compelled to speak again. All he could come up with was: “I’m sorry, Dorothy.”
“Don’t be,” she said. “Look, Laurent—I told you back then that this isn’t my kind of story. I don’t need to be rescued. I like who I am and what I do. I don’t want to marry a prince. I want to spend the rest of my life fighting dragons.”
“That’s why I’m sorry,” Laurent said, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her. It was only, he realized now, something he’d been doing to comfort himself. It’d never really been about her, had it? “You’ve been telling me this all along. I’m sorry I didn’t listen earlier.”
“It was hard to keep arguing with you,” she said, her mouth softening into a smile. “You believed every word you were saying, which almost made me believe it, too. I figured—why not. At least it was something I’d never tried. I liked being with you. I liked you. I still like you—it almost makes me wish that it could work the way you wanted.”
“I know,” Laurent said. This was probably the most they’d ever agreed on anything.
“So what comes next?” Dorothy asked. “This must be a no on Seoul.”
“I don’t scam people anymore,” he said. Then, with a twist of a smile, added, “Well, most people. I’m not sure if politicians count.”
She laughed. “I have a very long list of people who don’t count. If you ever need some extra names, call me up, okay? Maybe I can still convince you.”
“Maybe,” he said. They were working their way through the beginnings of a farewell, but there were still a few things he needed to say. He called her back before she could turn away again. “Dorothy? Thank you. For saving me. I have no idea where I’d be now if the three of you hadn’t decided to recruit me.”
“Thank Shi Ohn for that one,” she reminded him. “One of the only times I’ve ever been wrong—and totally willing to admit it. She harps on it a lot, too. But I’m glad she talked me into taking a chance on you. You were too pretty to leave in the trash forever.”
Laurent smiled, more openly than he’d done in at least the past few days. Dorothy moved closer and touched the side of his face, the band of her ring resting coolly against his cheek.
“Would you mind if I kissed you? Just once more, for luck.”
Even with her lofted heels, she’d have to lift herself on her toes to reach his mouth, or he’d need to bend down. A short, barely noticeable distance that they’d never cross again.
He took too long to answer, and she drew away. Not far—she was gracefully shrugging off his coat, preparing to rejoin the party inside. She folded it in thirds and handed it over, placing something on top.
The Hideyoshi figure, Laurent realized, jolting forward to keep it from falling, as though a bit of plastic had any chance of breaking.
Dorothy was watching him, with that assessing eye she usually focused on their targets. She twisted the ring on her finger, almost absently, but seeming aware of the irrational importance Laurent placed on objects like these.
Sure enough, she asked, “This mystery woman of yours—does she know how lucky she is, to have someone who’s this faithful to her?”
Laurent shook his coat out and put it on, slipping the capsule toy back into place. Dorothy was giving him several signals. One was easy enough to read: Go home, Laurent. I’ll be fine here without you.
The other—I’d still like to know who replaced me—was as visible, but she’d given him room to dodge it.
“It’s not a conscious choice, or anything we agreed on,” Laurent said. “He never asked me to wait for him. You call me a romantic, Dorothy; I guess I am. I don’t know how else to love someone.”
“Oh!” Dorothy said, her mouth forming the shape of the sound. She laughed, after the brief flash of surprise, her mind probably flicking through the narrowed down list of options, landing on what he wasn’t saying outright. “Well, I was right—as usual. You really will go for anyone.”
Laurent chuckled, taking it as the olive branch it was. “You were never just anyone, Dorothy.”
“Oh, I know,” she said. “You, of all people, don’t need to tell me that.” She grinned at him, smoothed out the creases in her form-fitting, extremely flattering dress, and blew him a kiss. He caught it and pressed it showily against his heart.
When the doors opened to let her back in, a rush of sound poured out, filling the street and pressing against Laurent’s eardrums—just for a moment, until they swung shut again, clamping the silence back into place.
The buzzing they’d left behind wasn’t just in Laurent’s ears; he patted at his pockets, withdrawing the phone that he’d nearly forgotten he’d brought with him.
A text—from Edamura.

>> I heard about Dorothy. I think I was the last to get the news. Sorry to break into the honeymoon—I figured at this hour, you’d probably be asleep, so hopefully your phone’s on silent. I don’t have a gift, but I wanted to say congratulations before everyone else beat me to it. Guess I was wrong, huh? Some dreams really do come true. I’m happy for you, Laurent. For both of you.
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Chapter Text


 Une Série de Lettres 



Edamame,

I don’t know who spilled the (non soy)beans, but “honeymoon” isn’t the word I would’ve chosen. It’s been celebratory, yes, but strange, too. I won’t bore you with details unless you’re interested in knowing more, but I am sorry for dropping off the radar. The past month has been a confusing one for me.
While you might have been the last to hear, I was by no means the first. Both Shi Ohn and your father knew that Dorothy had returned—that she was alive, and doing extremely well, as I suppose we should’ve expected all along—but I wasn’t aware of any of that until I walked into her house and found her there.
Her house, Edamame. Not mine.
You’re right that it hasn’t changed much over the years; there are minor differences, a few paint jobs, and some new pieces of furniture, or ones that have been slightly rearranged, but it looks essentially the same as it did the first time I ever saw it. Which was, again, with Dorothy smiling at me, unbloodied and inexplicably risen from the dead, and Shi Ohn and Oz laughing because they were both in on the joke.
Maybe it shouldn’t have taken me this long to understand why you’re always furious with me. It’s not pleasant to be the butt of a joke, or to be forcibly dragged into situations you’re not emotionally prepared to handle.
I’m sorry, Edamame. I’ve never meant it cruelly, but I have done some unforgivable things, many of them to you.
In the early stages, I simply didn’t care. It didn’t matter what you thought of me, because I was already filled with so much self-loathing, there was no room left for anyone else’s opinions to harm me.
And then when I did care—or, at least, let myself acknowledge that I probably had for a while...well, sometimes when you make a bad bet, you simply have to double down and hope no one calls you on it.
A losing proposition, when it comes to you. You’ve made a habit of playing by your own rules; I’ve been doing my best to catch up, to learn a language no book could’ve ever taught me—to follow a new dance with unfamiliar but strangely beautiful steps.
I could tell you that I used to be a better person—that I wasn’t always such an asshole, or that someone like Dorothy would be surprised by what you all think of me. I used to be more idealistic, yes. Softer and more vulnerable, and far easier to trick.
But as for “better”—I think that only started to happen after I met you. You’ve made me want a different life, Edamame. I don’t hold out any hope that you’ll be in it. That’s not what this letter is. It’s not what any of them have been; I know you’ve been trying to warn me away, sometimes gently, sometimes not.
Perhaps I’ve ignored the hints, but I’ve understood them.
So here, cards on the table: I know I’ve wronged you. And I’m sorry. Unlike you, I have many regrets. I’d rather this didn’t stay one of them.
Lately, I’ve been trying to change. If I can’t stop swimming, maybe I can at least move into different waters.
Apologies sometimes come too late to matter. But I wanted to say it to you, anyway. Maybe at some point down the line, it can still make a difference.
You’ve probably left Rome by now, and may already be on your way to another city, another continent. I’m sending this to your home, so I’m not sure when you’ll see it. Even though I’ve missed your Italian tour, perhaps you’d still like to compare notes. Parli italiano? I suspect not, but you do always find new ways to surprise me.
It would’ve been faster, I know, to text or even call you, but maybe you were right about that, too. While it’s not easier for me to put this down in such starkly visible words, it feels more honest, somehow. If I spoke to you on the phone, I’m afraid I might’ve said something flippant and disingenuous. I’m still vulnerable, you see. I’ve just gotten much better at covering it.
More evidence to add to the pile, and something I already wish I hadn’t inked onto a page—but you’ve said, haven’t you, that we won’t tear up our words anymore?
I understand why you don’t want to fall in love. It has made me happy, but it has also hurt me more than I’m capable of expressing. Is it worth it? I don’t know. Only time can tell.
You may have noted from the return label that I’m in Prague now—Praha, if you don’t want to be immediately flagged as a visitor. (Oui, oui—if I dressed a little less like a flashy French tourist, I might not be so easily targeted by pickpockets. I can anticipate your responses too.)
I haven’t set a date for departure and will likely remain here for some time; there’s quite a bit of business, both personal and professional, that I’ve put off for longer than I should. Barring further life-altering events, I can promise that my next response will be more punctual. If you still want to write to me, that is.
Ti penso sempre,

Laurent



Laurent—

You’re right about a few things; let’s start there. I did set off for Italy without waiting for you. Much as I hate to admit it, patience has always been one of your strengths, not mine.
I didn’t manage a full tour; as appealing as your list sounded, my travel stamina isn’t quite at your level yet. You still have years of experience on me—and no, that’s not a dig about your age. Which varies a lot depending on who I ask; Shi Ohn just laughed at me and told me that she doesn’t know or care, but that she’s thirty-two. Abbie said that you were: “I dunno, maybe sixty, but as horny as some dickwad frat bro.” It’s a good thing she’s not our numbers person.
I really should stop talking about you with other people; it never goes well. Although it does give me a chance to pick up vocabulary I never learned in school. Basic swearing: fuck yes. Discussing Laurent Thierry: a category worth saving ‘til your thirties.
Trust me, this was the tame version. I’m not going to list the rest, or any of the things she says about me. Abbie has a New Yorker’s tongue, and she sure knows how to use it. Between that and your damned sleazy French tongue, I’ve learned enough to walk into any bar in America and immediately get punched in the face.
Enough about you. Back to Italy. How much of the boot did I explore...?
I spent a couple weeks working my way down the shaft: Florence, Rome, and Naples, in that order. If I’d gotten your notes earlier, I might’ve followed your advice about concentrating more of my attention on the tip.
You always make things sound so tempting, Laurent. Palermo—and the beaches and fishing village at Mondello—will have to be something I come back to someday.
Time and money: we have plenty of both now, don’t we?
Out of the three cities I visited, Naples was my favorite—and no, not just because it was the closest to the coast. I liked the coffee best there...and yes, fine, the pizza. I’m kind of annoyed about how much I liked it, and how much I miss it now that it’s ten thousand kilometers away. This isn’t a problem I used to have, Laurent.
I didn’t keep a journal this time; I figured our letters must’ve reached their limit, so there wasn’t much point.
Coming home to that book was a surprise, and not one I was initially happy about. You act like we’re actually opening up to each other, and then you write things like that, when you’re fresh from Paris? I didn’t know how to respond, and then...
I met Dorothy.
I was having a drink with my dad, which is a whole story on its own, and she showed up. Just sat down at our table and started talking to him like she’d known him forever. I guess that’s kind of true.
She talks so fast, and it was such a sudden interruption of an already difficult conversation, that it took me a while to understand half of what she was saying. A lot about you, of course. Some vaguely insulting things about me that I don’t think she actually intended as insults—she’s blunt like Abbie, but funnier, and way more enthusiastic about...everything. I liked her. I can see why you did, and how the two of you fit.
We ended up spending most of the next two days taking her around Tokyo; she said she’d always wanted to spend more time in Japan, and she had a long list of things she wanted to do. Some of it was fine (eating ramen; visiting a shrine) and some was really awkward (karaoke).
Don’t get me wrong; Dorothy’s the kind of person who makes everything fun, but...you know what the history is there, Laurent. Add in my father and how we’ve barely started talking again—I think you can see how I spent most of the time overthinking song choices and trying to figure out how I could get away with running off somewhere and ditching them.
My dad eventually suggested an izakaya he liked, so we could eat a decent meal and relax for a while. Of course the first dish they brought out was edamame. Dorothy laughed—and winked at me, just like you always do. She said she could call me something else if I wanted, but I told her it was fine. I’m used to it.
At this rate, even my dad’s eventually going to forget my real name.
Dorothy talks a lot, by the way. Like you, but without your slippery way of sliding right past all the important details.
I could say: why didn’t you tell me what you’ve actually been doing since I last saw you? All that vague stuff about business and appointments, without a single concrete detail—why didn’t you ever explain what was really going on? But I already know the answer to that. Well, one of the answers. The nicer one came from my dad, once he realized that Dorothy had let the cat out of the bag. He said that you’d told him I didn’t want to be involved with you and your schemes anymore.
That’s true, Laurent, but I—
I don’t know. It’s frustrating to spend all these months writing to you, only to realize, over beer and edamame and your (apparently) ex-fianceé’s gut-wrenchingly beautiful smiles, that I’m still missing so much information about you.
I never asked, though, did I.
I realized that, too, somewhere into the third beer, when Dorothy stopped telling stories about your old team and started asking me a lot of questions about ours. She wanted to hear my perspective on how you’ve been, I think, and what it was like with you leading the cons.
She loves you, Laurent. It’s pretty obvious. And you’ve always—
Well, she’s Dorothy. I don’t know how else to put it. She means everything to you. So I don’t understand why you’re in Prague now, and she’s here, talking about you and your life together like it’s in the past tense.
It’s not my business. But if you want to talk about it, I’ll listen. You know that, right?
That’s what friends do.
There’s no book this time; I don’t know yet where I’m going next, so I’m sending a letter on its own. You say we’re being honest in these? Then here’s my truth: the guidebooks have mostly been an excuse. It’s this part that I look forward to the most.
Your turn.

— Edamura Edamame.



Edamame,

So you’ve started talking to your father again. Is he still off-limits, or am I allowed to ask how that began?
In exchange, here’s an answer to some of your questions: I was twenty—only just—when I first met Dorothy. Old enough to have lost any last scrap of innocence, and to have racked up plenty of bad decisions, but still young and stupid and barely aware yet of who I was.
Young love can last, I think, if you stay together—if you grow alongside one another.
Dorothy’s been gone for longer than I knew her. At this point, I’ve spent more years with you—and Cynthia, and Abbie—than I have with my former fianceé. I’m no longer the man who asked her to marry me, and she’s not the woman who—very reluctantly—agreed.
You’ll see this, I know, as a series of bad excuses to push the blame elsewhere. That’s not what I’m trying to do; it’s difficult for me to understand it, too. It may not seem like it, Edamame, but I’ve always been a romantic. It’s the root, actually, of most of my problems.
I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Dorothy. I thought that we would; that when I did turn sixty, as Abbie apparently already thinks I am, I’d still be holding Dorothy in my arms at night, and traveling the world with her during the day. (Or simply staying home with her, to be honest; she would’ve found that dull, and eventually unbearable, but all I cared about was being with the person I love. That’s what happiness is to me.)
I still love her. I’ll never stop; I gave her a piece of my heart, and when that happens, you can’t ask for it to be returned. It’ll never fit back into place. But it turns out she never had my entire heart. Perhaps that’s not possible. Or maybe it was instinct: self-preservation kicking in, so I didn’t die when I lost her.
I thought I had, for a while. Do you know what it’s like to “live”—to keep walking and talking and pretending that everything is okay—when your chest has been hollowed out, and your heart has stopped beating? You don’t; I’m glad that you don’t. I hope that’s a lesson you never learn, Edamame. I can’t bear to think of you going through that kind of pain.
Paris may be la ville de l’amour (although you realize, don’t you, that most of the people you saw there over Valentine’s Day were foreigners and tourists, not Parisians?). It can also be a city of heartbreak.
I’m grieving for Dorothy again; the agony is still sharp, but nothing like the first time. I know, now, that it will pass, and that I will be whole again. As whole as it’s possible for someone like me to be. Dorothy’s alive: that’s the important part. And she is happy—happier, in truth, without me.
I don’t know how to explain love—or my understanding of it—to someone who doesn’t believe it exists. That’s not a criticism of you, Edamame; you’re probably making the much smarter choice. You’re wiser and more self-aware than I was at twenty, or thirty, or even now. But I think you’re limiting your definitions. You do love people, just as I do. Love can hold a multitude of meanings; you’ve chosen to bypass the romantic, that’s all.
With Dorothy, the romance—the eros—is too weather-worn, too battered by storms and the passage of time, to hold together. An excuse, you say again. Fancy words to disguise the fact that we got bored with each other and quit trying.
Untrustworthy and unfaithful: everything you think of me, I’ve already told myself, in much crueller terms.
But I am trying, here in Prague, to stop tearing myself apart with words that aren’t true. Or to attempt, at least, to believe that they might not be. I don’t know if I’ll succeed. I should’ve begun this process many years ago.
I’m glad you met Dorothy, and that you liked her. She’s a whirlwind; she’ll spin out of your life for a while, then back into it, to throw everything into confusingly wonderful disarray. The trick is to spin with her, for a time, without letting yourself be carried away.
I hope one of you took some videos during karaoke; if you won’t show me, I’ll ask her or Oz.
Yesterday, I was buying koláč and coffee on my way to...an appointment...and a nosy American asked me—rather suspiciously, while clutching her purse—why I was smiling. I hadn’t realized I was. I was thinking about you, Edamame: picturing you angrily belting out a love song in a small room with your father, and with a woman who will probably never stop making fun of you for it.
I hope the two of you can be friends. A ridiculous thing to say: you both make friends wherever you go, as naturally and inevitably as breathing. Of course you’d get along.
Is your coffee tour finally coming to its end, or are you simply pausing for a while? Travel is wearying; I don’t have as much stamina for it as I used to. There are different ways of deriving pleasure—sliding into as many cities as you can, one right after the other; or finding one that you truly like, and taking your time to cherish it. Both have their selling points, but I’ve found the latter much more satisfying.
Tell me more about Italy, Edamame—those adventures you left unwritten, and all the fascinating new sensations you encountered as you worked your way down that tantalizing shaft.
Here’s my truth: I look forward to everything, when it comes from you.

- Laurent



Laurent,

I’ve told you before to stop putting words in my mouth. You know what I’m starting to realize? I think you want me to hate you—or you want to convince yourself that I do, so you don’t have to do anything difficult or frightening like deal with actual emotions.
Tough luck, buddy. (A frequent line from the Razzie movies. I still can’t believe that guy’s a world leader now. I’m mostly sad that he traded movies for politics, because he was freaking awesome; he gets all that crap about being a terrible actor, but could you say those lines while fighting off fifteen bad guys at once, and breaking people’s necks with chopsticks?? No one else could, that’s why he’s such a star. My dad says you’re working pretty closely with him now. Do you think I could meet him? I just want to ask him about his movies. Actually, since you produced some of the later ones, maybe you know where they filmed the end of Scorching Fortress. I want to go there next. Especially if I can actually see the dolphins. Or—can you swim with them? That’d be way better than sharks.)
Anyway. Right. Back on topic: you and your complete refusal to just accept the fact that I like you and that we’re friends.
Don’t read more into it, and don’t say a bunch of self-deprecating stuff that’ll make me mad, okay? It’s kind of messed up, actually, that you think I spend all this time writing to you and then sit around trashing you with all the other people who also like you.
Abbie says terrible things about you, yeah, but that’s just what she does. It’s like befriending a—well, not a cat, maybe more like a tiger or an angry badger or something. She’s gotta sink her teeth into you once in a while so she remembers that she still has them and hasn’t gotten too soft. I’m still bleeding a little bit from the last time.
Cynthia really likes you. Don’t tell her I told you that; I think she’d been drinking wine, because she said some surprisingly nice things about me, too. Mostly, though, she talked about how great you were with Kawin, and how you’ve always been a lot better one-on-one than around groups of people. Which is true; I’ve noticed that. I used to think it was just because you prefer playing to big crowds, but that’s not it.
It’s like something sparks in your brain when there are more than two people in a room. I can almost see it happening; you and I are having a perfectly normal conversation, and then Lewis and his wife come in, and suddenly you’re fifty shades of disgusting. (They showed that movie on a plane. Definitely not up to Razzie standards, although there were a lot of lines I could hear you smirking your way through.)
I don’t know why you do it. Do you even realize you are, or is it just instinct by now?
Cynthia’s response to the age thing, by the way, was: “Close to mine, I think—and don’t ask me what that is—but it doesn’t matter; emotionally, he’s still a child.”
What she meant was that your suave, skirt-chasing facade is exactly that: you’re a fake, yeah, the phoniest person I know, but not in the way you keep insisting I mean. You criticize Abbie’s hair-trigger temper and make fun of my outbursts (I have reasons for those, Laurent, and the reasons are often connected to you), but you’re the worst of us all. You feel everything so deeply—so genuinely—that I think it terrifies you.
I’m right, aren’t I? I always am; you can admit it.
Yes, you’re damaged, Laurent. So is everybody else. Look at me, Abbie, my dad...Dorothy...even Cynthia, who’s doing better than most of us, but who still got so angry with Sam—and men in general—she kicked me in the stomach and bruised one of my ribs.
It was bruised, shut up, the cushion wasn’t thick enough to help. I didn’t need you putting your hands all over me to confirm it. I know what my own bones are supposed to feel like.
And I know what it looks like when someone’s trying really hard to be someone he’s not. I’ve been seeing—at least on paper—a lot more of the real you lately, Laurent, and I have to say, I don’t understand why you put so much effort into hiding this version. You still drive me crazy, but not for the reasons you used to.
By the way, don’t think I missed you still side-stepping what you’re doing in Prague. My dad doesn’t like spilling your secrets, but he did say you have a mutual friend there. A doctor who’s helping out with your foundation?
Dorothy didn’t seem to like the idea of you wasting your money—and was pretty judgmental about what I’ve done with mine, thanks a lot for telling her about that. She came around on it—your plans, I mean, not mine—after about ten minutes of my dad spinning it in a way that made more sense to her. The Wizard, in action: it’s the first time I’ve seen him like that.
She respects him a lot. I think she’d buy anything he was selling; maybe most people would. I used to buy into it, too, when I was a kid. I thought he was the most incredible person in the world, and the weeks when he’d come home from his business trips were better than any holiday could ever be.
I guess I was too young to think about why a lawyer would spend so much time abroad, away from his family.
He’s not a banned topic. It’s just complicated, and I already know how you feel. The problem is that I don’t know how I feel, Laurent, and talking to you about it is only going to confuse me more. I don’t want you to convince me, and I know you could. I need to figure this one out on my own.
The timing, with Dorothy and everything, hasn’t been great. I do like her, Laurent, but can’t you see how hard this is for me? I can’t—I don’t really know how to explain it. It’s not that there’s anything negative to say about her, and I’m not holding back on that just because I’m talking to you.
Maybe the problem is that I like her. That I see why you did, and my dad did, and why he would want to spend all that time away from me and my mom—with his second family, the one that got more of his time and his true self. We’ve gone over this before, I know, but I’m not over it. I don’t know if I ever can be.
Would you, if our positions were flipped?
Did you know he has you in his phone as Laurie? You messaged him at one point while we were eating, and he paused mid-sentence to respond. It took me a minute to connect the dots. And then I remembered that long story he told me about you and Dorothy...and your mother. She called you that, didn’t she? Laurie.
Why does he know these things about you? Why did he tell me?
Since we’re sticking to that pact you say we’ve formed, I’ll stop here, to keep myself from writing anything else I’ll want to scratch out. It still stings some, that’s all. But my therapist’s been helping me work through things like this. I told you I’ve been seeing her, right? It’s not solving everything, but it has helped.
We talk once a week, mostly by video, since she’s in Tokyo and I’m usually not. It took her two months, I think, to gently tell me that she’d learned quite enough about “that blond bastard” and that we should consider moving onto some new topics.
You were relevant, that’s all. You’ve been wrapped up in my life for a long time now, and it’s not that easy to sort out the good from the bad. And the truth is, you’re an easier topic. If I dig back more, into my early twenties, before you burst onto the scene in your blinding shirts and stupid grin, I get into a lot of things I really don’t want to think about.
Which I guess is the point of therapy. My mom used to look worried and make quiet suggestions, and I’d always tell her that no, I was fine, I didn’t need to talk to anyone, and besides, I wanted to spend my free time with her, not sitting in a cramped room with someone who’d adjust their glasses and take judgmental notes and question whether I was really happy, or just...pretending.
Why do people ask things when they already know the answers?
My dad’s staying in Japan for a while, and I think I will too. But I’m not done traveling, not by a long shot. There’s still a lot of the world left to cover. I’ve made a stop on every continent—other than Antarctica—but that’s barely scratching the surface. I might work my way through a few more cities around here, and then maybe head back to the Americas. The northern part, this time. I’ll keep you updated.
For now, I’ve included—just for you—a few extra pages about Italy.
You do realize, don’t you, that even though I don’t speak Italian—not the way you mean, where I could carry on full conversations or write a letter like this—I am capable of using a dictionary, or the internet? When you write things down, Laurent, I can look them up. Maybe you spend so much time talking that you’ve forgotten how written words actually work.
いつもあなたのことを考えているよ。

Napoli è una bella città.

At least I thought so. I spent three days in Naples—one mostly underground, which I thought would be a good change of pace, since I’m afraid of heights. Napoli Sotterranea—an underground tour of the old aqueducts and catacombs and even a garden—should’ve been a perfect solution, right?
It was fine, actually, for the most part; it’s pretty well lit, except for one section where they hand everyone a candle and you have to focus very hard on not thinking about things like: what happens if there’s an underground breeze, and all the candles blow out at once? Or: are cave-ins possible here? Was that rubble I saw earlier part of a collapsed roof?
I had this strange flash of memory while I was down there; a hallucination from fear, probably, making me imagine how you would’ve reacted if you’d been with me.
Remember that car chase in Los Angeles? I do. You grabbed me by the leg, and threw back your head and laughed like you’d never had so much fun in your life. How many times have I looked at your stupid, smiling face and thought: this is probably going to be the last thing I see before I die?
Except in Italy, you weren’t there. It might’ve been the first time I thought: I’m going to die alone.
I’m making it sound dramatic; it really wasn’t. But it turns out, if you didn’t know this already, that I’m kind of a coward, about a lot of things.
Dorothy’s planning to go cave diving soon, she said. She invited me and my dad. He turned her down—politely, of course. I broke out in a cold sweat and told her that not even you would be able to talk me into it. She laughed but almost seemed disappointed. I don’t know what you’ve been telling her about me, but it felt like she was sizing me up the entire time, and I kept falling short of whatever expectations she had.
Maybe we should introduce her to Abbie. I’m not sure if their personalities would mesh, but they can wear each other out for a while. I’ll set up a special table in my coffee shop for them, and for you, too: the adventurers’ corner, where I can pour drinks, listen to some stories, and be quietly grateful that I wasn’t a part of them.
It’ll be nice to have my feet on solid ground for a change.
I would like to hear more about Prague, though. I almost wish that I’d gone there in December, instead of chasing the summer across South America; I’ve heard it has a beautiful Christmas market, and the snow-covered photos I’ve seen always look...well, cold, but still somehow inviting.
What’s it like this time of year? It’s been a while since you’ve sent me any pictures.

— Edamame.



Edamame,

Sorry to burst your bubble: the majority of the Razzie movies were filmed on a soundstage in LA, with the liberal use of green screens. The dolphin was, I believe, purely a CGI creation.
Eddie isn’t the type to invest in real animals or their trainers; he got in a big legal battle years ago about how he treated a dog on one of his sets, and after that, he’s stuck to animatronics and computers. A safer choice for everyone involved—especially the animals. I wouldn’t trust him within ten feet of a hamster.
It is possible to swim with dolphins, though. Didn’t Abbie tell you? After our Miami job, we spent a few extra days in Florida, and stopped at a dolphin conservation center down in the Keys. Maybe it wasn’t thrilling enough for her. I enjoyed it—although being in their natural environment, in such close proximity, made me wonder if humans really are the most intelligent species on this planet.
The older I get, the more I doubt it. Dolphins probably don’t make the kinds of messy, repetitive mistakes we do on a regular basis. That I do, anyway; maybe it’s just that I looked into that dolphin’s eyes and imagined it saying: If I’d been in charge in Miami, we would’ve wrapped everything up three days earlier and five million dollars richer.
If we’re whipping out our trauma and comparing sizes, I think I might win—purely from how much I’ve inflated everything in my own head. That dolphin story is an exaggeration, but I have imaginary conversations like that on a too-frequent basis.
I see you regularly, Edamame. Sometimes I can hear you, too; on particularly bad nights, I can almost smell that shampoo you used in Helsinki; there was a sharp undertone, like eucalyptus, that jarred my senses because it didn’t seem like it fit you. But Helsinki was when I started wondering how much I truly knew you and how much was, like you’ve said, simply a version that I’d constructed for myself.
I see what I want to see; I know that. The most difficult part of any healing process, according to Dr. Bureš, is letting it begin. I haven’t wanted to part with these illusions. They keep me company: you, Dorothy, my mother...anyone I’ve ever cared about and lost in some way. If you still show up and speak to me, I don’t feel quite so alone.
Dr. Bureš has called it a coping mechanism. My words for it are less kind; he’s been rather firm with me about choosing better translations.
Your father may have referred to him as Šimon—our mutual friend with several degrees, including one in clinical psychology. I call him Šimon when I’m dining with him and his family, or discussing the network of counselors he’s helping me establish for the Confidence Foundation. “Doctor” is reserved for the quieter meetings, twice a week thus far, when I sit in a cramped room with him, watching him adjust his glasses and write judgmental things in a little notebook that I’m not permitted to view.
Names hold meaning, Edamame. To me, they do much to define the bounds of a relationship, or how I feel about the person.
Oz has always called me Laurent. I don’t know why he would think of me as Laurie; I wasn’t introduced to him that way, and I can only remember talking to him about my mother once or twice.
I’m sorry if I borrowed your father too much—I’ll admit that I have leaned on him, and thought of him as someone I could trust, who could fix things for me when I’d broken them too thoroughly. Like I’ve always imagined dads are supposed to do.
I never knew mine. My mother avoided any mention of him; I don’t even know his name, if you can believe it. He was charming, and handsome, and blond, like me—that’s most of what I’ve gathered. Like you, I use my mother’s surname. They weren’t married; it’s possible that he was already married to someone else, and that he had another family I’ll never meet. Purely speculation—nothing she ever hinted at—but I have wondered at times if that’s why I am this way. If I inherited his fickle nature and if, every time I told a lie, my mother looked at me and saw his face.
She loved me. I don’t doubt that. I’m sure she loved him, too. Sometimes, when the days were too long and difficult and the men who came into the café were unkind to my mother, she would look at me like I was...not a stranger, but someone she wished she could forget.
A month ago, I wouldn’t have been able to dredge up those memories, much less tell anyone about them. Dr. Bureš is effective; I preferred when I only knew him as Šimon.
What do you tell your therapist? Not the confidential parts—those are between the two of you, and knowing that I’m a topic of discussion isn’t as flattering as you might’ve thought. But in what context do you put that blond bastard and all his dastardly plans?
With Dr. Bureš, it helps that Šimon already knew most of my past, and the kinds of people with whom I associate. I hope that you’ve been able to share your full story with yours.
It’s awkward for me to say this—yes, I know, that’s a strange concept coming from me, the man without a shred of shame—but please don’t tell anyone else that part, Abbie or your father included. I prefer to keep the non-business side of my travels to myself. I’m only telling you because...I don’t know, Edamame. I guess because you asked.
Prague is, like you said about Naples, a beautiful city. Truthfully, I find beauty everywhere I go, and I don’t mean that in the crass way you probably think. Even the grimiest city can be fascinating, if you know where to look. But Praha is the kind of place that was built to fill photo albums. Even during the summer months.
I haven’t been here in December, and I arrived too late for the Easter market, which I hear draws similar crowds, but there’s still much to see and do. I’ve gone to the opera a few times with Šimon and Eliška, and to a ballet, which interested me more. It’s as captivating and impressive as any sport—and both the men and women are exquisitely fit and usually rather scantily clad, in feathers and lace and tights that don’t require the use of any imagination.
This probably isn’t the type of description you were looking for. I haven’t slept with any of them, by the way. Recently, I mean; it did turn out that I have a bit of history with two of the swans swimming in this particular lake—and the prince. They were part of a tour that I last saw in Copenhagen, five or six years ago. I made my excuses and bowed gracefully out of the champagne reception that followed their performance.
I’m not interested in reigniting those types of old acquaintances.
I went for a walk instead, and took some photographs that you’ll see I printed for you—an archaic concept, I know, but I thought you might like them. I’ve done some sketching, too; while snapshots may be more visually faithful, I’ve always felt that art does more to capture the emotion of an experience. Good art, anyway, by artists who are far more capable than I am. I think it’s better that I don’t show you my attempts.
You’ve accused me before of calling “iconic” landmarks “overdone.” Here’s some proof of what I’m sure you suspected; that I mill along with the crowds often enough. Charles Bridge is probably my favorite part of the city.
If you’re familiar with images of Prague, you’ve seen it already. An aesthetically perfect series of stone arches spanning the Vltava, with thirty solemn-faced, towering saints flanking you, watching your every move, as you cross the river and make your way into the Old Town.
I think I appreciate it because it’s both functional and beautiful; I rented a suite on the other side of the Vltava, so I cross it at least twice a day. The bridge is at its best in the early mornings, or late at night, when the crowd has thinned and the air is thick with fog that drifts over the saints’ shoulders, shrouding them from view and muffling the sound of any footsteps.
You’d like it, I think, Edamame. Sturdy stone under your feet, and a deep sense of history. If they had capsule toys here, I’d find you one of the man who built this bridge, and send it to you.
(I don’t know who he was; there probably wasn’t just one, and the stories I’ve heard are mixed. But it sounds nice, doesn’t it? Better than the book of sepia-tinted postcards I picked up in a shop, then slid back onto the shelf, wondering why I thought you’d want a souvenir from a place you’ve never been.)
A few mornings ago, I left my rooms early enough to be alone on the bridge—or so I thought, until I came across a man proposing to his teary-eyed lover. It wasn’t fully light yet; the sun was still splashing lazily over the water and waking the slumbering saints.
She said yes and flung her arms around his neck, still weeping. Before I could manage to slip past and find myself some breakfast, he untangled himself and asked me to take a picture of them kissing next to John of Nepomuk.
I agreed, and spared them a history lesson. I’ll tell you instead: his statue’s a symbol of luck, particularly when it comes to protection from floods or drowning, but it also marks the location where he was executed. Tortured, bound in chains, and thrown from the bridge, into the water below. An odd, slightly ominous choice for such a joyous occasion.
Although maybe they did know, and they didn’t care. When you’re in love, everything seems romantic.
I’ve never written this much in my life, Edamame, in any language. Every day that I’m here, I file away images that I think you might like, and make mental notes on everything I see, as though I have one of your guidebooks sitting in front of me.
I can’t travel now without thinking of you. Even if you only imagine me in dark, subterranean spaces, laughing in your ear, I’m glad I’m still a part of your journeys.
I wasn’t the one grabbing at limbs in the back of Eddie’s car, though. I distinctly remember your hand gripping painfully at my thigh as you shrieked something about your life flashing in front of your eyes. I had bruises, in the shape of your fingers, that didn’t fade for nearly a week.
You always have known how to leave a mark.
Speaking of Eddie—should we tell Cynthia the truth about that trio of unreformed criminals? She appears to still believe that your reconciliation with Coleman and the others was genuine. I assumed that if she didn’t realize the full extent of what you’d actually done, it wasn’t my place to fill her in. But if you liked her saying nice things about you, as you put it, this information would probably help.

- Laurent



Laurent— 

All this time, you thought I’ve been sharing your letters with other people?
I was irritated when I read that—so mad, actually, that I set it down for a while and stewed over how you don’t know me at all, if you’d assume I’d do something like that to you. Then I thought back to some of the things you’ve said, and the way you looked at me that last morning in Helsinki, when I was lying in bed and texting Abbie.
I’ve never understood that look before. I think because back then, it was an expression I didn’t consider you capable of making.
I’m sorry, Laurent. I never thought I’d have a reason to say that to you.
I really thought that Helsinki was...I don’t know how to put this now. I figured it was something you did all the time, so I might as well take my turn and be done with it. Privacy and sex weren’t two words that went together, not when it came to you. Finally letting you sleep with me would mean dealing with Cynthia sighing at me, and Kudo elbowing me in the ribs and saying something awkwardly supportive, and Shi Ohn making way filthier comments than anything you’ve ever said.
So I told Abbie, yeah. I didn’t think there was any reason not to, and the longer I waited after, the more likely it was that you’d get to it first. I wanted to beat you to it, if that was possible; get another one over on that blond bastard.
The truth is, I thought you might’ve sent out a news blast already; you’d been up for hours that morning, remember?
And then in Sydney I found out why—what you’d actually been doing over in that chair, with my book and your very busy pen—but I didn’t understand what it meant. I think maybe I still don’t.
You confuse me, Laurent. You frustrate me. But for months now—for the past year—your letters, even when they’re confusing and frustrating, have been something I keep to myself.
No, I won’t tell Abbie, or my dad, or my therapist, about the things that you write to me. Whether you’re telling me secrets or some strange stories about saints I’ve never heard of, this isn’t something that I want to share with anyone else.
I thought you knew that. I guess there’s still a lot we’re not telling each other.
What I didn’t know was that you’d figured out my game with Cassano. One of these days, Laurent, I’ll run a scam that you don’t...but no, I have to cut that thought off. We don’t do that anymore, do we. I’m still counting it as two separate wins, because even if you were reading the board correctly, I’m the one who put all the pieces in motion.
Cynthia was pretty mad at me, wasn’t she? Abbie mostly didn’t care, even though Cassano and Coleman were both disgusting to her. That princess scenario we put her through, too. It’s like she can separate out her mind from her body, so it doesn’t bother her when men like that treat her like...well, like they own her. She knows that she’s the one in control, and that we’ll be emptying out their bank accounts, and anything else just gets forgotten, I guess.
I tried to ask her about it once, and she punched me pretty hard in the ribs—I think she meant to hit my arm, which might’ve hurt a little less. Same message. Not my business.
I’d never befriend creeps like those guys. Funny that you’re the only person who actually picked up on what I was doing, but that’s usually the case with us, isn’t it.
I’ll be like you for a second and quote what I remember you saying on that boat afterward: “I’m glad I made up with those three.” Smirking at me with that smug smile, because you knew I saw what you were doing—pouring drink after drink into them, and reusing our cameras to record them boasting to each other about every underhanded deal they’d ever done.
Are you blackmailing them, Laurent? Or did you realize I’ve already got it covered. Between the two of us, there’s no way those guys will ever see the light of day again, if we decide to put them back in jail. You have their drunken (drunk? heavily inebriated) faces on camera; I have hours of audio, and a few paper trails, with them incriminating themselves.
I’m as good as you at getting people to talk. I’d just have to cut out the parts where they list all the horrible things they want to do to you. Truth is, it was too easy to set them off. All I had to do was say a few rude things about you, and they picked it up from there. I learned stuff I didn’t even know they’d done. They’re pretty shitty people, aren’t they? For now, I’m just holding the information over their heads. I got my money back from Cassano right away—it was a fake transfer, I learned that trick from Cynthia—and I make sure to send them thirty seconds of audio every couple months so they don’t slide back into their old ways or try to take out their aggression on someone like Salazar.
If you’re keeping an eye on them, too, that actually makes me feel better.
It’s weird, Laurent; I’m sitting here staring out my window, trying to think of things I can tell you to prove to you that I trust you as much as you’ve been doing with me. I’ve finished too many cups of coffee to count, and I’m still drawing a blank. Because I’m not hiding anything from you. I’m just me. Edamura. Edamame, to smug-faced, grabby assholes who think nicknames are as easy to hand out as strawberry-flavored candy. (I remember that car chase differently; I’ve never been the handsy one, Laurent. Although I guess I did think I was going to die, so maybe my brain shorted out for a while.)
I’m just...Makoto. What you see is what you get. Anything I haven’t told you, you’ve probably figured out, anyway.
But don’t assume things about me—my motivations, or what I think about you—and I’ll try to do the same. Maybe we’ve spent all this time reading each other wrong. I feel like you’re a completely different guy than the one I followed off that plane years ago, but maybe it’s me who’s changed. More likely, it’s both of us.
A few months ago, I would’ve told you that you could have my dad; I’m happy to cut him out of my life, and I don’t want him. He and I have been getting along a little better lately, though. I’m still suspicious, and it’s going to take me a while to ever feel the way that I used to about him, but when we talk about my mom, it’s like she’s back in the room with us. That’s a feeling I don’t want to lose again.
Maybe we can share him; I wouldn’t mind that.
I’m almost ready to start traveling again; you’ll see this letter has a book with it, for the first time in a while.
And you know what, Laurent? You’re wrong. I don’t only picture you in candlelit passageways, making fun of me for having a legitimate fear of near-death situations. Why do you think I kept those stupid journals? Who do you think I wrote them for? They were pages long and way too detailed because no matter what I was doing, I was thinking about how I’d describe it to you.
Maybe I don’t write about fog and romance and the bulge in a dancer’s tights, but when I sit down in a restaurant, I think: what would Laurent order here?
And then I try to do the exact opposite.
I’ve decided to head to Canada first, then drop back down into the United States and visit Abbie in New York. I’m starting with Montréal—they speak French and English there, so I might actually be able to manage. Is Canadian French different from yours? It’s exhausting, picking up all these scraps of languages and trying to keep them sorted out in my head, but I like it. Learning through conversation is a lot more fun than studying.
By the way, when I said I wanted pictures, I didn’t really mean bridges and stone towers and strange puppet shows with a couple of kids who I assume are part of the Bureš family. (It’s funny to me how you keep fitting yourself into these families. You spout Dorothy’s lines about being better off alone—no friendship, no teams, one mistake and you’re gone—but it’s never been true for you, has it? You need people as much as they need you.)
Here we go, this is a secret I can share. When I asked you for photos, I meant that it’s been months since I’ve seen your face. I send you pictures of myself; you don’t.
I miss you, Laurent. A little bit. Leer at me through the camera some time, so I can remember what you look like.

Your friend,


Makoto





Notes:


French:
une série de lettres: a series of letters
Italian:
Parli italiano?: Do you speak Italian?
Ti penso sempre: I’m always thinking of you
Napoli è una bella città: Naples is a beautiful city
Japanese:
izakaya: “stay-drink-place”; similar to a tapas bar, with drinks and shareable small plate menu items
いつもあなたのことを考えているよ (itsumo anata no koto o kangaeteiru yo): I’m always thinking about you
Czech:
koláč: a type of sweet pastry with yeasted dough and fruit in the center
















Chapter 14: NEW YORK CITY
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Chapter Text

The frequency of their letters petered out some as the summer stretched on; Laurent couldn’t bring himself to mind, not when the pace of their texting and—eventually—phone calls picked up speed, filling in any gaps he might’ve otherwise noticed.
Saying goodbye to Prague and the Bureš family was bittersweet, but he’d learned, now, that it was possible to keep in touch with those he cared about without chaining them to his side.
His phone buzzed as he was laying out his clothes on his soon-to-be-abandoned bed, trying to remember how to fit them back into his bag.

>> When is your flight again? Don’t tell me the actual time; I’ve lost track of time zones. You’re not already at the airport, are you?

Good morning, Edamame. Did you just wake up? Laurent replied, smiling down at his screen.
Yes, came back, after a pause that probably meant Edamura was either grumpy about the correct guess, or at being awake before 7 AM. At 6:36, to be precise—in New York, an ocean away, and six hours behind Prague.
Or, he’d simply been taking a picture of himself blowing on the surface of his newly acquired coffee. 
Inviting lips pushed into a soft pout; dark eyelashes fluttered closed; sleep-rumpled bedhead, with lines from his pillowcase still creasing his cheek. It was unfair, and he probably knew it. Laurent saved the photo anyway.

<< I’m in my suite, packing up my things. I’ll be checking out in two hours and getting on a plane in about four. The flight itself is a little over three hours. Enough information for you, my sleepy soybean?

His phone rang, as it always did when Edamura got tired of texting. It was amazing, really, that their letters had lasted so long; but they were both rather exceptional at avoidance.
“Good morning,” Laurent said again, pressing the speaker button so he could continue folding his shirts while they talked. “Sleep any better last night?”
“No,” Edamura said, through a yawn. “I don’t know what it is about Brooklyn. I think Abbie intentionally chose the worst neighborhood she could. There were sirens again, all night, and someone screaming out her window at 4 AM. No...that’s the wrong phrasing. I mean outside her window. Somewhere down in the street, near the dumpsters. I wanted to crack the window open and yell back, but Abbie threw a pillow at me and said I’d probably get stabbed if I did. I’m so tired, Laurent.”
“Good thing you’re leaving soon, then.”
“Hmm,” Edamura said. “Couple more days. Maybe I should’ve moved my flight up.”
“I thought you said you’d been enjoying it? Broadway. The Met. Walking through Central Park, drenched in late-summer sweat. Completely avoiding the Empire State Building, even though you still owe me a photograph after deleting all those wonderful snapshots from the Eiffel Tower.”
“I never promised that,” Edamura said. “The day you show me a blackmail-worthy photo where you look like crap, I’ll send you one back.”
Laurent made a regretful noise. “Ah. An impossible task, then. I’ll just have to keep imagining it. Fantasy never quite matches up to reality, but I’ll make do, if that’s all you’ll allow me.”
“I knew it was too early to call you,” Edamura grumbled. “I can’t deal with you in the mornings. Stop acting like you’ve never taken a bad photograph. You told me yourself you had to ask four different people before you got a decent one of yourself on the bridge. And you were still squinting.”
“It was very sunny that day,” Laurent protested, mildly offended. “And if mornings are bad for you, we have to also rule out my evenings, when I’ve had too many beers with Šimon and wind up telling you things I shouldn’t. You promised you wouldn’t hold that one against me.”
Edamura’s tsk was response enough—contradiction, judgment, and dismissal, all in one sharp click of his tongue—but he still translated for Laurent. “What I actually said, which I know you remember word for word, drunk or not, was that you’d probably take better photos if you stopped hitting on all the photographers, or getting chased by angry men for saying disgusting things to their girlfriends.”
“You’ve gotten so much crueller,” Laurent said mournfully. He balled up his socks and stacked them in a neat line at the bottom of his bag. “That only happened once—and it was the other way around; the woman hit me rather violently with her purse for winking at her husband. I think she was angry because he didn’t seem to mind.”
“Right,” Edamura said. There was a brush of cloth over the microphone, followed by the jangling of keys; he was probably tucking his phone between his shoulder and chin so he could have the use of both hands. “I’d forgotten that part because it didn’t sound like you. You’re losing your touch, Laurent; a year ago, you would’ve been using your gross pickup lines on her, too, and then smirking at me through the afterglow the next morning. When there’s a couple, you can’t try sleeping with only one of them. You have to go for both.”
“Edamame!” Laurent exclaimed, in genuine surprise, although he tried to mask it with a playful tone. “Now that doesn’t sound like you. What happened to that wide-eyed innocence I remember?”
“You already know the answer to that one—I met a Frenchman who drove it all out of me.”
Laurent chuckled and closed his eyes; he didn’t need a phantom Edamura, not when the real one was laughing softly in his ear. He filled in the rest of the image, anyway, doing his best to recall that particular shape of Edamura’s mouth—the bright sparkle in his eyes, and the way the corner of his lips would be twisting triumphantly.
Bested you again, he’d say, pleased at his success, but there’d be a fondness mixed in now. There’d been much more of that lately, in all of their conversations.
“Anyway,” Edamura said, almost drowning himself out as he shut a heavy door and rattled through a series of deadbolts and security chains. Abbie’s neighborhood really wasn’t the safest. “It has been fun, but I think Abbie might stab me herself if I stay any longer. She was so happy when I took a bus to Boston last weekend, she actually smiled at me. Teeth showing and her eyes going warm and soft and everything. For a second, I thought she might even hug me, which was kind of terrifying. I think she really wants her couch back.”
“That’s prime real estate in most New York neighborhoods,” Laurent said, returning to the task at hand—rolling up a sweater that it’d been too warm to wear, then debating whether to throw out a pair of shorts that he’d somehow spilled goulash on. The stain was visible, but hadn’t actually damaged the cloth; it was probably worth trying to salvage.
Conversations like this hurt less than they used to. It didn’t matter so much that Edamura was—again—choosing to physically spend time with Abbie. Laurent was the one he’d been phoning nearly every night, or in the mornings, when his voice was still soft and blurred with sleep.
Besides, they were all friends, weren’t they? Laurent had begun calling Abbie more, too, although he did most of the talking, and she generally hung up on him partway through.
Not everyone is controlled by their dicks, she’d snapped a week and a half earlier, when Edamura had first arrived and Laurent had called her for a casual chat, no hidden agenda, just to test the waters a little bit.
He’d probably sounded too happy when he’d discovered that Edamura would be bunking down on Abbie’s small, uncomfortable couch, rather than joining her in a bed that Laurent had spent too much time trying not to picture.
If you want to talk about Edamame, just call him instead, she’d added, sounding annoyed enough that Laurent had stopped in his tracks and shifted the conversation back to something that fit her better.
Friendship, Laurent reminded himself, trying futilely to rein his heart back in. His friends did matter to him—all of them, in their own ways, from Abbie to Dorothy to Oz. Edamura was just...
Special, he thought, and sighed, and carried his phone to the sink so he could sort out his toiletries.
Edamura was finishing off a story about the washing machine in the basement of Abbie’s building—which spun so hard it mangled three of his shirts, then stopped working midway through the cycle, leaving the rest soaked in suds that he’d had to wring out in her cramped shower.
“I don’t understand why she won’t move somewhere nicer; she’s as rich as all of us,” he said, thunking his paper coffee cup down loudly enough that Laurent could hear the impact. If he’d drained it that quickly, he must already be regretting that he hadn’t ordered a larger size.
“In New York City, having any sort of separate living area is a luxury,” Laurent said. Not that he’d ever be able to bear it, but: “Abbie’s never been the type to walk around dripping with diamonds.”
Edamura sighed into the phone. “Yeah. That’s true. I guess if she likes it, that’s what matters.”
“Sometimes a small space is all a person needs. Don’t you still live in a very tiny wanruumu apaato?” Laurent asked, kindly not pointing out that he’d been the one to tell Edamura, quite some time ago, that he wasn’t built to live like a peasant. He liked nice things—expensive things—as much as Laurent or Cynthia did, but hadn’t been willing to admit it.
“...yes,” Edamura said, probably sensing what Laurent wasn’t saying. “But it’s different here. It’s not compact, it’s...crowded. People piled in on top of each other, and hating it. And each other. Besides, I’m thinking about moving.”
“Are you?” Laurent asked in surprise.
Edamura was quiet for a bit, as Laurent finished putting away his shaving supplies and a nearly empty bottle of shampoo.
“No plans yet. Just thinking,” he said eventually, and evasively enough for Laurent to notice. “You’re heading to Brussels next, right?”
“Oui. Some things I need to address at the embassy.”
Prague had served as a base of action for long enough; while Laurent had nowhere in particular to return to, he knew that it was time to move on. Anchoring himself with his branch of the Foundation—chugging along well, but still in need of his personal touch—would do for now. He’d figure out the rest from there.
Edamura started to reply, but his voice cracked around another yawn. Laurent pushed two fingers into the hinge of his own jaw, which ached a little in sympathy.
“How much sleep did you actually get last night?”
“I don’t know,” Edamura said. “Four hours, maybe. Oh—Laurent. I forgot to tell you, the books came yesterday. Thank you.”
“Glad to hear it; I mailed those a little later than I should have,” Laurent said. He tapped his razor on the edge of the sink to knock loose some hair that was still caught in its blades. All golden blond still, with a few flecks of white that were barely visible. Would Edamura’s darker hair start greying earlier, he wondered, then twisted the water on to wash away the daydream that followed: standing side by side in front of a mirror like this, with Edamura brushing his teeth or toweling off his hair, fresh from a shower. And smiling—so warmly that Laurent’s breath hitched at the sight of it.
Edamura didn’t notice. “I was thinking—last night, when I couldn’t sleep—that I should’ve only sent you one. I won’t be in either Vancouver or Seattle for that long; having you write in both is kind of wasting your time.”
“Traveling with you is never a waste, Edamame,” Laurent said, too softly. He wasn’t supposed to say those sorts of things out loud; although the silence from Edamura’s end didn’t seem awkward, it did stretch on, until Laurent tried again. “You do know, though, that we could save time if I bought the books here and mailed them directly to you. They don’t have to bounce back and forth across the world.”
“That’s not how it works,” Edamura said, his voice still a bit gruff with the sleep he hadn’t fully shaken off that morning. “I’m not giving you homework assignments, Laurent. We’re writing to each other; it’s supposed to be an even exchange.”
“Bien sûr,” Laurent said, pushing a smile into the words. As even as it could be, with all the weightier, more complicated emotions still piled on his end, and multiplying by the day. He moved back into the bedroom, retrieving his travel-worn Hideyoshi figure from the nightstand and zipping it securely into the front pocket of his carry-on bag. “Well, I’m almost done packing. I hope even with the laundry catastrophe, you’ll still have enough shirts to make it through the rest of your trip.”
A diversion—as successful as always.
“I’ll have to buy some more,” Edamura grumped. “Later, though. Maybe when Abbie gets back from her run, we can go out somewhere.”
“You’re going to take Abbie clothes shopping?”
Edamura paused, then laughed. “You’re right. But you’re not here to buy me suits, Laurent. Like you said, I’ll have to take what I can get.”
“I bought you one suit, years ago, and all you did was complain about it,” Laurent reminded him, but his smile was more genuine now.
“That’s because—” Edamura began, then cut himself off. “I’m too tired to tell you why you’re wrong. Remind me later, after I’ve had a nap and then a lot more coffee.”
“I don’t see how this plan benefits me,” Laurent said.
“A lot more coffee,” Edamura repeated, wistfully drifting off topic, already halfway asleep again. “Hey Laurent?”
“Yes, Edamame?”
“Message me when your flight lands, okay? Just so I know you got there.”
“I can do that,” Laurent promised. “Bonne nuit, Edamame.”
“Fais de beaux rêves, mon chéri,” he whispered, after the call had ended, and his phone was safely stashed away.
Even with their physical distance, the line separating them had thinned considerably over the past few months, but some things were still off-limits. The list wasn’t overly long, and only Laurent was tracking it. There were two main items that he’d starred heavily as a reminder: avoid too-obvious endearments, and any hint that there were still fragments of his heart crushed into the carpet of that Helsinki hotel room.
They didn’t pretend it hadn’t happened, but they didn’t talk about it—not the way they did about nearly everything else now.
Wishing for more—flinging himself after imaginary wisps of hope—would only undo the progress he’d made. Laurent knew that. But on afternoons like this, at least he could spend a little time dreaming.
***
“You’re still afraid of losing him,” Dr. Bureš said, in the blunt, no-bullshit tone that had taken Laurent a solid month to stop trying to wriggle past, with all the slippery, smiling deception that Edamura despised.
No, Laurent corrected, shutting his eyes for a second to shuffle through his mental deck of cards for a better word. Edamura criticized him—usually for good reason—but it’d been years since anything like hatred was on the table.
Using language like that was, Dr. Bureš had pointed out, another way for Laurent to avoid facing his problems head-on. If he could chalk this up as a losing battle, it was much easier to focus his energies elsewhere and pretend that his heart wasn’t constantly straining after something he couldn’t have.
Think of your heart as a muscle, Dr. Bureš had said before, once Laurent had finally stopped treating his couch as another place to eat bonbons and spin old stories in more favorable directions. It powers your body, but it can be torn from overwork or misuse. When that happens, you have to let it rest for a while. At the same time, recovery doesn’t mean sitting still. If you ignore it—if you keep it wrapped up and immobile, for fear of further injury—it can atrophy. It’s not my job to tell you what to do with your heart, Laurent. But think carefully about this: are you using it in a way that makes you happy?
Yearning might not be effective. But it was honest.
“I’m not afraid,” Laurent said.
Dr. Bureš adjusted his wire-framed glasses, noted something on the yellow legal pad he was holding, and remained silent. He’d said his piece; in these weekly video sessions, the burden always lay on Laurent to do the bulk of the talking.
And talking had always been one of Laurent’s biggest strengths.
He reached for his own pen and fidgeted with it, sending the cap through a series of sharp clicks, until the beat settled into something he could use to align his thoughts.
“I’m not so fragile that I can’t handle rejection,” he said finally. “Being turned down doesn’t worry me.”
The follow up question was so obvious it hardly needed to be said. If hearing a No wasn’t a problem, if he already expected that, then was it the Yes he feared? If Edamura let his reluctant affection accumulate until it tipped their friendship in the direction Laurent so badly wanted—if they toppled into those inviting waters together, laughing side by side as the stream carried them down the same path—what then?
Hazards lurked below. Rocks jutting up through deceptively still waters; churning whirlpools that could rip their feet out from under them. A cliff on the horizon, with the current dragging them along, Edamura’s voice drowned out by the roar of the water as it tumbled over the edge, crashing into a spray of white foam.
He was falling; Edamura was falling, and Laurent couldn’t...
The pen cap snapped in his hand, and Laurent blinked, to find Dr. Bureš watching him quietly through the glossy tablet screen. There was no river, no waterfall; only a set of rooms in Brussels, with Edamura half a world away. Just like he’d told Laurent he’d wanted.

Don’t take this book as an invitation. I’m not asking you to join me.

He was happy this way: traveling the globe on his own. He was safe. Wasn’t that far more important than anything Laurent’s heart was telling him?
“I bought a plane ticket to San Francisco,” he said, pushing the broken cap back onto his pen, and setting it aside.
“Will you be using it?” Dr. Bureš asked, careful not to put any inflection into his tone, to sway Laurent one way or the other.
The ache in Laurent’s chest was familiar by now. Over the past few months—perhaps years, if he wanted to keep an accurate count—he’d grown accustomed to its dull, persistent weight, with occasional sharp pangs that drove the breath out of his lungs. He’d learned...not how to ignore it, but how to bear it.
This was his burden, not Edamura’s. He was meant to carry it alone.
“No,” he said. “The flight left this morning. And as you can see, I’m still here.”
***

Laurent,


This might be the last book I send you for a while. California again—almost a full circle from where we started. I’m curious how different San Francisco will be from Los Angeles, and if it'll seem strange to be on this stretch of coastline again without you.


Don’t worry about getting a marked-up copy back to me right away; by now, you should know that I think of these as more of a conversation than an actual guide.


It’s funny sometimes how much it feels like you’re actually here with me. Even when we weren’t talking as much as we do now, I’d catch myself arguing with you out loud—over where to go next, and what restaurant to try. It’s gotten me into trouble a few times, with people who thought I was either talking to them or muttering wildly to myself.


You know how you told me Seattle doesn’t rain as much in the summer? That’s true—but I should have kept an umbrella with me anyway. My second day here, I was juggling a cup of coffee and my guidebook, open to that page where you’d written something really irritating about the Space Needle, when it started drizzling. Not a lot of rain, but enough to make the pages curl, and to drip down the collar of my shirt, so I ducked under the awning of a building to wait for it to pass.


I’m still not exactly sure what happened. I was grumbling over your comments, and maybe I’d gotten wetter than I’d thought, or I wasn’t dressed nicely enough for the area or...I don’t know. One second, I was trying to do an awkward one-handed page flip to see what other stupid suggestions you had for me, and the next, I had coffee splashing all over my shirt.


Sixty cents dropped in my cup. Two quarters, and a dime that was caked in something pitch black and disgusting. A woman walked by, looked at me with this strange mixture of pity and disgust, and gave me money that wouldn’t even pay for a barista’s tip, much less another cup of coffee.


Sixty cents toward another drink, and more clothes. Again. Can you believe it, Laurent? By the time I got back to my hotel, the stains had all set too much to scrub out in the sink. That’s what I get for wearing white shirts, I guess. And for talking to myself in public.


I could say this is all your fault—for distracting me, for writing things you know will make me mad enough to lose track of where I am and who else is around. You’ve always been good at that.


A year ago, I would’ve been suspicious about that woman’s connection to you. She was probably someone you hired to push me into the nearest shop, where I’d buy a new shirt and somehow get dragged into an elaborate scheme where we’d end up being rich heroes again.


There were a few seconds where I almost wished that was the case.


Do you ever miss it, Laurent?


I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about whether I do. Especially the last few weeks. Being with Abbie, and having you there, too—or at least your voice—brings back a lot of memories. The good old days. That’s a saying, right?


Being in Team Confidence—being around you—gave me such conflicted emotions. I had fun. I can admit that now; it’s not much of a secret anymore. I liked the thrill of it, and how satisfying it was to be smarter than other people. (Especially you.)


But I always come back to the same problem. I don’t like the dishonesty of what we did, and how much effort we put into tricking people. It’s true that talking to Sam, for example, wouldn't have worked; he’s not the kind of guy who would listen to anything other than his own greed. But maybe that’s not true. Maybe he would’ve listened to his brother. And you and I both know that Clark is the kind of guy who can be swayed onto a better path.


Were we actually trying to help anyone? Or was it always about the money? I admit I don’t mind that, either; it’s paying for me to travel around like this, sending you letters and visiting places I never would’ve seen if I’d stuck with any of those honest jobs where I’d tried so hard to be happy.


You’re right, by the way. I wasn’t. And I hated that you could tell.


Maybe it was so easy for you to trick me into coming back to you, every time, because I never really wanted to leave.


It’s not the cons that I’m missing, Laurent. It’s the people.


Do you know how different my life would be if I’d never met you? I think about that sometimes, too.


I’d probably still be running small-time scams with Kudo. Maybe one or both of us would’ve ended up in jail again, if I got careless or too greedy. Or maybe I would’ve planned everything out perfectly, then woken up one day and realized I was fifty years old and miserable. Every time I picture it, I know one thing for sure: I would’ve been lonely.


Abbie’s in my life now because of you. Cynthia, Thomas, Salazar, Clark...I don’t need to list all the names, because they’re a part of your life, too. Even Kudo and I are better friends now than we would’ve been if we’d stuck to our old partnership.


And my dad?


He might’ve reached out to me on his own, eventually. Maybe I would’ve even forgiven him—which is something I’m still working on. I don’t know if I can get all the way there. But I definitely don’t think I would’ve ever understood him, or the choices he’d made, if I hadn’t made significant mistakes of my own over the past few years.


Or if I hadn’t gotten to know you—and seen that it’s possible to be both a confidence man and, despite all appearances to the contrary, a genuinely good person.


Everyone I care about now is connected, in some way, to you. You’re the one who brought us all together, and made the life I’m living now possible.


So thank you, Laurent. I guess that’s all I wanted to say.


- Makoto

***

Edamame,


I can’t even begin to tell you how much you’ve changed my life, or how meaningless it would be without you in it. In those years after I lost Dorothy, when all I could focus on was regret and revenge, the world felt dull and grey, stripped of all its color.


I wasn’t always unhappy; that’s not how grief works. But I don’t think I knew what true happiness was before I met you. That sounds like an exaggeration; it isn’t. Seeing you for the first time bathed my world in light again—brighter and more beautiful than it’d ever been, with colors I’d never known existed.


You changed me, Edamame. And I


I love you.


I think you already know that, don’t you? And I know that you don’t love me—that you can’t, that you won’t.


It’s unfair for me to tell you, when I already know your answer—when I understand the pressure it would put on you to respond, to be kind, to let me down in a way that didn’t fracture all the pieces I’ve barely put back together.


I shouldn’t have written this. You’d probably be angry if you knew I had, and that I’d never intended to send it.


These silly contracts of ours...are we both staying true to them? Never putting words down on paper unless we’re certain we’ll stamp it, and drop it in a postal box, and wait for it to reach someone a world away.


I’d send it if I could, my love. But mailing you this ill-timed confession would only disrupt the friendship that it’s taken you so long to acknowledge—that means so much to us both.


Since I’ll be crumpling up these words and throwing them away, I might as well say it again:


I love you.


You have everything that’s left of my heart, Edamame. I will spend the rest of my days loving you.

***

Edamame,


So you’re heading to San Francisco—a city where I haven’t been in some time. I hope that you haven’t made the somehow common mistake of purchasing a plane ticket to LAX, assuming that you’ll be able to easily cover both cities in one trip. You can—but only if you’re prepared to rent a car and drive many hours up the coast.


Not an unpleasant journey, although it’d be better with company. The physical kind, I mean, rather than words scribbled into the pages of a book.


If you’re closing out your tour in California, maybe it should end the way it began. Would you like me to join you, Edamame? Should I deliver this letter in person? Showing up outside your hotel, like I did in Helsinki, like I’ve wanted to do so many times since then.


It’s been more than a year since I’ve been able to touch you. Since I’ve been able to see your smile—to hear your laughter, without the distance that we’ve kept so carefully in place. I don’t know what it is that you want from me, Edamame, but I don’t think I can bear this any longer...I need

***

Edamame,


I’ve tried to start this letter three times. I know we made a pact; anything that goes down on paper is supposed to be mailed. That’s how we’ve built this trust—this friendship—that we both cherish.


But I can’t put words together logically anymore, Edamame. All I can think about is how much I love you. It’s all I ever want to say—every time I put pen to paper, every time we speak on the phone, every time I tell you good morning, or goodnight.


There isn’t any language that can express how much I miss you, or how many mornings I spend trying to sink back into dreams where I was holding you.


Please tell me—is there any chance—any chance at all? Today, or six months from now, or however long you need me to wait. I’ll wait forever, if you ask me. All I need to know is that you can picture a future for us, however distant. That someday—someday you might—


No. I can’t send you this, either.

***

Edamame,


I’m sorry that this letter will be rushed, and probably unsatisfying. I wish I could take the time to write more, but I think, despite what you said, that it’s better for you to receive your guidebook before you’ve left San Francisco—so I focused my attention on filling those pages instead.


The courier’s already on his way; my hastily wrapped, impressively large package should be safely in your hands by the morning, possibly before we speak again.


I’m glad we talk so often now, Edamame; I’m as grateful for you and your friendship as you are for mine. It does make it a little more difficult to write notes like these, when I set the tip of my pen against the paper and think: I’d rather just call you.


If that’s disappointing—if you’d rather maintain this type of communication—I’ll do better the next time. It’s not that I’m tired of writing to you, or of sharing these heart-to-hearts—far from it. But I prefer hearing your voice. I can’t tell, from a letter, when I’ve made you laugh, or when that irritated tone of yours creeps in, and I have to backtrack before the sharp cut of your tongue slices through me.


Would you be surprised to know that I enjoy both? I shouldn’t let you in on my secrets: sometimes I intentionally prod you until you snap at me. There’s a strange nostalgia to it—that’s the Edamame I first met—mixed with the heady certainty, now, that while you might bite down, you won’t actually break through flesh and bone.


I think—I hope—that we’re well past the point now of actually hurting one another.


I’ve set down my pen for a few seconds too long, trying to picture your face as you’re reading, wishing that this, too, was a phone call, so I could hear your annoyance, and that reluctant amusement you’ve gotten so bad at hiding from me.


You like me, Edamame; I know it. If you need a visual in return, I’ll give you this: I’m smiling, like a fool, at the blank stretch of a page that I should be filling with something far less nonsensical.


Ah, saved by a bell—or a ringtone, that is. Not the courier just yet, but someone I’d much rather see.


Three rings...half a dozen...you’ll start checking your phone’s display soon to see if you have the right number, or if you miscalculated our time zones again—as though there’s ever a time of night when I wouldn’t pick up for you.


One moment more, my friend, as I close out these absurd paragraphs and seal the box that will shortly be winging its way across my continent, then yours. I’ve crammed this guide’s margins full of my most insufferable notes. Suggestions, stories, and a few things that will probably make me startle awake two nights from now, when I remember that I actually wrote them down in a place that you can see. If this is our last book, I wanted to make it a good one.


I have to go; I think you’re getting impatient. I shouldn’t keep you waiting any longer.


You’re probably wondering what’s keeping me—if I’m having another conversation, or if my attention’s snagged on someone else. No—it’s you, Edamame. It’s always been you.

Ton ami,

Laurent





Notes:


Japanese:
wanruumu apaato: one room/studio apartment
French:
bien sûr: of course
fais de beaux rêve: sweet dreams
ton ami: your friend
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Chapter Text


To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
You know what else I found out in New York, Laurent? That you’d set up accounts for all of us in your new foundation. You’ve probably even printed business cards. What’s my title, then, since you didn’t let me in on the ground floor, when I could’ve been a CEO?
Abbie said it was extremely easy to hack into her email—she wouldn’t tell me what password you’d set for her, but she looked angry and then flipped me off while trying not to smile, so it must’ve been some inside joke between the two of you.
Mine took me less than half a second to figure out. You must think that if you make me type out “Edamame” often enough, I’ll accept that it’s my name. I won’t, Laurent; you lose this round, too. And I’ve changed the password. Good luck trying to guess the new one.
- Makoto

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
If you wanted me to stop calling you Edamame, you would’ve told me by now. You arch your back, and you hiss, and you press your claws against my skin, but you never actually dig in. I’ve always been a cat person; I know how to read those signals.
And “BlondBastard” is neither difficult to guess nor an appropriately secure password. Try adding in some randomized numbers, Edamame, so someone other than you and Abbie doesn’t hack into our system and begin harassing our donors. Cynthia will be extremely angry with me if I let that happen. She’s put immense work into making our business a reputable one; she was the only logical choice for CEO. I’m merely an attractive figurehead who wines and dines our biggest donors and ensures they keep coming back for more.
Your title can be whatever you wish, my dear friend. You know, don’t you, that I don’t expect you (or Abbie) to join us; there’s no pressure or business proposition attached. Any part of my life will have space for you set aside, that’s all. You can use the email for anything you like, although Cynthia will probably disagree.
Please don’t share any explicit videos, how about that for guidance? Ideally, if we were ever to be audited, any exchanges in our database should be as innocent as this.
- Laurent

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
No exchange with you is ever innocent. But no, Laurent, of course I won’t be using your foundation email to send porn. To...I don’t even know who you think would be the recipient. Obviously not you.

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I’m wounded, Edamame. And here I thought I might finally discover where your interests lie.

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
If you don’t know my type by now, you really haven’t been paying attention.
Stop emailing me back. The first one was just to show you that you’re not as good at sneaking around as you think. We already have letters, texts, and phone calls: if I start emailing you, too, I won’t have time to do anything else with my life. And then what will I talk to you about?
At some point, you’re going to lose interest in my stories, so I might as well make the most of them while I can.
Will Cynthia strangle you if I send other kinds of videos? Let’s find out.
Here’s one from last night; the quality’s grainy, so I didn’t bother to attach it in a text, but I keep coming back to it for some reason. (A recurring theme in my life.)
You already know this—it’s in our San Francisco book, which you marked up so thoroughly—but they’ve named the fog here. It’s part of that human need to assign our values and motivations to everything around us, so we can understand it. Maybe I’m supposed to be afraid of this fog, as it creeps along the street, sucking away sound and lowering visibility until it feels like my room is the only living, breathing, well-lit space left in the world.
Maybe I should’ve been shivering and moving away from the window, suddenly remembering how completely alone I am.
But all I did was pick up my phone, take thirty seconds of video, and then text you something completely unrelated. It was five in the morning for you, and you still responded. With some stupidly inappropriate comment about my late night needs, but by the time I’d stopped hammering out a reply, the fog had moved on, and I could see the street lamps again.
I don’t know how I would’ve felt if I’d actually been alone last night, watching the mist pushing up against the glass, testing for weak points to spill through. It made me think about sailors, for some reason. Have you ever read a non-depressing book about the sea? Being away from solid ground for that long must really mess with you. Just water and sky and storm clouds, with all of it bleeding into each other until you forget what normal land looks like or how to talk to people who haven’t been trapped on the same tiny boat with you.
These are the things I think about, and don’t text you, late at night. At least email gives me the space to try to describe it, so you can see it the way I did. The video’s not enough—it’s just the fog, with none of the emotion.
I’m not good with words, not like you. Maybe I should try painting again, without Cynthia looking over my shoulder and laughing at me. Come to think of it, I don’t know what she did with my Snow of London. It’s probably long gone by now, buried in some landfill. It didn’t look anything like the original, but I kinda liked it.
- Makoto

1 attachment: UnnamedFog.mov


To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I will respect your heart-wrenchingly unreasonable demands for no further emails, but this one’s important:
I’m never going to lose interest in you, Edamame. You could send me daily updates about how many grains of sugar you spoon into your coffee, and it would be the highlight of my morning.
Yes, yes, I know you don’t take sugar. You believe the flavor should come from the beans; if it’s a simple, well-made cup of coffee, you don’t need any other ingredients to draw out the taste or subdue the bitterness. Would it be too much to say that I’ve seen you, some mornings—in the early hours when these visions feel more real, more tangible—curling your lip at me, behind your own mug but still entirely visible, as I tear open two packets and dump the contents into mine. And then, the next morning, you make judgmental noises but hand me a dish of sugar—cubes, this time, better quality, at least, if I must be foolish—before I even begin to reach for it. It’s a small vice that harms no one but me. Occasionally I let myself indulge.
That’s a long tangent simply to say that we know each other, you and I. That kind of familiarity matters more to me than—being entertained? Is that what you think I want from you? I don’t think you’ll let me tell you what it is that I really want, but I can promise that you alone are more than enough. It doesn’t matter what your stories are, as long as you’re sharing them with me. Especially if I can hear your voice—the way you clip certain words when you get too excited, and how soft and nonthreatening your annoyance has gotten when I point it out.
I enjoyed the visuals, both text and video. I’ve attached a view of the street outside my window, so you can see what the world is like on this side of the sea. Busier than yours, at this time of night, with clearer skies and crowded sidewalks. My rooms are in the heart of the city; I saw from your address that you opted for something quieter, and probably a little too far off the transit routes to be convenient, if you have any intention of exploring after-dark pleasures. Perhaps that’s why you’ve been texting me and filming the fog rather than dancing until dawn. I neglected to warn you that San Francisco’s trains shut down much earlier than you would expect from a city of that size.
The streets will sink back into silence here, too, before long; I’ll stop hearing the click of heels along the pavement, or laughter billowing from the bars across the way. I leave my windows cracked open, most nights, to catch the scents still drifting up from the restaurants below. Spices and wisps of smoke from slumbering ovens—the dreams left behind by the evening’s meals.
This is how I keep from feeling alone. I’ve never been that good with distance; you know how I am. I feel at a loss when all of my senses aren’t in play.
You should paint, if that’s something that would make you happy. You did seem to be enjoying it, before Cynthia spilled her wine across your palette and spoiled all your carefully-mixed colors.
She was cruel in her criticism; you know her reasons now, and should be able to separate her comments from the image you so joyously splashed onto the canvas. Not every painting has to be a Montoya to hold value. Weren’t you the one who taught us that?
And I, for one, would welcome further opportunities to witness exactly how good you are with your hands.
- Laurent

1 attachment: ReviensVite.mov


To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I asked Cynthia. She told me you kept my painting. Apparently, you insisted on paying her. Two million in British pounds, Laurent? Why?

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Would you have preferred a higher price? An unknown artist’s first work is always a gamble. Paying more wouldn’t have been a smart investment, not when I have no intention of parting with it.

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I have no idea what to do with you.

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Would you like some suggestions?

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
No.

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org; Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Cynthia.Moore@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Both of you: stop clogging our email servers. Laurent has no excuse, but I expected better from you, Edamame.
You have personal emails; use those.
Laurent, we need to hire a new IT manager; Jacques forwarded me this thread before giving his notice. Unrelated, I think, although he’s looked pinched and unhappy from the start, so it’s difficult to tell. Call me tomorrow so we can talk through a job description and potentially an updated salary.
Edamame, enjoy San Francisco. You should spend more time out in that California sunshine instead of emailing this asshole. He’s busy, too, even if he’s refusing to tell you that.
- Cynthia

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Cynthia.Moore@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Laurent......

To: Cynthia.Moore@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Yes, yes, I know. Heureux au jeu, malheureux en amour.
You’re as right as you are beautiful, but rest assured that I am making an attempt to be careful with my heart. I have no intention of turning those final days in London, after the crushing disappointment of his first letter, into a repeat performance.
With deepest affection and my most sincere apologies,

the blond idiot, who has just landed another sizable investment, more details to follow

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Cynthia.Moore@ConfidenceFoundation.org
You’ve finally hooked Ziegler? Good, glad to hear it. Like I said, call me tomorrow. It’s getting late, and I’m already annoyed about Jacques. I know you didn’t like him, but he was affordable and good at his job. Not an easy combination to come by.
I’ve sworn off giving you advice, but I do worry about you. On rare occasions, probably when you least deserve it. I love Edamame; we all do. But please don’t destroy yourself over a boy who’s already rejected you—repeatedly, from what I hear.
Abbie tells me you called him nearly every day that he was in New York. Be careful, Laurent. Not to put a mercenary spin on it, but this Foundation is still too young to survive you falling off the grid from heartbreak.
And I am your friend, you know that. There are a lot of reasons I don’t want to see that happen.
- Cynthia
***
Laurent shut his laptop; he knew Cynthia wouldn’t be expecting a response.
The evening was growing late, the hum of conversations outside his flat winding down as cafés and shops began to pull in their tables and shutter their windows. At this hour, patrons would be either strolling home or crowding into neighboring bars, depending upon how they wanted to spend the rest of their night, and what type of company they were seeking.
Ordinarily, that decision would’ve been a simple one for Laurent. When he was off the clock, free to pursue his own desires without playing to a money-soaked audience, he only ever wanted one thing.
One thing—one person—that he could never have, at least not in the way he so desperately craved. It was a little humiliating how obvious that was to everyone around them.
Lovers were fools, weren’t they? Literature and song lyrics had always said as much. And as clear-eyed and careful as Laurent had been, he...
Well, he thought, pushing back his desk chair and collecting a scattered array of take-away containers. Hope always flared brightest just before it burned out.
He was tired, suddenly, but even more in need of a rather stiff drink. Perhaps it was time to readjust his nightly routine.
***

>> You absolute, utter asshole. I was going to include more adjectives, but I’m so pissed off at you right now I can’t think of any. What the hell, Laurent?

What have I done this time? Laurent asked, flagging down the bartender. It’d probably be a good idea to fortify himself with a couple more fingers of whiskey.

>> Three words. Folsom Street Fair. NOT the kind of rides I was expecting.

Laurent spluttered a laugh into his drink and waved the bartender away, folding a few bills out of his wallet instead. He’d intended to stay later, as he’d done for the last couple of nights, but he had a feeling he’d need to be out in the open air for the rest of this conversation.
Sure enough, by the time he’d made it onto the relatively quiet street, his phone was ringing.
“I’d forgotten about that suggestion,” he said, before Edamura could speak. “It is a rather impressive fair, with quite the selection on display. Have you gotten your hands on anything you liked?”
“I hate you,” Edamura muttered. Far better than texting, where Laurent wouldn’t be able to tell how he’d meant it.
He bypassed the entrance to his building, preferring to stretch his legs for a bit. Brussels was cool in September, but not chilly enough to make an evening stroll uncomfortable.
“All I did was jot down the basic details, since it lined up with your travel dates, and your book failed to mention it. I assumed you’d at least look up the name before making your way there. When did you realize? Was it the harnesses and leather chaps, or the nudity?”
Edamura grumbled something that probably wasn’t meant to be actual words.
Laurent chuckled and switched to his earpiece so he could slide both hands into his pockets. A mild breeze had picked up, ruffling his hair and sweeping along the bare nape of his neck—he’d neglected to bring a scarf, assuming he’d merely be drinking alone for an hour or two, before returning to his warm bed.
“Aren’t you used to public baths?” he asked, amused by the mental images that he sadly hadn’t been able to observe in person. “I didn’t expect you to be so traumatized by the sight of other men’s cocks.”
“Onsens aren’t sexual. This definitely was,” Edamura said, with less irritation than Laurent probably deserved. “And there’s no need to act so superior about it. It’s not like this is completely new to me.”
“Oh? Do tell.”
Edamura huffed out a resigned sigh, mostly performative. He wouldn’t have brought it up if he hadn’t anticipated Laurent pressing for further details. “For some reason, you all love treating me like this innocent, inexperienced little...toy of yours, that you can wind up for your own amusement. Maybe I haven’t physically been with all the people you have, but it’s not like I’ve never been to—well, you probably know about Shinjuku Ni-chōme. And there are plenty of bars like those outside of Japan, in other cities I’ve visited. Madrid, for one. You don’t have to go to a street fair in San Francisco to find people who are...who aren’t straight.”
“Gay,” Laurent said, since Edamura seemed to be struggling to get it out. “Or, in my case, as flamingly bisexual as they come.”
Edamura didn’t respond. Laurent could hear the low roar of a crowd in the background; the BDSM-friendly fair hadn’t been distressing enough, then, for Edamura to have left it behind entirely. Perhaps he was more curious than he was willing to let on; or maybe that was the actual reason he’d called.
Laurent softened his voice, leaving out anything that might come across as mockery. “I didn’t write it in as a joke at your expense, Edamame. You should spend some time in the tamer parts of the Castro, if the...rather explosive openness of a street festival is too much for you. But if you look past the leather and piercings, I think you’ll find there are plenty of people like you in the crowd. Some of them might be worth getting to know.”
“People like me,” Edamura said, strangely bleak. “That’s the problem, Laurent. I don’t know what I...” He sighed again, in a weary, lung-emptying exhale that was genuine, this time.
Laurent waited.
The background noise faded slowly, until he could only hear Edamura’s breathing, and the distinctive whirring of an electric trolley turning a sharp corner. The brakes squealed; an efficient female voice called out the next stop.
Laurent waited, as he always did, as he always would, but Edamura didn’t join the cluster of strangers who were boarding the vehicle. The tinny recording spoke again, cutting through the passengers’ idle chatter, then trailed away as the two of them continued walking. A world apart, following endless roads that glittered with fool’s gold. No matter what Laurent tried, the distance between them never seemed to shorten. The earth kept spinning underfoot: silently, steadily, carrying the days with it.
But that linked them, too. In another handful of hours, Edamura would be looking up at the same stars that Laurent was seeing now.
One fell, as he was watching. A streak of light that burned across the sky so quickly that he barely had time to register it, much less saddle it with a wish.
If only, he thought anyway, waiting for another.
“I just want to live a normal life,” Edamura said finally—so quietly that Laurent had to strain to hear him.
“So you keep telling me,” he replied, tilting his head back until all he could see were tantalizing pinpricks of light clinging to their lofty perches, refusing to let go.
The next admission came more quickly; Edamura had spent enough time putting his thoughts in order and was ready, now, to begin sharing them. “I think I’ve lost track of what that means. I’ve told you before that I was afraid of this—of getting so caught up in all these different worlds we create for other people that I forget who I am.”
“Have you forgotten?” Laurent asked. “It sounds cliché, but...”
“Maybe I’m just finding myself,” Edamura finished. He let out a frustrated breath—a harsh blast of air that pushed through his microphone and against Laurent’s eardrum, making him wince. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I don’t want to be a sushi chef, or a salaryman with a wife and kids. That’s as far as I’ve gotten. But would I have wanted that if my life had gone differently? If I didn’t have a criminal record, or if I hadn’t met you, or...”
He trailed off; Laurent could almost see the line pinching between his eyebrows as he struggled to define what normal meant to him.
“No,” Edamura said, after only a few beats of silence. “That’s just shifting the blame. I might’ve always ended up like this.”
“Fleeing from a sex-positive festival in the middle of a major American city?”
Edamura laughed softly—just a little, but enough to ease any of the hesitation still clinging to his words. “I’m not running; I stayed there for a few hours before I texted you. I actually did come across some pretty cool people. A couple of them asked for my number, if I wanted to meet up later.”
“Are you going to?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Not to have sex with them, Laurent, so don’t—just don’t. But I was thinking about it. It’s nice having people to talk to.”
Collecting friends everywhere he went, just as Laurent had always suspected.
“You should,” Laurent said, in an encouraging tone that sounded so genuine, he almost fooled himself. “It’s the last few days of your tour, isn’t it? Enjoy it, Edamame. Any way you like: with conversation, or by indulging in some of those enticing activities that I’m not permitted to suggest. What happens in San Francisco stays in San Francisco, after all.”
“That’s Las Vegas,” Edamura corrected. “And anyway, it’s not true; the past always comes back to haunt you. I saw that Razzie movie, too.”
“And Hollywood always reflects reality.”
“Those movies do,” Edamura said, wistfully. Probably mourning the loss of his favorite action star to the soulless chasm of politics.
Laurent smiled, thinking of how that interaction would go if he ever did pull Edamura and the new American president into the same room. There were pitfalls to being a celebrity, but having the devotion of a fan like Edamura would make everything worth it.
Then again, Laurent was biased. He always had been.
“Laurent?” Edamura asked—possibly opening a new topic, or simply checking that their connection hadn’t dropped.
Laurent blinked, letting go of the vision he’d been building: Edamura in the Oval Office, acting out his favorite action sequence with wildly animated gestures and full-body enthusiasm. Biased or not, it was difficult for Laurent to imagine anyone meeting Edamura and not being immediately, impossibly charmed by him. Even Dorothy had admitted, after seeing him in person, that she understood why he’d taken such a prominent role in Team Confidence.
I bet he’d come up with even crazier ideas than Oz, she’d said, excited at the prospect—despite Edamura’s firm refusal to be recruited. Are you sure you want to stay retired, Laurent? If you came back, he would, too. We’d get both of them. Just picture it: you, me, the Wizard, and his soybean son with that prickly, overstuffed brain of his. It’d be so much fun.
That’s not the life he wants, Laurent had told her, carefully steering their conversation elsewhere. He had no intention of getting in the middle of that battle of wills. As far as he knew, she hadn’t pursued the idea any further, although he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d kept going behind his back.
“Yes, Edamame?” he said now. “I’m still here; you haven’t managed to lose me quite yet.”
“If I’d wanted that, I would’ve stayed in the crowd,” Edamura replied. “Some of my texts weren’t going through earlier. I think the cell phone towers were overloaded.”
“Ah,” Laurent said, warmly. “So you left your sexual awakening behind to talk to me. And here you’ve claimed you don’t like stroking my ego.”
“I never said—!” Edamura snapped back, cutting himself off before he fell into the rest of that rant. “You are so irritating, Laurent. I need video clips of you, or something, because just telling people about you never gets the full picture across.”
“Video doesn’t do me justice, either, but I am flattered that—”
“Forget it,” Edamura groused. “I was going to ask you a question, but now I’m regretting everything.”
“I’m sorry,” Laurent said, more or less meaning it. “Henceforth, I promise to be on my best behavior. Ask away, mon ami.”
“Your friend,” Edamura translated, sounding oddly thoughtful about it, like he was filing the phrase away for later. “Well, as my friend, tell me this: when you said that you’re...that you like both. How did you know?”
A trail of light blurred in Laurent’s vision as he pulled his gaze down from the heavens. Not a shooting star this time—just an afterimage of his eyes adjusting to the street-level shadows—but he cast a quiet thought after it, anyway.
“Do you want explicit details, or...?” he asked, testing the waters by keeping his response playful.
Surprisingly, Edamura didn’t take the bait. “I don’t know how it’s supposed to feel,” he said. His voice hadn’t gotten louder, exactly—not from raising the volume, but he suddenly felt closer, as though he’d pressed his phone into his cheek, his lips brushing against the microphone with each word.
Laurent shut his eyes and did his best not to remember exactly how those lips had felt against his skin.
“I think women are beautiful,” Edamura continued, low and serious and painfully intimate. “I always have. And I’ve had the normal kinds of crushes. In school and stuff, when everybody’s always so interested in romance. But I think that I might...that men are...I don’t know. Is it supposed to feel the same?”
“Not necessarily,” Laurent said. He turned his steps back to his flat; he’d lost track of the time, and the distance he’d covered. “Every experience is unique, and attraction varies based on the person. I can’t define yours for you, Edamame.”
“I need a reference point,” Edamura insisted. “And you’re the only person I can ask.”
Laurent was sleazy, but he was safe. Wasn’t that why Edamura had experimented with him to begin with?
“It’s not that I’m avoiding an answer,” he said, treading carefully on eggshells he hadn’t known would be scattered across his path that evening. “I’ve never been the best example—for anything, really. You’ve said yourself that we’re nothing alike, so my story won’t be of any use to you. The problem is, Edamame, that I think I’ve always known. I kissed my first girl when I was five years old, and my first boy when I was eight. If I’m remembering correctly, I’d told my mother two years earlier that I planned to marry him when we grew up—Antoine, the new boy in my class, with soft brown hair and eyes as green as the forest.”
Edamura laughed: another unexpected response. “So you kissed him, and then proposed? Have you always moved that quickly?”
“Only when it’s the right person,” Laurent said. “But no, I didn’t give him a ring, even a toy one. He was my best friend at the time, and had been for two years. We kissed once, when we were studying together after school, and he never spoke to me again. Sometimes I have that effect on people, too.”
“Laurent...” Edamura said, but he kept going.
“The questions you’re asking yourself now—I haven’t struggled with those. I’ve always appreciated beauty, in whatever form it takes. Sometimes it’s a woman who challenges me, who teases me relentlessly, until the only thing I can do is stop her tongue with mine. Sometimes it’s a clever, difficult, dark-eyed man who takes my breath away, and my heart with it. I’ve never been able to predict when, or how, it will happen.”
Edamura didn’t say anything.
Laurent took in a breath, and pulled back. “But love and sex aren’t necessarily the same thing. I don’t know which one you’re trying to figure out, or if that matters to you right now. It’s entirely possible—it’s extremely common—to have one without the other. If you want to sleep with someone, you don’t have to picture sliding a ring onto their finger after. You don’t even have to learn their name. If you’re wondering—if you’re trying to define yourself—that’s one way to look for an answer.”
“In strangers’ bodies,” Edamura said. “You’re telling me that I should dive back into this crowd and sleep with people until I figure it out.”
The cold air bit at Laurent’s throat and exposed ears; the temperature had dropped enough now to make his chilled nose drip a little, wind-whipped moisture collecting at the corners of his eyes. That was the reason, he told himself, that his voice came out thicker than he’d intended. “I’ve always had sex because I enjoyed it, not because I needed a physical act to confirm what I already knew. But we’re different, you and I. Maybe it’s what you need. And if not—well, it’s fun anyway, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Edamura said. “Yeah, I guess so.”
***
Laurent didn’t hear from him for the next twenty-four hours. The skies wheeled by just as they always had: cloud-streaked blue turning as black and star-studded as the night could be in a city like this. Edamura was busy; Laurent was, too, sifting through applications to find a new employee who’d focus on securing their database instead of reading his emails.
Is it too late to sell you my shares in the company? he asked Cynthia, who predictably ignored his text, and the moping he refused to acknowledge was happening.
Casual sex had never been an issue for him; it shouldn’t matter whether Edamura had taken his advice after they’d closed out their call. Sex, detached from relationships and romance, was as practical and pleasurable as scratching an itch. Maybe Edamura had met a flinty-eyed woman in thigh-high boots, or a man with big hands and a thick beard—or both, one after the other, or together. Picturing it—spending much of his day, then the evening hours, wondering—shouldn’t have sent such strange pangs through Laurent’s chest.
I won’t let you run free anymore, he thought, halting restless steps at his window and remembering Parisian sunlight, and a promise that had splintered apart under the selfish weight he’d packed into it. Binding someone to you would only hold if you both worked together to tie the knot.
The truth was, Laurent didn’t care who Edamura slept with. He’d had sex long before Helsinki, and after they’d parted ways...well, the probability was high. Edamura had never volunteered that kind of information, and Laurent had never asked.
It didn’t matter who he was with now; Laurent just wanted...
He wanted...
He left his phone to charge, and began undressing for bed. Sleep, at least, would make him stop thinking.
***
Sunlight—sparkling off an endless expanse of water. Salt on his lips, cracking them, pulling the flesh apart until he could taste blood, sharp and metallic on his tongue. The water should’ve been blue—or green, or anything but the redredred that spread across his vision, streaming down his face until he choked on it.
There was a knife in his hand. He dropped it, heard it clatter to the ground, the blood coating his palms making it too slippery to hold.
He was running, across the deck of a ship, to...he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t stop; his feet pulled him forward, toward a railing that never got any closer, that was streaked, too, with a wet, red smear in a shape that he should’ve recognized, that he knew, if he could only...
Behind him, someone was ringing a bell. It sounded wrong—out of place on this ship, where he was alone, where he’d always been alone, unless...had he lost someone? Was it his fault, had he done something wrong? If he could reach the railing in time, if he could fling himself over it, if he could follow them down, he might find—
It wasn’t a bell. It was music. A ringtone. Persistent, threading through his dream until it pulled him out, until he scrabbled a hand from beneath the covers and drew his phone back under.
“Oui, allo?” he croaked, not sure if he was fully awake yet, or who would be calling him at this hour.
“You’re so French in the mornings,” Edamura said, low and warm and one of the best things Laurent had ever heard.
“I’m Belgian,” Laurent said, rolling onto his side, taking the tangle of sheets with him. He pressed the phone against his ear, as though it could bring Edamura into the bed, too—lying next to him, smiling, with kind eyes and sleep-rumpled hair. “You don’t usually call me this early.”
“It’s not early,” Edamura said. “Unless I’ve gotten time zones wrong again. S’possible.”
Laurent lifted his phone away for long enough to squint at the display. After 10 AM, which meant that his uneasy sleep had sucked away several extra hours, and that Cynthia would—no, they’d had nothing scheduled for today. She would’ve seen Kawin off to school, then settled into her own routines, not caring in the slightest what Laurent did with his time. They’d both known, after all, that his threat of quitting their work had been empty.
“It’s early for you, in a sense,” Laurent said, awake enough now to string more words together, and to subtract his hours from Edamura’s. One in the morning, when most transit had stopped running. And judging from the slight slur he’d heard in Edamura’s speech: “Are you still out, Edamame?”
“No. I’m in bed,” Edamura said. “I didn’t think you would be. I woke you up, didn’t I, Laurent.”
He didn’t sound apologetic. Laurent wasn’t sure what that tone was—a little dark, but warm, still, like rich chocolate drizzling against his lips. He parted his mouth and shifted in his sheets; he couldn’t help his response. It was Edamura, and it was early, and he’d never stopped wanting.
“I don’t mind; not when you’re here with me,” he said, letting a little of his desire soak into the words.
It was too much, more than he’d meant to display—but Edamura’s breath hitched.
“Tell me what you’re doing right now, Laurent,” he demanded, with an intensity that Laurent hadn’t heard since the first time they’d kissed, when...Edamura’s judgment had been more than a little impaired.
He gave his cock a regretful squeeze and moved his hand to safer territory.
“I’m in bed, still groggy with sleep, as you so cleverly guessed,” he said, keeping his response light and pleasant—unconcerned by what might be happening on the other end of the line. “And you, I think, have been drinking.”
“Some,” Edamura admitted, after a pause. “But I’m not drunk.”
“Forgive me if I don’t entirely believe you.”
Edamura exhaled loudly: exasperation and annoyance, a familiar mix, but he backed down. “I don’t feel like arguing with you right now. I just called to talk.”
“About?”
Careful, Laurent warned himself; he was providing too much of an opening. If Edamura attempted to resume what had clearly been on both of their minds, Laurent wasn’t sure he’d have the strength to resist again.
But he was safe, at least for now.
“You remember Alexa and Emil?” Edamura asked. “From Folsom.”
Laurent murmured in acknowledgement. Edamura hadn’t shared the names before, but the context made it easy enough to fill in the blanks. His new friends, whom Laurent had explicitly encouraged him to sleep with. Laurent dug his shoulder as far into the mattress as he could go, wishing he could either escape into its plush surface, or burrow under his blankets and not emerge for another week. This was his own fault, really, for creating the impression that he loved nothing more than talking about sex, in any context.
Accurate enough, ordinarily, but this was Edamura. Things had always been different with him.
“They took me to a bear party last night. Have you ever been to one?” Edamura asked—another unexpected turn, from the man who never stopped surprising him. “Stop laughing. I’m being serious.”
“Désolé,” Laurent said, not meaning it at all this time. “Oh, my small, hairless soybean. How out of place you must’ve been.”
“I’m not that small,” Edamura grumbled. “But you’re right, I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much body hair in one place before. Some of them were like carpets.”
“Mm,” Laurent said. “Did any of them ask you to step on them?”
“Laurent,” Edamura said, then sighed. “No. They were all extremely nice, actually. A bunch of them bought me drinks, and one guy—Carl—talked to me about motorcycles for an hour. He got excited when I told him I used to be a mechanic.”
“All this time you spend complaining about me, and every skill I’ve taught you comes in handy, doesn’t it,” Laurent said. He could almost see the look Edamura would’ve been turning on him then—narrowed eyes, flattened mouth, and soul-crushing disdain.
“Stop taking credit for everything,” Edamura said, sure enough. “I don’t remember you teaching me how to hold a ball wrench or how to screw—” He stopped; Laurent was laughing again. “Forget it. I don’t know why I ever think talking to you is a good idea.”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Laurent said, rolling onto his back and smiling up at the ceiling. The world felt brighter, now, than it had a few minutes earlier. “Please continue. Have you discovered, then, that your tastes run to the large and hairy?”
“No,” Edamura said. “I liked talking to them, but I wasn’t attracted to anyone there. Do you have a physical type, Laurent, or do you just sleep with everyone?”
“You’re not the first to make that assumption,” Laurent said, rubbing a knuckle over his still sleep-blurred eyes. “Physically, no, not really. Believe it or not, I’m drawn more to personality than appearance. At least in my old age, when I have the luxury of being picky.”
“Half the guys there were a lot older than you,” Edamura said, rolling easily with the self-deprecating jab, as Laurent had hoped. “I think Carl was late 40s, maybe 50. Although he wasn’t trying to sleep with me.”
“Hm,” Laurent said. “I’m fairly certain he was, Edamame. Nice or not, men in places like that don’t shower drinks and attention on you if they’re not interested. It sounds like your new friends weren’t particularly good at playing wingman.”
“And you would’ve been?”
“Probably not,” Laurent said. “I pursue my own interests, you know that. I’m simply criticizing your new companions. Is that the only place they took you?”
“No. We went to a couple other bars after that. One had a dance floor on the back patio, and a grill. It reminded me of some of the spots Mateo showed me in Buenos Aires.”
“Oh?” Laurent said; those pieces should’ve slotted together much earlier.
Edamura picked up on the unspoken question. “I didn’t sleep with him. I think he might’ve been interested, but I wasn’t.”
“Not your type either, then. Perhaps your tastes don’t run toward men, after all; I don’t blame you for being confused, when your only experience on that count is—”
“Don’t start,” Edamura said. “If I have to hear you bragging again about how good you are in bed, I’m going to hang up, and I won’t call back.”
“A pity,” Laurent said. “I had an entire speech planned. But tell me, then, what I’m supposed to think, when you sniff dismissively at every man you come across. You’re making me into some sort of sexual mentor, Edamame, and I’m only doing my best to rise to the challenge.”
“You’re not my mentor. You shouldn’t be anyone’s.”
“At last, an area where we’re in complete agreement.”
Edamura let out a stifled laugh; Laurent repressed his urge to comment on it. There was something delicate happening between them now, that he didn’t quite understand. Taking the wrong step, or prodding too hard in a sensitive area, might make Edamura shut off entirely.
“Anyway, you’re wrong about that. About a lot of things. But—” The next part sounded reluctant, like Edamura was still debating, even as he spoke, whether he should be saying it. “I wasn’t being completely honest with you, Laurent. I keep telling you all I’m not a clueless virgin; I do know what I like. Sexually, I mean.”
“But you’re fighting it,” Laurent concluded. “Is that why you’ve been drinking? Loosened inhibitions do make things easier, although I don’t recommend it as a prolonged lifestyle choice.”
Edamura took the warning in stride, shooting back an answer that neatly swept Laurent’s legs out from under him. “Helsinki was different. I never drink like that; not tonight, not ever. I only did it then so I could work up the guts to go after what I wanted.”
“Which was?”
“You know, Laurent. Don’t make me say it.”
It took some effort for Laurent to respond in an even, unruffled tone. Lightly amused, for extra safety, throwing anyone but the most astute off the scent. “An unnecessary strain on your liver. Getting me into your bed doesn’t require that much alcohol.”
“Maybe not,” Edamura said.
They were quiet for a bit. It wasn’t often that Laurent was at a loss for words, but he truly had no idea where to go from there.
“You want to know what I did tonight?” Edamura asked, finally.
What Laurent wanted was entirely beside the point. “Visited more bars, I assume, without you ever needing to reach for your own wallet.”
“Some of that, yeah,” Edamura said, not bothering to deny what Laurent had noticed from the start—that magnetic appeal that always turned heads, drawing people to him. The longer Laurent waited, the more people got in line, until he was left clutching a ticket that no longer held any value.
“Should I keep guessing? I’ve only been to San Francisco once, years ago, and I’m sure much has changed.”
The sheets rustled on Edamura’s end; he was sinking farther down into bed, probably, as the hour got later. Or earlier, depending upon where you began counting. “I just got back from a place Emil called a dungeon. It wasn’t in the book, either. It was...different.”
“In a good way?”
“I don’t know. It’s too...open for me, like you said about the fair. I’m not a prude—you, of all people, know I’m not—but some things should be private. I guess that’s what I took away from it.”
“They do usually have private rooms, if that’s your preference.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Edamura said. “But you know that because—is this the kind of thing you’re into, Laurent? That’s what keeps you interested?”
“Ah,” Laurent said. “No, sorry to disappoint you. I enjoy experimentation, to a certain degree, but I’m afraid my tastes run rather to the vanilla side of the spectrum. Don’t tell anyone; you’ll ruin my credibility.”
Edamura’s amusement was less masked, this time. “No whips and chains for you, then.”
Laurent chuckled. “Real life provides quite enough beatings. I’d rather keep them out of the bedroom. What about you? Public spectacle aside, did you experience anything you liked?”
“No, not really,” Edamura said. “But there was this one guy. Blue eyes. Tall, with long fingers and blond hair. I thought for a minute that I might...but when he opened his mouth, it was all wrong.”
“What do you mean?” Laurent asked, suddenly aware of how every word sounded as it pushed off his tongue.
“I didn’t like his voice,” Edamura said. “Too high-pitched, with that flat American accent. It wasn’t what I...mmmf.”
He made a soft noise that it was far too easy for Laurent to recognize. The sheets were moving again, but lower down, and at a more rhythmic tempo.
Laurent licked his lips and, strangely, hesitated.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, giving up whatever pretense he’d been holding onto. “Keep talking.”
“I thought my voice wasn’t attractive,” Laurent said, sitting up against his pillows, letting his own sheets fall to his hips. “That it annoys you, how I use my accent to pull attention to me.”
“I did say it was annoying,” Edamura agreed. He grunted a little, probably at a particularly pleasurable twist of his wrist, then added, “I never actually said that I didn’t like it.”
His voice; his body. Every piece of Laurent, broken apart and sorted into neatly labeled piles where others could pick and choose what they wanted. Someone to fuck them. Someone to run a scam, in any language they liked, filling their pockets with cash. Someone to talk them through their own pleasure; to be reached for when they were in the mood, and cast aside when they weren’t.
He’d always been good at fulfilling those sorts of needs. He hadn’t ever minded, not really. Usually it lined up well enough with what he wanted, too. But this:
“You’re in a city filled with beautiful people, Edamame,” Laurent reminded him, as though either of them could’ve forgotten. “If your new friend Emil didn’t interest you, or Carl, or any of the men you saw tonight...your options are endless. You could find someone to be with you now. We both know that.”
Edamura paused for a minute; his voice grew closer, then a little distant, as he put his phone on speaker and set it next to him, probably on his pillow. “They’re all strangers. I’m not like you, Laurent. You said it doesn’t have to mean anything, and yeah, I get that, I think you’re right. It’s easier that way. But I don’t want to sleep with someone I barely know.”

It was a lot easier with you.


It was with you, so it didn’t mean anything.

A sharp, phantom burst of eucalyptus caught in Laurent’s throat, filling his sinuses. He was in a hotel room again, buckling his belt, leaving a sneering figure on a nightstand, and trying his best to hold his heart together.
“You just want someone familiar tonight,” he said, once he could manage it.
“Yeah,” Edamura said. “Is that okay? I know we haven’t...but just like this, Laurent. For tonight. I really want...if you could just keep talking, while I...”
An evening, in a hotel room, with a stubborn, beautiful man who’d been so angry and confused that Laurent wouldn’t sleep with him. And the second night, with its morning after, where he’d given Edamura exactly what he’d wanted. Friendly conversation, then sex, that was good—amazing, even—as long as Laurent didn’t say anything to ruin it after.
Just like this.
“Oui,” Laurent said quietly. “D’accord.”
Edamura’s response was swift and audible, in more ways than one. “Yeah,” he breathed. “En français, s’il vous plaît.”
“You want me to speak French?” He understood the words, of course, but not the reason. Maybe there was a distancing effect to it; a way for Edamura to make it feel like an anonymous fuck, with all the safety measures that came from looping in someone he trusted.
“Oui,” Edamura replied, with a grin in his voice, and pronunciation that was significantly better than Laurent had remembered.
“What would you like me to say?” Laurent asked, keeping his own phone grasped in his hand, pressed against his cheek. He’d have no need for further mobility. This exchange was about Edamura; he’d deal with himself later. “Should I compose another shopping list? Cabbages and pastries. Le petit chou. You seemed to enjoy that the last time.”
The movement on the other end of the line stilled. Edamura’s response was softer, and a little more serious than before, as though he understood where he was treading, and exactly what he was asking Laurent to do. “You’re so good with languages that you forget I am, too. If I don’t know the specific words, I can still pick out the sounds, and remember enough to look them up later. Mon chou. Mon chéri. Laurent. I know what those actually mean.”
“Do you,” Laurent said. He was glad that he’d spent years training himself how to say exactly the right things at the right moments, regardless of how he actually felt. “Well, I suppose that makes it easier, then. Give me a moment; if you want a steady stream en français, I’ll have to switch my brain over.”
A convenient excuse, which Edamura probably saw through, but it bought Laurent a little time to put his thoughts in order. He wouldn’t be able to manage what Edamura was probably expecting. A filthy torrent in a foreign language, describing all the ways he might like to be fucked. It might have been possible months ago, maybe, but not now. Not when everything in him was crying out for more—a level of genuine affection, of intimacy, that Edamura wasn’t willing, or able, to give.
They were friends. Friends did this, sometimes, without fucking it up. Without asking anything more from it.
He breathed out, silently counting, as Dr. Bureš had taught him...although never with the expectation of a scene like this...then took Edamura on a tour of the city instead: the streets, the storefronts, the glass-domed Parliament building that jutted into the park he walked through nearly every day. He lingered there, just as he often did on quiet mornings, and used his voice to paint a landscape he’d often longed to share.
He’d practiced, in a way, spending day after day following well-worn paths or sitting on a bench, flexing empty fingers and dreaming of what it would be like to have someone there beside him. Perhaps that was why it took so little effort to describe the array of historic buildings, or the bottle-shaped pond, populated by migratory birds and surrounded by trees—some rare, all beautiful. In the spring, the golden willows bloomed, and wept; they bent toward the placid surface, trailing thin branches along the water and dreaming of long-forgotten worlds, when dryads and naiads walked amongst them.
The line between reality and Laurent’s words slowly blurred, until it felt as though he’d left his bedroom behind. He was on the rain-spattered shore with Edamura now, his feet sliding in the muck, carrying him too close to the edge. Edamura didn’t reach for him—to catch him, to hold him still. He was turned away; listening, as he always did, but somehow not hearing Laurent as he slipped, and slid, and fell. Understanding the words, but not the desperation behind them. There were others around, silent, faceless shapes walking by, with no one seeming to notice the vulnerability of Laurent’s bare flesh, bruised and caked with mud, or how he shivered when the seasons suddenly shifted to autumn, and a cold wind picked up. It caught a pile of brittle leaves, sending them whirling through the air, scraping against Laurent’s too-sensitive skin but pulling a guttural moan out of Edamura’s throat.
Laurent hadn’t forgotten, exactly, how enthusiastic—how loud—Edamura was, but hearing him again was different. It was far worse than simply remembering.
He began winding down their trip as the speed of Edamura’s hand along his cock quickened; Laurent could hear that, too. A slick palm against hot, hardened flesh, the shape of which Laurent still remembered all too well.
Edamura groaned through the final strokes, then gasped Laurent’s name once more as he came.
Laurent stopped talking, letting their shared vision scatter to every corner of the room, where it’d mix with the dust, crumbling away in his hands if he tried to retrieve any part of it. His voice had held out for long enough.
Edamura was still taking in long, shuddery breaths, but as they evened out, he drew his phone closer. “Laurent,” he said, in that intimate tone that had done so much, earlier, to warm him.
“You’ve finished,” Laurent said. “I know; I heard.”
“Yeah? Good,” Edamura said, panting a bit, sounding relaxed and pleased with himself. Like before, his inhibitions, and any hint of virginal awkwardness, seemed to entirely dissipate in the wake of a toe-curling orgasm. Although it’d thrown Laurent a bit the first time, it wasn’t that surprising; Edamura had always been at his most confident—and most demanding—when he was fresh from a conquest. $10 million for a Sakura Magic “recipe,” or sex with Laurent: the prize itself didn’t matter. Only the fact that he’d won.
Edamura didn’t speak again, not right away. He didn’t need to. Laurent could picture the rest: covers flung aside, letting cool air circulate over a lean, perfectly toned body that was flushed more from arousal than exertion. This hardly even counted as sex; all he’d done was burn off a little energy, using his hand and Laurent’s voice to ease the frustration that’d built up as he moved from crowded bars to kink-filled clubs, pouring back drinks and watching other people fucking.
Was it enough, at least for now? Probably; he was making no effort to start up a second round. At most, he’d be brushing lazy fingers against his cock—it’d be sensitive, still, and wet at the tip, leaving a sticky trail down his abdomen and across his thigh as it softened. A mess that he’d have to clean up; Laurent wasn’t there to do it for him.
Maybe he was thinking of that, too: the bulge of his cock in Laurent’s cheek; the easy slide into an experienced throat. Wet heat, and the pleasurepull of Laurent’s mouth around him, sucking, then swallowing, once Edamura was satisfied. He’d be holding onto that memory as he wiped his palm on his sheets and tapped out a cigarette, his lips slanting into a smirk.
One long drag, then another. Tendrils of smoke drifting to the window, where they’d do their best to mingle with the fog waiting just outside. Another inhale—deeper, slower this time, the smoke seeping out of a mouth that was growing lax and soft. It wouldn’t take long for Edamura’s orgasm and the day’s exhaustion to catch up with him; he’d need someone to retrieve his half-burned cigarette, to stub it out in an ashtray before it dropped from his fingers. Maybe to pull the covers back over him—to give into temptation, bending down to kiss him, breathing in the nicotine-laden air he was still exhalating. Laurent’s lungs would burn with it; they were burning now, as he tried to pull in air past the iron band that was tightening around his chest.
Edamura probably wasn’t thinking of Laurent at all—or at least not in any way that counted.
This, for him, had been a quick fuck with someone who wasn’t quite a stranger. Someone convenient, who wouldn’t make things difficult. Who’d give Edamura exactly what he wanted—whenever he asked, no matter the cost.
I wanted to see what it was like, he’d said, back then. Laurent was an ideal mark; of course he’d be up for the job. He always was.
A few letters, some scattered phone calls...had anything actually changed between them? Here they were again, in different cities, in different beds, but Edamura’s opinion of him was the same.

You'd fuck anything that moved.

Laurent might’ve made a wounded noise; he couldn’t be sure, not when the tattered fragments of old dreams were falling around him, dampening sounds and blotting out the sun.
It only took a few seconds for the nightmare to break apart; Laurent had gotten better at limiting the time he spent wallowing in darkness. When he dragged himself back to the surface, Edamura was saying his name.
“I’m here,” Laurent said, as evenly as he could. Je suis ici, mon chéri. Another set of memories that hadn’t yet lost their sting.
“I asked if you came too,” Edamura said. “You heard me; I didn’t hear you. As French as you get during sex, that part should still sound the same.”
A careless joke that was too sharp around the edges, too close to mockery. He knew, didn’t he, what Laurent wanted? It wasn’t that he hadn’t heard him. He’d translated all those foolish, hopeful words Laurent had murmured in bed—the endearments that he’d somehow thought would stay hidden.
He knew, and it hadn’t made any difference at all.
Laurent’s vision blurred, just for an instant. He could hold on a little longer, until he answered Edamura’s question. There was only one possible response: a yes that would keep the truce between them intact, betraying nothing of how wrung out—how empty—he felt.
Had he stroked his cock, too, eager for his own release? Of course he had. This was the sort of thing he did every day, never caring with whom. It was just sex. It’d never meant anything, and it never would. Certainly not now, with an exchange this trivial, this easily forgotten.
He reached for the lie; it slipped out of his grasp.
“It’s late,” he said, more coolly than he should have. He was struggling, now, to maintain any semblance of his usual control. “If that’s all you wanted from me, I have other things I should attend to. More people to please. You know how that goes, and where my value lies.”
That was enough. He should stop there, before he said anything he’d regret.
There were too many words still crowding in his throat. He let a few more fall onto his tongue—they were bitter, flooding his mouth with a coppery, unpleasant taste, but at least this way they’d stop choking him. “I can save you the trouble of checking a dictionary; I haven’t said anything worth remembering. No hidden fees slipped into the transaction this time. C'était mon erreur. I know what you all think of me, but I do learn from my mistakes. I won’t be making that one again.”
“Laurent?” Edamura said, but he was already ending the call.
He made it out of bed, but not to his feet. His legs failed him, sending him to the floor instead—his back bumping against the side of the mattress, and the cold metal frame. There were no cuts or bruises; it was hardly dramatic enough to even be considered a fall.
But he couldn’t seem to stop shivering. It was cold, in the room, with nothing between him and the breeze carrying in from his window. Cracked a few centimeters, as always, for the fresh air, and the company of the voices outside—as he'd shared in a foolish email filled with all his pointless dreams. A year of wanting, and wanting, and getting nowhere at all. He pulled his knees up, making a loose bundle of bare limbs that hardly seemed to belong to him anymore.
Taking ownership of them again was a slow, careful process—cataloguing that every piece was still there, that the parts he’d damaged weren’t beyond repair. He covered his face, then, and breathed. Just breathed, until it was all he could hear, until the sound of it, and the throbbing of his heart, was quiet and steady. It wasn’t as bad this time. He’d done so much work, this year, to make sure it wouldn’t be.
I’m okay, he told himself. I’m okay.
After a while, he could almost believe it.




Notes:


French:
reviens vite: come back soon, “a strongly worded plea”
Heureux au jeu, malheureux en amour.: French proverb that translates to “lucky at cards, unlucky in love”
mon ami: my friend
En français, s’il vous plaît: In French, please.
C'était mon erreur.: It was my mistake.
















Chapter 16: BRUSSELS
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Chapter Text

It was fortunate that it’d happened on a quiet morning. No obligations. No one waiting for him to join a meeting or even send an email. The advantages, he supposed, of still essentially being self-employed. No one really noticed, most days, when he wasn’t around.
Laurent took a shower—with the water cranked as hot as he could bear—then dressed himself in soft, loose layers, leaving his phone behind. It was a day to do other things. He took a wide berth of the park; bringing Edamura there had been a mistake, he realized now, too late to change what he’d done—but Brussels held many attractions. He’d indulge in a leisurely, rather late breakfast, then visit a museum.
Art had always calmed him; there was history mixed in with the paint. Heartbreak and hunger and sorrow that had faded, over the years, into something that everyone recognized as beauty.
Laurent’s pain was minor in comparison. So many of the greats—Goya, Munch, van Gogh—had watched their worlds burn down around them. He’d suffered from a mere splash of cooking oil against tender skin, heat searing across his palm as he scrambled to retrieve a heavy skillet that had already clattered to the floor, spilling its contents. He’d been too slow to catch it—unable, as always, to break a fall that he should’ve seen coming.
Somehow, he never did. He set his hands against a hot stove, every few years, and recoiled in shock when it burned.
The marks faded over time, leaving nothing of note behind. No visible scarring; no canvas for others to take comfort in. Only a set of small, pitiful sorrows that he repackaged and sold as tragedies—casting himself as the hero.
Or so Edamura thought. Maybe he was right. He’d been right about so many things: his stance on relationships, for one.
Love like this couldn’t last, not when Laurent was constantly swimming against the tide, battering himself on half-submerged rocks that...no, he’d always known they were there. He’d simply refused to acknowledge them, ignoring the blood that sprayed into the water each time he flung himself against the unyielding reef.
He was using up all his strength—for what? The ship he was trying to reach never turned in his direction; its captain had his eyes fixed on another horizon, while Laurent sank beneath the waves. While he drowned.
Impossible on dry land, he reminded himself, trying to pull himself back out, to the much firmer path he knew full well his feet were planted on. It took a few moments; his vision was still narrowed, sucking the color out of the sky. The trees around him were grey, and hollow-eyed, stripped of all their leaves. They waded through the pavement, blocking his path and cutting off his retreat—whispering to him. Whip-like branches scraped together, forming a pattern of cruel words that echoed the ones drumming in his ears and crowding behind his eyes, driving away the light.
“No,” Laurent said, slamming an open fist into the trunk nearest him, then flinching in surprise when something struck him on the head in response. Violence, as usual, had a way of backfiring.
He shook his fingers out—bruised, a little scraped by the rough bark, but not broken—then ran them through his hair and looked up into bright sunlight and green leaves, meeting the beady, inquisitive gaze of the magpie he’d startled.
“Is this yours?” he asked, holding out the seedpod it’d dropped.
The bird fluttered its wings and hopped to a lower branch, tilting its head. Deciding whether it could trust a human this volatile and strange.
“If you don’t want it, I’ll keep it,” Laurent said, matching his tone to the playful cadence of the breeze that’d begun rustling through the canopy, tugging gently at his hair. “A reminder, to keep me grounded. You’re right: the day’s too beautiful to waste on dreams like those.”
There was a moment of hesitation, then a swift rush of wings as a black-and-white blur plucked the seed from his palm, returning to its perch before Laurent could react.
He laughed as the magpie flicked its tail: triumphant and unafraid. It’d calculated his threat level and their relative intelligence before retrieving its prize. Laurent: 0. Magpie: 1.
“I like you,” he told it, knowing that now it had what it wanted, it didn’t particularly care what he had to say. “I always have been fond of the ones who could best me.”
The bird slipped out of sight, and Laurent continued on his way. He was alone; perhaps he always would be. But he’d put significant effort into changing the parts of his life that he could. He had a purpose now: a reason to wake up in the mornings that no longer centered around revenge. He had a family of sorts, and a Foundation to manage, with a partner who would fly to Brussels to kick his ass, quite literally, and drag him out of bed if he tried to lose himself in another round of self-pity.
And if he hadn’t ruined things with Edamura...but that was something he couldn’t think about. Not yet.
***
He dined out in the evening, too, and only made his way back to his long-abandoned bedroom after night had fully settled over the city.
How very French of him to have been so dramatic, he thought, smiling a bit as he shrugged off his coat and hung his keys on a hook by the door. The museums had done their work—along with the months he’d spent sitting across from Dr. Bureš, forcing himself into uncomfortable bouts of honesty. Cynthia was wrong to worry about him; his flashes of dissociative panic were shorter, now, and easier to defuse. This entire incident might have been averted if Edamura hadn’t caught him when he was still in the grip of dream-riddled sleep that’d left him hazy and vulnerable. He should remember, in the future, to only answer calls once he was fully dressed and braced for the day.
With that in mind, he checked his phone after brushing his teeth, but before stripping down for bed. The world had kept on spinning, stars now battling his street lamps for attention as the sun in California reached the height of its daily arc. It’d be just after noon in San Francisco, and Edamura, by now, would’ve certainly slept off his hangover and his orgasm.
Laurent had two missed calls from him, and a text that he’d kept simple and to the point.

>> I’m sorry about last night. I wasn’t drunk, but I wasn’t thinking clearly, either. Guess I’m the asshole now.

Not nearly blond enough to claim the title, Laurent sent back. He started to sit on the edge of his bed, then moved to the armchair across the room instead. Neutral territory.
Edamura must’ve kept his phone near him, with the sound on; his response came before Laurent had finished settling into place.

>> Can I call you?

Laurent circled his thumb idly over the base of the screen, thinking about it. But he was whole again, wasn’t he? In complete possession of himself now, and able to steer conversations in the direction he wished. His pride was still smarting a bit, but he could set that aside. The important part was being sure that he and Edamura were still...friends, he supposed. If pushing for more—displaying his raw need, his heartbreak, so openly—hadn’t made him lose that, too.
Further avoidance was a lost cause; they’d danced around the subject for too long. They both knew that Laurent was in love. That he’d been head over heels for his dearest soybean, his chéri edamame, since Helsinki, and long before.
The only thing left was to actually say it.
“I love you,” he murmured, to a silent, empty room. His imagination was failing him; he couldn’t summon up any response, favorable or otherwise. He’d pictured the answer so many times that those three words had lost their form. The sentiment was shapeless now, devoid of any meaning.
Maybe in French, then: “Tu es l’amour de ma vie.”
Poetic, but was it true, when Laurent had loved before? Edamura would grimace, and think of Dorothy, and close off any portion of his heart he’d left open.
“Tu es tout pour moi,” Laurent tried, then gave up, setting his phone aside and pushing his hands through his hair, tilting his head back to groan at the ceiling.
“You, at least, could show me some sympathy,” he told the long-legged spider skittering across the surface, then typed out the message he’d known all along he’d send.

<< Of course. You never have to ask.

“Good morning,” Laurent said a minute or two later; he’d intentionally refrained from counting the seconds until his phone rang. “Or should I say good afternoon? I hope you slept well.”
“I didn’t,” Edamura said. His voice supported that statement; he sounded rather the worse for wear.
“Alcohol has a way of doing that to you,” Laurent said. “I would recommend coffee, but I believe you’re the expert on that subject.”
“I’ve had coffee. And a headache, and then a lot more coffee. I’ve been awake for a while. Laurent—don’t be like this.”
“Like what?” Laurent asked. Maybe he hadn’t given up on pretending, just yet. “I have nothing to offer you but advice, and an attempt at pleasant conversation. If you’re looking for something with more bite—maybe a little verbal abuse—I suggest you scroll through your contacts again. Abbie might be willing, or any of the numbers I’m sure you collected last night. I’ve told you that my interests don’t lie in that particular direction.”
“In hurting people,” Edamura said. “You’re using too many words, when all you really mean is that I did that to you.”

I hurt you.

Laurent closed his eyes and didn’t reply.
“I’m sorry, Laurent,” Edamura said, as soft and genuine as he’d ever heard him. “I didn’t...” He stopped, then started again. “No, I guess I did know. I just can’t wrap my brain around it.”
“The concept that someone like me has feelings.”
“You know that’s not what I mean,” Edamura said, sounding frustrated.
Laurent’s gaze drifted back to the ceiling, to his skittish eight-legged companion: the closest thing he’d had to a pet, or a roommate, in years. It’d stopped running and was dangling now from a long silken strand, swaying from side to side, searching for somewhere new to land. Not his hair, he hoped, smiling at the thought of the bird who’d knocked some long-overdue sense into him.
It was just a little scratch. No need to play the martyr.
What he did need—what he had needed for far longer than he’d been willing to admit—was some of the honesty that Edamura had spent years attempting to wring out of him. Years relentlessly believing, despite everything, that Laurent was capable of being more than a slippery, smarmy bastard who smiled his way through cons and relationships and any situation that felt like it might slip the slightest bit out of his control.
It would be so simple to prove Edamura right. Or to try, at least. Didn’t they both deserve that, after all this time? All he had to do was tell Edamura, for once, how he truly felt.
Easier said than done, like so much in Laurent’s word-riddled, far too cowardly life.
Perhaps he was made of tin, as Oz had said all those months ago. Sparkling in sunlight, with a brilliant shine that was far too easily dented and joints that were prone to rusting in place at the slightest hint of rain-soaked clouds. But his heart wasn’t the problem. Or, at least, not the main one.
He was afraid. He had been, for nearly as long as he could remember.
“Laurent?” Edamura said, when the silence had stretched on for too long.
“I don’t know what to say,” Laurent admitted. He winced at the expression he imagined Edamura making—you, lost for words? impossible—and tried again. “I’m...not angry.” The truth was, the strongest emotion he was feeling at the moment was embarrassment, at having let himself be caught so off guard that morning. Edamura, of all people, wasn’t supposed to see him like that.
“You can be, you know. I’m man enough to admit when I’ve been a piece of shit.”
Unlike you, Laurent heard, and breathed, and reshaped the words into something less destructive.
“I’m not angry with you,” he amended. “I don’t think I ever have been, not for a moment, Edamame. It’s me: all these words I use, while saying nothing.”

He could hear the shift in Edamura’s breathing as he prepared to speak, but Laurent plunged forward before he could lose his way.
“You were right, what you said earlier. I’ve always been like that, but you’ve gotten the brunt of it lately. Too many words in too many letters.” He smiled so that Edamura could hear the upward lilt in his voice—an invitation to move on now that they’d both acknowledged the rather large and extremely unwelcome elephant in the room. “I’ve spent years telling you one thing and meaning another; I’ve never expected you to be able to read my mind. The weight of any apologies has always been on my side. We can drop this one, and move my scale a fraction closer to even.”
“I’m not trying to get even with you,” Edamura said, the frustration in his voice shifting to something closer to full offense. “That’s not what last night was. Or Helsinki. I’m not like that, Laurent. I wouldn’t sleep with you to get back at you.”
“I know,” Laurent said. “I didn’t think you were.”
“And I think you’re lying to me again,” Edamura said. “Honesty, remember? That’s not just for letters. It counts now, too.”
“You want honesty?” Laurent said, buying himself time to think of how to filter it into something that wouldn’t destroy him.
“Laurent,” Edamura gritted out, then stopped, probably pinching the bridge of his nose to try to pull his hot temper back under control. Laurent did often have this effect on people. He poked at them until they exploded, and then told himself it’d been inevitable, that he’d deserved it.
He flinched, startled by sudden movement too close to his face: his spider companion had thrown caution to the winds and was, despite his earlier warning, doing its best to land on the one thing in the room that could crush it beyond repair.
It took some effort to slide out of his chair without knocking against either the spider itself or the thin silver strand it was hanging from. Spiders in Brussels were often large, but generally harmless—he hesitated for a moment, feeling Edamura’s impatience seeping through the line, then moved his phone to his left hand so he could cup the spider in a palm that tickled at the contact.
The window stuck, at first; he’d shut it, perhaps too forcefully, when he’d left for the day. He pushed more weight into it and tipped his hand forward onto the sill, giving the spider a path to a new home that would hopefully suit it better. Sayonara, he thought. A farewell that was meant to last.
“I’ve been doing my best,” he admitted, finally. “It’s difficult for me, Edamame, to say anything without burying it under a dozen layers of misdirection. But I have been trying.”
“I know that,” Edamura said, then: “I would’ve stopped writing you a long time ago if I hadn’t seen you trying.”
Laurent shut his eyes, feeling his breath hitching. The cool night air brushed against his face, bringing with it the usual stream of evening chatter and cigarette smoke. A scent that had changed its meaning over the years: it always took him back, now, to that room in Helsinki, with Edamura treating him like something worse than a stranger.
“In fewer words, then: you don’t need to apologize to me, Edamame. You don’t owe me anything; you never have. What I’ve thought, and felt, and wanted from you, has entirely been my problem—a burden I don’t need to saddle you with.”
“Is that your call to make?” Edamura asked—irritated, still, but not going anywhere, despite the drawn-out agony of this conversation. He’d left Laurent, so many times over the years...but he’d always come back.
Each time Laurent tried, he was able to strip away a few more layers, until he finally reached the truth nestled at the center. Soft, small, and far too inconsequential for all the heartache he’d poured into it.
“You don’t want to be with me,” Laurent said, gently. “I know. I gathered as much some time ago.”
There was no attempt to refute the statement. Only, after a bit: “You’ve never actually told me you wanted that.”
“Would it have made any difference if I had?”
Laurent did count the seconds now, listening to the small shifts in Edamura’s breathing. Occasional attempts to speak that he stifled before his thoughts turned into words.
“You’re always telling me to forget things,” Laurent said. He hadn’t been trying to drive Edamura into a corner, or to force a response from him, but the lanes were narrowing now; if they kept heading this direction, they’d break something far more precious than Laurent’s too-fragile feelings. “So let’s forget this. It’s okay, Edamame. I’m...of course I’m fine, I always am.”
“You say forget like that’s possible for either of us,” Edamura said.
Laurent breathed in. One second. Two. Three. Four, then a slow exhale. “What I mean is that it doesn’t matter. I’ve never told you, because I knew what you’d say, and I’ll admit this much—I didn’t want to hear it. I’d still rather not, if it’s all the same to you.”
“You always think you know me,” Edamura said. Not angry anymore. Quiet, and a little sad. “I thought we were friends now, Laurent. That we understood each other.”
This time, the pang in Laurent’s heart wasn’t for himself. It was difficult, sometimes, to hold back the endearments that were always clustering in his mind, ready to spill out of his mouth and into unwilling ears. He did his best, restricting himself to the one that he already used so much, it hardly counted.
“We are. If you think I’m asking you to choose: I’m not, Edamame, I never will. My feelings are my issue alone, and I’ll...” He curled his fingers in the fabric of his shirt, willing his voice to remain steady. “I’ll deal with them. I slipped this morning, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again—and it won’t have any effect on our friendship. I can promise you that.”
“What if I want to choose?” Edamura said, in that determined tone that wasn’t really a question—that meant he’d made up his mind about something, and Laurent would simply have to roll with the consequences.
That, too, was something Laurent had always been good at. But he was thrown now, unable to anticipate Edamura’s movements or the thought patterns of a mind that had been far too sharp for him for years now. Edamura still treated their interactions like a competition, not realizing that he’d already won. He’d conquered Laurent as fully as it was possible for one man to be.
“I’m tired of being far away from you,” Edamura said, blunt as always, with his voice so intentionally flat it was clear he was struggling just as much to push these truths into the open air.
Laurent made a noise—not words, exactly, but working his way towards them. That hadn’t been anywhere on his list of possible responses.
“No,” Edamura said. “Don’t—don’t stop me right now, okay. I’ve been thinking about this all morning. Longer than that. It’s...it’s been months, probably. So you need to just let me talk.”
“Okay,” Laurent said, and held his tongue. He pressed his forehead against the window frame, staring out into the night, but seeing nothing.
Edamura’s words came out clipped, impatient, like he was shooting them out before the rest of his mind could catch up to what he was saying.
“I think about you all the time, Laurent. I’ve told you that. The letters, those goddamn books, the way I spend more time with you on the phone than I have with anyone else in my entire life. I don’t even like phones, Laurent. But if I don’t talk to you before I sleep, or if I don’t text you some ridiculous video of a man dressed in leaves chasing someone along Fisherman’s Wharf...I feel strange, like something’s off. Like a piece of me’s missing if I’m not sharing it with you.”
Laurent’s fingers tightened around his phone. Edamura didn’t have to remind him to stay silent: he wouldn’t have been able to speak, anyway.
“I don’t know what that means,” Edamura said, echoing Laurent’s thoughts, although he sounded far more frustrated about it. “You’re my best friend, I think. I’ve always liked you, even when you thought I hated you. Even when I said I did. I wouldn’t have kept coming back to y—to Team Confidence, if I didn’t.”
“But Abbie,” Laurent said, unable to stop himself. His throat still felt thick, clogged with emotion, but a man could only stay silent for so long.
Edamura huffed out something like a laugh. Not surprised, probably, that Laurent’s silence had a time limit. “Abbie’s my best friend, too. Well, I guess. I don’t know if she’d say that about me. You’re so different from each other it doesn’t really matter.”
It does to me, Laurent thought, managing this time to keep it silent.
“But that’s part of it,” Edamura continued. “The way people talk about you—Abbie, and Clark. And I’ve run into a few others, like those dancers of yours in Prague. Not them specifically—you know what I mean. People you’ve slept with, and who still remember you. I didn’t put that in the journals. Or I did, maybe, but I didn’t send those pages to you.”
Those blacked out sections that Laurent had always assumed were simply private parts of Edamura’s life that he hadn’t wanted to share.
“What I did last night was...I knew that was wrong. Or I thought it might’ve been. Maybe Helsinki was, too, and I’ve been a complete asshole to you this entire time. But...I don’t know, Laurent. I don’t have any right to judge what you do with your dick, or who you put it in, or whether any of it matters to you at all. But I guess I had been doing that without realizing. I didn’t think it did matter. With them, or with me.”
“I haven’t slept with Abbie,” Laurent clarified, leaving aside the others. He could only imagine how much unwanted detail Edamura had been exposed to, if he’d been running into a string of Laurent’s ex-lovers around the world.
Edamura laughed: abrupt, and cut short. “I didn’t think you had. You know she used to threaten me any time I so much as looked at her?”
Used to, Laurent thought, still unable to get his fingers around those constant gaps between the words. Every time he thought he’d understood what Edamura was saying, the words slipped out of his grasp.
But Edamura was still going. He sighed, audibly regrouping his thoughts. “Last night was fucked up. I know it was. I keep saying I didn’t really, that I have all these excuses about how you’re this soulless manwhore Abbie’s been warning me about since the day we met. But I know you, Laurent. I didn’t, in Helsinki. I had a lot of things wrong about you back then. But your letters...”
He trailed off. For once, Laurent wasn’t able to picture him at all.
“I know that you’re in love with me,” Edamura finally said. It felt, a bit, like he was stabbing Laurent in the chest. “I guess you probably have been for a while. You’ve been telling me, and I’ve been listening, but I didn’t know what to say.”
“I wasn’t asking for a response,” Laurent reminded him.
“I know. But I think I have to give you one. Or it’s just going to be like this, all the time, with me feeling like shit because I’m hurting you, and you feeling like shit because you have all these ideas about me that just aren’t true.”
“What do you mean?” Laurent asked, drawing back to sit on the arm of the chair. It wasn’t comfortable, but nothing about tonight was turning out to be.
Laurent could almost hear Edamura wincing, reluctant to clarify, but he plunged on. They’d gone too far to back out now.
“You treat me like I’m this pure, honest soul, some innocent little soybean you keep dragging into your dirty little schemes. It makes me so fucking angry sometimes because I’m just...not. I’m not, Laurent. I let myself act like it for a while, because it was easier to pretend that none of the dirt was on my hands. That you were forcing me into situations. But that was never really true. Not with Akemi-san, when things got really bad, but not even in LA. I liked it. I could’ve left, hopped on a plane at an airport they weren’t watching, and never thought about you for another second, for the rest of my life. But I went back to Cassano’s and one-upped you with Sakura Magic, just so I could see the look on your face when I beat you.”
Laurent could hear Edamura moving around his room—the muffled sounds of footsteps, the clinking of metallic objects. Maybe a lighter, maybe something else. Anything to keep his hands busy while he talked. Laurent set his phone down next to him, speaker on, and rubbed his thumb against the scar he’d gotten in Paris. The rest of the wounds had healed, but one—a shard of glass that’d gone just a little bit deeper—had left a mark. It wasn’t visible, but there was a thin, jagged ridge that only he could still feel.
“You think that’s why I—” he hesitated, still not able to say those three words himself. Not like this. “Edamame, I don’t care about you because I think of you as something pure and untouched, that only I’m allowed to sully. I’ve known, certainly since that day by Eddie’s pool, exactly how brilliant you are. I wasn’t just drawing you into schemes to keep you close to me. I needed you.”
That last part was a little too raw, but it slipped out anyway.
Edamura made a noise in response: not protest or agreement, simply an indication that Laurent could keep going. Even if he hadn’t said everything he’d meant to, it was clear his energy was flagging.
“You say you know me,” Laurent continued, taking his time to try to put the words in the right order. Wondering if French would be easier, more honest, or if he even had a native language anymore. “That you’ve seen past all my pretty words and all the things I’ve been hiding, to the core of who I really am. If that’s true, then I also know you, Edamame. I know your kindness. I see the way you try to convince others—convince me—that it’s been burned out of you. I know the things you’ve done that you think of as unforgivable. The things you think you’ve inherited from your father, that you hate yourself for. The anger that you’ve gotten worse at hiding, or maybe better at accepting.”
Edamura made another noise: this one closer to an objection, but softer, somehow, than before.
“I know you,” Laurent insisted. “And I...value every side of you. Even the ones that do, sometimes, hurt me more than I’d like to admit. You wouldn’t be you without them, and I want nothing more from this world than for you to exist in it, exactly as you are.”
He rolled his bottom lip between his teeth, remembering the feel of Edamura’s mouth against his, the salty-sharp taste of his tongue. The way he’d believed, for a few sun-soaked hours, that Edamura might love him back. The shattered pieces that he’d spent so long putting back together once he’d realized that he’d been wrong.
“You want me to be honest. Here it is, then. I don’t blame you for hurting me. How can I, when you’ve never promised me anything? I’m not asking you for something that I know you can’t give. But I...” He pressed against the scar, and stared into the dark sliver of sky that he could see through his window. There were no shooting stars tonight—nothing to wish on, or to rest his hopes against. Just the two of them, separated by an ocean, but still here. Still listening to the unsteady beat of each other’s hearts.
“Mon chéri, I want you so much that I can’t breathe.”
There was a digital clock on the tiny microwave that had come with the suite, that Laurent hadn’t used and had barely noticed before. He watched the numbers tick by, slowly. Red, like the blood that kept pulsing through his veins, keeping him alive and afloat even when he felt like he was drowning. Even as everything he’d cared for sank to the ocean floor, where the light—and his greedy, grasping fingers—could no longer reach it.
When Edamura spoke again, it began the way Laurent had always expected. Had, more or less, braced himself for.
“I don’t love you,” he said. “That's what I keep thinking, and telling myself, and doing my best to tell you, too. No, stop; I’m not done yet.”
Laurent shut his mouth, the graceful acceptance settling into a painful lump in his throat. Like a bitter pill that’d gotten stuck halfway.
“You mean a lot to me, Laurent. That’s what I’ve been trying to get through to you through this whole, awful conversation. I don’t...I don’t know if I can feel the way you do about me. I told you before that I’m not sure I believe in love, or understand what it’s supposed to look like. You get that, right?”
“I’m not sure I do,” Laurent admitted.
To his surprise, Edamura laughed. “Of course you don’t,” he said, sounding fond suddenly, like that’d broken through the tension that’d been holding them apart.
He was moving again, clattering items on a dresser—keys, spare change—probably restless from having wasted much of a precious travel day on this conversation.
No, Laurent told himself, halting the self-hatred before it could dig in too deep. Edamura did what he wanted, and what he wanted, right now, was to be here, with him. Even if Laurent couldn’t ever quite make himself believe that.
“When I say people talk about you, I think you assume it’s only bad things,” Edamura said, once the noise had died down a little and he’d settled whatever he was trying to rearrange.
“You mean it isn’t all about my sexual prowess? I’m disappointed to hear that.”
Edamura laughed again. “Sometimes, unfortunately for everyone involved. But I was thinking about something Dorothy said. She talks a lot, I told you that.”
“A fact of which I’m well aware,” Laurent replied, unable to keep the fondness out of his own voice. Dorothy’s vibrant personality and fast-paced chatter—always jumping from one topic to the next, all of them interesting—had brought so much light back into a life that had been far too dismal until their meeting.
“Mm,” Edamura said. “It wasn’t all about you. Most of it wasn’t. But one of the things she said, halfway through that horrible karaoke session, was that you’re the most romantic person she’s ever met. I thought that was just...you know. Girlfriend bias. Then my dad agreed with her, which annoyed me more, but I kept thinking about it. About how you talk, when you’re not...bullshitting everyone. But mostly just how you are.”
“It’s the Frenchman in me,” Laurent said.
“The Belgian,” Edamura said—quietly, but somehow not letting Laurent turn this into a joke. “It’s taken me a long time to realize that everything you do comes straight from your heart. The master planning, the big schemes, the triple-twists and betrayals: that’s my dad. That’s the Wizard behind the curtain. I don’t hate him for that, at least not like I used to. And like I said, I’ve never hated you, but I did have a lot of ideas about you that it took me a while to untangle.”
“Such as?” Laurent asked.

“Mm,” Edamura said again. They were probably nearing the end of this honesty hour. “I’m still working through some of them. I think I need time, Laurent.”
“Okay,” Laurent said.
“You don’t get it. I’m asking you to wait.” He paused, then added, like it was even a question: “If you’re willing.”
I’ll wait forever, if you ask me. A letter Laurent had never sent—but Edamura was responding to anyway.

“How long?” he said, thinking of a sunset over sand, of dark eyes that’d looked straight into his. Of the way his heart had throbbed in his chest, knowing even then that he’d give this beautiful, brilliant man anything he’d ever ask. “Another three to four years?”
He was trying to lighten things again, as he always did, but Edamura responded seriously.
“Maybe. Would you, if it took that long?”
It wasn’t any sort of promise. At the end of four years, or five, or a decade, it might still be a no. It was difficult for Laurent to picture a future where anything else might be an option.
The numbers on the empty microwave ticked over, a burst of laughter swept in from the street below, and the dark skies stayed silent and still. Laurent gave the only possible answer. 




Notes:


French:
Tu es l’amour de ma vie: You are the love of my life
Tu es tout pour moi: You are everything to me
Japanese:
Sayonara: a farewell used for lasting, significant events
















Chapter 17: BRUSSELS, APRÈS
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Chapter Text

The skies broke open in November.
Laurent didn’t mind the rain; it was common enough in Brussels, so on less-drenched days, he went out with a wide-brimmed hat and a thick tweed collar turned up to keep the damp from dripping down the back of his neck. On days like this, with water pooling at street corners and the downpour too steady to ignore, he carried a large, bright pink umbrella that was easy to locate whenever he exited a shop. Oddly, no one ever seemed inclined to take his, which added to the convenience.
Dorothy had managed to lose her own umbrella—she said—although Laurent suspected she either hadn’t packed one or had simply left it at her hotel. The things she’d used to complain about didn’t seem to matter as much to her anymore. Cold, damp, or prickly heat: she welcomed it all, like the full return of her memories had given her a second lease on life, where the most important part was that she was there, safe and whole, able to splash through whatever puddles she liked.
Which wasn’t to say she’d actually stopped complaining.
“Is it always like this?” she asked, tucking herself close to Laurent, a slim, neatly manicured hand hooked around his arm. His left shoulder, despite the thick coat, was getting a little rain-spattered: the umbrella wasn’t quite wide enough to shelter them both. “It hasn’t stopped raining the entire week. You should’ve told me November was like this, Laurent. I’ve never been this wet for this long in my entire life.”
“Je me serais bien passé des détails,” Laurent said, then laughed when Dorothy tipped her face up to him in question. She was decent with languages—a basic requirement in their field—and had lived in Paris for long enough to get by in French, for the patches of the city where people didn’t switch to English once they heard her speak. But language had always been his forte; her skills were focused in other areas where she’d more than thrived. “I was telling you,” he translated, “that I didn’t need to know all the sordid details of your new relationship.”
A second’s pause, then Dorothy was laughing, too, and smacking him on the chest with her free hand. While she hadn’t meant to hit him hard, it did sting, for the briefest moment: another reminder that the woman walking next to him was real, and in an extremely good mood.
“That’s true, too,” she said, grinning with a giddy delight he hadn’t seen on her in quite a while. “I shouldn’t puff up your ego, but I guess you could say it’s two for two: Belgian men aren’t too bad in the sack.”
“Pas mal. Is that all you thought of me,” he said mournfully, twisting away in case she’d try to hit him again for his bad jokes.
She shrieked a little instead—his sudden movement had left the rain splashing against her attractively expensive new coat—and pulled him back against her. She was warm and solid, and he was so very glad she was alive.
“You’re meeting with him tomorrow?” she asked, referring to the virile new boyfriend.
Laurent nodded. “In the afternoon, so do what you can to leave him in a check-writing mood, s’il vous plaît. Cynthia will tear off one of my balls if I don’t bring in another donor this week, and I’d rather not go through life with a limp. I’ve been having a bit of a dry spell.”
Dorothy crinkled her nose, probably thinking that any check Théo made out to their Foundation meant fewer shopping sprees for her. Not that she needed his money—especially since she’d already siphoned away a good portion of it during the confidence scheme where she’d met him.
Théo, unlike several of the less reputable partners in his business, had turned out to be a much better—and much more handsome—man than Dorothy had been expecting. Enough to turn her head and make her pull back on her initial plans to drain the entirety of his bank account. He was dripping with wealth, still, and surprisingly happy to meet with Dorothy’s philanthropic friends.
I should do some good with this money, he’d said, once he’d discovered the ill-gotten origins of much of it. He and Cynthia had gotten along over the phone, and he’d seemed to like Laurent well enough during the few evenings they’d spent together. Drinking, mostly, and talking about Dorothy. Théo was the kind of rich, confident man who had no issue comparing himself against his partner’s exes. Apparently Laurent wasn’t even the first one he’d met.
“No promises,” Dorothy said, which meant that she’d do her best.
She still wasn’t entirely on board with Laurent’s new career choices, but she’d softened some during the years they’d spent apart. She’d seen her share of poverty in her adoptive parents’ fishing village, and plenty of children in need of a better life. Not that she could ever seem to understand Cynthia’s decision to bring a small, needy human into her own home. Théo’s altruism was quite enough charity work for her—as well as the bank transfers she continued to quietly send back home. She cared, and acted like she didn’t, and that was a large part of why she and Laurent had always gotten along.
For now, she was more interested in doing some shopping, with Laurent dragged along as far better company than her fashion-ignorant boyfriend.
They were only in Brussels for a few more days, before heading back to Théo’s sprawling country estate in Sint-Martens-Latem. Laurent assumed she would last a week or two there, perhaps, before jetting off to another city where she could feed off the energy of crowds and boutiques and wealthy men in need of carefully thinned wallets.
But it was possible he was wrong; Dorothy seemed to genuinely like Théo. Not enough to put down permanent roots, but it might take years for her restlessness to reach critical levels.
“This one,” Dorothy said, tugging on Laurent’s arm so he would stop in front of an inviting storefront. “I have got to try on that dress in the window. Come tell me how hot I look in it.”
“D’accord, d’accord,” Laurent said, folding up his umbrella and shaking off some of the rain before depositing it in the basket just outside the doors. His phone was buzzing; he drew it out of his pocket, intending to silence it so he could follow Dorothy inside.
She turned back, feeling the sudden distance pulling between them. “Laurent?” she said.
“Ah,” he said, hesitating still. “I can call him back.”
“Edamame,” she said, her expression clearing as soon as she was able to properly read his. “Answer it, Laurent. Just don’t take too long; I do want your opinions, you know. You can pick the outfit Théo sees me in right before your meeting.”
She grinned at him, pushing through the doors as he stepped to the side and swiped the answer button on his phone.
“Désolé,” he said in greeting, as though Edamura was the one greedily drinking in every second of the time they had together.
“Dorothy’s still there?” Edamura said, somehow able to pick out the context just from that word. “How many stores have you been to today?”
“Not quite enough. Is there anything you’d like? Fresh Belgian fashions, straight to your door?”
Edamura chuckled; they both knew it hadn’t been a real question.
The letters had stopped after San Francisco. There was no need anymore; Edamura had more or less settled back into his Tokyo apartment, content with the travel he’d done over the past year. If I want to start a business, I do have to save some money, he’d said, although none of them were hurting on that front, still. It was more that he’d done enough, for the time being, to scratch that particular itch.
Laurent missed it, but he understood. Without the excuse of the travel books, and with how open and raw their last few written exchanges had gotten, any further correspondence was simply asking for trouble. It was too much pressure: on the bruises Laurent was still wearing on his too-tender skin, and on the timeline Edamura hadn’t been able to specify.
It wasn’t that Laurent was waiting for an answer. He thought about it, sometimes, on particularly lonely nights or when Edamura called him at an unexpected hour, making his heart leap into his throat. But the most important part, their friendship, had somehow made it through intact.
Certain phrases still stung: Laurent would pull himself back from too overt flirtation, and Edamura would audibly change directions mid-sentence, like he’d almost said something he hadn’t meant to. But for the most part, they were fine. The texts and phone calls had continued, and Edamura had even added in an occasional video chat: he’d arrange his capsule toys on camera, explaining each of them in detail and making Laurent laugh at his impressions of their speaking patterns, or he’d ask Laurent to show him brief glimpses of the cities he was still visiting.
Whether he’d understood any of the ill-advised verbal tour from that night back in September, Laurent didn’t know. But he was careful to never show Edamura the willows, or the pond, or the path he rarely let himself travel. He was okay. But that didn’t mean certain memories stopped hurting.
“So you haven’t been home yet today,” Edamura said. There was something there, something Laurent couldn’t quite parse. Another gap between his words, like there was a different question lingering behind the obvious one, but Laurent let it go.
Home, he’d said, like that word in any way fit the flat Laurent had been renting for a few months, as a base in between his travels.
“Not since early this morning.” He’d eaten breakfast at a café around the corner, then worked on project plans and donor emails until Dorothy had called. “I’ll be late, I think. Théo’s busy for most of today, so Dorothy’s bored.”
The silence was brief but weighted: one of those moments where Laurent could feel Edamura holding back from something he wanted to say. “Tell her I said hi,” he said instead. “And show me if you buy anything for yourself. I want to see if your fashion’s improved any, or if your shirts are as ugly as always.”
“I’ve seen the tropical prints you were wearing in New York,” Laurent said in return. “You blamed the washing machine, but Abbie told me she threw one of them away on her own. Couldn’t stand to be seen with you out in public.”
“There are two sides to every story,” Edamura said loftily, and left the argument there. “I’m sure Dorothy’s getting impatient, so call me later, okay? No—you don’t have to call. Just text me.”
“Okay,” Laurent said, puzzled, as they closed out the call.
Dorothy had taken over the single curtained-off dressing room at the back of the shop, with a flood of fabric funneling in and out of it as she sent the attendants on her errands.
“Ugh,” she said, emerging in a red dress with a plunging neckline and a slit up the side. “Too obvious, but tell me I look good anyway.”
“You’re dazzling,” he said obligingly. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”
“Théo’s favorite color is grey,” she said, sounding so annoyed that Laurent couldn’t hold back his laughter. “Just find me something you like,” she ordered, sending him off to do her bidding, too.
They settled into a small café a few hours later and ordered coffees, Dorothy’s bags set on an extra chair to keep the foot traffic clear. She hadn’t bought that much; shopping was enough of a hobby on its own and didn’t always require actual purchases.
“Tell me about Edamame,” she said after she’d finished half of her drink, and a good portion of the pastry Laurent had ordered for himself.
“You’ve met him,” Laurent said. And seen him, in person, more recently than Laurent had done. She’d been back to Tokyo several times since their first meeting—for the shopping and the entertainment, but with visits to Oz always sprinkled in.
Dorothy rolled her eyes. “It’s stupid to keep talking around it. He does that too, you know. Whenever your name comes up, he gets this weird look on his face and suddenly has to get a drink or pee. It’s annoying.”
“Glad to hear my primary impact is on his bladder,” Laurent said, earning an under-table kick to his shin that he didn’t quite deserve.
He retrieved the rest of his pastry from her, tore off a piece, and thought about it. Some parts were private—some were things he didn’t even want to revisit on his own, much less share with others—but he and Dorothy were friends now, too. He could tell her at least a little of their story.
She listened, with fewer interjections than he’d expected, and ordered fresh drinks without him asking.
“Finland,” she said once she’d sat down again.
Of course he’d thought about it: two formative experiences in the same place, with starkly different conclusions—although he’d left out all of the sordid details. The location itself was sufficient, and the fact that he hadn’t seen Edamura since.
“In summer,” he said. “In the city, for the most part. It feels very different when there’s no snow.”
She made a dismissive motion, accidentally swiping her pinky finger through the whipped cream on the top of her cappuccino. She licked it clean, then handed the wafer she’d dislodged to Laurent—not her favorite texture. “I wasn’t thinking about that,” she said. It was a lie blatant enough for Laurent to know it bothered her.
They’d loved each other, once upon a time, he reminded himself, watching as she frowned through the first few sips, before mellowing out to her usual self. He didn’t always remember that, more focused on the emotions he’d felt during that proposal, and the expressions that’d flickered over her face before she’d said yes.
But Dorothy wasn’t the kind of person who would’ve said yes just to placate him. Certainly not to prioritize his happiness over hers. She’d meant it as much as he had back then. It shouldn’t be surprising that there were stories from the past that still stung a little for her, too.
“You smile differently,” she said after a while.
Laurent lifted an eyebrow in question. He hadn’t been tracking his own expressions, too wrapped up in old thoughts—snow and sun and half-built dreams—that felt equally fresh, despite their distance from one another.
“Not now,” she clarified. “Whenever you’re on the phone with him. It’s kind of like how you used to be with me, but it’s not. Your hair changed, your smile changed. Most of the time, you’re you, but sometimes...”
Sometimes, it was a little like talking to a stranger. He knew exactly what she meant.
“Anyway,” she said, straightening up in her seat and swinging her bright-white hair out of her face. “This is a lot less interesting than I’d thought it’d be. New topic: did Shi Ohn tell you about Vienna?”
***
By the time Laurent returned to his flat, it was indeed rather late. There were a few envelopes waiting for him inside, and a package that’d been slim enough to fit through the mail slot. He pushed them to the side, careful to not step on them with damp-soled boots, and debated whether he had the energy to deal with them before a shower and a good night’s rest.
He loved Dorothy, still, in a way he always would, but quite frankly, he’d gotten a bit too old for her energy. The downside of being so far over the hill, he chuckled, thinking of Edamura, and pulled out his phone to see if he’d missed any messages.
An email from Cynthia, a couple texts from Clark, but nothing urgent. With the time difference, it’d be early morning for Edamura still—likely too early for him to be awake. That was probably why he’d asked for a text instead of a phone call.
It was still an odd request, though. They talked to each other most nights, but rarely with any sort of schedule. The conversations came whenever they were free, or when they thought of each other.
For Edamura, anyway. If Laurent picked up the phone every time he thought of Edamura, they would never stop talking.
Shower first, he decided. Maybe a cup of tea, or a dash of whiskey, with a book, while the rain lashed against the windows. It sounded like a pleasant way to wind down from an exhausting evening.
It took another hour or so for him to remember his mail. The realization came with a flash of memory: a package waiting for him in D.C., a peace treaty that’d started with São Paulo and lasted them a good portion of the following year. It wouldn’t be from Edamura this time; their physical exchanges had stopped, and he hadn’t mentioned anything like that over the phone.
Although...Laurent crossed back to the entryway and crouched down next to the scattered envelopes, his knees twinging a bit more than they should. The weather, he told himself firmly, ignoring his actual age, and held his breath for a moment as he drew the package close enough to read the label.
Laurent Thierry, it said, in a scrawl he would never be able to forget.
He took it to the little table that passed as a dining area and dug through a drawer for scissors, not sure if he was trying to hurry or delay. It wouldn’t be anything dramatic, he knew. Maybe Edamura had finally gotten around to sending souvenirs and had found one for Laurent that he’d forgotten to mail earlier.
The tape was thin and easy to slice through. Laurent set the scissors aside and pushed his fingers into the cardboard flap, lifting it to find: a book.
Venice. Somewhere he hadn’t known Edamura wanted to go.
There was a single half-sheet of paper inside.

Laurent,


I’ve written a few versions of this in my head, and thought about just calling you, since that’s what we do now. It’s a lot easier that way, and faster.


I don’t think I’ve ever told you how impatient I got when you took too long to mail these back to me. Not after Paris; I understood that one. Or I didn’t, at first—I assumed things, and then you explained, and I stopped being hurt angry annoyed with you. Which sums up a lot of who we are to each other. Or who we used to be, maybe. I’d like to think we’ve gotten better at that.


I’m going to Venice in a few days. No, I wasn’t keeping it from you—I can hear you from here, Laurent, I always know what you’re thinking, even if you don’t say it. You say you’ve never expected me to read your mind, but I’ve learned how. I’ve had to. With as frustrating and stubborn and self-sacrificing—you’ll argue with me, but I’m right—as you are, I don’t think we would’ve gotten this far otherwise.


You don’t need to put any notes in this one. There’s really no reason for me to mail it to you, except out of nostalgia, I guess. So don’t worry about sending it back.


I don’t want you to mail it, because I want you to bring it with you, Laurent. I don’t really care if the book’s there or not. Just...come. I’m leaving on Sunday. I know it’s short notice, but I hope you can make it.


Your friend,


Makoto

Laurent read it twice, then sat down and stared blankly at a wall that held no answers.
Friend, he told himself, branding that part of the letter into his mind. Edamura was making his position clear, still, even though...
He pressed his hand against his heart, feeling like the pulse in his fingers and his chest were fighting one another. It was Friday, which explained the strange impatience threading through Edamura’s voice earlier. The mail must’ve been delayed—he must’ve been checking the tracking, calling Laurent after he’d gotten the delivery notice but no reply. How long had he been waiting? Did he think there was ever a chance Laurent would say no?
Reality swung in, suddenly, with Cynthia’s voice ringing in his ears and his responsibilities pressing in thick around him. A younger Laurent would’ve packed up his things without thinking, would’ve run as far and as fast as he could go to be with someone he loved. But he couldn’t, not if it meant letting down other people, other things, that also mattered.
Are you awake? he sent, after he’d spent more than twenty minutes wrestling with his own heart.
Yes, pinged back before Laurent’s screen had a chance to dim. Haven’t been for long, though.
I would’ve come right away if you’d told me earlier, Laurent wrote. He read how that’d sounded, winced at how open to interpretation it was—he’d meant returning to his flat in Brussels, not rushing to a Venetian airport—and clarified, To check my mail, I mean. I only got back a short time ago.
Three dots. Pause. Three dots, pause.

>> And?

Laurent huffed out a laugh, despite the lump forming in his throat. When Edamura said he was impatient, he meant it.

<< I can’t, Edamame, I’m sorry. I have to meet with Théo tomorrow, and if all goes well then, it’ll take a few more days to wrap things up.

Nothing for a while.
You know how badly I want to be there with you, Laurent typed, then deleted it.

>> It doesn’t have to be Sunday. Does that make a difference?

It was absurd, for that to make Laurent rise out of his chair and pace to the window, gripping the cold sill with colder fingers and staring at his rain-blurred reflection in the glass. He could feel his pulse in the metal frame now.
He wants me, it said, each throb of his heart lying to him, he knew, but...

<< Tuesday or Wednesday. I think that’s the earliest I could manage.


>> Do you want to come?

In English, all of the responses Laurent tried were too honest—too much, for what Edamura was asking. Just a little trip, with a friend, to a city made of glass.

<< Bien sûr, mon ami.


>> Then Tuesday’s fine. Or Wednesday. Whenever you can. I’ll be waiting for you, Laurent.





Notes:


French:
après: after; following
Je me serais bien passé des détails: “I could have done without the details”; he’s basically saying TMI
Pas mal: not bad
s’il vous plaît: please
Bien sûr, mon ami: Of course, my friend.
















Chapter 18: VENICE
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

In the end, it took six agonizing days before Laurent was able to pack his things into a small bag and hail a car to the airport. From there, it was roughly 90 minutes to Venice, after which he’d board a ferry that would take him to Edamura—to whatever reasons Edamura had for asking him to come.
They hadn’t talked much in the intervening time. No phone calls, like each of them was reluctant to make the first move. A few texts: confirming Edamura’s safe arrival, then adjusting Laurent’s travel plans as Tuesday passed, then Wednesday, something important always holding him back at the last moment.
Cynthia, finally, had been the one to pick up the phone and tell him to just go. It’s not like you won’t have a phone or access to your email in Italy, you blond dumbass, she’d said. If I need you for anything else, I can find you.
Laurent was halfway through his flight—so short they hardly offered bottled water—before he realized that he’d never actually asked Edamura how long he was expecting him to stay.
It was a 90 minute flight. More, true, to get to the city itself, but he often took trips like that, simply to dine with donors. He could’ve been there and back in a single day. Maybe that’s all Edamura had actually wanted from him: one meal, one conversation, a short tour of the canals. He could’ve done all of that on Sunday.
He spent the rest of the flight gripping his water bottle until the plastic crumpled, finally understanding why Cynthia had sounded so fed up with him.
He hadn’t told her about San Francisco, or the conversation that had shifted things. To her, he was still a lovesick fool chasing after someone who hardly gave him the time of day. Maybe she was right. But it was too late to turn back now.
The airport was a little larger than Laurent remembered; he’d probably flown through Treviso before. He took a few moments to gather his bearings, filtering through the chatter around him as he always did when arriving in a new place. Picking out who was there, and where they came from.
Italian had been one of the simpler languages for him to pick up, once he’d begun building his repertoire; linguistically, it shared much with his native tongue. Still, he didn’t use it all that often. The swell of voices was familiar but a little bit foreign, with his brain taking a few extra beats to process the words that almost felt right, that nearly made him believe that he belonged.
It was a jarring sensation. Standing in an airport named after a fellow traveler, a man who’d spent decades mapping foreign lands through no real choice of his own, he wondered if Marco Polo had ever felt this out of place. If returning home—to a war-torn city and a family that had taken him away, then left him behind—had ultimately lost its meaning.
Brussels was like that, in some ways, for Laurent. His early childhood had been bright, and good, and full of love. The later years were harder; he had gaps, still, that he couldn’t fully retrieve from a memory that seemed to have intentionally shut them out. Dr. Bureš had been working with him on...not necessarily recovering those sections of his life, but determining how much their loss might’ve impacted him.
They came back in flashes, sometimes, like now, with a sharp burst of chlorine wafting through the airport’s stale, metallic-scented air.
In the days after he’d lost his mother, Laurie had nowhere to go. He wasn’t unique; Brussels was full of orphans. They’d packed him in with other children and talked over his head as though they didn’t expect him to understand. He didn’t need to listen to the words; he knew the meaning behind all the lowered voices and concerned looks. There’d been no one else to take him in. No family, and no record of a father who’d ever wanted him.
On one of those days, needing more room to go about their work, they’d sent him, and a handful of other abandoned children, to a public pool where they were meant to swim, and splash one another, and forget that their parents were dead.
Laurie had sat away from the edge, fingers curled around his water-pruned toes, breathing in the chlorine-thick air and watching other children continue playing as he longed for his books, and Mathilde, who’d been left behind, too, but whom no one ever mentioned. It was a game he’d heard of, once or twice, but which felt distant and strange to him then. A call and response: Marco, from one voice, and Polo, in a chorus of others.
It was a game that only worked if, when you were lost, and searching for others, they wanted to be found. If, when you are alone, and called out for help, there was anyone left to answer.
Laurent blinked away the memory; it wasn’t one he’d missed, but it was back now, crowding in like the last person to squeeze into an already-stuffed train. No one had asked them to join, or wanted them there. But from that point on, until the doors opened once more and spilled them out, they’d be traveling together.
Adjusting the bag on his shoulder, he glanced again at the signs around him—in Italian and in English, an increasingly universal language for those visiting places they didn’t belong—and followed the other tourists. There weren’t that many ways to get across the water.
***
Once on the boat, he texted Edamura his status—roughly an hour on the Alilaguna to San Marco—and settled into his seat, wondering if he should have thought to hire a private water taxi instead. The crowd wasn’t overly large, for a weekday morning in mid-November, but he would’ve liked to feel the salt-spray of the lagoon, with the wind tangling his hair. It was getting a little difficult to breathe inside, with these people around him, although he knew it was his own imagination constricting his lungs.
The last leg of the journey felt endless but drew to a close before he was ready.
Laurent took his time exiting; he was being considerate, he told himself, ignoring the voice in his head that sounded a little too much like Dr. Bureš. Why not let families gather their things and reach the shore before him. Edamura had said he was on his way, but one never knew what delays he might run into. Laurent shouldn’t rush anything.
He was terrified, he realized suddenly, as he finally forced himself to his feet and off the bright yellow boat. He—who’d shown up to Helsinki uninvited. Who’d flown to every country in the world and could talk a miser into emptying his pockets.
Who could feel his heart trying to beat its way out of his chest at the thought of seeing Edamura again, in the beautiful, untouchable flesh. It’d been a year and a half. Not the most difficult of his life, but in some ways, the longest.
He closed his eyes for a moment, grounding himself. When he opened them, Edamura was there.
***
Laurent did what he’d always done best: he overcompensated.
“Buongiorno!!” he bellowed from several meters away—not quite at full volume, but close enough to make a handful of people around him wince. With his arms spread wide and his garishly patterned shirt—plus the accent that he’d intentionally let slip into the greeting—he was aware of what a ridiculous picture he painted.
He wasn’t surprised, then, when Edamura took a quick, instinctive step back. It shouldn’t have shown on Laurent’s face—the way his heart had still twisted a bit in embarrassed disappointment—but it must’ve. Edamura really had spent the past year learning how to read him.
“The last time you hugged me, you took my wallet,” he said when Laurent got closer, patting his back pocket and giving Laurent an exaggeratedly suspicious look.
It worked; Laurent laughed, some of the awkwardness finally melting away. “What are you talking about?” he said, playing along. “It was you who said it was my wallet.”
“Baka,” Edamura muttered, but he was smiling now.
“Like the Americans, then,” Laurent proposed, sticking out his hand and grinning when Edamura took it. He’d barely had time to process the warmth of Edamura’s fingers—it was chilly out, but Edamura was radiating heat—before he was being pulled closer, Edamura keeping their arms linked between their chests but tugging him into a quick, tight embrace.
“Just don’t overdo it, Laurent,” Edamura muttered, the brush of his words over the side of Laurent’s neck making him shiver. He used his free hand to thump Laurent on the back—a friendly gesture, keeping it manly and casual—before letting go.
He took a step back, a gentler movement this time, stuck his hands in his pockets, and looked at Laurent like he expected him to fill any resulting silence.
Laurent reached for his own words, flailed at the empty space in front of his grasping fingers, then regrouped. This was what he did. Pretending, for him, was as natural as breathing.
“Are you calling me, and my thoroughly Italian greetings, dramatic? You wound me, Edamame,” he replied, pressing an exaggerated hand over his heart, which was still thumping unsteadily. Had Edamura been able to hear it?
“Baka,” Edamura said again—idiot—but that, at least, Laurent could interpret with a certain measure of fondness.
“C’est moi,” Laurent replied with a cheerfulness that wasn’t entirely put on. He adjusted the bag that’d slipped partway off his shoulder during their embrace and looked around. “Where are we headed? Do you have an itinerary?”
Edamura swept an assessing gaze over him. Laurent did his best to stand still, without shivering again—it was absurd how much his body was reacting to an interaction that should’ve felt entirely ordinary. Just two old friends greeting each other after some time apart. Edamura didn’t mean anything particular by any of it. Laurent was doing his best to keep his expectations low, to not assign meaning based on his own desires.
That wasn’t a skill he’d practiced much of late.
“Is that heavy?” Edamura asked, indicating Laurent’s bag.
“I may be nearly sixty, but I still have strength left in these withered arms of mine,” Laurent replied, trying not to read too much into that, either. Had Edamura expected him to bring more, or less?
Edamura rolled his eyes. “I’ve known your actual age for a while, Laurent. It wasn’t that hard once I stopped asking useless people for answers.” Oz, then, probably. Or simply taking the time to look up some public records. Laurent hadn’t been hiding it—emotional tumult aside, his 40s were treating him fairly well thus far—but there was something oddly flattering about the fact that Edamura had gone to so much effort.
“You could’ve asked me, you know,” Laurent said, expecting the flat look Edamura gave him in response.
“Reliable sources,” he reiterated, with emphasis. His eyes skittered away, and he cleared his throat, his shoulders lifting for a moment, then lowering as he visibly changed his mind.
More unspoken words, joining the swarm already clustering thickly around them.
“I was asking because there’s someone I’d like you to meet, but we can stop off somewhere first if you need. It’s no real rush.”
“Ça marche,” Laurent said. “I’m ready; I’ve made you wait long enough.”
Edamura’s gaze jumped back to him then, his dark eyes searching Laurent’s and his lips parting, before he swallowed that down, too. “Okay,” he said. “This way, then. Watch your step.”
Venice was a fragile land in many ways. A thriving tourism hub, known for the beauty of its glassware, architecture, and culture, built on a network of bridges and canals that surged higher each year. The city was drowning.
Why November? Laurent mused, following a few steps behind Edamura, watching the steady, confident movement of hips and shoulders that looked deceptively slender under layers of clothing. Edamura was the strong one; he always had been. And he seemed to know exactly where he was going, like he’d lived here for months, rather than a little under a week.
It wasn’t raining today, but the ground was damp; Edamura took them through a series of side streets, explaining at one point that he was trying to avoid both crowds and the worst patches of flooding. Laurent knew this much about Venice: in the last few months of the year, the sea rose and the islands sank lower, with brackish tides from the lagoon seeping in to take back the land.
The flooding was short-lived, retreating from the streets and plazas as the tide did, but Laurent had heard it’d been getting progressively worse.
In another hundred years, there might be no city left at all.
Edamura led them over a dozen more bridges and through a maze of cobblestone streets that Laurent hadn’t been bothering to map out in his mind. He was, he realized, thoroughly lost and not minding it. He was still watching Edamura, not any of the extraordinary architecture or landscape around them, when Edamura finally halted, then turned.
“Here,” he said, gesturing to an unassuming storefront with flowers in the windows, and a sign that simply said Caffè.
Of course, Laurent thought, amused that he hadn’t anticipated this. Wasn’t it what Edamura had been traveling the world for—what they’d done in Helsinki, too, in the parts that were less sharp and painful in his memory.
It was warm inside; Laurent’s coat had already been unbuttoned, but he slid it off his shoulders now, folding it over his arm and glancing at the tables to determine whether they were meant to sit first, or order. They were too far from the city center, perhaps, for crowds to gather: there were a few locals sitting in the corners, with most of the tables empty and wiped clean.
“Laurent,” Edamura said. He’d gone straight to the wooden counter at the back of the room and was chatting with a small Japanese woman: 153cm at the most, with kind eyes and grey-streaked hair pulled back into a bun. “This is Umeko-san.”
“Ohayou gozaimasu, Umeko-san,” Laurent said, dipping his head and folding his hands together in a polite greeting. Another, slightly more formal attempt at “good morning.”
Both Umeko and Edamura laughed. “Kare wa nihongo ga jouzu de wa arimasen,” Edamura said, speaking to Umeko but looking at Laurent. He was smiling, more openly than before, the dimples at the corners of his mouth so inviting that Laurent could hardly bear it.
It was a playfully targeted “he is not good at Japanese” that Laurent, of course, fully understood.
“Anata wa watashi no kanjou o kizutsuketa,” he said—you hurt my feelings—with enough exaggeration in his tone and gestures to make it clear he was responding in kind. Laurent knew full well that his pronunciation was on the sloppier side; he hadn’t really bothered much, over the years, with fixing it. Japanese women tended to laugh at him, then flirt back. Edamura...well. He had his own reactions to Laurent’s overwhelming charm.
“Umeko-san speaks English,” Edamura said, still sounding amused, and as though he was taking pity on Laurent and his atrocious accent. “Italian, too, but I don’t, so let’s meet in the middle.”
As they always did, Laurent thought, taking a seat next to Edamura at the counter.
The introductions took a while, carrying through a second cup of rather pleasant coffee. Umeko had been one of Miki’s best friends, and one of the few people who’d stood by her after the news broke about Oz’s crimes. Good people, honest, hardworking friends and neighbors, hadn’t wanted to be associated with someone who’d done such horrible things.
“I didn’t know if he was guilty,” Umeko said, sliding Edamura a napkin when he tilted his cup too far and sloshed some coffee into the saucer. “Miki and Mako-chan were innocent. That’s all that mattered to me.”
Laurent raised an eyebrow at Edamura—Mako-chan, he mouthed—and Edamura gave him a sour expression and a throat-slitting motion that he cut short when Umeko looked up.
“She visited my mom a lot, whenever I couldn’t be there,” he said instead, dutifully wiping up the spill. Umeko had, in some ways, probably been a second mother to him over those years. “We owe her so much.”
“No,” Umeko said, gently touching Edamura’s hand. “You’re family, Mako-chan. There are no debts to repay.”
Family, Laurent thought, setting down his cup, gently enough to not repeat Edamura’s mistake. This little café was nothing like his mother’s: the decor was different, and the menu was limited to caffeinated drinks, and desserts with subtle Japanese flavors, rather than the sizzling meals his mother had prepared for tired or drunk or lonely businessmen. But something about it took him back. Umeko’s gentleness, maybe, the kind reassurance that made longing sit heavily in Laurent’s chest.
Forty years old, and he still missed his mother.
“Laurent-kun, would you like one?” Umeko asked, gesturing to a neatly arranged row of desserts behind her, perhaps mistaking his expression for hunger. He supposed it was: just not the kind people usually came to a café like this to sate.
Edamura, though, was watching him more closely, meeting Laurent’s gaze with a soft look and a slight sideways twist of his lips that Laurent couldn’t quite read. Sympathy, he thought, which added new weight to the stones already pressing against his ribcage.
He thanked Umeko, accepted a chewy square of warabi mochi, and kept listening. It didn’t take much longer for him to discover why Edamura had actually invited him.
***
“You haven’t talked to Cynthia?” he asked, several hours later, as they were winding their way back through still unfamiliar streets.
“No,” Edamura said, shoving his hands in his pockets and lifting his shoulders—against Laurent’s questions, or the cold wind that was sweeping around the corners. Laurent had buttoned his coat this time, over the offensively loud shirt he’d worn simply to annoy Edamura. He tucked his chin down into the upturned collar and waited.
“I can if you’d rather,” Edamura said. “I know she handles more of the business side of things, while you...”
“Wine and dine rich people and politicians.”
Edamura shrugged a little. Some sort of agreement, or simply acknowledgement. “I’m not trying to guilt you into funding her. I know you get applications all the time, and not all of them fit your model. Cynthia explained some of it to me before.”
Umeko’s path to Venice was surprising, perhaps, but not entirely unique. She’d wound up there shortly after Miki had passed, following a husband who’d been spending more and more time away on business trips. She’d lost some of those years with him—prioritizing a friend and a lonely, hurting boy who’d needed her. There was plenty of time to be with her husband, she’d thought.
But three years later, she’d lost him, too. A heart attack, with no warning. Gone before they even made it to a hospital.
Laurent had inhaled sharply at that point in the story, unable to look at Edamura.
They’d opened a coffee shop—this same little café—a month or two into Umeko’s arrival. Kaito had grown tired of traditional office work and wanted to settle down with something that still required effort but brought more joy. They weren’t new to the business; years before, when Edamura had been very small, they’d owned a shop like it in Tokyo.
Little Makoto had spent hours there, drinking watered-down coffee—the only way they would let him keep refilling cup after cup—and kicking his feet against the legs of a tall chair while his mother graded papers and tried to teach him Mandarin.
He remembered fewer of the lessons than he did the beverage itself. More water than beans, probably not tasting like much, but saturated with fond childhood memories.
Once they’d gotten to that part of the story, Laurent had understood the rest—the question that Edamura hadn’t outright asked, and which had seemed more appropriate to leave for later.
A Foundation built in part to help women who were alone, and whose businesses were struggling. Edamura was right that Umeko’s proposal might not have made it through the ever-growing pile if it’d arrived without his name attached.
Edamura glanced at Laurent but didn’t seem to expect him to respond; they were walking side by side now, whenever the streets were wide enough to accommodate that. They’d spent time like this in Helsinki, too, with long stretches of comfortable silence settling between them. Laurent wondered if Edamura had found that surprising. Or if he’d already known that so much of Laurent’s loud extroversion was a front. One that drained him when he had to maintain it for too long.
They crossed another bridge and spent a few moments watching a family in a gondola. The boy—dark-haired and energetic like Laurent imagined a young Makoto would’ve been—nearly went over the side at one point, trying to grab at something he’d seen in the water. His mother caught him by the seat of his pants and hauled him back in, both of them screaming.
Laurent chuckled, which made Edamura turn to him—not just a sidelong glance this time, but a full twist of his body.
“I’d like to help her if we can,” Edamura said. “She didn’t ask me for that, so I don’t want you or Cynthia, or...my dad to think I’m putting any pressure on you to do something, if it’s outside your budget. But, Laurent, I also...” He stopped, tried again, then went silent.
“It’s fine,” Laurent said, not sure why Edamura was holding back so much. When he wanted something, he typically wasn’t this shy about it, particularly when it impacted the livelihood of someone he cared about. “I can talk to Cynthia. At the least, we could help her market it more. Improve the visibility.”
Umeko’s shop wasn’t in dire straits just yet, but it was headed in that direction. Widowed and childless, facing rising costs in a city that was fast outpacing her modest income, she was beginning to wonder if she should board up the doors while it was still her choice.
Laurent thought of his mother, sitting in their wind-chilled apartment at night, struggling to understand the financial statements that kept getting longer and less in their favor. Of how the only time someone offered to help her, they’d lied.
If it didn’t fit into the Foundation, he had money of his own, although he wouldn’t offer that just yet. It was one of the easier requests Edamura had made of him.
“Thanks Laurent,” Edamura said, sounding like he meant it. “I can talk to Cynthia myself, though. It’s not like I’m afraid of her.”
Laurent lifted a skeptical eyebrow.
“I’m not that afraid of her,” Edamura said.
“Then why?” Laurent asked after a moment. Why am I here? He’d enjoyed the day. He liked Umeko, and there were certainly worse ways he could’ve spent a day than drinking coffee with Edamura and meeting his loved ones. But all of this could have very easily been accomplished over the phone.
Edamura kicked at a tiny stone in their path and watched it skitter into the canal below. It wasn’t that cold out—the wind lowering to a distant, intermittent breeze in this part of the city—but he still had his hands in his pockets, like he was bracing himself against something. Laurent wondered if he had a new talisman now, a travel companion to replace the Hideyoshi figure that Laurent’s own fingers were curled around.
“I didn’t know you ran into Abbie last month,” Edamura said.
“Ah,” Laurent said. “In Nice, yes.”
It hadn’t come up; it’d happened to be a week where both he and Edamura were fairly busy, and by the time they had an hour free for a longer conversation, Laurent simply hadn’t been thinking about her, or the river rafting in the Gorges du Verdon that she’d roped him into.
He’d brought a particularly difficult donor along: a miserly but adventure-hungry CEO who, at the end, had handed over a check with enough zeros to make the experience worth it. Laurent and Abbie had gone scuba diving the next day, without him. It’d been fun, although Abbie had been rather annoyed that the off-season rafting wasn’t as thrilling as she’d hoped. They hadn’t talked about much of anything, beyond those activities, and she’d hopped back on a plane a few days later. Laurent had already moved on to the next target—an entrepreneur in Frankfurt who'd taken less time and energy to convince.
“Does that bother you?” he asked. It wasn’t as though Edamura had any grounds for jealousy; he and Abbie got along, barely, and usually only in some sort of life-or-death situation. There was no scenario in which Laurent would be able to uproot or supplant her connection with Edamura.
Edamura shifted on his feet, looking awkward and uncomfortable. “You spend a lot of time with Cynthia, and my dad, and...Dorothy. Kudo even said he’s seen you a few times this year. I have a whole folder full of photos Clark won’t stop sending me. You go everywhere in the world, Laurent. And I haven’t seen you, not once, since last summer.”
Laurent stopped walking. It took a few more strides for Edamura to realize and turn back. He shoved his hands deeper in his pockets, but lifted his chin and met Laurent’s eyes, his voice clear and direct.
“It was an excuse. I wanted you to meet Umeko-san because she’s important to me. We can figure out the money part, if she even agrees to it—I’d like to help her as much as I can. But that isn’t why I wanted you here. I just wanted to see you, Laurent. I’m sick of everyone else getting to.”
***
A little less than Laurent had hoped for, but far more than he’d truly expected.
They talked normally for the rest of the evening, poking their way through a few shops, considering souvenirs they might come back for later, and having a leisurely meal in a restaurant where everyone sat at long wooden tables, shoulder-to-shoulder with rowdy strangers.
Laurent drank half a bottle of Amarone—a rich, full-bodied wine native to the region—and watched Edamura flush a far more attractive shade of red. He wasn’t drinking that much; like he’d told Laurent, he knew his limits and how to stick to them. A portion of the flush came from the alcohol itself, and the rest from the conversations he’d been loudly throwing himself into.
He’d changed, since Helsinki. Laurent had witnessed some of this then, too; Edamura had always been able to connect with other people, which was what made him such an effective swindler. But this—the ease of conversation, through fast-paced chatter in an assortment of languages that he sometimes only half-understood, in a city he seemed to know so well after so little time spent in it...
“What?” Edamura said, turning back to him, as he periodically did between arguments about sports and politics and whether meatballs or pizza were authentic Italian cuisine. Laurent joined in, some, but he’d mostly been sitting back, sipping his wine, and listening.
Laurent shook his head; the easiest way to convey it’s nothing in a room as loud as this.
Edamura put his hand on Laurent’s thigh, in what seemed like an absent touch, bracing himself as he leaned into another debate. He moved it after a while, needing both hands to talk and eat, but when a fresh batch of patrons entered and pushed their way onto the benches, shoving Edamura against Laurent’s side, he didn’t flinch or attempt to move away. It almost seemed, although that surely had to be Laurent’s imagination, like he pressed closer.
It was much colder outside when they finally paid their bill and left, but Laurent hardly needed his coat; the entire right side of his body felt seared with Edamura’s heat—the radiating energy that, in person, was far more intoxicating than any wine could ever be.
***
Edamura stopped in front of a nondescript building after another ten or so minutes of walking. He didn’t say anything, but since he was patting his pockets now, clearly searching for keys, this must be the room he was renting. Laurent pulled out his phone and checked the time, then his messages. He hadn’t realized he’d made a noise until Edamura questioned it.
“Ah,” he said, more surprised than he should’ve been at his own foolishness. “I didn’t check in. I’ve lost my reservation.”
With his attention fixed on the journey, then entirely on Edamura, anything as mundane as a mere hotel room had entirely slipped his mind. He pulled up the hotel’s site and tapped through his options. Perhaps it’d just been the suite; there should be other rooms still available, even at this late hour. After all, he’d managed to book this reservation fairly last minute.
Edamura had moved next to him, looking over his shoulder. Laurent tilted the screen so he could see better, and breathed out an irritated sigh as each search came up empty.
“There’ll be others; this city is full of tourists,” he said, pocketing his phone and preparing to be on his way. He could make some calls while he headed back to the more densely populated areas. “Goodnight, Edamame. I’ll call you tomorrow?”
“You can stay here,” Edamura said.
Laurent stopped; his phone, halfway into his coat pocket, slipped out of his grip but fortunately toppled inside the lining rather than onto the cobblestones. “Tu blagues?” he said, genuinely shocked.
“I’ve never heard that one,” Edamura said, looking like he was mentally logging it to look up later, “but it’s a lot easier to understand you when I can see your face. Oui, je suis sérieux.”
It was tempting, in so many ways, but that was exactly why Laurent couldn’t. “I won’t be sleeping on the street,” he said. “I’m sure it won’t take long to find another room.”
Edamura had finished unlocking the entry door; there were narrow, steep steps leading up to what looked like several rooms opening off a small landing. Inexpensive short term accommodations, without any of the luxurious amenities waiting at the local hotels. A bath, for instance, or a breakfast that he could order to his room.
“Vite, vite,” Edamura insisted, gesturing inside, which, of course, made Laurent smile.
But he shook his head, with obvious regret. “It’s not a good idea, Edamame. You know that.”
“There are two beds,” Edamura said. “I’m not asking you for...it’s fine, Laurent. You stay with Cynthia. It’s the same thing.”
It wasn’t, but Laurent followed him upstairs anyway.
***
“We should’ve come by here earlier,” Edamura said, flicking on a lightswitch that illuminated the room slowly; it seemed to take the bulb a while to warm up, like it was annoyed at being woken this late in the evening. “I forgot you’ve been carrying your bag the entire time.”
If either of them had thought of it earlier, Laurent would’ve remembered to stop at his hotel, avoiding this entire situation. He set it down in what he would’ve called the entryway, if there had been any significant separations within the room itself: roughly the size of a postage stamp, with a square floor plan and a longer arm jutting along the left.
There was a round table, just large enough for two, immediately to the left of the entrance, with another closed door to their right. A bathroom, he assumed, since the rest of the furnishings were visible at a glance. The remainder of the right-hand side was taken up by what passed for a kitchenette: a fridge half Laurent’s height, a sink, a hot plate and other small appliances scattered across an L-shaped counter, and a few sets of drawers. The opposite wall held a decrepit loveseat that’d been crammed against a window. Beyond that was the bedroom.
Edamura had technically told the truth. There were two beds. Not directly next to each other—small blessings—but in such a cramped space it would hardly make a difference.
“They mostly rent to students,” Edamura said. He was busy kicking his shoes off, draping his coat over the nearest chair, and emptying his pockets onto the table. “It’s not that comfortable, but it’s cheap. And close to everything.”
Considering the amount of walking they’d done that day alone, Laurent wasn’t certain that was true, but he bent after a moment to remove his loafers, stacking them neatly by the familiar white-toed sneakers he was glad to see Edamura hadn’t replaced. It made it feel more like some things about him hadn’t changed.
He left his socks on—it was cold inside, and something about being bare-toed in Edamura’s living space felt stranger and more vulnerable than it should have—and moved to set his own coat on top of Edamura’s.
He froze in place for long enough that Edamura turned to look at him, one hand raking through his messy hair, the other unbuttoning his collared shirt. “What,” he said, and followed Laurent’s eyeline to the assorted objects Edamura had been pulling out of his pants. The necessary items that someone would carry on a daily basis: phone, wallet, keys, a lighter and unopened packet of cigarettes, a chapstick Laurent wondered if he actually used, and a small plastic capsule toy figure.
The same one Laurent had left on a nightstand in Helsinki, then seen for the last time in a photograph from a Sydney hotel room, before Edamura had read his first letter and cut off contact with him.
He’d thought...he didn’t know what he’d thought.
“You kept it,” he said, not sure how he’d intended his voice to sound.
Edamura, for his part, showed visible embarrassment, making an aborted gesture that looked like he’d considered sweeping the Muumi away and pretending it’d never been there. “I, ah,” he said, then picked up his phone instead.
It took him a few seconds of swiping before he handed it to Laurent. “Don’t look at any of the other albums,” he warned.
Laurent didn’t understand at first what he was looking at; the album seemed to merely be an assortment of travel photos. Hundreds of them, but of expected settings, like airports, sunsets, a spread of pastries at a warmly-lit café. A hotel bedspread, he realized before he’d scrolled very far. With a Sydney guidebook on it, and, when he opened the image thumbnail, an antennaed figure smirking at him.
He went back through the others, opening to the larger view and swiping quickly, like watching a filmstrip flicker across a screen. The entire album was a travel log, but not in the way he’d thought at first, and not featuring Edamura himself—but the scruffy creature he’d brought with him. It started from the Helsinki airport, then carried through Sydney, and all the other cities Edamura had been to with or without Laurent’s guidance. Even during those early patches when he’d thought Edamura might never speak to him again.
“I thought about telling you,” Edamura said. “When we started sharing pictures more. But I kind of liked having it just to myself.”
In this case, Laurent didn’t have to fight an internal battle to read between the lines properly. Edamura had said it openly, back in Sydney. This ugly little figure that he’d left behind like a piece of trash in that hotel room was something that Edamura had cherished. Had taken with him, every step of the way, thinking of Laurent.
Edamura reached for the phone, then for the Muumi figure, but Laurent stopped him before he could manage the second.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any photos. But fair is fair,” he said, sliding a hand into the pocket of his coat, and placing the object inside next to Edamura’s.
Hideyoshi, a little the worse for wear, but in decent shape, considering it hadn’t left his side since their farewell by the cliffs.
“You kept it,” Edamura echoed, sounding...awed, maybe. Certainly surprised.
“You gave it to me. I could never bring myself to let it go,” Laurent said.




Notes:


153cm: ~5’
Italian:
Buongiorno!: Good morning!
Caffè: coffee
Japanese:
Baka: fool/idiot; can be used playfully among friends
Ohayou gozaimasu: a polite greeting used early in the day, so, another version of Laurent’s “good morning”
Kare wa nihongo ga jouzu de wa arimasen: He is not good at Japanese
Anata wa watashi no kanjou o kizutsuketa: You hurt my feelings
Honorifics:
In Japan, suffixes are often attached to names as a way of indicating relationships, familiarity, respect, etc. These are simplified explanations of a few:
-san: a commonly used suffix that roughly translates to “Mr./Ms.” but is essentially just a form of respect. Using a given name, such as Umeko-san, shows a deeper level of familiarity that would’ve developed over time. She likely would've told the grown-up Makoto at some point that he could switch from her surname, but dropping the suffix entirely would’ve been too casual.
-kun: a fairly friendly suffix that’s used to address a younger male: like a teacher speaking to a student, or colleagues at work.
-chan: used to indicate affectionate familiarity; usually for girls, children of any gender, or other cute things. Mako-chan would've been what Umeko called Makoto when he was small.
French:
C’est moi: “it’s me”; common enough words that Edamura should understand this as Laurent agreeing with him/the insult. It’s also a shortened version of c'est moi qui vous remercie (“it's me who thanks you”), so Laurent could be infusing it with a double meaning, as an expression of gratitude for the welcome/friendly rapport
Ça marche: That’s fine/that works for me
Tu blagues: you’re kidding / you’re joking
Oui, je suis sérieux: yes, I’m serious
Vite, vite: quick, quick
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Chapter Text

The bedroom arrangements were awkward, but manageable. If he’d been able to share a bed with Dorothy mere hours after discovering that some of the phantoms haunting him were real, he could handle this: Edamura an arm’s length away, folding a threadbare blanket that he’d apparently stolen from the spare bed. Laurent’s, for tonight.
The beds themselves were, to put it lightly, an atrocity. Laurent pressed an experimental palm against the thin mattress, able to feel the metal coils underneath with only this much of his weight on it. The sheets were an off-white linen, rougher material than Laurent had been used to of late, clean but tattered at the edges from too much use. There should’ve been a duvet, or at least some sort of thicker covering, but when Laurent asked, Edamura raised his hands in a not entirely apologetic gesture. Apparently the room had only come with one, and as the paying guest, he planned to keep it.
“Here,” he said, depositing Laurent’s blanket on the mattress, then moving across the tiny room to disappear behind the shabbily whitewashed door that led to a shower, sink, and toilet. He’d already changed into a long-sleeved grey shirt and matching sweatpants, but Laurent had put his regular clothes back on—other than a fresh pair of underwear—after his own shower.
He peeled them off once the door was shut, and slid beneath what passed as bedding.
It was absurd that this was happening again. At this rate, he should invest in a pair of pyjamas simply to cover the occasions where he had to share sleeping spaces with former lovers.
Not that it mattered. Edamura hadn’t seemed uncomfortable with the situation at all, and why should he? They were sleeping next to, not with, each other, and in the morning Laurent would book another hotel room and give this hideously scratchy blanket back to him.
He was more tired than he’d realized. A week with Dorothy, followed by five days of steady work, hours of travel time, and then...
His eyes drifted shut; he could feel his breathing leveling out as his limbs relaxed, muscle by muscle. He’d slept on worse beds in the past. Even before resorting to piles of garbage in rank alleyways. A room with Edamura humming to himself as he brushed his teeth only a handful of meters away wasn’t all that bad.
The dreams seemed to start before he was fully asleep this time, but they weren’t bad, either. Someone was tugging the hairshirt blanket farther up his chest—he must’ve instinctively pushed it down so the coarse texture wouldn’t rub against his bare skin—but when he murmured in protest, the movement stopped. There was stillness for a while, the world outside quieter than he would’ve expected for a city this size, then warm, strong fingers brushing against his shoulder and up the curve of his throat, to the jawline that he turned into it.
Edamame, he breathed, a name that was always looping through his thoughts, although it felt, strangely, like he could hear the ragged texture of his own voice, before the touch retreated and the room went silent and still.
***
Laurent wasn’t surprised to be the first one awake. It was difficult to tell, at first, if the other mattress was occupied, until he saw the tuft of dark hair peeking out from the pile of bedding. If Laurent had slept like that, he’d wake in a panic, tearing off the covers before he suffocated, but it probably kept Edamura significantly warmer than his own night’s sleep had been.
He shivered, wishing he had slippers for the cold floors, and made his way to the toilet before rummaging through his bag for a pair of pants and the thickest sweater he’d brought. No chance of morning wood today, at least; that was possibly the only part of his body that didn’t feel stiff when he woke up.
There was a coffee maker—a glass pot set in a black plastic frame—on the counter. Although it was stained with use, there was a thin layer of dust on the surface, meaning none of that had been recent. Not Edamura’s style, Laurent reflected, and found a slim, stainless steel kettle and a smaller glass pot that looked much more familiar, and far cleaner. It was an odd thing to carry from place to place, particularly for someone who’d taken to dining out so often, but Laurent had grown to expect that from him. Once Edamura valued something, there’d be no chance of parting him from it.
He filled the kettle with water and set it on the hot plate, debating for a moment before leaving it be and pocketing Edamura’s keys. He needed a quick walk to stretch his legs and clear his head.
By the time Edamura finally stirred, with severe bedhead and squinty-eyed confusion that a tall blond man was sitting at his dining table, Laurent had finished answering most of the emails that’d been sitting in his inbox overnight.
Edamura trailed over to him, lifting his shirt to scratch absently under his waistband, and stopped in front of the take-away cup that had gotten Laurent through the last hour of relative solitude.
“Is that mine,” he asked, his voice as rough as his appearance, in a sleep-thick accent as unique and impenetrable as the first day Laurent had met him.
“It’s empty,” Laurent said, shaking the cup lightly to show him. “Yours would’ve been long cold by now. I brewed you some a few minutes ago; the pot should still be hot. Don’t worry, I used your coffee grinder, and your pour over filter.”
Edamura made a grumbling sound that probably wasn’t gratitude, but he returned with a steaming mug, hooking his toes around the base of the second chair so he could sit next to Laurent.
“I didn’t know you were such a morning person, Laurent,” he said several minutes later, muffled by the fact that he’d pressed his face against the table after the first couple sips. Laurent had assumed he’d simply gone back to sleep.
The urge to ruffle the dark mop of hair by his elbow was immense, but Laurent had spent years working on his self-control. He flexed his fingers for a moment, then kept scrolling through his phone.
“It depends on where I am,” he said.
Edamura turned his head to the side, then tried a second time, bumping his nose over the vinyl surface, when he realized he’d gone the wrong direction and couldn’t see Laurent’s face. “Was it that bad?” he asked, sounding a little more awake.
“Non,” Laurent said automatically, since that wasn’t what he’d meant—although it was true that he never wanted to sleep in a bed like that again. What was the point of being wealthy if you had to live in torment? “I get restless in new places or when—” he hesitated, not wanting to tell Edamura about the dreams, or how the only way to guarantee a full night’s sleep had occasionally involved unwise quantities of alcohol. “Once I wake, no matter the reason, my day starts. I have trouble falling back asleep.”
Edamura examined him for a while longer, cheek still pressed against the tabletop, then said, “You don’t feel safe here.”
The conclusion threw Laurent. But Edamura, it seemed, wasn’t looking for a further response. He scraped the chair back along the floor and carried his coffee to wherever he’d plugged in his phone, then to the loveseat, where he settled into the sagging damask-patterned cushions and began his version of a morning routine.
***
They spent a good portion of the day with Umeko again, talking through what she wanted for her shop and how she pictured its future, but by the afternoon, Edamura was the one getting restless.
“We don’t have to do anything touristy; I already covered a lot of that this week,” he said, frowning at a map on his phone, turning it to try to get a better sense of the canals’ twisting paths.
Laurent was relieved, for some reason, to find that there were sections he still hadn’t traversed and couldn’t navigate yet with quite as much confidence. He had been getting the sense, over the past year, that with each country Edamura visited, he was leaving Laurent a little farther behind. Needing him less and less, until there’d be nothing left at all.
“I saw as much,” Laurent said. Edamura gave him a questioning look that turned into an exaggerated grimace when he realized Laurent was referring to the photo album. Filled, already, with photos of Venice, and a little creature traveling through it.
“I knew I shouldn’t have shown you,” he said, but with an underlying fondness that was getting easier to pick out. “Anything you want to do, Laurent?”
I just want to be with you, Laurent thought. “How much longer are you staying?” he asked, hoping Edamura hadn’t reached the point yet where he could read Laurent that easily.
Edamura looked away. “Maybe through next week. I haven’t decided yet. I’m still thinking through some things.”
Laurent did his best to not interpret that as having anything to do with him.
“If you’re tired of museums and basilicas, an activity might be better,” he said. It took him a moment to understand why Edamura would respond to that with one of his deeply suspicious looks. “Non, non, non,” he laughed. “Your chastity is safe with me, Edamame. A class. I was looking at some this morning. Online, while you slept.”
“Glassblowing?” Edamura asked with definite interest. He’d already done his own research, then.
“Oui,” Laurent said. “Or mask-making, or watercolors. Perhaps even a walking tour so you can practice your photography with my smelly substitute.”
“Stinky,” Edamura muttered, followed by a few insults that were more directly targeted at Laurent. But: “Sure,” he said. “Like the masks we were looking at in the shops yesterday, right? That’d be fun. I want to send one to Abbie.”
Of course, Laurent thought, but it was too pleasant to be here, physically with the man he’d been missing for months, to let that deflate him for long.
They headed toward Piazza San Marco, one of the most picturesque—and most frequently flooded—parts of the city. They’d missed the height of that day’s tide, so they were able to bypass the raised metal platforms that crisscrossed the square, trapping tourists in slow-moving traffic jams on the worst days. There were scattered puddles left behind, with the sun reflecting off them as a reminder that the day was clear and bright. And pigeons. So many pigeons.
“They attacked me, the first day I was here,” Edamura said, walking with his hands in his pockets and careful attention to their path, since he was still wearing sneakers. “No, it was on Monday. Some teenagers brought out loaves of bread, and the birds must’ve thought I was with them.” He nodded toward a corner of the piazza, where something similar was happening: an American, by the looks of it, probably college-aged, smiling for a camera but showing an increasing amount of panicked regret as the pigeons continued to pile onto her head and outstretched arms.
“They’ll carry someone off someday,” Laurent said, slowing his steps to watch the small crowd that was gathering, with cameras at the ready. What a thing to find enjoyment in. “A new Venetian experience to add to the guidebooks: taking flight in the square. I wish I’d seen yours on Monday, though.”
“Me too,” Edamura said. While Laurent was thinking of how he meant that, the distance between them grew, until he had to hurry to catch up.
***
The mask-making session was part historical lecture, part hands-on crafts. Edamura seemed equally engaged in both, although the resulting masterpiece was something they both stared at for a while, quietly, before concluding that Abbie would never agree to touch it.
“I don’t think it’s that bad,” Edamura said, straightening one of the limp feathers dangling along the side, which somehow only made it worse.
“Do you remember,” Laurent asked, “when I suggested art might be your true calling. It’s difficult for me to admit, but I am sometimes wrong.”
“Fuck you,” Edamura said, smiling. “I’ll buy her something else. Are you giving yours to Cynthia?”
“Kawin,” Laurent said, carefully boxing it up so it’d be ready for a post office dropoff. There were more in-depth classes, where you could mold your own paper-mâché mask one day and paint it the next, but since they weren’t buying these to wear themselves, the simpler route had seemed best.
With the way Edamura was looking wistfully at his, though, Laurent suspected he would’ve enjoyed being in the city for Carnival, when festivities were at their height, and the streets were flooded, this time, with costumes and concerts.
They said their thanks and farewell to the craftsman, an elderly man clad in a brightly-patterned shirt Laurent might wear, with a long, paint-splattered apron that ended just short of hairy calves and tall black socks. Edamura gave Laurent a sidelong smirk as they left, which meant he’d been thinking the same thing about the shirt.
“Colors are meant to be worn,” Laurent said, and Edamura laughed at how easily they’d understood each other. He smiled more often now, and more genuinely, which meant Laurent’s gaze was always straying to his mouth. He caught himself before he swayed in too far, and took his turn leading them out of the square.
There was a post office a short walk away, so Edamura scrawled out some postcards while Laurent completed the paperwork for his package. He couldn’t help glancing at the stack when Edamura brought them to the counter. There were all the familiar names, plus some Laurent didn’t recognize, likely friends he’d made during his travels. There was one, too, for Oz; when Edamura noticed Laurent looking, he shuffled it to the bottom of the pile.
“So Kawin still paints?” he asked as they left. “Cynthia showed me some of his pieces. They were good.”
“He seems more and more set on it as a career, although we’ll see, I suppose,” Laurent said. “Thomas plans to take him to the Louvre over Christmas.”
“With Cynthia?”
Laurent shook his head, then shrugged. “I doubt it.” He glanced at Edamura. “Are you still hoping for them to get back together?”
Edamura made a face—but not at the question, Laurent realized, when he hopped in place for a moment then scraped the sole of his shoe against a raised section at the edge of their path. Even in a historic city like this, there were still people who would spit their gum onto the pavement.
“You must find me confusing,” he said when he was done, or had, at least, given up on fully cleaning it off.
“Oui,” Laurent said, “but in what way?”
He expected that to trigger one of their usual insults, but Edamura responded seriously. “How I don’t believe in love, but I think that people who’ve been in it once should stay forever.”
“Non,” Laurent said, matching his tone. “I understand that. They aren’t contradictory.”
Edamura looked at him expectantly, so he continued.
“I told you I listened to you in all of your letters, Edamame. You said it once, months ago, in Paris. How can you believe in love, if people shift in and out of it, like changing outfits?”
They walked for a while longer; Laurent thought they had dropped it there, moving into idle chatter about other things, until Edamura broke in again with, “I think I’m afraid of it. Love, I mean.”
This time it was Laurent’s turn to wait for more. It only took a few beats, before: “Can I ask you something, Laurent?”
His heart thudded. “Yes, of course.”
“With my parents...” Edamura started, taking it in a direction Laurent hadn’t expected. “You saw my dad a lot more, over those years, than I did. Did he...” He huffed out a long breath, staring over the canal they were walking alongside, his gaze unfocused. He touched his pocket, briefly, like he was considering reaching for a cigarette. “You were traveling all over the world, seeing so many places, so many people. Pretending to be all these things you weren’t. Did he ever cheat on her?”
“No,” Laurent said immediately, firmly, seeming to startle Edamura with the speed of his response. He turned to look Laurent directly in the eyes, which he hadn’t done for most of the day. “Never,” Laurent reiterated. This, at least, he knew beyond any shadow of doubt. “He loved your mother in a way I admired. That I...envied. He still wears his ring, you know. I never once saw him without it.”
Edamura searched his eyes for a while longer, then swallowed thickly, his eyelashes suddenly looking a little wet. “Thanks, Laurent,” he said, and left it there.
***
The rest of the day was free from further soul-searching. More meals, more shopping, sketched-out ideas for the day after, and the next. Edamura hadn’t, at any point, asked Laurent how long he was intending to stay. By the time Edamura had pulled up the dozenth tab on his phone and mentioned something they could do in the middle of the following week, Laurent finally understood that he had an open-ended invitation.
He could be there, with Edamura, for as long as they both liked.
The problem was that for Laurent, there was no end date. Any thoughts he had for his future had only one thing in common: this man, standing before him, with sharp words, a ready smile, and calm confidence that looked good on him, that had taken years to settle over his shoulders. If Edamura was in the picture, Laurent didn’t care where they were.
Home—Edamura had assumed, for him, that meant Dorothy’s house in Paris, or his current flat in Brussels. But home, for Laurent, had never been a physical location. It was the people that mattered. The person, whom he wanted, so badly, to be able to come home to.
***
In the evening, as restaurants were closing and the streets were emptying, they wound their way back to Edamura’s apartment, still in a comfortable mix of silence and conversation. Laurent followed him upstairs, his heart clenching a bit at the domestic pattern he’d grown accustomed to after only a single night. Shoes off at the door, coat flung over the nearest surface—in a larger space, Laurent would’ve gifted him a coat rack—pockets emptied as he changed into soft clothing and settled in for the night.
Laurent stood there, for a moment longer, then picked up his bag.
“Laurent, do you want—” Edamura said, twisting around in his tiny kitchenette with two glasses in his hands, then cutting himself off when he saw Laurent turning to leave. “Where are you going?”
“The hotel,” Laurent said. “I booked another this morning; they let me check in over the phone, but I’ll still need to speak to someone at the counter, before midnight.”
Edamura frowned and set the glasses down. “That’s stupid,” he said. “Just stay here.”
Laurent truly hadn’t been expecting that. Last night had been a kind gesture, but with at least a week of shared time stretching out before them, Edamura couldn’t possibly want him here, too, underfoot every hour of the day.
But he wasn’t budging. He wasn’t even bothering to wait for an answer; he’d opened the fridge now, and had stuck his head inside, emerging after some clattering with a beer bottle that he turned in Laurent’s direction so he could read the label. “I can’t remember if you prefer bitter ones?” he said. “Peroni’s been my favorite so far, but I also have water, obviously, or uh—” he checked again. “Juice, I think. I bought some because I thought that’s how you made spritzes.”
“You’d need an aperitif,” Laurent said, slowly setting his bag back down.
Edamura shot him a look full of the usual annoyance. “I know that now,” he said. “And anyway it’s easier to just order them out. But I have some sort of fruity thing in here if you want it.”
Laurent snorted, swallowed the quip he would’ve made a dozen different ways a year ago, and sat down to pull off his shoes. Routines, he supposed, might have room for two. “Beer is fine, if you’re having one. I’m not that picky about flavor.”
***
The next few days went like that. Laurent still typically woke first, although the time between them was shortening. He would go for an early morning walk and bring back breakfast, usually finding Edamura filling the kettle or grumbling over the mugs and plates they’d forgotten to wash the night before. They took turns, with everything. Laurent had never experienced anything like it. With Dorothy, they had a cleaning staff and piles of take-away containers, in a large house where they didn’t really share that much space.
Here, in Venice, he and Edamura didn’t spend every hour glued to each other; Laurent had work for the Foundation, still, and Edamura would disappear periodically for phone calls, or lapse into complete silence for hours as he pulled out a tablet and sketched or scribbled things he didn’t talk to Laurent about. Plans for his café, Laurent assumed, or any other sorts of personal matters that didn’t involve him.
It was so...easy. They bickered over stupid things, Edamura lost his temper more than once, and Laurent stubbornly refused to relent when he knew he was in the right. But in the evenings, if they hadn’t already been visiting museums or galleries or taking a vaporetto to a nearby island, they always chose a new restaurant together, and walked back to a ratty old apartment that Laurent was beginning to hate a little less.
Even if it did, he thought, house actual rats in the skirting.
Each day was different, but beautiful, with certain habits and routines that he found himself settling into more and more. In their Wednesday call—which Laurent took on a distant bench by the water—Dr. Bureš listened to him and only shared a few mild comments, leaving Laurent to decide whether or not to take them as warnings. When he hung up, he stared out at the wind rippling over the lagoon, alternately tossing the waves roughly, or smoothing them out in a gentle caress.
He didn’t know what he was doing, either. But for now, he was content to exist in this space, where he had so much that he’d always wanted. This could be enough. Once a year, or twice, maybe, spending a few weeks in a city with the man he loved. He could live with that.
***
On Friday, it rained, and Laurent discovered that the ceiling over his bed was not as solid as it’d seemed.
For the first time, he and Edamura woke up together—or, technically, Edamura shot out of bed a few seconds after hearing Laurent shout, then swear in a torrent of virulent French.
“Putain de bordel de merde,” he was still muttering some time later, after yanking the sheets off the bed and the mattress away from the wall. The rain was pinging against the frame’s metal coils now—intermittent tingtingtings that were more of an irritant than a true hazard. The leaks had been worse at his old home, above his mother’s café, but they’d always moved the furniture around the wettest spots to avoid situations like this.
He shook the rain out of his hair and used a section of the rescued sheet to wipe away some of the droplets that’d trickled down his chest. “Bordel de putain de merde fait chier. Ce putain de propriétaire. Cet appartement de merde.”
He looked up to find Edamura watching him.
“I can translate that for you later if you like,” he said, tossing the sheet down on the mattress, which had been thin enough to fold and shove against a less damp wall.
“I understood well enough,” Edamura responded, amused, but with his eyes flicking down Laurent’s chest, following another trail of rainwater still dripping from the ends of his hair. It’d been getting longer again; he should put some effort into finding a local barber. He’d been putting that sort of thing off more and more lately.
Laurent sighed, and sat down on the slippery, uncomfortably stiff arm of the loveseat, and only then realized that he was still wearing nothing other than a tight pair of boxer-briefs. And that he was just as cold as he’d been every other morning this week. “Il fait putain de froid,” he said, and got up again.
He was in a better mood after a hot shower and a cup of coffee that Edamura handed to him as soon as he came out. “It’s not your fault,” he said, when he saw what looked like an apology forming. “It’s your fucking shitstain of a landlord. But I’ve been squatting anyway, I can’t complain.”
Edamura wasn’t apologizing, though; he was laughing.
“What,” Laurent said, still not completely past his annoyance.
“You always say my English is worse in the mornings,” Edamura said. “I wish you could hear how French you sound right now. Next time, I’ll record you.”
“I hope there won’t be a ‘next time,’ with a ceiling falling in on me,” Laurent said, although the irritation was dissipating now. Nothing else mattered much when Edamura was smiling like that.
They spent the rest of the day the way they’d intended—bumping up more of the indoor activities, although the rain wasn’t persistent—but once they were back for the night, Laurent frowned at the dismantled bed, debating what to do. There wasn’t room to move it elsewhere, even if the frame itself hadn’t been bolted to the floor—some strange attempt to discourage furniture thieves, as though that flimsy metal held any value—and he suspected the mattress itself might still be damp. The rain had been dripping onto it, and him, for a while before he’d realized he wasn’t just dreaming about drowning.
He looked at the loveseat—touched the cushions, considered how at least three-fourths of his legs wouldn’t fit on it, even if he scrunched himself down—and thought: when the universe sends a sign, at least it does so clearly.
It was too late tonight, but he should look into a flight for the morning. He’d nearly run out of clothes, anyway, and sitting in a laundromat wasn’t the best way to spend a vacation. He should go, while Edamura was still enjoying his company. Before he’d completely worn out his welcome. There’d be a chance for a new trip, in the new year.
Edamura had been going through his usual evening routine, although over time, he’d begun leaving more space for Laurent’s things to fit around his. He set an extra cup of water on the table—his was already half-drained, a measure against the hangovers they’d have if they let the wine from dinner be their only source of hydration—and then went to his own bed, peering at the ceiling and touching the mattress and walls, probably to see if there was more than the one leak.
“You should find a new place,” Laurent suggested.
“Hai,” Edamura replied, which was more of a deflection than an answer. “It’s only supposed to rain for a few more days.”
“Through Tuesday,” Laurent said, then, unable to bear it any longer, “Why do you stay here? You don’t need the student discount.”
“I like it,” Edamura said, as though it was obvious. “Hotels all feel the same. Here, I’m part of the city.” Which meant, probably, that he’d been largely staying in hostels or similarly rundown buildings during his global tour. Maybe even camping out on couches, like at Abbie’s, but with people he’d only just met. “If it gets worse, we can think about it. Maybe find something on the other side of the Grand Canal.”
Laurent’s mind lost track of the other threads, snagging on the “we.”
“I didn’t know you’d been freezing every night, though,” Edamura said. He hadn’t been feeling his mattress for rainwater; he was pushing the thick duvet back to remake his bed with another sheet and the extra blanket—Laurent’s, which hadn’t gotten wet, since he’d regularly been shoving the damned thing to the bottom of his bed.
Abbie would’ve said he was getting slow in his old age. It didn’t make any sense for Edamura to be taking his bedding—Laurent would need it for the loveseat or the floor—unless—
“Edamame,” he said. “Where are you expecting me to sleep?”
It was a gamble; maybe he’d turn in surprise and say: The hotel, since you seem to like it so much.
But Edamura didn’t look at Laurent at all. He pulled the duvet up, smoothing wrinkles out, like it required his full attention. “There’s room,” he said, making it sound like the earlier ‘there are two beds,’ which would’ve been beside the point even if it had been true. Laurent had hardly fit on one of these skinny mattresses on his own, and he’d seen how much Edamura sprawled in his sleep.
“With you,” he said, since it seemed like an important time to be clear.
“Hai,” Edamura said again. Japanese was a language where the same words might mean many different things; this was one of the simpler ones to understand through context.
Sharing a tiny apartment for a week had worked better than Laurent had let himself hope. They bumped elbows in the kitchenette, ignored when the other person was most likely jacking off in the shower, and found a way to move around each other in a small space, without hating each other for it. But sharing a bed? It was exactly the sort of thing Laurent would’ve loudly, gleefully proposed in years past, and which would’ve always resulted in Edamura storming angrily out of the building.
Which one of them had changed the most?
Edamura was by no means as oblivious as he was attempting to act now. Two men in a small bed would be uncomfortable in most circumstances; even brothers or best friends would usually pull a blanket away and sleep in a tub if necessary. It was significantly more awkward if they were two men who’d had sex with each other—even once, or perhaps once and a half if you counted the time, a continent apart, when Laurent had spilled his messy feelings all over Edamura’s afterglow.
“What are you asking from me, Edamame,” he asked, genuinely unable to predict an answer.
“It’s just a bed,” Edamura said, finally looking at him. His mouth was a little tight, fine lines visible on his forehead; he felt the awkwardness too, of course he did. “You won’t have to shiver all night, and I won’t do anything to make it weird. That’s all, Laurent, I promise.”
Maybe Laurent had been focusing too hard on not reading what he wanted into their interactions. He was so afraid of getting his hopes up, of pressuring Edamura into resuming the conversation they seemed to both be pretending they didn’t remember, that he’d missed or ignored so many clear signals. Things that, with other partners, in other periods of his life, required no interpretation.
Laurent being here at all; their shared living situation that Edamura kept pushing him to extend; the long conversations and longer days they spent together, without ever tiring of each other’s company—that could all be friendship. Not in Laurent’s experience, but he and Edamura were very different in many ways.
But there were other things, like the way Edamura had been touching him, more and more. On his arm, or his shoulder, attention-getting gestures that didn’t strictly require physicality. Or Edamura’s hand drifting to Laurent’s waist or hip or leg in situations where it’d begun happening too often to be accidental. That was most frequent during their evening meals, especially when there were other people around, paying attention to him. To Laurent, like it irritated Edamura when someone else showed an interest in him, or seemed to be in danger of cutting between them.
It wasn’t an answer. Not the one Edamura had said he’d eventually give. But it was something.
“D’accord,” Laurent said, shrugging like there was nothing further to be said. Why not. Like Edamura had insisted, it was just sharing a bed.
***
The bedtime routine, too, went the same as always: shower, teeth, coaxing a travel-sized blowdryer to maximum strength since it was far too cold to sleep with wet hair, then changing from outdoor to indoor clothes, or, in Laurent’s case, simply removing everything he’d wear in public.
He considered asking Edamura for a spare pair of sweatpants, but they’d be too tight and short to make sleeping together less uncomfortable. So once he was done in the bathroom, he slid into bed as usual—just on the other side of the room, with Edamura’s scent on both pillows—and tried very hard not to think about whether Edamura was, indeed, jacking off in the shower before joining him.
It would’ve been convenient if he’d been as tired as on their first night here; he shut his eyes, pushed himself as close to the wall as he could get, and tried counting everything he could think of. Sheep, goats, dancing elephants, a flock of geese honking through the sky, ducklings tumbling into a river for their first swim, the different shades of Edamura’s smiles. He sighed heavily, opened his eyes, and rolled onto his back just as a freshly-showered Edamura was tugging at the open side of the duvet.
“Sorry,” they said in unison, and Laurent rolled back to face the wall, knocking his knee painfully into it in the process, so hard the thump was audible and the entire bed shook.
Silence, for a moment, then Edamura’s muffled laughter. “Are you okay, Laurent?”
“Oui,” Laurent said, opening his eyes again and twisting to the side a bit. That smile was one of his favorites. #32 on the list of ones he’d noticed and named. It was new, he thought, to Venice. “This is strange, isn’t it.”
“Hai,” Edamura said, in clear agreement this time. “It doesn’t have to be.”
It was true; Laurent was getting himself worked up over nothing. He lifted himself on an elbow, watching as Edamura wriggled his way under the covers, doing his best to not knock any limbs against Laurent in the process, then asked, “Have you had two pillows this entire time? Both of them twice the size of mine?”
“Ah. Goodnight, Laurent,” Edamura said, flipping to his side, his back to Laurent.
Laurent laughed and caught the edge of the duvet before he could pull it all the way over his head. “No wonder you haven’t minded sleeping here. You’ve been having an entirely different experience.”
“I am the one paying for it,” Edamura said, rolling back over, nearly smacking his knees against Laurent’s. At this rate, Laurent would be limping tomorrow, and not for any enjoyable reasons. “Maybe it’s better if we just admit we’re doing this, instead of pretending it’s something normal.”
“Hm,” Laurent said, sliding his arm into a more comfortable position so he could rest his head against his palm and more easily see Edamura’s face as they talked. “I’ve never thought of you as normal.”
“That might be an insult if it came from anyone but you.” Free from interference, Edamura scooted farther under the covers, but only just past his chin; he was still turned in Laurent’s direction.
“I didn’t mean it as one,” Laurent said. Now that they were here, with Edamura warm and inviting beside him, both of them tired but not yet ready to sleep, it felt familiar again. Like all the other nights they’d spent talking before bed—for one or both of them, depending on time zones.
“I was thinking the same thing,” Edamura said, when Laurent translated that feeling to spoken words. “The weirdest part of this week has actually been not talking to you like this. At night, I mean. I guess I’d gotten used to it.”
“Moi aussi. I’m sorry for making things awkward, Edamame.”
“You haven’t,” Edamura said. “Or, we both have, but it’s fine. I’m glad you’re here, Laurent. I thought...that morning in San Francisco, when you weren’t answering your phone, I thought...”
“I know,” Laurent said, shifting again so he and Edamura could lie together on the same level, without Edamura needing to tilt his face up to keep eye contact. “I don’t think I’ve said it properly—but it doesn’t matter, Edamame. Whatever it is you want to tell me, now or any time in the future; I’ll be your friend as long as you’ll have me. That’s not going away.”
This smile was a new one; Laurent wasn’t sure how to categorize or rate it, but his heart thumped as loudly as his knee had against their shared wall.
They talked, then, about the kinds of ordinary things they always did, until their eyes started fluttering shut, Edamura sinking deeper under the duvet until it was draped over his earlobe and across his jawline.
“Laurent?” he said, almost under his breath.
“Hm?” Laurent replied.
“I know we don’t talk about it. But I noticed, back in Helsinki. You smell really good. Did you know that?”
“Do I?”
“Hai,” Edamura said, sounding sleepier by the second. His eyes fluttered shut again; he breathed out a sigh and opened them. In the dim moonlight, his eyelashes left dark shadows against his cheeks. “Is it cologne? I remember thinking back then, I’d always assumed that if you used any, you’d be soaked in it. Overpowering, you know. That’s the kind of guy I thought you were. Over the top and obnoxious. Trying too hard. But it wasn’t. It just smelled really nice. And it’s the same now.”
“Mm,” Laurent said. “Sorry to disappoint you, but that’s my natural scent. You’ve heard of pheromones?”
Edamura was still awake enough to squint suspiciously at him, until Laurent gave in and laughed.
“Non, it’s cologne. But you’re right, I don’t use much of it. It’s very expensive.”
“Okay,” Edamura said, his eyes closing fully then, like his half-awake brain had really wanted an answer to that question. “I’m glad you’re here, Laurent,” he said again as a closing statement, then readjusted a bit under the covers, sinking into the uncomfortable mattress like he was in a five star hotel. He reached out in the process, unconsciously or not, his hand loosely cupped, with the backs of his fingers resting against the dip of Laurent’s waist, like he was making sure Laurent wouldn’t move away in the night.
“Oyasumi, mon chéri,” Laurent whispered, once he was certain that Edamura was asleep.
It took Laurent some time to join him.




Notes:


French:
Putain de bordel de merde: literally “whore of the brothel of shit”; translates to for fuck’s sake; fucking hell. “putain” is perhaps the most commonly and creatively used swear word in French
Bordel de putain de merde fait chier: bloody fucking hell, this shit pisses me off
Ce putain de propriétaire: this fucking landlord
Cet appartement de merde: this shitty apartment
Il fait putain de froid: it’s fucking cold
Moi aussi: me too
Japanese:
Hai: technically “yes” but can mean a number of things, depending on context, from agreement to simply an acknowledgement that you’ve heard what the other person is saying
Oyasumi: Goodnight
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Chapter Text

Willingly or not, it was true that Laurent was more of a morning person than Edamura. His body was too restless, he supposed, following a mind that he could never seem to entirely shut off. But occasionally, on mornings like this, the daylight seeped in more gently than usual. He woke up slowly, feeling warm and content, like he’d been tucked under a weighted blanket. It was the best night’s sleep he’d had in a while.
For one of the first times in Venice, with its unfamiliar surroundings and frostbitten mornings, all of him was awake; he spread his legs just a little, enjoying the sensation, and moved to lazily slip his hand under the covers. He wouldn’t jerk off; he wasn’t so out of it that he’d forgotten Edamura was across the room, and that it’d be awkward to get stains on any of the bedding here. But a few strokes wouldn’t hurt; he felt too relaxed to pull himself out of the cozy bed just yet to take care of it in the bathroom.
When he moved, though, the blanket did, too, and murmured something nonsensical in a voice that made his eyes fly open and his limbs freeze in place. Edamura, he suddenly remembered, was not in a bed several meters away. And, judging by the weight sprawled across his chest and the dark mop of hair tickling his chin, he was a stomach sleeper who’d also lost track of their sleeping arrangements in the night.
Laurent winced; the heavy weight of his cock felt uncomfortable now, instead of pleasurable, but the discomfort ebbed some when he gave in to a different impulse—resting his hand on Edamura’s hair, finally able to touch the inviting bedhead that’d been greeting, and tempting, him each morning.
“Edamame,” he said quietly, not sure if he should actually try to wake him.
Probably a bad idea on several counts; Edamura was still sound asleep, and simply made another grumbling noise and tried to bury himself deeper into what he must’ve thought was the mattress—which meant dragging his nose and half-open mouth ticklishly across Laurent’s bare chest.
The sweetest torture, Laurent thought, thunking his head back against his pillow and staring at the ceiling as though it could help him. He let himself stay a little longer, running his fingers through Edamura’s hair, then started the process of carefully untangling their limbs and beginning his day.
He took a quick and entirely necessary shower, then a longer walk than usual, doing his best to clear his head and calm the jittery excitement still pulsing through his veins. Nothing had technically changed in their relationship; he couldn’t get a clear read on what any of that had meant, other than a strengthening of whatever strange bond they’d been forming. Friends certainly didn’t sleep together that way, but as they’d agreed last night, neither of them could be considered anything close to normal. Maybe this was just how they were—how they would be, for a while.
Strangely, he was okay with that. He’d meant what he’d said; while he obviously couldn’t completely blot out the hope that Edamura might someday fully return his feelings, he was happy with what they had. More than happy.
He couldn’t explain it, because he’d never had a relationship like theirs. He did have friends, now—ones he cherished and never wanted to lose. Family was a distant memory, but he could admit that Oz had been increasingly fitting into that category. Sexual encounters...there’d been plenty of those. Not enough to last a lifetime—even the most passionate unrequited love couldn’t turn someone like Laurent into a monk—but he was getting by for now, without feeling too much of a loss on that count.
Romance had only happened once. It’d been everything to him at the time. Dorothy had, he’d thought, been the love of his life.
But with Edamura...everything about it felt different. Laurent felt closer to him than with anyone he’d ever known—regardless of romance or sex or any of the terms he would’ve traditionally used to define what they were to each other. There was no easy definition, or a neatly categorized box that he could sort Edamura into. Laurent just liked being with him. What they’d done last night was an entirely new type of intimacy. He couldn’t imagine being like that—talking like that, under the covers, for hours—with anyone else.
He was happy, and he was still a little anxious, but he wasn’t going to lose Edamura. Maybe that was the piece that’d been missing before. So much of his relationship with Dorothy—with anyone else he’d cared about—had been wrapped up in the bone-deep certainty that they wouldn’t be a part of his life forever. He had to either cling as hard as he could in a futile attempt to hold them, or never get attached to begin with.
Edamura wasn’t promising him forever. Not with a ring or a contract or even a name to whatever was happening between them. But their friendship had made it through the rockiest waters Laurent could imagine—not just intact, but stronger each time. He could find the flaws in everything, the cracks in the hull that his happiness could so easily slip through. But with Edamura, every time Laurent had felt like he was sinking, a hand reached out to pull him back up. Edamura fought for him, for their friendship, in a way Laurent could never have anticipated. It still constantly caught him off guard.
And, in all of the times when it would’ve been so much easier or safer to give up, Laurent had fought, too. It was a type of stubborn, hopeful persistence that felt completely different from the revenge or spite or guilt or whatever else had been fueling him for years.
If Edamura decided in the end that he still didn’t love him...even if or when he found someone else to slot into that romantic role, Laurent wouldn’t let go of what they had. He’d meant that last night, with his whole heart.
Edamura had the entirety of his heart, or whatever was left of it, and Laurent didn’t need to put a label on that.
He’d calmed down some by the time he turned his steps back to their apartment. The clouds were lowering, with rain likely on the way, and he’d been too distracted to take an umbrella with him, so he hurried the last few blocks, arriving in triumph at the entryway right as the first drops began to spatter the pavement behind him.
A promising morning, he thought, skipping stairs on his way to the landing, then fitting the key into the lock that’d already become so familiar.
***
Edamura was not only awake, but waiting for him. He jolted up from the loveseat when Laurent opened the door, then tried to cover for it by knocking his cigarette into an ashtray on the windowsill. The window was open, its dark green shutters folded outward, meaning the smell in the room wasn’t overpowering, but it was clear from the stubbed-out butts in the ashtray that he’d been sitting there for a while. Smoking, staring out at the canal below, and...Laurent realized, wondering if he was coming back.
“I thought you’d still be sleeping; I should’ve brought coffee,” Laurent said in apology, sidestepping the true issue and setting a bag of pastries on their table.
“That’s fine, I’ll make some,” Edamura said, shutting the window against the rain. The fact that he’d been out of bed that long and hadn’t heated the kettle yet would’ve been enough of a sign that he was acting unusual, if Laurent hadn’t already noticed the dresser drawers, which Edamura hadn’t shut all the way.
Laurent’s drawers, the bottom two in the rickety old piece of furniture that they shared. Edamura had woken up in an empty bed, and his first thought had been that Laurent had left him.
It shouldn’t have made Laurent feel even happier than before. But he was only human.
***
“We should start making breakfast,” Edamura said later, after they’d left Umeko’s, where they’d stopped by for a quick chat. They were skirting through side streets on the way to the lighthouse; from there, they would take a vaporetto to the Murano glassblowing workshop they’d finally gotten around to booking. Between the workshop itself and the Museo del Vetro, they’d be occupied for the next four or five hours. It was part of the reason they’d kept putting it off, even though Edamura had sounded particularly interested in that expedition.
“Tired of pastries?” Laurent asked. It was true that they hadn’t been exploring many savory options in the mornings; Italians tended to like their breakfasts on the sweet side, and Laurent had enough of a sweet tooth to not be bothered by it.
Edamura shrugged. “Just thought it might be nice. No reason you have to go out for them every day. There’s no rice cooker, but I saw a skillet and a couple other things in the cabinets. We could make eggs.”
Laurent tried, very hard, to not read that as a continuation of the morning’s events, or an indication that Edamura was still smarting quite a bit at Laurent not being there when he’d woken up.
“Sure,” he said easily. “I’m not a very good cook, though.”
“Cynthia told me about the pancakes,” Edamura said, grinning at him. He was bundled up for the weather, in a thick coat and scarf, with an olive green beanie pulled over his hair to help keep off the rain. He looked as handsome as usual, but with a bonus coziness factor that Laurent was having some trouble dealing with.
When you woke up with someone like that in your arms, how could you spend the following day not wanting to hold them tightly? It was an impossible ask.
Laurent did his best to not think about brushing Edamura’s dark bangs out of his eyes, and helped him talk through a shopping list instead.
To his surprise, the glassblowing class went much better than the masks. It was difficult work—Laurent broke his first three attempts before somewhat getting the hang of it—and by the end of the session, they were both sweating from the heat and exertion and almost glad to go back out into the cold, rainy air. But it was fun. The experience itself, and doing it with Edamura, who came out of it deeply pleased with himself and the vase he’d made.
“What?” Edamura said suspiciously. He was still bundling it away into his bag, ensuring it would make it back to their apartment in one piece, unlike the multicolored messes Laurent had been scattering across the hot shop floor all afternoon.
“Nothing,” Laurent said, grinning and thinking of how angry Edamura had gotten when he’d called him kawaii ne in that first car ride from LAX.
He’d meant it in a different way then—Edamura had been adorable, like a chipmunk raging at someone stealing nuts from its tree, and doing very little damage in his attempts to strangle Laurent in the middle of a jam-packed LA freeway. But it still held true. Edamura was nothing Laurent had ever expected to find himself truly attracted to, and yet, somehow, everything he’d ever wanted, wrapped up in a beautifully confusing package.
A weird jumble, Laurent had said back then, laughing at the strange little soybean’s unplaceable accent and sour attitude. What he hadn’t realized at the time—what he hadn’t put much energy into thinking or caring about—was that all those odd, mixed-up quirks were what made Edamura extraordinary.
Glass, in its modern, purified form, was colorless. The Murano glass masters had shown their group much of the process at the beginning of their workshop, taking them through a tour of the furnace and glass grinding laboratory, before beginning any hands-on instruction. Laurent had learned more about its history and texture than he’d ever thought he’d need to know; although, truthfully, his attention had been split between the lessons and the magnetic glow of Edamura’s intent, expressive face, which might have explained how he’d failed so badly at some of the fiddly steps later on in the process.
What he’d gathered, though, was that glass could be slotted into different categories. Clear, unsullied glass was functional, pretty in its own way, and something you might still look at in a museum or buy in a shop filled with so many other options—but ultimately forgettable, unless there was something unique about its size or shape or function or the way in which you’d encountered it. Windshields and windows were made of glass, but you rarely spent time looking at them, unless there was a crack on the surface to pull your attention from the world beyond.
In Laurent’s experience, most people were like that. Functional, colorless. Not worth remembering for longer than the time it took to scam or screw them.
But sometimes there was an infusion of color. Oz’s warm gold; Cynthia’s wine-rich red; the pale, almost transparently cool blue of his mother’s soothing touch, that slowly faded into dusk, then darkness. A hot pink, like Dorothy, that caught your eye and your heart, but then whirled on its way, like the end of a rainbow disappearing after a storm.
A few years after her death, Laurent had been in Taunton, a market town in the south of England, when he’d heard murmurs of excitement outside a shop where he’d taken shelter from the rain. He’d joined a small crowd of people pulling out their cameras and staring up at the sky. The rain had stopped, and in its place, a rainbow had stretched its way through the sunset, its arc fully visible—and glowing a deep, astonishingly vibrant pink.
Laurent hadn’t thought to take his own photo. He’d simply stood there, staring with damp eyes and a leaden heart, until the sky cleared, leaving him alone again.
Edamura wasn’t any of those. Laurent had never been able to fit him into any specific, singular category. Part of it was that Edamura kept slipping out: clever and stubborn and very much unwilling to follow a path that anyone else, especially Laurent, was trying to pave for him.
All Laurent knew, with certainty, was that Edamura had never been anything resembling clear, colorless glass.
He’d take that the wrong way, probably, if Laurent tried to explain what he meant. After all, glass took on its color through the infusion of impurities. Iron, usually—a green tint that had to be stripped back out to yield the desired transparency—but with Murano glassworks, the minerals and metals that “tainted” the base material were entirely the point. In the right combinations, and with the masterful application of intricate techniques, they created the riot of colors and patterns that gave Venetian glass its signature look.
Without everything Edamura had been through—without the strange collection of education and experiences that gave his jumbled dialects and way of thinking their odd, interesting texture—he wouldn’t be the man Laurent had fallen in love with. It was a selfish way of viewing it, Laurent knew. Edamura should’ve had the opportunity to be a normal Japanese boy with the utterly ordinary life that he’d claimed, for years after meeting Laurent, he’d always wanted.
But as they both knew, that’d never actually been true. Here he was, in Venice, revitalizing a loved one’s business and painting horrible masks and pressing his face and hands against display cabinets filled with glasswork as extraordinary as he was.
Laurent watched him, instead of the rows of mosaic and millefiori, and wanted, until breathing hurt so much he could scarcely bear it.
***
By the time they’d finally made it back to their neighborhood, Edamura was too worn out by the day’s activities to expand their cooking plans to their evening meals. Laurent frankly didn’t see the point in that anyway, although he supposed it would be nice to have Edamura entirely to himself. Still, he would prefer to pay for unburnt dinners that someone else carried to him, then took away when he was done.
They wound up at a quieter restaurant than usual, tucked into a private corner with their caprese salad and wine, watching gondolas drift by as they waited for their main courses. It was a narrow canal, where the old brick buildings lining the shores tilted together at the tops, as though you might blink, and miss the flower-strewn balconies swaying into each other for a stolen kiss. The gondoliers went at a leisurely pace, some of them singing—thanks to the tourists who tipped extra for the trouble.
“It takes at least three weeks to get a reservation here,” Edamura said, swirling his glass and taking a long sip that Laurent had to look away from. Watching the movement of his throat or the dark sweep of his eyelashes was too much for him at the moment. “I’m glad Alessio was able to fit us in.”
“The advantages of making friends over dinner,” Laurent said. “I’m surprised you already had so many by the time I arrived.”
Edamura shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to it. People are nicer than you think, if you give them the chance.”
Not to everyone, Laurent thought. From their early days together, Edamura had boasted about his ability to swindle others—a skill rooted in charm and misdirection. Yet he continually underestimated how well that charm worked when he wasn’t intentionally deploying it. Alessio had looked very much as though he’d intended Edamura to either dine alone, or with him; he’d given Laurent a pointedly unpleasant scowl while pouring their wine.
Laurent said as much to Edamura, who laughed.
“You think I don’t know that,” he said, looking deeply amused and rather smug.
Perhaps not so unintentional after all; Laurent might be the one who was getting rusty.
“Are you interested?” he couldn’t help asking.
Edamura made a thoughtful noise, swirled his wine again, then set it down and stole the last slice of fresh balsamic-drizzled mozzarella. “I have other things on my mind,” he said, looking up at Laurent as he swiped a finger over his bottom lip, forgoing the use of a napkin.
Alessio interrupted them, setting a plate of sea bass with grated courgettes and crisply roasted potatoes in front of Laurent, and—much more carefully and meaningfully—a heaping bowl of spaghetti alle vongole for Edamura.
“Do you think he spat in mine?” Laurent asked once Alessio had disappeared into the kitchen, after shooting him another sour look.
“We can share,” Edamura offered, twirling his fork into the pasta without seeming inclined to move any of it to Laurent’s plate.
“His saliva? Sorry, it may surprise you, but I’m not so into threesomes,” Laurent replied.
It was meant as a joke, but Edamura gave him a thoughtful look. Laurent was the first to break eye contact—he did have a meal to attend to—but the first bite did have a slightly bitter flavor, as he strayed back to the San Franciscan phone call where Edamura had pried out several of his sexual secrets.
“Have you done it before?” Edamura asked, once the moment had passed and the dark cloud over Laurent’s heart felt a little lighter. He wondered how it was that Edamura could always tell.
“Bien sûr,” Laurent said with a light shrug. “How else would I know I didn’t like it?” It was the type of thing that happened during his youth and his more destructive cycles; not that there was anything wrong with enjoying more than one body at a time, but Laurent had often felt odd bursts of self-hatred after. Like having several people in his bed, none of them particularly caring about one other, threw into stark relief the loneliness that would sink in once they were gone.
He did it, and he hated it, but he swung back around and did it again, while pretending he felt differently. It was how so many things in his life had gone.
“And you?” he asked, after he’d managed a few more bites without feeling quite so ill. Despite Alessio, the meal was as delicious as the booked-up reservations had promised.
“I told you about Paris,” Edamura said.
“And you’ve been many other places, before and since,” Laurent pointed out, but Edamura gave his head a short, decisive shake. “Have you thought about it, at least?”
“Hasn’t everyone?” An obvious enough answer; Laurent conceded the point. “I was...tempted, a couple times. But I don’t think it’s my thing. I think I—” He cut his eyes to Laurent’s face, then back to his food. “I prefer being the complete focus of someone’s attention. There’s meaningless sex, I guess, like you said, but if I’m actually into someone, I really don’t like sharing.”
His ears and cheeks were flushing red as he spoke, but Laurent chose, wisely, not to comment on it.
They stopped by a market on their way back, managing to just catch it before it closed, and collected a few of the items they’d planned out earlier.
“Oh,” Edamura said once they’d gone about a block. “I forgot something. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”
There was nothing missing from their list, but Laurent waited, until Edamura reappeared, flushed even redder but simply sliding a couple of pepper-shaped tomatoes into their newly purchased reusable grocery bag. Nasone del Cavallino, if Laurent was remembering the variety correctly.
“I thought they might be nice, sliced on top or something,” Edamura said, sticking his hands in his pockets and not meeting Laurent’s eyes.
Any strangeness faded away by the time they’d made it up the stairs and inside their—Laurent hesitated over the word. Their shared living space. He offered Edamura the shower first, this time, not eager to go through a repeat of the previous evening’s embarrassing performance, and distributed their meager groceries between counter (unnecessary tomatoes) and fridge (eggs).
By the time Laurent was clean and dry and ready for bed, Edamura was already under the covers, but sitting up, with a pillow propped behind him. No pretending tonight, then, that they weren’t agonizingly aware of each other’s presence.
“You want the wall?” Edamura asked when Laurent switched off the light.
“No preference,” he said, then admitted, “I usually sleep in the middle of the mattress. It’s a bad habit.” Enabled by not having a significant partner for many years, and no one to argue with over blankets or space.
“Same,” Edamura said. Which was likely how they’d ended up on top of each other that morning.
With those niceties out of the way, Laurent slid into bed, and into a surprisingly easy continuation of the day’s conversations.
He could get used to this, he thought as he finally drifted off to sleep—even if he knew full well he shouldn’t.
***
The morning felt like a repeat performance, although he couldn’t bring himself to mind. He woke to a mouthful of dark hair and an erection that was even harder and more pressing than before.
Pressing, that is, directly into Edamura’s thigh, or hip, or some other part of his body—he wasn’t sure, and didn’t want to shift too much to check. He sighed, attempted to move enough to at least breathe a little more easily, without inhaling chunks of Edamura’s hair, but squinted at the still-dim morning light and gave up on leaving the bed. It’d be cold in the open, and since he had no morning errands to run, he’d simply have to bundle in a sweater and shiver at the table or loveseat while waiting for Edamura to emerge from the warm bed on his own.
He caught himself nearly adding “comfortable” as a descriptor, which the mattress certainly wasn’t, especially not with Edamura’s weight pressing the springs into his spine. But he still didn’t have any desire to leave. He simply shut his eyes and drifted back to sleep, forgetting that he should’ve made some attempt first to move the two of them apart.
When he woke again, it was much brighter, although still a bit grey from the drizzle he could hear dripping down the eaves—and pinging a bit on the other bed frame.
“We should probably do something about that,” Edamura grumbled, which was the point when Laurent realized that he was awake, too, and also still in bed. They had somehow managed to separate themselves, although not by much; they were curled into each other instead, face to face—or nearly. The top of Edamura’s head was roughly aligned with Laurent’s collarbones. He was still mostly buried under the covers but must’ve heard or felt a change in Laurent’s breathing.
Laurent inhaled, as quietly as he could, in relief—perhaps their positions had changed naturally, without Edamura feeling his hard-on or realizing that they’d spent most of the night draped over one another—but as his chest rose, filling with air, he felt a warm palm moving with him, and fingers curling inward a little, at the curve of his waist.
He’d been too distracted, somehow, to notice the light touch of Edamura’s arm resting low on his hip, or the loosely cupped hand straddling the line of bare skin and soft fabric. Even Laurent’s imagination had its limits; he couldn’t think of a way for this to be accidental, or for Edamura to be unaware now that they were both fully awake. He was simply letting himself move in time with Laurent’s breathing, showing no indication that he was in a rush to yank apart or pretend he hadn’t meant it.
Laurent thought, wistfully, of the cock he could feel stiffening again, but carefully kept his pulse steady, and his lower body at a safe distance from Edamura’s.
Take the cues from him, he thought, and asked, “Do you think your landlord will do anything to fix it?”
“Maybe, if he doesn’t want the ceiling to rot,” Edamura said, a bit muffled under the covers.
Laurent reached up enough to tug the duvet edge down a little—revealing more of Edamura’s bedhead, then furrowed eyebrows, then two tired brown eyes and a mouth that started frowning at him as his lips were uncovered.
“Ugh,” Edamura said, feelingly. “It’s cold.”
Laurent held the duvet in place before he could burrow back under, and noted that Edamura had briefly relaxed, then resumed, the light grip on Laurent’s side. He hadn’t let go. Laurent almost imagined he felt the brush of a calloused thumb over his skin, but that part could’ve been wishful thinking.
“Welcome to my world,” Laurent said. “It’s not so bad in here, though, with you and your hoarded bedding to warm things. I assume the hotel would’ve had central heating.”
“Wishing you were there?” Edamura asked, with a slant to his mouth and a glint in his eye that showed he knew Laurent’s answer.
“No,” Laurent said easily, and waited for Edamura to make the next move.
But Edamura didn’t. He yawned, and asked a question about something they’d drifted off while talking about the night before, and acted like this, too, was a normal way for friends to behave.
It took them another two hours, probably, to get out of bed and dress for the day. By then, Laurent had to pee quite badly, but had fortunately lost most of his erection, if not the sexual frustration underlying it.
When he exited the bathroom, raking his fingers through hair that he kept forgetting to trim, he found Edamura at the counter, glaring at the eggs he must’ve regretted buying.
“I can cook them,” Laurent said, but Edamura waved him away.
“It was my idea, and I’m sure I cook for myself a lot more than you do.”
“I’ll help then,” Laurent said.
Edamura began with, “There isn’t much room—” and cut himself off when Laurent looked at him. They both laughed, then, thinking of how absurd it was to say such a thing when they had spent unnecessary hours crammed into a bed that had only ever been meant for one. “Fine, chop the scallions,” he said, and walked Laurent through how to make an omelette—Western, not rolled.
The tomatoes were, indeed, quite nice sliced on top, but when Laurent commented on it, Edamura ducked his head and said nothing.
***
By Monday morning, Laurent was nearly ready to fly out of his own skin with confused impatience.
I will wait, he’d said, months ago, with a level of noble assurance that hadn’t lasted two full weeks in Edamura’s physical presence...or three nights of platonic bed-sharing. But how could he have known? He’d never experienced Edamura like this: the full weight of his attention on him, always, their bodies so often in some form of physical contact, but never anything that gave Laurent a clear enough sign to do what he so badly wanted.
He groaned, and thumped his head against the loose tiles of the shower—having resorted to showering twice a day to hide how extraordinarily pent up he was—and did his best to cobble the pieces of his promise back together.
Just because they were doing...all this...did not necessarily mean that Edamura had come to any sort of a decision. Trying to rush it—trying to force Edamura into saying something concrete—had too much potential to ruin all of the progress they’d made. They were friends. They were friends, and for some reason they lay in bed at night and in the morning, holding each other, and it didn’t have to mean anything beyond that.
He was fine with this. He was, Laurent insisted, pressing his face against the tiles as the lukewarm water streamed over him, and doing his best to convince himself he believed it at all.
***
They’d spent most of the previous day at Umeko’s, since she shuttered the windows to the public on Sundays, as some of the smaller, less tourist-cluttered shops and restaurants still did. There were plenty of options left for Fun Excursions—a term Edamura had used in a couple of his old travel journals—but it was wet and dreary outside, and both of them had been feeling in need of a break.
Besides, there were important items to discuss. They’d set up a tablet, with Cynthia on the screen, and walked through how their funding could align with Umeko’s ideas. Edamura had chimed in here or there, but spent much of the two hour discussion simply watching Laurent, as though fascinated by seeing him in a new—and rather more honest—role.
It’d made Laurent a little uncomfortable, as though Edamura had caught him wearing an ill-fitting suit, but after they’d closed out the call and moved on to drinking coffee and eating Japanese-inspired snacks, he’d simply smiled and said, “I’ve been wanting to see that in person.”
Despite Cynthia’s support and Oz’s steady guidance, Laurent still felt like an imposter much of the time. Wasn’t he simply playing another role, constructed from flimsy plaster and painted cardboard, ready to melt away in the rain?
Yet, somehow, with Edamura sitting next to him, believing in who he was and what he was doing—after everything he’d put their group through—a little of the doubt he’d been holding had begun to drift away.
***
That single day of laziness, as it turned out, had been enough for Edamura. When Laurent finally emerged from the shower, his towel-dried hair still dripping and his battered self-control not doing much better, he found Edamura sitting at the table, consulting a familiar guidebook.
“Ah,” Laurent said, coming up behind him to look, and moving back when Edamura grunted in annoyance at the droplets he was spattering on the pages. “I never wrote in that one. Sorry.”
“I didn’t expect you to,” Edamura said. He flipped a few more pages; Laurent was still within easy viewing distance, enough to realize that Edamura had somehow been fitting in the time to scrawl notes into the margins himself. There was the Glass Museum, Doge’s Palace, and the Gallerie dell'Accademia; the restaurants that were popular enough to list in a book; and a smattering of other recognizable spots that they’d visited together—all with Edamura’s words filling the empty spaces on the page with their memories.
“It’s different this way, isn’t it,” Laurent said, sitting down beside him. Traveling, without the blurred effect of time zones and distance.
Edamura’s hand stopped mid-flip. He was in the section that talked about Carnival and masquerade balls, which would still be months away. They’d be long gone by then.
“Laurent,” he said, turning to look at him. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course,” Laurent said, as he always did.
Edamura brushed his thumb over the glossy pages—a photo of a masked couple dancing together in a lamplit street—then shut the book, leaving both his hands on the cover. “Every time I mailed you these, I told you where I was going. The location. Usually the dates. Sometimes even the hotel I was thinking of staying at. Why did you never show up?”
Laurent thought of San Francisco, and of how badly that incident might’ve turned out if he had. “You told me not to,” he said, going with the simpler answer.
Edamura’s forehead furrowed, like he truly didn’t remember, so Laurent pulled up the page from his own memory and repeated it back to him.

Don’t take this book as an invitation—I’m not asking you to join me. If you show up in Istanbul two weeks from now, I’ll know this is another letter you didn’t actually bother to read.

“For fuck’s sake,” Edamura said, looking a familiar amount of pissed off with him. “That was a lifetime ago, Laurent. That was the first letter, when I was so angry with you I didn’t even know what I was saying. Have you really been stuck on that this whole time?”
Laurent adjusted the towel he’d draped over his shoulders, taking the opportunity to wring some of the remaining moisture out of the ends of his hair. “Yes and no,” he said. “I thought, sometimes, you might not mind if I was there. But I didn’t want it to be a maybe.”
Edamura was watching him closely, as he did so often now, his mouth dipped down a bit in thought. “Sometimes I wonder what it would’ve been like if I’d met this version of you years ago, Laurent. In LA. Or in Tokyo.”
“LA would’ve never happened, then,” Laurent said.
Edamura shook his head slightly. “Maybe not. But I don’t know. You’re still you. You had reasons for every case you dragged us through. I think we still might’ve done them, but you would’ve had a shitload more support if you’d been honest with everyone about it.”
If you’d been honest with me, came through clearly, accompanied by a vivid burst of images that flashed across Laurent’s vision, like a roll of film that was caught on a loop: Edamura raging at him and at Oz during the climax of their final case, and all the times he’d done so later, when Laurent was alone in an empty room but could still see him.
Laurent opened his mouth, then shut it. He didn’t know how to explain why he’d wanted to do so much of it alone, or at least with only Oz in on the majority of his secrets.
“You didn’t really know you could trust us,” Edamura said, in a tone that conveyed lingering frustration, but a heavier dose of understanding. He’d forgiven Laurent, a long time ago. They just hadn’t fully talked about it.
“I thought I might lose you,” Laurent corrected. “I couldn’t go through that again. Not with anyone I actually let myself care about.” If he’d let them into his plans, he would’ve had to let them into his heart, too. Or at least admit to himself that he already had.
Edamura’s mouth flattened out unhappily. “You’re an asshole and an idiot,” he said. “But I get it.”
He sighed, then, and flicked his thumb along the corner of the guidebook, making the pages flutter, up and down, up and down, as he spoke. “Those last couple books...I didn’t even want to buy them. When I was in Canada, or California, I bought the stupid things, and I mailed them to you, and I thought you might say something, or do something, or show up at my fucking door like you did in Helsinki, when we were barely even talking to each other, but you didn’t. I get why. I’m not saying you should have.”
Laurent waited, not knowing what to say. Edamura was the only person around whom he truly let himself run out of words.
Edamura turned and looked Laurent directly in the face, his jaw firm but his eyes soft. “I didn’t want to send you books anymore, Laurent, because I wanted you there with me. I realized in New York, I think. Maybe before then, but New York was when I was able to admit it. I was there, in this big interesting city with so many people and so much to do, and every time I would turn to say something to you, you weren’t there. I don’t think I’ve ever missed anyone that much in my entire life.”
Laurent still hadn’t managed to form a response—he was working his way towards it, ready to say something, anything, to express his own feelings—but Edamura was swiping at his eyes and standing up, briskly pushing the book to the side.
“Anyway,” he said. “Should we do Saint Mark's Basilica? It’s still raining, and it’s a Monday, so it should be less crowded this time. More space to actually look at things properly.”
“I’m not so sure about the crowds,” Laurent said, but he was familiar with what Edamura was doing now: shoving his emotions back into his chest because they’d gotten too big and too messy. The space he needed wasn’t in the Basilica di San Marco, which Laurent truthfully hadn’t found all that interesting, but in his own head.
Time, again. To sort through things. Laurent understood that. They’d both, for a long stretch now, understood each other far too well, which had created so much of the turmoil they couldn’t seem to dig themselves out of.
On their way out the door, though, as they paused to look at the rain before diving out into it, Laurent took a step forward: figuratively and literally.
“Edamame,” he said, touching him on the shoulder, then brushing the backs of his fingers over Edamura’s cheek—a gentle caress, there and gone. Just to ground them both in this moment. “I wanted to be there with you, every time, with every letter and every book you sent. I love you, Edamame. More than I knew was possible. I’ve missed you every single day for so much longer than I could let myself admit.”
He stared at Laurent, his mouth parted, but Laurent simply smiled, flicked his umbrella open, and offered Edamura his arm.
Edamura, after a moment’s pause and a badly repressed grimace at the bright pink color, took it.
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Chapter Text

They, of course, didn’t spend the entire walk to the piazza linked together. Some of the streets were too narrow for two men and a pink canopy to take up that much space, so Laurent flicked the umbrella open and closed, following the pattern of the rain’s fitful bursts. Edamura had one of his own—travel-sized, plain black, stuffed into his bag—and he offered, more than once, to take over.
“Ashamed of me?” Laurent asked, with a smirk and a sidelong look.
Edamura rolled his eyes and touched Laurent’s elbow to pull him—not closer, but away from a flock of shouting boys who were trying to outrun the rain. They should’ve been in school, Laurent thought, but forgot to care about it while Edamura was still holding him.
“I used to think you did that to be obnoxious, too,” Edamura said once they’d made it to a safer stretch. The crowds would only thicken as they reached the streets around the piazza, so they were taking the opportunity to talk while it was a bit quieter.
"Flirted with you?” Laurent asked.
Edamura gave him an exasperated look, although his cheeks contradicted it by flushing. “Wore loud clothing. Tried to make me stand under your stupid parasol. All part of your act.”
“Hm,” Laurent said. “There’s some truth to that. But mostly, I just like it. The colors. The clothing. Hitting on you, and watching how wonderfully you respond.”
“I’ve gotten used to it,” Edamura said, which meant he liked it, too.
The piazza, when they reached it, was underwater.
“Ah,” Laurent said. “We didn’t check the tides.”
The alta acqua seemed particularly bad today; often, when the tidal flood was only a few centimeters deep, people would bypass the passerelle to simply splash through the water. Some were still doing so—mostly locals wearing galoshes, plus a handful of tourists who’d purchased the plastic overshoes available at a variety of shops and street vendors. The raised footpaths were packed with the rest: a teeming mass of humanity and umbrellas, moving very, very slowly.
“Mondays in the rain,” Edamura said wryly, debunking his own predictions before Laurent had a chance to.
Laurent pointed to a stall lined with construction-yellow plastic—serviceable, if ugly—but Edamura shook his head.
“We’re not in a rush, right? We can join the crowd. I should buy boots at some point, though,” he mused.
He gave Laurent a quizzical look, hearing the catch in his breath as he cut off a response on the inhale.
“Ce n'est rien d'important,” Laurent said, folding his umbrella and following Edamura onto the passerelle. Nothing of importance, at least for now.
How long are you planning to stay, then? was the question he’d nearly asked. Edamura might’ve meant ordinary boots, rather than the rubber ones intended for Venetian floods, but an end date for his time in the city had never come up. Not even when they were talking with Umeko. Was he thinking of staying—folding his plans in with hers, and helping her run her shop, rather than establishing his own?
It would make a certain amount of sense. Edamura valued family, and despite their progress, Umeko was still closer to that than Oz. Plus, even with the amount of disposable income he still had, it was expensive to set up and maintain a small business. There was no guarantee his would turn a profit.
Laurent was still thinking about it as they shuffled along the platform. The boards, laid over metal stands that were dragged out and assembled in preparation for these types of floods, were raised perhaps a meter and a half off the ground. At points along the way, he could see younger, more energetic tourists tiring of the wait; a handful of college-aged girls eventually peeled off, jumping into the calf-deep water and gleefully wading across the piazza.
“They took off their shoes,” Edamura said, also watching them as they splashed barefoot through the muck, their jeans rolled to their knees. “Do they have any idea how filthy that water is?”
“Probably not,” Laurent said. Or they simply didn’t care; he’d often felt invulnerable at that age, too. Or, more truthfully, self-destructive, but it sometimes amounted to the same thing.
Others in the crowd seemed to grow more impatient at the sight; the jostling got worse, someone swore in German at an umbrella that’d probably swiped them in the face, and the air felt as thick and grey as the water below.
“Do you think—” Edamura said, leaning slightly into Laurent as they approached a turn—a hard right angle where the travelers were slowing almost to a standstill to navigate the abrupt change in direction.
He didn’t get to finish the question. The general impatience grew palpable, as did the shoving—probably only from a few difficult individuals, rather than the crowd as a whole, but it rippled down the line, with a rather large man eventually stumbling off his feet, and directly into Edamura.
Edamura let out a yelp, grabbed at Laurent, and pulled him down with him.
It wasn’t a long fall, but they still hit the piazza stones hard enough to knock the breath out of their lungs. Laurent could hear the splashing as the stumble-chain tore its way through several more people, knocking maybe a half dozen others into the water, each of them a few meters apart.
He could hear, too, the voices of those still on the platform, and the calls from the ones who’d fallen, swearing or shouting or providing assurances that they were wet, and annoyed, but unhurt.
Laurent, he realized, was straddling Edamura, who’d made his own situation far worse by trying to hang onto someone whose footing had been equally unstable. Laurent was, indeed, damp and mildly annoyed, but Edamura was spluttering angrily, his hair soaked, his beanie drifting a meter or so behind him, and his hands still clenched tightly around the lapels of Laurent’s coat.
“Pigeon shit,” he was saying once Laurent turned his attention fully to him to be sure he was okay. He spluttered again, tried to spit out water that clearly hadn’t actually gotten into his mouth, then shouted, louder, yanking on Laurent’s coat like it was his fault, “This water is full of goddamn fucking pigeon shit, Laurent!!!”
Laurent couldn’t help it. Edamura looked ridiculous: he was distraught, yes, but bedraggled and beautiful, his brown eyes lit bright with anger, and something that probably was a splash of avian shit dripping down his left ear. He wasn’t even attempting to get up. Just lying there in the murky water, pigeon feathers and trash floating on its surface, with Laurent on top of him. He was seething like a tea kettle about to blow its lid.
Laurent threw his head back, as much as he could with Edamura still choking him, and laughed harder and more genuinely than he had in years.
Edamura shook him again. “Stop it, Laurent,” he said, sounding annoyed at first, and a little embarrassed—there were people around, still watching them—then softening to something completely different as he repeated it, like he was amused, too, or affectionate, without wanting to be.
“Désolé,” Laurent apologized, still chuckling, once he’d finally gotten past that unstoppable burst of joy and was able to look down at Edamura again. “It’s just that you reminded me so much of that time in LA, on the freeway. We were stuck in a horrible traffic jam then too, you know. I was driving, and yet you were the one with road rage. Why do you always try so hard to tear away my clothing in public, Edamame?”
Edamura’s jaw clenched—Laurent assumed he would be flinging back some sort of insult, or at least telling Laurent to get off him so they could give up on that damned piazza and the excursion neither of them had really cared about—but his eyes flicked down Laurent’s face instead. His throat bobbed in an uneven swallow; he pressed his lips together, then licked them, despite his complaints about the mud and the rain—and looked up, as easy to read as he’d ever been.
For Laurent, at least, who’d always spent far too much time watching him.
Time held still for a moment, the movement around them slowing, the voices sinking to a distant murmur, as Edamura twisted his hands into Laurent’s collar, surged up to meet him, and shoved his mouth against the smile Laurent hadn’t been able to dim.
It felt as though Laurent’s heart had stopped for a moment, too. When it resumed, thudding in his ears, the world rushing in to soak them in sudden, impossibly brilliant sunlight, Laurent was kissing Edamura back, as though it was the only thing saving him from drowning.
He breathed in the air from Edamura’s lungs, and shared what he could of his own, and pressed his tongue into a mouth that was open and eager and starving just as much for his. It tasted...a little bit awful, actually, since it seemed Edamura had managed to take in some of the Venetian tide, leaving an oddly brackish sting to his tongue, but Laurent had never cared about anything less in his life.
He wanted, and he wanted, and if Edamura wanted it, too, nothing else in the world mattered. Other than the two of them, here, with Edamura’s hands moving to his shoulders, then his hair, and Laurent cupping Edamura’s face—gently, with his pulse throbbing in his palms—like one of them might break if he let go too soon.
Someone in the distance whistled, or clapped, or cheered. They were on video, Laurent was certain, and would be uploaded somewhere online before they even had a chance to catch their breath.
Foolish, filthy foreigners, kissing in the alta acqua in Piazza San Marco. Laurent didn’t mind. But Edamura would.
That didn’t mean he was willing to stop just yet; he tilted them into a better, deeper angle, meeting each desperate stroke of Edamura’s tongue with answering touches of his own—I’m here, my love; I understand; I know you want this; I want you, too; mon dieu, my darling, I need you more than I can bear—and used the cuff of his sleeve to wipe the muck off Edamura’s ear, as best he could, before drawing back enough for their mouths to part.
Edamura made a sharp noise of protest and leaned back in, but Laurent pressed his forehead against Edamura’s.
“Mon chéri, my darling Edamame,” he murmured, his heart feeling as though it might burst. “Weren’t you the one who told me, in Paris, that you couldn’t stand public displays?”
Edamura breathed with him, their lungs shuddering in tune, until his eyes fluttered open and his mind cleared enough for him to release his grip on Laurent and sit back, into the tide’s winter-chilled embrace.
“Ugh,” he groaned and pushed himself forward in a reflex that nearly knocked his head against Laurent’s. “Sorry,” he said, then: “This is so gross.”
He extricated himself from Laurent and the damp tangle of their limbs, trying futilely to shake some of the water off his clothing as he got to his feet. He looked rather like a kitten that’d clawed its way out of a bathtub. There were muddy rivulets trailing down his hair and along the side of his neck; the rain—a little cleaner, perhaps—should’ve helped, but each careless spatter of raindrops simply made him flinch and grumble more, as though the clouds themselves were conspiring against him.
Laurent was laughing again—more quietly this time, but suffused with the same sharp joy.
Edamura looked down at him, his eyes still bright, but no longer with anger. “I’ve never seen you laugh before,” he said, taking Laurent by the hand and pulling him out of the water. Once they were both standing, he simply changed the grip of his fingers around Laurent’s, instead of letting go.
“Of course you have,” Laurent said, wondering if Edamura could tell that his fingers were trembling. He could’ve blamed it on the cold—an excuse he briefly considered, before the rain washed it away.
Edamura shook his head. His gaze was fixed on Laurent’s; harder to read now, perhaps because what Laurent wanted so rarely aligned with the reality before him.
“Not like that,” Edamura said. “Not for real. Not like you actually mean it.”
***
They realized, partway back to their apartment, that they’d forgotten both Edamura’s beanie and Laurent’s umbrella. Nothing they couldn’t replace.
They made it into the building, and up the stairs, and inside that cramped, familiar room, with Edamura’s hand still in his—warm and solid and holding him with such certainty—their gazes constantly catching on each other’s mouths as they’d walked. It’d been difficult to travel such a long way without giving into the impulse for more.
Patience, Laurent had told himself, again and again, feeling as though he might fly apart at the seams if he was forced to wait any longer.
“I should shower,” Edamura said, and hesitated, but finally let go. “I really do feel disgusting,” he said, as if in apology, then added: “Wait for me. Don’t go anywhere, Laurent.”
It was a stupid, idiotic plea—where would Laurent go, when Edamura held his heart in his hands?—but he promised, and he waited.
He kept his own shower as quick as he could, using a large amount of soap and brushing his teeth several times, spitting mint into the sink. Edamura’s toothbrush was in the tiny trash can by the toilet, its bristles flattened out—he’d done the same, but clearly with much more intense scrubbing.
Ah, Venice, Laurent thought. Such a beautiful city, unless you were rolling around in its water-logged streets.
Laurent rubbed a towel over his hair but didn’t bother putting on a shirt, or pants—as soon as he opened the door, its frame scraping out a low groan and sticking a bit, as it always did, Edamura was kissing him again.
He kept saying Laurent’s name whenever there was sufficient space to make a sound. Softly, almost too low for it to be an actual word, but Laurent could feel the shape of it against his mouth. After a while, he began replying, to ease the strain in Edamura’s shoulders.
I’m here. I’m here, until he lost track of which language he was using.
It took a surprising amount of time to move them to the bedroom, such as it was. Edamura almost seemed to resist it, pressing Laurent against the wall and holding him still, but there were no spots that were truly comfortable. The doorframe—the edge of the counter—the lightswitch that dug into Laurent’s spine, flipping them into darkness, then light, then darkness again, as Edamura rocked him against it—the mattress wasn’t luxurious, but it would be significantly better.
Eventually, Edamura relented, with light, apologetic touches along the bruises that were likely peppering Laurent’s back.
They kissed on the bed for a while, Laurent drinking in the now-perfect taste of Edamura’s mouth, and letting the scent of their shared soap and shampoo sweep over him. It was woodsy and warm, layered with a hint of vanilla or something else dark and sugary. It felt right this time, Laurent thought, as he had when he’d first stepped into Edamura’s tiny shower and uncapped the bottle. That sharp, citrusy burst of eucalyptus was gone now, with no trace of it left on their sheets.
Laurent was extraordinarily turned on—of course he was, he could scarcely think of little else—but he felt content, too. Happy with this: with holding Edamura, and kissing him, and knowing that they both, finally, felt the same.
They broke apart long enough for Edamura to pull his own shirt over his head, then sank back into each other, Laurent’s skin thrilling at the warmth of Edamura’s body against his. Edamura’s chest was heaving, he noticed, and gave their mouths a rest, trailing kisses up the side of his lover's throat instead.
He made mental notes of each area he touched. A scrunched nose when he reached Edamura's ear, an amused curve of his lips when Laurent tried the tip of that nose, then the bridge, then his eyebrows. Places he hadn’t had the luxury of exploring before. The ticklish patches along Edamura's waist, and the way he tensed, his body arching up, when Laurent barely breathed over his nipples.
Laurent closed his mouth over one, and stroked his palm down Edamura’s abdomen—feeling the muscles jumping under his skin—then over the dip of his navel, and just past the loose waistband of his sweatpants.
Edamura caught his hand, though, and stopped him.
Laurent flicked his tongue against the deliciously responsive bud—just once more, because he couldn’t help it—then released him and looked up.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, looking far more pained than he should have with a beautiful man in his bed.
“Is it too much?” he asked, lifting himself away so that Edamura could push himself up the mattress a bit, to a sitting position. Not much farther away, but safer.
“It’s not that,” Edamura said, with a conflicted expression. He touched Laurent’s hand, linking their fingers together again, looking down at them instead of at Laurent’s face. He swallowed, then met his eyes, setting his other palm against Laurent’s chest. A light pressure, to keep them separated. “I don’t think I can say it yet, Laurent.”
This time it was Edamura’s hand that was shaking; Laurent could feel the tremor in his fingers. His eyes were wide and dark and a little bit frightened, but with the pupils blown with desire. Warring impulses, all starkly on display.
Ah, Laurent thought, finally understanding what had been holding him back.
There was a warning droning in a distant corner of Laurent’s mind, accompanied by a harsh beam of light that swept over the space between them, cutting through the fog to show the rocks lurking below. A reminder of how much it had hurt, before. How much it might still, if...
But Edamura was here, with him, looking at him like he mattered, and even if he couldn’t say it, even if he didn’t fully love him yet, perhaps he still...if Laurent could just...
The warning faded, overtaken by a chorus of other formless, desperate demands that Laurent had held back for too long. I need him, on a loop that drowned out everything else.
“It’s okay. I understand,” he said softly, pressing forward, a gentle millimeter at a time, until Edamura’s hand fell to Laurent’s hip, gripping him tightly as he sank back into their interrupted kiss.
Sometimes the words themselves were too much. Too stark, too permanent, when your emotions were still a mixed-up jumble of colorful, jagged shards you couldn’t bring yourself to move on from. It was painful, to dip back into that molten core to begin something new, to pour your heart and all the breath from your lungs into a delicate shape that might shatter, again, if you fumbled your grip or lost your way. If you let go too soon or held on for too long.
Laurent knew that feeling all too well. The only choice, sometimes, was to stop thinking and simply move forward. He kissed Edamura, swallowing down those unspoken words. This, too, was a form of communication.
It didn’t take much more for them to understand each other. With his worries out of the way, at least for now, Edamura had finally lost his inhibitions. He was biting at Laurent’s mouth, gripping his waist so hard there would definitely be bruises, and rocking up into Laurent’s hand, panting and swearing and very close to begging.
“Laurent,” he pleaded, his voice thick and desperate, “I need...I really need you to fuck me. Please, Laurent.”
It wasn’t a very difficult request. Laurent began with what he knew Edamura liked.
The weight of Edamura’s cock in his mouth took a little adjusting, to remember how to move his tongue, and what speed and rhythm and angle to use. It’d been a while, after all, and he had to breathe past the flashes of memories that threatened to overtake him.
There was only one Edamura in the room with him. The one who smelled like vanilla and warm, mossy oak, who was tangling his fingers in Laurent’s hair, with a thumb stroking behind his ear, staring down at him like Laurent was the only person who existed in his world.
“Laurent,” he gasped, not asking for anything specific, but Laurent understood that, too.
When he felt Edamura getting close—the muscles in his abdomen bunching tight, his breath catching, and the cock in Laurent’s mouth twitching exactly as it’d done the times before—he relaxed his throat and moved his hand from Edamura’s balls to the base of his cock, gripping it in a tight ring.
“Ugh,” Edamura groaned, but it worked; the moment passed, and Laurent was able to move to what Edamura needed more.
Edamura’s knees had kept turning inward with each pull of pleasure through his cock and Laurent’s mouth. Laurent could tell he’d been trying his best, huffing out breaths and spreading his legs to keep from crushing Laurent between his thighs, but he needed a little more room to navigate now. He stroked Edamura’s left leg, giving him gentle pressure there until the muscles released and opened wider, then pushed the pad of his thumb lower down, against a hole that already seemed ready to welcome him in.
Laurent looked up. Edamura had his arm flung over his eyes, but he flushed red, as if he could feel Laurent’s gaze on him. That helped to explain why Edamura’s shower had taken longer than his.
Still, if he hadn’t had anything, or anyone, inside him since—well, that didn’t matter. He was tight enough, still, to need a bit more help.
Laurent flattened his tongue along the underside of Edamura’s cock, keeping the pressure of his mouth around it steady but not overpowering. He gradually pulled back as he slid his fingers inside Edamura’s warm, inviting body, massaging along his tense walls until he felt them loosening, then curving his fingers up and sucking, gently but firmly, on the twitching head of Edamura’s cock.
Edamura groaned, and gripped at Laurent’s hair with both hands, emptying himself down Laurent’s throat.
“Sorry,” he said, stroking Laurent’s shower-damp hair more gently once he came down enough to realize he’d once again slammed his legs together.
Laurent let Edamura’s cock slide out of his mouth, kissing the tip of it, then the firm muscle in one of the offending thighs. “It might be easier to tie them apart in future,” he mused, encouraged by the way that made Edamura’s pupils blow even wider.
“Asshole,” Edamura said, obviously not meaning it, since he followed it with, “That felt incredible, Laurent.”
“A five star event, I hope,” Laurent said, with the offhanded arrogance that had always kept the more difficult parts of sex at arms’ length. He couldn’t help wondering if Edamura had been drawing any comparisons to prior experiences—theirs, or others, but he let the thought take full shape before releasing it. Acknowledge, and let go. One of the many lessons he’d been trying so hard to put into practice.
He rested his head against Edamura’s leg, enjoying how easily Edamura shifted his weight to hold him up, and sighed, his breath gusting over the dark hair at the base of Edamura’s softened cock.
“What is it?” Edamura asked, still rubbing his thumb behind Laurent’s ear, as though he could tell how much he liked it. A question he wouldn’t have asked before.
“I’ve realized how badly I prepared for this,” Laurent said. “You won’t believe it, I’m sure, but I brought nothing with me.”
Edamura frowned down at him as he processed what he meant, then his face cleared. He jiggled his leg lightly, signaling for Laurent to get up.
“Top drawer,” he said, when Laurent did. “Under the socks in the back.”
Laurent was tall enough, and the room small enough, for him to easily reach the indicated drawer without fully leaving the bed. He slid his hand inside, wincing when a splinter caught him, and more carefully retrieved a box and a decent-sized bottle. Condoms and lube.
He hated the way his heart clenched at the sight. It was a perfectly ordinary thing for a sexually active adult to carry with them. Until recently, Laurent had always had plenty on hand. It was always better to be safe. After all, you never knew whom you might need to fuck at a moment’s notice.
He must’ve been silent for a few beats too long; Edamura rolled into him, sliding his arms around Laurent’s waist and pressing a kiss against what felt like a bruise at the top of his shoulder. “It’s a new box,” he said, his voice rumbling ticklishly against Laurent’s skin.
It was; Laurent hadn’t noticed.
“I got it when, uh,” Edamura cleared his throat and turned his cheek against Laurent’s shoulder. “I didn’t want to say anything. In case you took it the wrong way.”
“The tomatoes,” Laurent said as the pieces slowly clicked together.
Edamura dug his nose into the bruise—intentionally this time, showing he’d definitely noticed it, and was objecting to too much laughter in Laurent’s voice. “There was a convenience store by the market. I thought, just in case.”
“And you were right, mon chéri,” Laurent said, turning in Edamura’s arms to kiss him. “Imagine where we’d be without this, now.”
Laurent was trying not to draw too many comparisons of his own. This was one of the most obvious differences: the way Edamura was content to spend so much time simply kissing him. Further pleasure was a bonus, a decadent slice of tiramisu at the end of a meal. This—the way their bodies and breath were becoming one, the steady pull of gravity between them—was the main course.
Which wasn’t to say either of them was ready to leave it there. After all, Laurent had a notorious sweet tooth.
They began with the position that had worked the best for them the last time, and was perhaps most suited to a bed this size. Edamura easily shifted to his hands and knees, with Laurent slotting in behind him—thighs pressed against the backs of Edamura’s, and his stiff cock sliding along the cleft of Edamura’s ass. The bedsprings creaked beneath Laurent’s knees, making him wonder if they’d really thought this through.
“Breathe out, I know,” Edamura said, gritting his teeth and sounding more nervous than Laurent had expected, but with a familiar thread of impatience hurrying them along.
Laurent let go of Edamura’s hips and bent over him, one hand braced against the mattress while the other coaxed Edamura into twisting his upper torso to the side so their mouths could meet. He had ulterior motives—he’d simply wanted to kiss Edamura—but he was pleased to note how quickly the tension ebbed out of his partner’s stick-straight arms, which he’d rammed into the mattress like he was trying to anchor himself in place.
“All you have to do is let me in, mon chéri,” Laurent murmured, with a final brush of their lips before he shifted back on his heels and guided his cock to Edamura’s entrance.
Edamura was breathing a little too quickly for the advice he’d given himself, but he exhaled shakily, then again, more like he was meant to, as Laurent pushed forward. He made a noise—the head of Laurent’s cock was inside—then lowered his head and arched his back into it as Laurent slid the rest of the way home.
“Does it hurt?” Laurent asked, stroking along Edamura’s hip.
Edamura winced visibly, but shook his head. “It’s okay. Keep going.”
Laurent took it slowly—not Edamura’s preference, he knew now, but he made no objection as Laurent rocked his hips into him, with careful, short thrusts that gradually lengthened as he could feel the movement getting easier. They’d used plenty of lube; Edamura was slick inside, and while his shoulders were tightening again, there was no indication that it was the kind of pain that required further caution.
Edamura grunted when Laurent drew out nearly all the way, then pushed back in, in a single hard stroke. He fumbled his left hand off the mattress, putting his full weight on the other, and grabbed at Laurent’s ass to guide him back inside. Just like that, his body language was saying, although he’d otherwise gone quiet.
“Edamame,” Laurent said, curling over him again to kiss the curve of his spine as he thrust in, deeper this time, grinding his hips into him before drawing back. “Show me you’re here with me. I want to hear you.”
“Harder,” Edamura said, finally, his fingers leaving dents in Laurent’s flesh as he dug them in. “I want you to fuck me, Laurent. I want to feel you inside me, as far as you can go. Stop...stopping.”
“There’s my impatient soybean,” Laurent said, kissing his back again, then lifting Edamura’s hand off his leg. “I’ll need this,” he said. “So will you.”
He left his right knee planted against the mattress, for stability, and pushed his left leg to the side and forward, giving himself better leverage. The angle was better this way, with his hands gripping Edamura’s waist and shoulder, and his height used to his advantage. He steadied himself, then pulled Edamura toward him as he drove in with a downward thrust, as hard and fast as Edamura had wanted it, varying the lengths of his strokes until Edamura was gasping in time with them, and panting out incoherent words.
Edamura swore, anchored himself better on the violently creaking mattress, and rolled his entire lower body into the rhythm, until he’d managed to transform it into his own. Each time Laurent pushed into him, Edamura shoved back, hard, his ass moving in a sinuous curve as his hips rose to meet Laurent’s. It wasn’t a competition this time, but an adjustment their bodies were making as they learned how to fit together.
After a while, the strength in Edamura’s arms seemed to give out; Laurent loosened his grip on Edamura’s shoulder and let him fall forward, on his elbows first, then lower, crying out as Laurent slammed him harder into the mattress.
“Don’t—stop—” he said, reaching back to slap at Laurent’s legs as he was adjusting them to better suit the new curve of Edamura’s body.
“I’m not, I’m here, don’t worry,” Laurent assured him, struggling to get the words out. He could feel the sweat dripping down his chest, and unused muscles in his thighs and abdomen straining to their limit, but he was close. Too close to let Edamura down just yet.
He groaned, and ground his hips into Edamura’s, in rough movements that were growing more jagged by the second. Losing their rhythm, he thought, a little mournfully, but in the next breath, he was coming far too hard to care.
“Non,” he said, pushing Edamura’s hand away from his own cock, and gripping the base again to keep him from coming too soon. His brain was feeling nearly as empty as his other head, but he knew this wasn’t how he wanted things to finish. “Un moment, I need to—” He pressed an apologetic kiss against Edamura’s shoulder as he withdrew, wincing, so he could remove and tie off the condom.
“You don’t have to,” Edamura said, turning onto his back as he followed the pressure of Laurent’s hands. “That was fine, I don’t need—”
“I don’t want it to be fine,” Laurent said, in deeply wounded scorn, and bent down to take Edamura’s hard, weeping cock into his mouth.
It was almost funny how easy it was to identify someone’s sexual preferences. Laurent had made a habit of it in the past; when he struggled through everything else—being a loyal friend, a competent confidence man, a decent human being—at least he was good at this. Finding what gave a partner pleasure and pushing them to the limit, until they could think of nothing else but him.
Edamura gasped his name, and came down his throat, and yanked him up by the hair so they could kiss until they’d both stopped shaking.
“I think,” Edamura said finally, turning his face into Laurent’s hair as Laurent, gone boneless from the physical and emotional exertion, breathed heavily into his sweat-damp collarbones, “we can both agree that was worth the wait.”
***
Unsurprisingly, they spent very little of the next three days away from their bed. Laurent told Cynthia he was busy and shut his phone off, not caring that he’d have to deal with dozens of increasingly angry emails and voicemails once he decided to deal with the outside world again.
Cynthia called Edamura at one point, probably to make sure that Laurent hadn’t jumped off a bridge after another rejection. “Just tell him if he pulls this shit for more than one week, I’m firing his stupid blond ass,” she’d ranted, loudly enough for Laurent to hear her. “Stupid romantic fucker,” she’d concluded, with more exasperation than actual anger, hanging up and leaving them alone.
“We have plenty of staff now, she doesn’t really need me,” Laurent said, tossing the phone into their abandoned pile of scratchy blankets so he could resume his much more important work.
The days were cold, still, and growing darker as November wore on, but he hardly noticed anymore. If this was what honeymoons were like, he never wanted to leave it.
Not that they spent all their time having sex, of course; if that had been the case, Laurent’s body would’ve given out early into the second morning. Many of the hours were taken up by the same types of things as before: comfortable silence as Laurent read a book and Edamura drew on his tablet, meals that they cooked together and dirty dishes that they squabbled over, or long conversations that varied from soul-searching to pleasantly inane.
Edamura laughed often now. Laurent understood what he’d meant in the piazza; there was a different light that shone from a person’s smile when they were truly, incandescently happy.
In love, he thought, but they still hadn’t talked about that.
On the second day, after Edamura had managed to come before Laurent could get his mouth around him, they’d stared thoughtfully at the sheets that were now getting too messy to ignore.
“We could put a towel down,” Laurent suggested.
“You’d still have to wash those,” Edamura pointed out. When Laurent lifted his eyebrows in surprised agreement, having not considered that, Edamura called him a rich asshole, tackled him into the sheets they’d forgotten needed cleaning, and kissed him in exchange for the insult.
“Really though, do you never do your own laundry?” Edamura asked later, when they had to bundle up the now thoroughly sweat-stained sheets for a trip to the laundromat at the corner. “Hotels, maids? Does your flat in Brussels have a concierge service?”
“I do it sometimes,” Laurent said, although that was mostly a lie. He usually sent them out to a local shop that offered pickups. He minded the laundromat less, though, with Edamura leaning comfortably against his shoulder and keeping a running tally of the people walking by the long banks of windows.
“Ten easy marks,” he’d concluded by the time the dryer beeped. “None as easy as you in your loud shirts and terrible Japanese, though.”
That evening, they went out again to buy several new sets of sheets, and softer towels, so they wouldn’t have to keep visiting the public machines so often.
Sometime during the third afternoon, when they’d climbed back into bed after a meal but were simply lying next to each other and listening to a distant opera from a gondolier, Laurent had smoothed his palm over their new satin sheets and said, “It’s just never come up before.”
When Edamura turned to him, he explained, “The bedding. Of course I wash things as much as anyone, Edamame, but something like this is rare for me. Having the same person in the same bed for long enough for it to matter. There’s never been anyone like you before.”
Sex that evening was quiet and slow, the two of them exchanging languid kisses and moving against, and into, each other as the rain pattered down outside. Lovemaking, Laurent thought, wishing they could put a name to it.
Although they would, at some point, need to fix the damn ceiling.




Notes:


Italian:
tra le lenzuola: between the sheets
French:
ce n'est rien d'important: it’s nothing important
mon dieu: my god
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Chapter Text

On the fifth day, they ran out of condoms.
They discovered it early in the morning, when the sun hadn’t fully risen but Edamura, judging from the hard line pressed against Laurent’s back, had no such issue. They hadn’t settled on a default sleeping position yet; it appeared that Edamura naturally gravitated to his stomach and Laurent to his back, which would’ve worked well enough if Edamura didn’t also have a habit of digging his elbows into tender spots in Laurent’s ribcage.

“You’re not heavy,” Laurent had told him, “but all of your edges are very sharp.”
At some point, if this lasted into a house with a bigger bed, they would probably drift away during the night, settling into their own spaces. While Laurent didn’t mind the idea—there were advantages to long term domestic comfort—he knew he would miss waking up with tender ribs, or choking on mouthfuls of Edamura’s hair. These days spent in their tiny bed, suspended in a blissful bubble separating them from the world outside, were too precious to hurry past.
And on this particularly beautiful day, Edamura had wrapped himself around Laurent as they slept, with what felt like an inhuman number of limbs. Laurent could feel him waking—not just from his swelling cock, but from the way he nuzzled between Laurent’s shoulder blades, absently at first; then sleepily, as though he was using him to wipe the lingering dreams out of his eyes; then with far more intent behind it.
“Good morning, mon chéri,” Laurent murmured once Edamura’s hand slid down to stroke the equally alert part of his body.
Edamura generally wasn’t very talkative in the morning; he made a noise against Laurent’s skin, acknowledging him, but focused his attention on Laurent’s cock. Not something Laurent minded.
He cupped his hand over Edamura’s, though, when he eventually felt the pleasure building too far. “If you don’t stop now, I’ll come,” he warned.
“That’s the point,” Edamura grumbled.
Laurent grunted, and pushed up into the tempting circle of Edamura’s fingers, but protested once more. “You know it takes longer for me to get hard again. I won’t be able to fuck you if you don’t let go soon.”
The movement of Edamura’s hand slowed as he considered, and he sighed gustily, tickling Laurent’s skin, when he relented. “Fine,” he said, dropping a kiss against Laurent’s shoulder before he turned. “Get on with it then.”
He sounded annoyed, but that was simply how their mornings went; when Laurent moved in behind him, Edamura caught his hand, linking their fingers together over his abdomen. The first time, Laurent had thought Edamura was trying to pull his hand to his cock, but he’d made a truly irritated noise when Laurent had tried to oblige. In the mornings, especially, he liked this kind of contact, as though he was reminding himself who was there in the bed with him, fucking him.
Edamura had grabbed hold too soon today, but Laurent didn’t try to untangle them; he held tight and simply reached back with the arm Edamura had left free, using his height to stretch for the items they kept on the wide windowsill above their bed. More weatherproof, fortunately, than the leaky frame in the other half of the room.
The bottle had enough in it; Edamura had bought a large one, perhaps remembering how much they’d had to use to ease his way their first time. But the box, when Laurent shook, then opened it, was empty.
“I don’t know how to tell you this, my insatiable darling,” Laurent said, tossing the box over Edamura’s shoulder so he could see, “but we seem to have been fucking like rabbits. I didn’t notice we were on the final one last night.”
Edamura groaned, squeezing Laurent’s hand and bumping his shoulder back against Laurent’s chest. “I knew I should’ve gotten the jumbo one.”
“I’m flattered, as always, with your estimation of my size, but the ordinary ones have been working just fine,” Laurent said.
“Fuck you,” Edamura responded, without any real heat to it. Laurent could feel him rolling his eyes at the joke.
Laurent was quiet for a little while. Edamura wasn’t pushing them into anything else, although the obvious solution for now would be the one he liked most, anyway. Most men enjoyed having their cock sucked, Laurent included, but Edamura responded, each time, like he was startled by the pleasure that shot out of him. He writhed and moaned and ground his hips back onto Laurent’s cock when Laurent was inside of him, fighting for as much sensation as he could take—but his face transformed when he was in Laurent’s mouth. He loved it: the wetness, the suction, the way he could press his thumb into Laurent’s jaw and angle the line of Laurent’s throat so he could thrust inside. When he came that way, with Laurent swallowing around him, he sometimes looked as though he were entering a different dimension.
Eventually, Laurent said, “I’ve told you before, I wouldn’t mind that.”
Edamura made a questioning noise. His cock had started to soften some, relaxing back into early morning laziness.
Laurent brushed his mouth over the curve of Edamura’s shoulder and squeezed his hand. “We’ve been exploring different positions, but there are some we still haven’t tried. You can fuck me, if you like.”
The response was immediate; although Edamura didn’t say anything, his cock filled back up, visibly even harder than before. “Laurent,” he said, then, sounding strained, his hand tightening around Laurent’s until Laurent could feel his knuckles creaking.
“Here, I’ll show you,” Laurent said, turning them so Edamura was slotted against him again, his cock pressed against Laurent’s ass.
Edamura grunted, and pushed forward a little, but held himself back. “We can’t,” he said, frustrated, remembering the box of condoms they’d already emptied.
“This is just for now. To give you a taste,” Laurent said, spreading his legs enough to guide Edamura down, between his thighs. “Here,” he said, and tightened around him to show Edamura what he meant. “You can fuck me here.”
Edamura was shivering—not with the cold that seemed to bother them less these days. “Are you—” he started, but before he could finish the sure, his hips were already hitching forward, his cock sliding between Laurent’s thighs. “Fuck, Laurent. Fuck.”
“That’s the idea,” Laurent agreed, which made Edamura laugh, and relax enough to smooth out the ragged excitement in his movements.
He thrust a few times, experimentally, clearly trying to feel out what they both liked best, then curled his hand around the crease of Laurent’s hip and moved himself up a bit, so his cock could rub along Laurent’s perineum.
“Like this?” he asked, his voice rough but attentive, when Laurent shuddered in response.
“Yes,” Laurent breathed, reaching back to grip at Edamura’s leg, then gasping when he thrust forward again, his cockhead pressing against Laurent’s balls. “Eugh, fuck, yes,” he said, hearing the rumble of Edamura’s laughter as he settled in to do just that.
It took longer this way, or it seemed to. The world went hazy around Laurent; neither of them was making much noise, other than low grunts and the slap-slick slide of their bodies moving together. Usually Laurent was the one to coax language out of Edamura, but the sensations were tightening in around him, leaving him tongue-tied and silent. He could feel the intensity of Edamura’s focus, the weight of his attention as he watched the head of his cock coming into view, again and again, almost touching the tips of the fingers he had holding Laurent in place.
Edamura had a surprising amount of stamina, Laurent found himself thinking, in a blurred space caught between dreams and reality, all his nerves lighting up with sensations that jolted between pain and pleasure. This, with Edamura not even being inside him yet. He’d thought, with Edamura always coming after him, it’d simply been because his cock remained untouched until the final moments, but...
He caught his breath, and clenched his legs together until Edamura grunted in protest, and cried out as he shot thick, ropy streams of cum along his abdomen and their sheets.
Edamura slowed—in surprise, perhaps—then pulled Laurent’s hips back into him and thrust again, and again, speeding up his strokes until he was coming, too.
He left his sticky, softening cock between Laurent’s thighs and moved his arms up to wrap around Laurent’s chest, holding them together. He breathed into the tender skin behind Laurent’s ear, raggedly at first, then more quietly as his heartbeat steadied back to a normal rate.
Laurent’s heart was still thumping so loudly he could hear little else.
“Are you okay, Laurent?” Edamura asked after a while. It was unusual, probably, for Laurent to be this silent for this long.
“Oui,” Laurent managed. “It’s simply...it’s been a while.”
Stupid, to feel so strange, so vulnerable, like he was floating outside of his own skin. Of course he’d done this before, with others—in a variety of interesting positions, and with far more active penetration. It wasn’t new. Nothing from this week had been, even if he and Edamura had spent much of their time exploring each other’s bodies as often and as creatively as they could manage. But his throat felt thick, for some reason. It was, perhaps, the sensation of not being in control—or at least of not being able to pretend that he was, even with Edamura still setting so much of their pace, in every aspect of their relationship.
Laurent, he thought quietly, was still waiting for the something more that might never come.
“Hey,” Edamura said, kissing the side of his neck, his thumb stroking over Laurent’s chest, where his heart was thudding unsteadily. “I’m here, Laurent. I have you.”
He did. That was, probably, the entire problem. He had everything that Laurent could possibly give.
***
They moved after a while, before the sweat and cum could glue them together, and took a shower where they simply washed, and kissed, without trying to push their drained bodies more.
Edamura started breakfast while Laurent was drying his hair. When he emerged, there was coffee and a bowl of scrambled eggs, with tomatoes and sausage chopped in, and another soft, lingering kiss in greeting.
“I wish we had more furniture,” Edamura said, wincing as he sat on one of the uncomfortable wooden chairs. He was still sensitive from the previous night, and the ones before. “A full-sized couch, at least. This apartment is starting to feel so small.”
With someone else always there to take up so much of the space, Laurent thought, and fought it down, and realized he’d completely forgotten this week’s phone call with Dr. Bureš.

Edamura ate with one hand and set the other on Laurent’s knee, under the table, as he’d done so often in public settings, before they’d both made the choice to constrict their world down to two. The words themselves weren’t the important part. Edamura was showing him how he felt, every day.
Laurent breathed, and picked his fork up, and got past it.
***
They spent a bit more time outside that afternoon; the rain had moved on, washing the skies a clear, open blue, and it felt nice to breathe in the crisp air. It was much like it’d been before, except for the way they mostly walked hand in hand. Laurent was surprised by that. Ordinarily, he was the one who pushed too far in public, who was loud and handsy and far too much for Edamura to handle. He’d assumed that Edamura would continue shying away from anything resembling a too-public display of their affection.
It was easy, though, as things so often were with them. They talked, and they laughed, and they argued over whose turn it was to buy more groceries, and whether it was disgusting for Laurent to put his feet up on the loveseat without removing his shoes, and Laurent tried his best to not think of how badly he didn’t want this to end.
They returned to their apartment with more food and three boxes of condoms.
Laurent was more than ready to move past the morning’s awkwardness—hadn’t he told himself, before, not to do vulnerable things in the early hours, fresh from unquiet dreams—but when they’d settled into bed for the night, Edamura rolled into him, and then into the conversation.
“I really want to do that again,” he said, looking bright and eager, but with a question behind it.
Everything with Edamura was different; Laurent had never, in his entire life, felt embarrassment about anything to do with sex. “Me too,” he said, kissing Edamura, then saying what he should have, right away: “It felt incredible, Edamame. You were amazing.”
“I was surprised,” Edamura said, “that you came without me even touching you.  Is that, uh...”
Laurent could tell that he’d meant to say normal, and laughed at how hard Edamura was trying to not insult him. He kissed Edamura at the dipped-in corner of his mouth and said, “For me, yes, although not usually without full penetration. I’m sensitive there, I suppose; it’s always been a little easier for me to come from behind.”
Edamura’s eyes darkened in interest. His hands drifted down to cup Laurent’s ass, pulling their cocks together. “I didn’t know that. Or, I...” he paused, and flattened his mouth out, like he was trying to not think about something. He regrouped with: “Can I fuck you again, Laurent? Like that, but—I want to be inside you, too. I want to try everything.”
“Oui, of course,” Laurent said, kissing him until his lips were sore, in preparation for the rest.
Laurent, naturally, turned out to be right. Edamura enjoyed nearly everything they tried, but his pleasure gravitated toward this: Laurent straddling him, working his hips into each of Edamura’s thrusts; or lying on their thin mattress, with his long, flexible legs pushed up and held firmly in place, or wrapped around Edamura’s waist. Over the next few days, they’d again made their way through a variety of positions, but Edamura, strangely, never seemed to like the ones where Laurent’s back was to him.
“I want to see your face,” he said, finally, and spent as much time kissing him as he did fucking. Or, sometimes, simply watching Laurent, fucking up into him in short, hard bursts, and brushing the hair out of Laurent’s eyes so he could see his expressions better.
With Edamura’s impressive stamina, short refractory period, and renewed interest in Laurent’s body now taking the forefront, they went through their next box of condoms rather quickly.
“This is going to get expensive,” Edamura sighed, tossing that box onto the floor when they were done for the night.
“My body may break before we run out of money,” Laurent replied, but rolled onto his back so Edamura could flop partway over him. “I haven’t brought this up before, but it may be worth mentioning. I know, in the past, you were worried about my diseases.”
Edamura remembered, too. His mouth twisted in apology. “I shouldn’t have said it like that. But...yeah, I was.”
“A reasonable concern,” Laurent said. “I was...not wise, for some time. But that hasn’t been an issue in a while.”
“What do you mean?” Edamura asked.
“I’m quite free of anything catching,” Laurent said. “I understand why you wouldn’t have believed that, before; it’s a level of trust you shouldn’t give to just anyone. But beyond that, it hasn’t been a factor for me in quite some time. There’s been nothing else for me to catch.”
Edamura was still just watching him, bright eyes fixed on his face, his chin propped on Laurent’s chest.
“I haven’t slept with anyone since Helsinki,” Laurent clarified. Then, when Edamura still didn’t seem to get it: “Since you, Edamame.”
Laurent wasn’t able to keep up with the emotions flickering over Edamura’s face. He could pick out some: surprise; a mild disbelief that hurt but was understandable; a sharp burst of something like happiness or pride; followed, strangely, by anger-laced sorrow.
“Laurent,” Edamura said finally, in a voice that was a mixed-up jumble of all of those. “Just fuck you, sometimes, you know?”
He sounded, at that point, like he might actually cry, so Laurent kissed him to make him stop.
Edamura was still swearing at him, in between the aggressive movements of their mouths. Annoyed, probably, that Laurent wasn’t letting him speak—although, judging from the amount of times he attempted to shove his own tongue down Laurent’s throat, he didn’t seem to overly mind the alternative. It wasn’t a fight, exactly, but they worked through it, communicating on a different level until Edamura was calm enough for Laurent to release him.
“You know what pisses me off?” Edamura asked, once he’d recovered enough breath to form proper words.
Laurent smiled at him, and touched the grumpy curve of his perfect mouth. He sounded tired, now; it was getting late, and they should’ve gone to sleep long ago.
“So many things,” he replied. “I’ve lost count, my darling, so you’ll have to fill me in.”
Edamura glared—an annoyed look that was softened by his next statement. “It makes me angry that I always get it so wrong with you, Laurent.”
“You don’t,” Laurent said, but Edamura shook his head.
“I’ve been right about some things. A lot of things. But the ones I got wrong are so fucking awful I can’t stand it. You get that, right?” He sighed, gustily, into Laurent’s chest, then asked, “Do you want to know about me?”
“Always,” Laurent said easily.
Edamura grimaced at him. “About if I’ve slept with anyone else. Since Helsinki.”
“No,” Laurent said, not needing to consider for even a fraction of a second. He didn’t want to know. Not this. There were signs he couldn’t ignore, like the way Edamura had gotten significantly better at kissing. The added confidence in some of his movements, ones that hadn’t been there before, when Laurent was guiding him through patches of obvious inexperience. It’d been a year and nearly seven months, with an ever-expanding world that always wanted him. It’d be far more surprising if he hadn’t.
“Okay,” Edamura said, not pushing it. He traced his fingers over Laurent’s chest, down to the ticklish bumps of his ribcage. Laurent could hear his breathing catching, then releasing, then catching again, around unspoken thoughts. Eventually, he sorted through the ones Laurent might accept. “I want to say this, though. Because I think...it might be important for you to hear. Is that okay?”
Laurent nodded, and put his hand in Edamura’s hair, so he would know he was listening.
It took a few more moments for Edamura to formulate it. “You probably only remember the bad things from San Francisco. I really screwed up then—no, I know,” he said when Laurent tried to interrupt. “I’m not apologizing again. I know we talked through that. But we still talk around things so much, Laurent. I was doing that then, and if I’d been more honest, maybe it wouldn’t have ended up so awful.”
Laurent stayed quiet, although it was difficult. He hated that this was still hanging between them, like a stench from fetid water that’d soaked too far into their foundations. If he’d held his tongue back then, they would’ve been fine. It was Laurent’s fault that anything had ever torn between them.
“I told you,” Edamura continued, “about that guy at the club. I don’t know if you remember.”
It took a moment, but Laurent did. “The one with the wrong voice.” Edamura hadn’t liked the accent—hadn’t found the flat American tones sexy enough, Laurent supposed, and had wanted something to jack off to in French instead.
Edamura was watching him closely. “You don’t,” he concluded. “I figured. You missed the whole—Laurent, the guy I met at the club that night, when you told me to go find someone else to fuck. He was tall. Blond. He had these really nice blue eyes that were almost right. So I kissed him. I...I spent a while making out with him, actually. It was fine. It was okay. I got as far as letting him stick his hand down my pants, and then he started whispering in my ear, and I couldn’t stand it anymore.”
Laurent’s breath shuddered out. Edamura flattened his palm against his ribs, following the movement.
“I stopped, and I took a cab back to my room, and I called you. You weren’t a backup option, Laurent. I wasn’t just horny and frustrated and wanting to...use you, to get off.” He paused and rolled his bottom lip between his teeth. When he spoke again, his voice was steady. “I called you because he wasn’t you, Laurent. Because you were the one I’d been looking for the whole time.”
Edamura would be able to feel the way Laurent’s heart sped up, he knew; despite what everyone else thought of him, that was the only part of his body he’d never been able to control.
“Does that mean,” he began, but stopped at the flash of panic in Edamura’s eyes.
Too much. Still too soon.
He drew Edamura up to him instead, and kissed him, more gently this time. There was nothing left to silence; Edamura had said as much as he could, and pushing for more would merely splinter whatever it was that Laurent could feel building between them.
It was a confession, of sorts. Not the answer Laurent had been waiting for, but a step, he hoped, in the right direction. Certainly a confirmation of how they’d been spending their days, wrapped in a type of bliss that even his most destructive thoughts couldn’t spin as one-sided. They fit together, like this, more perfectly than Laurent could have ever imagined. When they had sex, everything else fell away. It was..well, in truth, it was just as easy as Edamura had said the first time.
Uncomplicated, in a good way. They kissed, and they fucked, and while Laurent sometimes ached for more, he understood that this part of their relationship was still new. You couldn’t sleep with someone a few times and expect them to want the same thing, the same person, for the rest of their life. So he kissed Edamura, in thanks for the parts he was willing to share, and let himself believe that it was enough.
For now, it had to be.
***
They didn’t talk much, for the rest of that evening and through the day that followed, about anything important. They kept their world simple and narrowed down to the touching, and the fucking, that they did so well. Edamura had hesitated over the condoms, during their second or third round, but tore a foil packet open and used his mouth to roll it down Laurent’s cock. They didn’t talk about that, either, or how Edamura had learned that particular trick.
Laurent hadn’t been entirely joking about his body wearing out; by the next morning, he felt so drained that a careless breeze might’ve swept him off their bed, and into the still, pre-dawn waters of the canal below.
He said as much when Edamura woke, and nuzzled into him, and kissed whatever he was able to reach—Laurent’s collarbones, then his throat, as he muzzily worked his way to the mouth that was always curved into a smile, and always waiting for him.
“I might need a break,” Laurent apologized, before they could get too far. Words he could’ve never imagined having a reason to use.
Edamura simply laughed, his shoulders shaking as he pressed his face into the side of Laurent’s throat. “God,” he said. “Honestly, me too. I’m so tired.”
***
From there, sleep probably would’ve been the wisest decision. Bodies were meant to rest—something they’d been ignoring, quite enthusiastically, for far longer than they should. Laurent had been getting perhaps four hours of sleep a night for...a while now, he thought, although he couldn’t really line the days up well enough to count.
Some of the deprivation had been mutual, and fun: sex until the birds outside began stirring, sleepily chirping their way into a sunrise that left Edamura groaning, and Laurent laughing, and distracting him from it again.
Other evenings had ended earlier, with quiet words and satiated bodies that sank into effortless slumber. Initially, at least. Laurent didn’t always wake during the night, but as he’d told Edamura, it was difficult for him to fall back into it once he had. Not impossible, especially with the man he loved there beside him, keeping the rest of the world at bay.
But on a few nights, he’d slid carefully out of their bed, and into a thin robe that he could drape around himself as he sat on the tiny, uncomfortable loveseat and stared back at the stars that were watching over them. He never really knew what he was looking for. Something to wish on, perhaps, or simply a quiet space to be alone with his own thoughts.
He was happy. Some nights, that was the worry he couldn’t get past.
Not all fears are rational, Dr. Bureš had said early enough into their sessions that Laurent was still doing his best to bullshit him. You don’t have to talk about yours until you’re ready. But whether or not they’re real, or likely to happen, they affect you. Over the next few weeks, I’d like you to start making a list—in your head, or on paper, however you’re comfortable sharing—of the things that frighten you most. They don’t need to be large or life-changing. Sometimes it’s the small ones that make the biggest impact.
Happiness, Laurent had said eventually, far outside of the timeline Dr. Bureš had set for him. More than anything, I’m afraid of being happy.
***
It’d been so long now since they’d begun a morning without sex, Laurent was at a loss for what to do next.
After Edamura’s laughter subsided, their ceasefire signed by both parties, he simply lay there, breathing against Laurent’s collarbones, for long enough that Laurent assumed he had fallen asleep again. Eventually, though, he sighed and rolled away. Not far, although that distance was often set more by the bounds of their small mattress than any real decision on their part.
“I don’t want to get out of bed,” he said, explaining why he hadn’t been moving. Too weary to bother.
“Mm,” Laurent agreed. “Stay then, my sleepy beauty. Tell me one of those fairy stories you say you’ve read, and learned, in French.”
Edamura laughed again, the dimples at the sides of his mouth pulling in so far that Laurent was tempted to retract their decision. “I don’t think that’d go well for either of us,” he said, but he shared other thoughts, instead. Scattered ones he seemed to be exhaling into words as soon as they came to him. Laurent listened, and responded, and wondered if they’d put kissing entirely off the table. It was difficult to think of much else with Edamura lying this close beside him.
The morning took its time coming; while the rain had stopped long ago, the clouds were thick and grey, keeping the dawn at a distance.
Their conversation began quietly enough, then shifted into deeper waters, so gradually that Laurent hadn’t noticed the waves lapping against their bed, rocking them into topics that he might’ve avoided if he’d left more of his early warning systems in place.
The caution - danger - hazards ahead that were far more present with Edamura than most other people in his life, but which Laurent had disregarded, time and again, until he could hardly recognize the signs anymore.
He couldn’t remember, later, how they’d gotten there; meandering from one thought to another until they were talking, suddenly, about jealousy. Edamura’s, which he hated but had apparently been struggling with for some time.
Laurent had always assumed that all the digs about his too-active sex life were just that: playful insults, some genuine disgust, a deeper judgment of his flimsy character. Some of that might have been true in the early stages, but after a while, it had started to bother Edamura in a way he couldn’t ignore.
“It just...I guess it’s easier if I show you,” he said, after a while, with visible frustration. At the discussion, or maybe just the fact that he had to emerge from their warm cocoon.
Laurent watched as he reluctantly got out of bed, shivered, and stopped to pull on the sweatpants and soft shirt he’d been mostly doing without, these days. He took a couple of steps, then bent down once more and tossed Laurent something—his discarded underwear, Laurent realized, with an odd flash of memory taking him back to the last time he’d done something similar, in a northern room with sunlight pouring through it, and a dark-haired man who’d started to feel like someone he didn’t know.
He shivered, too; less from the cold than the memory, but he breathed through it, and swung his legs over the side of the mattress so he could step into the fabric. He considered retrieving a sweater from their battered drawers but left it alone, not wanting to bother with the extra material. It’d be surprising if one of them didn’t eventually get sick from the damp, chilly mornings, but thus far they’d been doing much to keep each other warm. Sharing body heat was, as Edamura had smugly pointed out, one of the most effective methods to stave off hypothermia.
I don’t think that’s intended for long term use, Laurent had said, always losing the thread of his arguments when Edamura was wrapping him in greedy limbs and bright laughter.
When Edamura returned, he was carrying his phone and the packet of cigarettes that mostly lay forgotten on their table.
“Do you mind?” he said, tapping one out before Laurent had a chance to respond.
Edamura never smoked after sex anymore, and rarely indoors. It was something he did when he was nervous, or restless, or needed a way to occupy his hands. Laurent hadn’t been able to find a way to explain to him why he hated the smell, or how something he’d once indulged in himself now made him dizzy and ill, like he could feel the smoke crawling down his throat and coating his lungs. Cigarettes, and a sharp waft of eucalyptus that was never there, but which he could taste, anyway.
“Ugh, hang on,” Edamura said, and disappeared again, briefly, to retrieve the ashtray, which he set on their windowsill before motioning for Laurent to move over so he could slide in next to him.
The phone’s screen was filled with message notifications; unlike Laurent, he hadn’t fully turned his off during their pseudo-honeymoon, but after the first couple of nights, he’d left it on silent, and across the room. He swiped them away, not bothering to read them, then opened up a photo album, like he’d done once before. This time, when he handed the phone to Laurent, he didn’t accompany it with the same cautions he’d insisted on previously. This, then, was probably the album he hadn’t wanted Laurent to see.
Laurent wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but portraits of his face hadn’t been on the list.
“I’ve told you before that Clark sent me photos,” Edamura said, sitting back to watch Laurent scroll through them. He cupped his hand around his mouth in a brief, elegant gesture that might’ve been attractive in other circumstances, the tip of his cigarette flaring orange-red as he inhaled. He breathed out, to the side, away from Laurent, then said, “I shouldn’t have kept them. But I did.”
He must’ve deleted, or cropped, the ones that had Clark in them. There weren’t that many in total, just a smattering from the various times Laurent had visited him over the years, or run into him when their paths had crossed elsewhere. They were largely out in public spaces: Laurent saw the Dubai Fountain in the back of a couple, and several views from the observation deck at the top of the Burj Khalifa.
There were a few more damaging photos about midway through. Laurent, lounging in a pool float on Clark’s private deck, the sun reflecting off the water and Laurent’s bare, lightly freckled, sweat-damp shoulders. His head was pillowed on his arms, his back arched up into the outer curve of the float, and his face turned to the side, towards the camera. In one, his eyes were closed—Laurent vaguely remembered that he’d been napping—but in the other, he was looking directly at Clark, and smirking.
In another, he was in bed, with one arm loosely bent behind his head, and his other hand resting low on his waist, where the bunched-up sheets met the sharp cut of his hip.
One Laurent couldn’t place at all. He was standing by a window that did look like Clark’s home, but the sunlight was so bright that the details outside the glass were blurred into a timeless haze. There was enough bare skin to assume he was naked in that shot, too; he was shirtless, but it cut off a fraction too high to tell for certain. Laurent was turned away from the camera, looking out at the sky, but with something in his posture that said his attention was focused inwards. He seemed distant, and a little sad. His hair was lit gold by the sun, his body limned with a harsh, unforgiving light that softened him somehow, but made the shadows of his muscles and the inviting dip of his Adonis lines stand out in sharp relief. He looked like a sculpture. One that was caught in the moment of transforming either into, or out of, living flesh.
Laurent’s oft-flaunted vanity was a mixture of confidence in his own appearance, and exaggerated arrogance that he put on as a form of self-defense; he’d rarely seen himself actually look this beautiful.
If that was how Clark saw him—or how Edamura had thought he did—
The tone in the room shifted, faster than Laurent could keep up. He hadn’t noticed the peace thinning between them, or the lines tightening around Edamura’s mouth and eyes. Not anger, exactly, but...
“I fucking hate that he’s slept with you,” Edamura said, with a harshness to his voice that Laurent hadn’t heard in a long time. He’d nearly forgotten how it felt: like sandpaper scraping over skin that had gotten too soft, lately.
“Clark?” Laurent asked, fumbling his way back to a path he’d left behind long ago. Retirement, he thought with some amusement as he tried to kick his brain back into gear, shouldn’t have left him this out of practice. “The only part to envy, I think, is the weather.”
Edamura gave him a sour look for that, then stubbed his half-smoked cigarette, a little aggressively, into the ashtray, and lit another. It took a few tries before the flame caught. He made an irritated noise and tossed the lighter down, too. “No, you asshole. Well...yeah, Clark. And his stupid fucking handsome face. But I don’t mean just him. It’s the idea of it, you know? It’s always there, in my head, when I don’t want it to be. Thinking about you fucking other people. I know I don’t have any right to be pissed off about it. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you. That I am.”
There was a certain way Edamura fucked Laurent sometimes, when there was a specific tilt to his jaw, or a way his voice had caught oddly on something in the middle of their dirty talk. Possessive, Laurent had thought, not minding it in the slightest. He liked that darkness in Edamura’s personality, even—or especially—when it was turned on him. But there were times when it was more aggressive, like he was driving as deep as he could go and hating that there was a limit to his reach, or dragging himself along Laurent’s inner walls as though he was trying to scrape away the marks anyone else might’ve left behind. Like he was doing his best to use his body to erase any evidence that Laurent had ever been touched by someone other than him.
Laurent hadn’t noticed it in those terms, exactly, but it felt more obvious now. It should’ve been flattering. He should’ve thrilled at the idea that someone as picky and difficult to please as Edamura, someone who’d spent years resisting his advances, then begrudgingly, passionately giving in, had seen other people wanting him, and hated it. But there was a layer Laurent couldn’t separate out, the implication that a part of Edamura still hated him, too, for the sullied past he couldn’t change.
Not Clark, specifically, or the sunlit memories captured in this phone, but the years stretching out far beyond that, when Laurent had spent so much of his life trying to destroy himself. Like he dimly understood he was still in danger of doing now. It was a particularly difficult trait of his: this tendency to overthink simple interactions and ruin things, on his own, before they were taken from him.
His vision felt blurry, and strange, like the too-bright light from that photo was pouring into this room, too, across their bed. He was tired, probably; that was all. Too many nights of too little sleep finally catching up to him. He was cold, too, and a little hungry, with all his emotions far too close to the surface for a conversation like this to go well. He looked up, trying to blink away the sensation, to bring the fragmented parts of his body back under control. To ask Edamura if they could pause for now, and come back to whatever this was after he’d at least had some coffee.
Edamura was smoking, still, his jaw set in a rigid line, his eyes flinty and distant. There were no sparks flying from the tip of the cigarette, nothing that’d scorch holes in their bed or the spaces between them, but Laurent flinched away from it nonetheless. It wasn’t enough for Edamura to notice—he’d turned his head again to exhale—but it felt, for the barest second, like a spatter of hot oil across surfaces that Laurent had left too vulnerable, too exposed. He’d abandoned all his protective layers, believing he hadn’t needed them anymore.
No, he thought, and shut his eyes, forcing the room to sink back into the quiet grey stillness that had felt so intimate earlier. That could, still, if he was careful to not fuck everything up again.
When he opened his eyes, there was a new message banner dropping down at the top of the screen. Too easy to read at a glance, although he hadn’t been trying.

You need me to rescue you yet?

From Abbie.
He pressed the button to dim the phone and set it facedown, on the mattress they’d been sharing for...nearly two weeks, it must’ve been. Not all like this, with his body sore and aching from the usually pleasant memory of Edamura inside of him. That’d been...ten days, he thought. Since they’d started this, with Edamura asking him to resume what they’d begun a year and a half ago. Maybe six since they’d expanded their options, and Edamura had started fucking him. Laurent had been losing track.
There was a buzzing sound in the room; mosquitoes, maybe, drawn in by too much rain and the stagnant water it’d left behind. It took him a few beats too long to realize that it was just the pulsing of his own blood.
He was overreacting. He knew he was. He had time to stop it, to smirk and make a stupid joke and put everything back to normal. They’d been sitting like this for a few minutes at most, with Laurent simply scrolling through an album of photos from another life; Edamura hadn’t even noticed how silent and strange he’d gotten. Everything would be fine.
He breathed, doing his best to steady himself, not able to understand why he couldn’t let go of the irrational panic creeping up his limbs and constricting his throat, but he was good at this. He always had been. The trick was to fake something so well you believed it yourself; after that, who else would doubt you?
“You know my history, Edamame,” he said, keeping his voice even, and a little amused. Calm, as unruffled as anyone in a situation as inconsequential as this should be. “I’ve never made a secret of that.”
“I know,” Edamura said, sounding pained, and angry with himself. “I know, Laurent.”
Edamura was fighting it, too; jealousy, he’d said, at the start. It bothered him, and he didn’t like that it did. Laurent could work with that; even if he had no other skills of any particular note, he was an expert at this sort of thing. Saying what people needed to hear. Selling them on stories that they’d respond well to, if they could just see it from his point of view.
If Edamura was jealous, all Laurent had to do was give him a reason not to be. It was...frustrating that he had to. It should’ve been obvious enough, after everything; Clark’s brief history with him, all the other people from his past, hardly mattered, in light of what Edamura knew about him, the parts of himself that Laurent had relinquished, gradually, then all at once, with the reckless abandon that came from wanting so badly to belong to someone else.
It was stupid, wasn’t it, that someone like him was this desperate to be loved?
But Edamura wasn’t just anyone. He’d made Laurent believe in second chances. In himself—in the goodness he hadn’t been able to see for such a long time, and the possibility of a different kind of future. He loved Edamura for more reasons than he could even begin to list. He’d have to spend his life writing letters, and never reach the end of it.
Saying any of that—even hinting at the sheer, terrifying depth of his feelings—would be far too much...would push Edamura into the corner Laurent had been trying so hard to avoid. I love you, to someone as kind and generous and selfless as Edamura, meant: Please respond. I’m so tired of waiting.

Please, for god’s sake, love me back.

A method that hadn’t worked out so well for Laurent before.
“I have slept with a number of people over the years,” he said instead, with that same light playfulness in his tone, turning a little so he could face Edamura better. His brain still felt too slow, too fogged by contradictory emotions, but he was good at compartmentalizing. “My sexual appetite isn’t something I’m ashamed of, although despite all appearances, I do attempt to keep most details to myself.”
The truth was, he’d probably slept with far fewer people than Edamura thought—at least during the points of his life when he was genuinely having sex simply because he enjoyed it. Going into that type of history was more than any partner would ever want to know. Even Laurent, on this topic, had his limits.
Edamura shot him a look, remaining oddly silent, so Laurent continued.
“But if you were curious about Clark, with those delightfully salacious and extraordinarily sneaky photos of his...he fucked me twice.” He shook his head, trying to clear the fog and the pain that was beginning to press in at his temples. “No, three times, I think. I suppose it depends on how you count it. That’s how important it was to me, Edamame. It was fun, and I certainly enjoyed it, but it didn’t mean anything to him or to me. If he still talks about it, if he’s sending you these pictures that he must regret, now, if his fiancée and his royal in-laws have spent any time looking into his background, that’s probably just because he likes messing with you. You know how he is.”
Clark was a good guy, but he could be a little bit of a dick, like his brother. That came with the territory: growing up rich and handsome and pampered, knowing the world was yours for the taking. You just had to get past that to establish what had turned into a pretty solid friendship, for both Laurent and Edamura.
“I know that too,” Edamura said, sounding increasingly impatient, stubbing out the second cigarette. Maybe Laurent wasn’t doing as good of a job of defusing this as he’d thought. Or maybe he was answering the wrong questions. He was losing the thread of what it was Edamura wanted from him.
Edamura reached for another cigarette, then stopped, and pushed his hands through his hair instead. “I don’t even know what I...” he said, echoing Laurent’s thoughts, before dropping his hands to the mattress and finally looking Laurent in the eyes. He was a little warmer, now. A little more like the man who’d been here these past weeks. “I don’t know if this is going to make any sense, but I’m going to start, okay, and maybe I’ll get there.”
“Okay,” Laurent said, exhausted by the effort of carrying two conversations—one out loud, and one in the increasingly messy expanse of his own head—and touched the delicate bone at the edge of Edamura’s wrist to show he was relieved, and listening.
Edamura looked down, his fingers curling, like he was considering turning his palm over to take Laurent’s hand. He flattened it out instead, the sheets rumpling from the pressure.
“You know I’ve thought some pretty horrible things about you over the years, Laurent. I don’t want to rehash that. We’ve already gone over a lot of it.”
“In our letters,” Laurent said.
Edamura’s eyes flicked up to him. “Yeah. Exactly,” he said, then began speaking quickly, like he was trying to get everything out at once.
“When you and I started talking more, even before those letters, I would think, maybe I’d gotten it wrong. Maybe you weren’t this horny bastard who’d sleep with anything that moved, who’d fuck people and fuck them over, who didn’t give a shit about anyone else or what happened to them. Maybe you had actual feelings. And maybe some of them really were about me. I didn’t know what to do with that, but I was...interested. In getting to know you better, at least. But then you’d do something that I just fucking hated. Lying to me about another con, when all you had to do was ask me to join you; or flinging yourself at other people right in front of me, like you were intentionally rubbing it in my face; or having my own fucking father telling me things that you could’ve just come to me about on your own.”
Not rehashing old topics hadn’t lasted long, Laurent thought, but kept his mouth shut, stroking his thumb over the tense curve of Edamura’s wrist.
That seemed to bring him back a little; Edamura inhaled sharply and redirected.
“So there’s that. But then, later on, when you did finally start talking to me, the way I’d always fucking wanted you to, I still couldn’t figure out what it was that you wanted. If you were taking me seriously at all. All the stuff Clark told me...some of it was funny, honestly, and a lot of it didn’t really bother me, even though I never asked him to share any of it. But then he’d send these photos, like that one of you by the window. You saw it too, right? You stopped at it for a really long time.”
Edamura had noticed, then; Laurent shouldn’t have been surprised by that.
“I wasn’t thinking about the photo,” Laurent said, honestly, although not able to back that up by sharing any detail about what had been going through his mind. Giving Edamura a window into that side of him was far more damaging than simply letting him assume the worst about his sex life. “Although I’m curious to know what you saw in it, other than something I might’ve had framed, in my vainer days.”
“God, Laurent,” Edamura said, clearly losing his patience. He’d been able to pick out the lie—it’d been a careless one—without any context for what Laurent might actually be hiding. “I’m not even talking about the fact that you looked like some sort of fucking model, or movie star. It was your expression, the way you just...”
Looked sad, Laurent thought, with tired amusement at how ridiculous that sounded. Not something he’d let himself be, in the presence of other people, in quite some time. He was genuinely surprised Clark had caught him like that; perhaps that was why he hadn’t recognized the setting. Because he hadn’t realized, in that moment, that anyone else was around.
“It was a version of you that I’d never seen,” Edamura said. “On paper, maybe, but not in person. You were writing me all these beautiful things, but at the exact same time...” He winced, and bit his lip, then powered through. “I made myself believe there were things you hadn’t shown anyone else, Laurent. Parts of you that you saved for me, that meant something different. Something more than what other people got from you. But every time I’d start thinking that, there’d be something to show me that I was wrong.”
“I don’t remember that photo,” Laurent admitted, doing his best to sort through what Edamura was attempting to tell him. His ears were buzzing, still, his brain so clouded by warring thoughts, by the haze of cigarette smoke still lingering in the room, that he could barely hang onto his own words, much less put them in any sort of logical order. But he was trying. “I have no idea when he took it. But I haven’t seen him, in person, for quite a while, and certainly not for anything like that. If you look at some of the others, I was wearing the chain, Edamame. Dorothy’s ring. And I do know that any of the ones you’d consider...suggestive, perhaps risqué in the right mood, would’ve been from a long time before Helsinki. He’s just sending you old photos.”
Somehow, that didn’t make it better. Edamura looked up at him again, his eyes snapping in something that might’ve been hurt, but was far too close to anger. “That’s not the fucking point, Laurent.”
“Tell me, then, what point you’re trying to make,” Laurent replied, shorter than he should’ve, his own temper beginning to fray. “Because forgive me, Edamame, but I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”
Edamura moved then, slapping Laurent’s hand away from his, almost like he didn’t realize he was doing it. It was an old, instinctive gesture, that’d always meant Laurent had been touching him for too long. That he’d remembered, suddenly, that Laurent’s hands on him made his skin crawl.
“I keep telling you that it’s not even fucking about Clark,” he said, his jaw clenching into the familiar, dangerously stubborn line that meant he was gearing up for a fight. That, on too many occasions, had gotten Laurent and their entire team into trouble. He sounded much angrier now, like Laurent had said something to set him off. “But if you want to go there, then yeah, Laurent, there’s other stuff we haven’t ever talked about. Like the fact that you were texting him in Helsinki.”
“I probably was,” Laurent said, not sure why that would be important, or why they were arguing about any of this. Clark texted him semi-regularly; he liked Laurent well enough, but he was also just the type of young, attractive guy who spent a lot of time on his phone. Before his engagement, he’d frequently tried, and failed, to flirt with Abbie. And, based on everything Laurent had learned over the past few minutes, he also spent far too much time talking to Edamura, about things that Laurent hadn’t thought to tell him were off limits.
“God,” Edamura said, his irritation somehow ramping up even more when Laurent didn’t respond the way he was supposed to. “You don’t forget anything, do you, Laurent? Except whether to check first whether you’re sending something to the right number.”
He impatiently waved away any attempt at an explanation, seeing now that the pieces had finally clicked in Laurent’s mind. A missent text that he truly had forgotten, in the wake of all the far more important things that had happened to him back then.
“Don’t you see, Laurent?” Edamura asked, almost pleading with him now. To understand why he was upset, and to agree with him. “You say all these amazing things I want to hear so badly from you, like how I’m the only person you think about, the only one you’ve wanted for such a long time, but that whole goddamn day, when you were hitting on me, you were sliding into another chat window with Clark, to set up the next time you were going to sleep with him. I have no idea how many other people that was true for, too. Kylli? Other people whose names I don’t even know, but who know exactly what you sound like in bed?”
“That’s not—” Laurent said, but Edamura shook his head to stop him.
“I know you said that you didn’t. That after Helsinki, you...that you haven’t. I believe you, Laurent. But I didn’t know that. Not back then, and not for a long time. How was I ever supposed to think that about you?”
It was a reasonable argument, as Edamura’s tended to be.
Laurent had always been the kind of person to shed pretty words in passing. Telling people things he didn’t mean, simply to get what he wanted from them. That was true, at least, for his larger plans, and the schemes he’d intentionally kept from Edamura.
It made sense, Laurent supposed, that Edamura would assume that carried over into every aspect of Laurent’s life. That he did that with sex, too...that he got people into his bed by lying to them. That all those quiet dreams and painful memories and the terrifyingly tender longing he’d shared with Edamura over the past year were just...more of the same. Something he would’ve said to anyone, just so he could fuck them, or use them, or laugh at them, or take their goddamned money, like it was the only thing he’d ever cared about. Like he was that irredeemably selfish.
Edamura thought that, still, after everything Laurent had told him. The rest, Laurent understood. He deserved it: the distrust, the recrimination, for all the things he’d done, for the lives he’d broken and couldn’t ever fix. But this...
It hurt, far more than it should.
He drew his rejected hand back and dug his fingers into the mattress, crumpling the sheets—their sheets, that still held the shape of their bodies, the scent of the two of them together—and tried, one more time, to say what he thought Edamura wanted to hear. The words that would explain things properly, that would make him stop looking at Laurent like he...
Laurent swallowed, through a throat that felt scraped raw by all these useless words, and smiled, as best as he could, in something as close to an apology as he could manage. He was so fucking sick of apologizing. Of spending months, or even years, trying to make amends for his mistakes, but screwing everything up even worse in the process. Of setting up stupid, pointless plans that were meant to make him a better person, like that was even possible.
He hated that no matter what he did, people looked at him and saw past the brightly-polished surface to the flimsy, filthy bag of trash he was hiding underneath. He hated—more than anything—that he’d always seen himself that way, too. That he deserved to be kicked in the goddamned stomach, and tossed into an alley to rot with everything else that’d outlived its usefulness.
He’d been trying, so hard, to not believe it anymore. He was so fucking tired of never being enough for anyone, not even for himself, without having to fake his way through it, day after day after day, until no one even cared anymore.
But he had to keep trying.
He could hear his voice, distantly, like it was coming from someone else. It was low and tight, as he kept the barest grasp on the self-control that’d always held the shattered parts of his life together. His head was pounding, now, his vision fizzing so badly it hurt.
“Those misplaced texts with Clark didn’t mean anything, Edamame. What you saw was all there ever was. I was talking to him, for a very brief period of time, in Helsinki, as a friend.” His tone slipped, then; he fought to bring it back under control, with a light chuckle that almost sounded right. “I do have some of those, you know. Friends. We joke about things that don’t matter, and we go on with our lives. The text, the photos, whatever else you’re angry with me about...it’s never had anything to do with how I feel about you. If you wanted to know more, about any parts of my life you think I’m sharing with other people, all you’ve had to do is ask.”
Edamura’s mouth twisted—in disbelief, maybe, although Laurent was losing the ability to read him—then slanted into a deep, unhappy frown.
“God, Laurent,” he said, sounding exhausted, now, with all the fight suddenly stripped out of him. “Why can’t you stop fucking lying.”
And there it was. The answer Laurent had been waiting for this whole time.
Edamura wanted him—physically, at least for now. He might’ve wanted more, or at least tried his best to get there. But at the end of it all, after everything...he still didn’t trust Laurent. He probably never would. You couldn’t love someone, not like that.
That’s what he’d been telling Laurent the whole time, from that very first letter.
Laurent felt his heart tear in half. Sawdust and silk. That was all it’d ever been.
He drew away on the bed, as far as he could go. He felt trapped by the wall on his other side, trapped by all of this. By all his stupid, pointless feelings that had never had any real outlet.
Something in him spilled over, then. All the pain he’d been holding onto and not believing he was worthy of feeling. The anger that he kept tamped down and out of sight because he was so fucking terrified of what might happen if he ever let it escape. It churned through all his empty spaces and surged up, until he was choking on it, until he had to spit it all out of his lungs before he drowned.
“You want me to tell you the truth?” he asked bitterly. “We can start with this, then. Do you want to know what Clark and I talked about, in bed, after he fucked me, like you’ve been doing this week? I do remember that part. There were the sorts of things anyone discusses after. But it was mostly about you. I asked him about coffee, for you. About places you might go around the world. About whether he’d talked with you, and when, and how, and about what. I was so obvious that he made fun of me for it. Like Cynthia does, or Abbie, or your father, or Dorothy, or anyone who’s ever seen me with you. You can ask Clark, if you like. He and I don’t have anything to hide.”
He sucked in a breath; he could hear his voice shaking, but he wasn’t done.
“When I slept with Clark, I talked about you. After Helsinki, I didn’t speak to anyone. For a week, I think. Maybe longer. That’s how much I...” He was barely holding himself together.
“You’re so angry with me for daring to have someone else in my life,” he managed to grit out, frightened by his own anger, by the fragile, beautiful thing he was watching himself destroy. “You want to judge me for what I’ve done with my body, who I’ve fucked, who I’ve let touch me for all those years where I didn’t even know you, just because I...because I fucking hated being alone. I just wanted someone to care, to want me, at least for a little while. If you think that’s all you are to me, that’s fine. That’s...I don’t know what else I can say, anymore, to convince you.”
His vision had clouded, then gone dark, sparkling with lights that illuminated nothing, but left him feeling off-balance, like the bed was drifting away from the floor. He didn’t even know if Edamura was still there, if he was listening. If he’d just...left, like everyone always did.
“You judge me for the kinds of things I’ve never asked you about. I don’t ask, because you don’t owe me anything. I don’t need to know who you’ve fucked, or how often, or why. But if you want to talk about Helsinki, about texts, then we can talk about this. About how the moment you were done with me, once I’d fucked you and given you the fun little globe-trotting experience you wanted, you texted Abbie. Your best friend, your... The person you never have any problem saying you love. Do you know how that feels? To have someone show you, that clearly, how little they think of you? I was still there, in the room, when you picked up your phone to talk to her. To report back on my performance. To light up a cigarette and laugh. To tell her that you’d taken her advice and gotten it over with. To tell her that I...”
He was shaking so hard now he couldn’t continue. He felt light-headed, and ill, but distant, like his body was a separate, disgustingly shapeless thing he couldn’t control. He had to get out, he realized. Out of this bed, out of this city. He couldn’t be here anymore.
Edamura caught him when he was trying. Dragged him back in, dragged him into arms that felt like ropes of seaweed that were strangling him. Laurent fought him for a bit—how long, he didn’t know, he couldn’t feel anything, hear anything. After a while, he let Edamura hold him, let him press his face into the hollow of Edamura’s throat as he fell to pieces, all his flimsy tin parts rusting and crumbling apart at the hinges.
He was crying, he realized, far too late—furious and embarrassed but unable to stop. He’d never done that before, not with other people. Not in front of real ones—only the phantoms that had never stopped haunting him.
***
He sobbed, emptying out all of the sea inside of him, until he lost track of time, until he must’ve finally lost consciousness, too.
When he woke, Edamura was still there. Still holding him.
He must’ve felt Laurent stir; he loosened his arms, enough to let Laurent sit up, if he wanted, or to pull away from him again, now that his mind was a little clearer.
“Sorry,” Edamura said, starting from that shared thought, his apology’s soft exhale tickling the back of Laurent’s neck. “I didn’t want you to leave when you were like that. You didn’t seem like you’d be...I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
It was true, Laurent thought, that he still barely remembered how he’d been able to make it to his Helsinki hotel, the last time things had gotten this bad. Here, he had nowhere else to go.
He didn’t move, but he didn’t speak, either. He simply stared at the stark white wall in front of him, grappling now with the bone-deep humiliation of having been seen exactly as he’d always feared someone would. With every last broken piece of him finally on display.
At least they’d shifted, at some point, so his back was to Edamura. He couldn’t place when or how that might’ve happened. The room seemed much lighter; the morning fog had lifted, transitioning into what felt like late afternoon, although the cloud over his brain still felt thick and heavy. His thoughts were sluggish, processing far too slowly, when he needed them most.
He twisted his fingers into the bedsheets and breathed in as deeply as he could, trying to pull himself back to the present, to plan out what he should do next. It was strange for him to have slept so long, with his body still feeling weighted down by bricks, or stones, or something far more crushing than the gentle touch of the man behind him.
Edamura had pressed his face between Laurent’s shoulders, his hands lightly linked around Laurent’s waist, as he’d done so often in the past two weeks, but with no intent behind it, now, other than simply holding him. His heartbeat was thudding against Laurent’s back; it felt a little fast, like Laurent had done something to frighten him.
The next few breaths were more difficult, through lungs that constricted from the miserable cascade of those memories: Laurent’s verbal meltdown, and the way he’d struggled so hard to escape after.
He let go of the bedding and set his hand over Edamura’s instead, stroking his thumb over the jut of Edamura’s wrist, thinking of how Edamura had slapped him away, before. Of the more physical bruises Laurent might’ve left on him, later, too blinded by panic to understand what he was doing or whom he was fighting against.
“Did I hurt you?” he croaked, his voice coming out far more roughly than he’d expected, like the words were scraping past glass, in a throat that felt clogged with the shards.
“Laurent,” Edamura said, his own voice sounding tight and thick. His arms tightened, too, until Laurent could almost feel his bones creaking from the pressure. “God, Laurent. Of course that’s the first thing you’d say. I don’t think anyone in this whole goddamn world actually understands you, do they?”
Laurent certainly didn’t, in this moment. He was tired, still, feeling slow and stupid and shivering with what must have been the aftershocks of their argument, but he shut his eyes and let himself indulge in what might be the last time Edamura touched him like this. The thought of losing him hurt—not as sharply as it did before. He was calmer now. He could bear it.
Ten days of near-perfect bliss. A lifetime’s worth of memories, enough to carry him through the years, and the long, lonely paths that would follow. He was grateful for what they’d had. For the time Edamura had allowed him, and the fact that the man he loved would be happy, still, and safe, once they’d parted ways.
His throat hurt, and his head, and his heart, he thought...but he was okay.
“Laurent,” Edamura was saying, moving his hand away from Laurent’s now—but only to press the back of it against Laurent’s forehead. It felt like a block of ice, which didn’t make sense, when Edamura’s body temperature always ran warmer than his; Laurent shivered, more violently this time. “You’re burning up again. Hold on a second, okay?”
The mattress shifted; Laurent barely had time to mourn the loss before it dipped once more, with Edamura’s hands on him again, firmly shifting him to his back.
“Eugh,” Laurent said, shutting his eyes against the light, which felt worse from this angle.

“Sorry,” Edamura said, sounding as though he was trying to hold back laughter. He pushed Laurent’s hair away from his forehead and stuck something to it. Cold began seeping through, almost immediately. “A cooling pad,” he explained, before Laurent could try to pull it off. “You have a fever. You’ve been asleep most of the afternoon; it’s been coming and going.”
Laurent blinked his eyes open; Edamura was kneeling over him, a fond smile playing over the soft curve of his mouth.
“Hey there,” he said, his warm brown eyes crinkling at the corners. “Are you hungry? I’ve got some soup, if you’re up for it.”
“A fever?” Laurent said, trying to sit up; the movement made him dizzy, but Edamura took him by the shoulder, helping him to rise, then to swing his legs over the side of the bed. “Is that why everything feels terrible?”
“I should’ve known something was off when you didn’t want to have sex,” Edamura said, opening a drawer and handing Laurent a stack of unfamiliar fabrics. “I would say, why didn’t you just tell me you were feeling like shit, but that was the point of that entire conversation, and I don’t think you’re up to starting that again.”
“No,” Laurent croaked. He really wasn’t. He unfolded the items—a sweatshirt and sweatpants, cheaply made, in an ugly shade of puce, with VENEZIA stenciled over the chest and ass—and grimaced. “What am I supposed to do with these?”
“Wear them,” Edamura said, sounding as though he’d swallowed the ‘you pretentious asshole’ he’d badly wanted to follow that with. “You’re too overheated right now to notice, Laurent, but the room’s really cold, and you obviously haven’t been dealing well with that. The socks, too. Don’t forget those.”
Laurent lifted one between two fingers, giving Edamura a silent, eloquent look.
“Just put them on,” Edamura said. “The grip on the bottom is so you don’t slip. I know they offend your ‘I’ll only wear ugly things if they cost way too much money’ fashion sense, but Umeko-san picked these out, so don’t say anything insulting the next time we see her.”
Laurent put them on, too tired to fight another losing battle, and let his squeaky socks carry him to the bathroom. He felt a little better once he’d used the toilet and scrubbed a washcloth over his face and the back of his neck—careful to not dislodge the gel pack Edamura had stuck to his forehead. It’d been a long time since he’d caught a cold; he’d nearly forgotten how any of this felt.
That explained a lot, he thought, and did his best to not look in the mirror. He wasn’t quite as vain as he typically put on, but his pride had taken a serious beating already; he didn’t particularly want to know how deeply unattractive he probably looked at the moment.
Some sort of karma, he supposed, for relentlessly teasing Edamura about the Eiffel Tower photos. His tear-swollen, fever-flushed face had to be far worse than anything a Parisian camera could’ve captured.
Once out of the bathroom, he looked, mournfully, at the small, uncomfortable table, and the even worse loveseat, before beginning to trudge to the former.
“No,” Edamura said, wrapping an arm around his waist and guiding him back to the bed. “I’m bringing the soup to you, just get under the covers.”
Laurent might’ve protested if being on his feet for that short amount of time hadn’t left his head aching, and swimming. He obediently sat down on the mattress, peeling the pigeon-patterned socks off toes that felt far better for the release, and propped himself into the corner where the walls met, half-dozing.
The chunks of time after that felt hazy, but less terrible than before. He remembered eating—something warm, and soothing, if a little too heavily salted—and drinking what must’ve been hot tea, with honey and lemon in it. There was no talking, that he could remember, but once he was under sheets, and a thick duvet, and two miserably scratchy blankets that Edamura wouldn’t let him shove away, there was a body sliding in next to him, too, wrapping him in its familiar warmth.
“You’ll get sick,” Laurent murmured, then, finally remembering the important part his brain had been skipping past.
“I doubt it, but it’s fine,” Edamura said, touching the gel pack on Laurent’s forehead—to check whether it was still cool, probably—then pushing Laurent’s hair behind his ear and rubbing gently at the pressure point just behind the lobe.
Laurent’s eyes fluttered closed. “I suppose I spoke too soon,” he said. “When I told you I didn’t have any diseases you could catch.”
Edamura’s hand stilled. “You’re such an asshole,” he said, softly.
“I know,” Laurent said.
After a bit, Edamura settled lower in the bed, as he always liked, with his head under the covers—this time tucked comfortably under Laurent’s chin. Regardless of how they started, they always shifted in the night. Thus far, they’d never drifted far apart—simply forming new shapes, fresh patterns, that Laurent had looked forward, each night and each morning, to discovering.
Ten days. An eternity, for someone like him. Ten days of believing their bed was a raft slowly drawing them towards the same horizon, a future that they might share if Laurent could only manage to keep it afloat for long enough.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, not sure if Edamura was still awake.
“For what?” Edamura said, the question rumbling through Laurent's chest, but he didn’t have a single answer.
For the argument. For loving Edamura with an all-consuming desperation that no ordinary person wanted to be tied to, or bound by. For chaining Edamura to him, now, with an illness that made him too vulnerable to shove back out the door, and onto a plane.
He took too long to answer; Edamura, impatient as always, sighed, his lips brushing against the ugly sweatshirt separating him from Laurent’s skin. “There are so many things I want to talk to you about, Laurent,” he said. “One really big thing, that I was trying to work my way up to.”
Before you ruined it, Laurent heard. It was Wednesday, again; he’d missed another Dr. Bureš call.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated, focusing on what he could do for now. Positive steps, moving them both forward. “If you could...hold it, just for another night. I think I’ll be well enough to handle the rest tomorrow. I can listen to you then, Edamame.”
Edamura froze in place, then pushed away from Laurent, enough to reemerge from the covers and frown down at him. “Laurent,” he said, his dark, already messy bangs falling over his eyes. “Do you think I’ve been trying to break things off with you?”
He read whatever he needed to in Laurent’s expression; he sat up fully then, the duvet spilling off his shoulders, letting a gust of cold air sweep between them. “For fuck’s sake, Laurent. This is why I keep just...” He raised his hands, gripping the air, like he was shaking a phantom version of him. “You piss me off so fucking much,” he said, but he was laughing a little, now, and bent suddenly, his mouth pressing against Laurent’s, in a kiss he kept relatively gentle, and short.

Not wanting to actually catch any germs, Laurent thought, touching his own slightly chapped lips when Edamura drew away.
“It’s pretty much the exact opposite,” Edamura promised, moving Laurent’s hand so he could use the pad of his thumb to stroke over Laurent’s bottom lip instead, then along his jawline, with a level of affection that was too obvious to interpret as anything else. “But that’s my fault for just yelling at you about stupid, old shit instead of saying what I actually mean. Let’s talk tomorrow, okay? Only if you’re feeling better. It can wait. I’m not going anywhere, Laurent.”
“Okay,” Laurent said, and believed him.




Notes:


Italian:
L’amore non è bello se non è litigarello: “Love is not beautiful if it is not a quarrel.” Both a song and an Italian proverb.
Venezia: Venice
French:
puce: fun fact
















Chapter 23: PIOVE DAL CIELO
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Chapter Text

Laurent woke late the next morning, to the sound of Edamura talking quietly on the phone, and the warm scents of coffee and miso soup.
“For you,” Edamura said, covering the phone’s mouthpiece as he pointed at the soup, set at a low simmer on their hot plate. He must’ve had his earlier, since there was a bowl in the sink; he was on what looked like his second cup of coffee now. He glanced down at Laurent’s feet—bare and pigeonless—and rolled his eyes before turning back to his call. “Sorry, Umeko-san, it was Laurent. Yeah, he looks a little better. We’re probably fine, but I’ll let you know if we need anything else.”
Laurent made his way to the bathroom, and a much-needed shower, trying to not think about how intentionally Edamura had said Umeko’s name. Like he’d wanted to be sure Laurent knew who was on the other end this time.
He felt significantly better by the time he’d emerged. Even if he couldn’t scrub his memory clean, at least the sweat and fever-stink could swirl down the drain, leaving him feeling far more put-together and ready to face the day. He shaved, and brushed his teeth, and dried his hair, and dabbed on some of the cologne Edamura had said he’d liked.
Unfortunately, he’d forgotten to bring fresh clothing with him. He frowned at the crumpled pile of puce fabric—unwearable even if he hadn’t spent a night sweating through them—and wrapped a towel around his waist instead. It wasn’t as though he was shy about his body, or that there was a single stretch of it that Edamura hadn’t seen, and thoroughly explored, by now. A larger towel still would’ve been nice—simply for the fact that the air outside was cold, and he couldn’t say he’d entirely recovered from his.
Edamura grimaced at him when he opened the door. A little hurtful, Laurent thought, opening his mouth to say as much, but Edamura was pointing to the ugly sweatsuit on the floor.
“Would you pick that shit up,” he said. “I told you I keep tripping over your goddamn pants.”
“It’s not as though we have space for a laundry basket,” Laurent countered, sighing and holding the towel in place so he could bend down to retrieve the objectionable items. When he straightened, the response was more favorable—Edamura looked away, quickly, his cheekbones tinting pink enough to indicate what he’d been thinking.
This was, after all, the longest they’d gone without any form of sex in—for them—a rather significant stretch of time.
Edamura cleared his throat. “You can put them with the sheets. I’m going to take a load down to the laundromat later. You don’t have to come; I know you hate it.”
Laurent made a noncommittal noise. He did, but he liked spending time with Edamura, more. Still—it depended on where things went from here, and what Edamura had been trying so hard to tell him.
The bed had been stripped and remade while Laurent showered, with a clean set of the soft green sheets Edamura had been drawn to in the store—touching, repeatedly, almost as though he hadn’t realized his hands kept straying in their direction, while insisting he was fine with the plain cotton ones that were a third the price.
We’ll be spending plenty of time in these, Laurent had said, pulling out his card, unsurprised when Edamura glared at him and slapped his own on the counter instead. You should choose something you truly like, and want to keep. Even if it’s just for now.
“So explain to me,” Laurent said, after getting dressed and sitting down at their tiny table with his bowl of soup, “exactly what possessed you to walk into a Venetian shop and decide that’s the outfit you wanted to see me in. Was it free? Something they were struggling to give away?”
Edamura’s lips twitched. He was trying hard to look offended, but the laughter was too visible. “I told you Umeko-san bought those. I don’t think she put any thought into it; I told her your size and that I wanted something lined, and warm, and that’s what she came back with.”
“Ah,” Laurent said, remembering now. Parts of the previous day were still fuzzy, although that couldn’t be said for any of the worst bits. He glanced at the bed—highly visible from where they sat near the door. “So she was here?”
“No,” Edamura said, following his eyeline. “I met her downstairs. You needed pyjamas, medicine, a thermometer, a few groceries—I gave her a list, and asked her if she’d be able to grab them for me. It didn’t take very long. Twenty minutes, maybe, with Giorgio covering the counter, which is probably why you didn’t get the luxe experience.”
Laurent set his spoon down and rubbed at his eyes, feeling some of his energy already burning off. His head and his throat had stopped hurting, but he was tired, still. It would take more than a day to fully recover from all the lost sleep. Edamura must’ve misread the gesture; he touched Laurent—on his leg, under the table—then withdrew his hand.
“I didn’t tell her anything else, Laurent. Just that you weren’t feeling well, and I didn’t want to leave you.” He hesitated, licked his lips, and added, “Although...she definitely knows that we’ve been sleeping together. I mean, I’ve barely spoken to her in the last week, and she’s met you, so it’s pretty obvious what we’ve been doing.”
Laurent huffed out a soft laugh. “While I appreciate the nod to my irresistible appeal, that’s not what I meant. I’ve never said you needed to keep me a secret. Cynthia knows I’m here, obviously. It’s fine if you’ve been telling people.”
“Yeah,” Edamura said. He curled his fingers around his coffee mug and flicked Laurent a glance that was easy to read, now that he had a better grasp on his own faculties. Are you feeling up to talking yet? And: I’m afraid to rush this, in case you fall to pieces again.
Good questions that Laurent didn’t entirely have answers to just yet. He picked up the bowl and sipped at the broth, letting it soothe the parts of him that still ached. “Why didn’t you want to leave?” he asked, when he set it back down.
Edamura’s lips parted. He hadn’t expected that. “For the medicine?” he asked, seeming to understand how open-ended Laurent had left it. There were several routes he could take from here; Laurent could see each of them stretching out before him.
In other years, Laurent would’ve been doing his best to quietly steer him down the one he preferred. The path that would benefit him, and his goals, and ultimately his wallet—although that had never been his primary focus.
Reading people...predicting their actions, and manipulating them into doing what he wanted, instead...it was the one thing Laurent had always been able to rely on. Trusting people led to betrayal, or other types of pain. Everyone lied, and cheated, and got what they wanted, no matter the cost—so why shouldn’t he? It was how he’d survived, as a young boy, then a broken adult, in a world that had ceased to care about him, long ago.
The problem, though, was that Laurent had stopped wanting to do any of that with Edamura. He was tired of tricking people into liking him, or trusting him, or simply following along with plans elaborate and honorable enough to justify the lies.
It’d taken him years—too many, too late to make a difference—but he’d loosened his greedy fingers, one by one, until his hands were empty. Hoping that Edamura wouldn’t fly so fast and so far that he’d never be able to catch up again.
Honesty, he thought, and tried it.
“Did you think, if you left me alone, and I woke up, that I would pack my things and go?”
“Yeah. I did,” Edamura said, without any hesitation. He met Laurent’s eyes with that same steady honesty that’d been present from the start: even when he was doing his best to run his own scams. “If you were here, and I wasn’t, I don’t think you would’ve stayed.”
Laurent looked down, running his fingers along the rim of the empty bowl. It was one that’d come with the apartment; it was chipped, in several spots, with a crack running down the side. Not deep enough to push the whole way through, or to make it leak—it was pretty, and it was still functional, Edamura had said, choosing it from the cabinet, every time he had the option. Today, he’d given it to Laurent.
“You’ve spent years believing you’ve seen the worst parts of me,” Laurent said. “Now you have. I understand why you stopped me the first time; you wouldn’t have let anyone leave in that state, no matter who they were or what you thought of them. But I was better, later, and I’m fine now. Why wouldn’t you take the easy option, and let me go?”
But Edamura was smiling at him, like he’d said something genuinely funny. “At your worst, Laurent? Is that really what you think yesterday was?”
Laurent blinked, thrown by the response. This wasn’t one of the paths he’d anticipated. As he was speaking, he’d begun running his thumb, over and over, along the most visible chip, a jagged section that cut into the wing of a red-crowned crane, caught half in flight, forever trapped in its painted pattern. A symbol of luck. For peace, and longevity. And for love—the kind that, with the right amount of work put into it, might actually last a lifetime.
Edamura drew Laurent’s hand away and linked their fingers, before his flesh could bruise, or tear.
“Laurent...that’s probably the most I’ve ever liked you.”
***
He didn’t dive into further explanations just then; like Laurent, he was doing better today at picking up on the subtler hints in their interactions. Like the way Laurent was slowly drooping in his chair, worn out by the exertion of eating, and speaking.
The issue, of course, was that there were still dozens of unresolved conversations hanging between them. Edamura had been standing near the entryway for several minutes, pretending to fiddle with his keys, and his phone, and the bag of laundry that badly needed to be washed. Afraid, still, that when he came back upstairs, Laurent might be gone.
“Just go,” Laurent said, kicking the damned blankets off the bed before sliding between the clean, fresh-smelling sheets. The duvet would be fine on its own; he was wearing a sweater now, and a pair of pants that were slightly too uncomfortable for sleeping, but were better than the alternatives. “I’ll still be here, and very much asleep, by the time the dryer is done.”
If he was lucky, the heat would shrink the Venezia sweatsuit so he’d no longer have to wear it.
He shut his eyes, drifting off before he could hear Edamura’s answer, or the soft click of the door finally shutting behind him.
***
Waking felt like a do-over of the day before: without the throbbing headache or the tightly constricted chest that had been due more to phlegm than the equally sticky, unpleasant emotions Laurent had also done his best to expel. Not a method he would’ve chosen on his own, but perhaps the most effective.
He’d wound up on the outer edge of the bed this time, facing a window instead of the wall. Mid-afternoon, again; the light was gentle and cool, a gift from the sun that’d tucked itself behind a neighboring building to watch over them. There was a patch of quiet, cloudless sky just visible. Calm and clean, like that morning when they’d walked, hand-in-hand, to buy more condoms, thinking only of the long days they’d be spending together, in this bed.
His salt-scraped, washed-out body felt a bit like those clear blue skies, after the rain had passed. Maybe he shouldn’t have spent so much of his life trying to hold back the storm.
Second chances, Laurent thought. Something it’d taken him so long to believe was possible.
There was movement behind him—the shift of a familiar body that always fit so well against his own. Edamura, back from his errands, and in their bed again, loath to leave Laurent for too long.
“Hey,” he said quietly, checking whether Laurent was awake. He touched Laurent’s hair, tentatively at first, then with more soothing strokes when Laurent turned into it, instead of away.
This was something they’d discovered over the past week, when each interaction, every response, felt like a revelation. They drew pleasure from different things. Some were obvious, like how much Edamura enjoyed having his cock sucked or his nipples played with, but there were lighter touches, too—the way he’d draw in a breath when Laurent stroked a single finger down the palm of his hand, down to the thin, tender skin over his wrists. Or the way he did, very genuinely, love foot rubs.
Laurent didn’t feel much of anything in his nipples. They existed, that was all. Perhaps they had no nerve endings to speak of. What he loved most was having Edamura’s hand in his hair, or his fingers rubbing behind his ears or tugging at his earlobes until he groaned into it. Soft touches or a gentle mouth on his throat. Teeth scraping over the nape of his neck, after his hair had been swept aside to expose it. His scalp was probably the most sensitive part of his body.
Is that why you cut your hair, after Dorothy died? Edamura had asked once, tangling Laurent’s hair, which had grown enough for that now, around careful fingers. They hadn’t talked about it much beyond that, but Edamura had been carefully locking away notes on all his secret, soft places, like Laurent had done with him.
The first question, today, was an expected one.
“Are you feeling better?” Edamura asked, pushing gentle fingers along a scalp that was nearly too tender, now—but not in a bad way. Laurent would do his best to catalogue that later, to determine whether it was the illness setting all his nerve endings alight, or if their argument, and the morning that’d followed, had stripped away another layer of long-held defenses.
For now, he was trying to keep the laughter out of his voice. Edamura’s brain followed tangled, branching paths that were entirely unique to him; sometimes that made him nearly impossible for Laurent to read correctly. In other moments, like this, the subtext was so obvious it was palpable. Badly restrained impatience that he was struggling to keep at bay.
“Yes,” Laurent replied. The amusement was audible, but that was okay. “I’m ready to talk now, if you’d like.”
Edamura didn’t immediately respond. When he did, it was clear that he’d been sorting through his options, more careful now with the route he was charting. They’d always been aware of the thickly-strewn, half-submerged rocks that came with a relationship such as theirs. Laurent had spent years steering around them, pretending they didn’t exist, or that they might, someday, dissolve on their own. Edamura’s choice was exactly like him: charging forward, attempting to meet them head on, and smash through.
It hadn’t worked out the way he’d wanted. There’d been too much gunpowder, perhaps, packed in under Laurent’s skin.
“Can I ask you something, then?” he said now, once he’d finally settled on their first stop. The jagged stone they would pause to examine first, and mark down on the map they’d finally begun to draw.
Laurent nodded, slightly, into the movement of Edamura’s fingers, without flipping over to see his face. He’d gathered the sense that much of this would be easier, at least initially, if they kept a little bit of separation intact. At least this time Edamura had chosen to occupy his restless hands with something that was significantly more comforting for them both.
The question wasn’t shaped exactly how Laurent had envisioned, but after hearing Edamura on the phone that morning, he’d known some variation of it was coming, and had braced himself for it.
“Do you think Abbie and I are dating? Or that we were?”
“Were,” Laurent said, keeping it succinct. He’d never been able to get a proper handle on that relationship, to understand what they really were to each other, or if they’d ever fully crossed into deeper territory. But if this was an either/or question, there could only be one answer. Edamura, regardless of whatever type of hall pass he might’ve been utilizing in Helsinki, wouldn’t have spent the last two weeks fucking Laurent if he’d still been in a relationship with someone else. He simply wasn’t that kind of person.
Edamura snorted softly, like he’d read at least some of that into his answer. “No, I meant at all, Laurent. Because we’re not. We never have.”
Laurent made a noise—the kind of disbelief that’d made him so hurt the day before, so angry with Edamura for not simply believing him. There was too much history there. Attraction, from the start, and such clear, ever-present fondness that it was difficult to see them as purely platonic.
“I guess I get why you’d think that,” Edamura said, with such a calm, matter-of-fact tone that Laurent couldn’t help relaxing into it, and into the capable touch of the hand that was still stroking through his hair. There was no hesitation—no sense that anything about this was off-limits, with further hazards lurking beneath. “I do talk about her a lot, because she’s really important to me.”
Obvious, Laurent thought. Something that hardly needed to be said. But Edamura was continuing.
“I was thinking about it. Yesterday and today. How you acted about Sydney—and Paris, when it never made any sense for you to think she was there. I’d never connected the dots before, because we were on such completely different pages. I mean, not every deep connection has to be romantic, or sexual, Laurent. Sometimes people are just friends.”
“I know that,” Laurent said. Truthfully, he’d had sex with a fair amount of the people he might’ve called friends—Clark included—but there were others who’d never crossed that line. Cynthia, for one. “It’s the way you talk about her, or to her. I don’t know if you can hear it. You get this look on your face, like...” He thought about it. “Like you’d do anything to make sure she finds happiness, and keeps it.”
“Yeah,” Edamura agreed. “I want that for her. She’s had such a shitty life, you know? I think she’s amazing. We bonded a lot in Singapore, and then in London. She’s always going to be one of my best friends—which I have you to thank for, by the way.”
“Happy to help,” Laurent said, dryly, into the pillowcase that smelled like Edamura’s detergent, and his own cologne. He was doing much better today. That didn’t mean all his wounds had healed.
Edamura tugged gently at his scalp; a reminder he was here, with him. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’d think Abbie was interested in me like that. She’s always made it extremely clear that if I touched her, she’d cut my hand off. Or my balls.”
True. Things could change on that front; Laurent had assumed they had, when he wasn’t around. It still didn’t address the most important part.
“And you? If your balls weren’t in danger?”
“Hm,” Edamura said, thoughtfully. “She’s beautiful. So is Cynthia. So’s Clark, even if I’ve made that another really sore subject. So are you, Laurent.” He paused for longer, still thinking about it, like he felt it was genuinely important to be as honest as possible with Laurent’s feelings.
“I guess it could’ve been a possibility at some point. Earlier on, when we were just starting to get along, and our relationship hadn’t really formed into anything yet. I don’t know if that would make sense to someone like—” Edamura broke off the sentence, and sighed. “I feel like a lot of what I say to you is vaguely insulting, but I really don’t mean it that way.”
Laurent laughed, surprising both of them. He twisted a little in the sheets—not turning fully; this mix of physical contact and visual distance seemed to be working well for them—but enough to show he wasn’t trying to shut him out. Not like before, when Edamura had set off a series of triggers even Laurent hadn’t been fully aware he’d set, and buried.
“I like you, Edamame,” he said, making it as clear, as open, as he could. “I like you exactly as you are, sharp edges and all, even when they cut me. I don’t want you to change.”
Edamura stroked over the sideburn trailing along Laurent’s jawline, then took his earlobe between his thumb and forefinger, pulling it down a little, releasing it, then doing it again, on a soothing loop. Laurent shut his eyes, letting go of the tension he hadn’t known was still pushing his shoulders up. “I don’t want you to change, either, Laurent. I’ve just been trying, and failing, to understand you. But I think I’m getting there, if you’ll let me keep trying.”
The fact that he still wanted to, after everything...Laurent’s fingers clenched in the sheets, the pads of his fingers catching on the rough fibers of that horrible blanket Edamura must have draped over him again, and had consistently refused to let him throw away. They needed the warmth, he’d argue, like they couldn’t buy something else. Like Edamura himself wasn’t everything Laurent needed to keep those cold, miserable nights at bay.
Body heat, Edamura had said before, pleased with the stupid joke, and unaware that it was something Laurent had been genuinely clinging to, all along.
“I’m sorry,” Laurent said, repeating the apology that’d been empty, before, without the right words to back it up. He understood, now, where he’d gone wrong. The fever might’ve been partially to blame, but it’d only heightened the emotions that had already been spiraling out of control. “You were being honest with me, the way you always are, and I couldn’t handle it.”
Edamura slid his thumb up a bit, to the tender skin behind Laurent’s ear. It was so gentle, so undeserved, that it made Laurent ache.
“I want to talk about that,” Edamura said. “In a minute, though. Don’t try to sidetrack me, okay? This is how we never end up dealing with the shit that’s bothering you.”
Perhaps this was why they’d done so well with letters. It gave them the space to put all their thoughts, all their emotions, down on a page that didn’t react, or argue, or deflect, until the pen had stopped shaping words that would’ve been too difficult to say aloud.
Edamura, as so often of late, seemed to be thinking the same thing. He was tracing a pattern along the side of Laurent’s throat—in kanji, or maybe kana, Laurent realized, too slow to catch the initial strokes, or the meaning behind it, before Edamura was done.
“Anyway,” he said, cupping his palm in an affectionate squeeze along Laurent’s jaw, before looping back to the conversation that Laurent had, indeed, been attempting to deflect. “I think I might draw sharper lines with people than you do. If Abbie and I had ever slept together, or even kissed, or anything—I’m telling you, Laurent, literally nothing has ever happened between us—I don’t think I could still be friends with her. Definitely not as close as we are. Maybe that’s why it’s so hard for me to get it.”
“Clark?” Laurent asked.
He could feel the movement of Edamura’s hand—back in his hair now—as he shook his head in response. “Some. He was an easy target. With the photos, and his obnoxious texts, and everything. But...to be honest...Dorothy, more.”
“Oh,” Laurent said. He shouldn’t have been surprised by that. But they’d talked about her, hadn’t they? Extensively, he’d thought, in those letters that had laid everything so terrifyingly bare.
Edamura, of course, picked up on all the words Laurent hadn’t intentionally expressed with that single syllable.
“I’m not saying I don’t want you to be friends with her,” he said, tugging at Laurent’s earlobe—gently, still, but with a little of his true feelings seeping through. “I...think it’s amazing, honestly, that you can be. I mean it, Laurent. The fact you care so much about her, still, and you’re genuinely happy to see her moving on, with other people. I don’t think I could ever do that. Not with—not if you...” He sighed, and stroked behind Laurent’s ear. “It’d be really, really hard for me to love someone and then change what that means for us, later.”
Laurent had always understood that about him. When Edamura chose to tie his life to someone else’s, he’d mean for it to last forever, no matter how choppy the seas grew, or how violently the waves battered the sides of their ship. He would take his lover’s hand, and keep sailing, trusting that the sun would break through the clouds again. He would never give up.
It was one of the many things Laurent loved about him. And it was why, despite the longing that nearly squeezed the breath out of his lungs, some days, he did his best to not ask for something that precious, that difficult to give away. Something that he still found it difficult to believe he might ever deserve.
“Is that what you were trying to tell me?” he asked, putting the pieces together now. The ones his sex-stupid, fever-addled brain had entirely missed, in favor of cramming together his own disjointed, destructive thoughts. “When you brought up jealousy—this was what you’d meant?”
Laurent could almost feel Edamura’s grimace. He rarely had to conjure imaginary portraits of him now, but when he did, each image was breathtakingly clear. Vivid; unique. Absurdly expressive, and entirely unforgettable.
“I fucked that up,” he said, with a huff of self-deprecating laughter. “But yeah. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Laurent, but I’m kind of a jealous person.”
Laurent chuckled. “You have told me you hated me for taking away your father.”
This tug at Laurent’s ear was a little bit rougher. “Yeah,” he said, the ‘and you’re an asshole for bringing it up like that’ as audible as Edamura’s thoughts often were. He paused, gathering his words again. “I don’t know if that’s the right term for it, with my dad. At least not anymore. I don’t want to take him away from you, either; I like that you get along with him, Laurent. That I can talk to him about you, a little bit, like we do with my mom.”
Laurent’s fingers curled into the blanket; he was remembering, suddenly, another of their letters, a wish that could never be granted: an alternate life where he could’ve met Miki, and Makoto, without these years of bitterness separating them. But if it’d turned out that way, they wouldn’t be here now. It was like Dorothy had said, with her ring catching the light, fitting so perfectly on a finger that’d waited years for it to return.

Wouldn’t that have been part of the spell?

Fairy tales had rules; happy endings were guided by the tragedies that came before. If Laurent had met Ozaki Makoto in another time, another place, he might never have fallen in love with him. He ached at the thought of that—a chasm breaking apart his past, leaving a gaping loss that he would’ve never even known was there.
Edamame, he thought, and forgot he was meant to be keeping some distance intact. He twisted around, fighting to free himself from the brief, constricting tangle of their sheets, so he could push his wind-chilled body into arms that’d suddenly felt much too far away.
“Oh,” Edamura said, in surprise, but folded around him, as easily as breathing. He left one hand on Laurent’s lower back, sliding warm fingers under the sheets, and under his sweater, to the bare skin beneath, and cupped the other over the back of Laurent’s neck, drawing him into a full-body hug. “Hey,” he said softly. “Do you want to tell me what that was about?”
“Non, merci,” Laurent said, the most honest he’d ever been, and let his lungs lift in tune with the rumble of Edamura’s laughter.
“God, Laurent, I really,” Edamura said, but buried the rest of that statement in Laurent’s hair, his mouth brushing against the shell of Laurent’s ear instead of shaping further words. They stayed like that, for a minute, until he picked up the thought Laurent had interrupted.
“My dad...and Dorothy. It’s different, but I guess you’re right that it connects, for me. I think that’s what I was trying to tell you. That I...it’s hard for me, Laurent, to deal with the fact that I’m always someone’s second choice. A backup option, when the one they prefer doesn’t work out or isn’t around.”
Laurent tried to move away—just enough to pull back, to lift himself higher so he could see Edamura’s face—but Edamura’s arms tightened in response. His heart was thudding against Laurent’s chest, fast, like it’d been after their fight, when Laurent had emerged from his haze to find Edamura holding him.
It was fear, but not the kind Laurent had been assuming.
He tested his theory by relaxing back against their mattress, feeling Edamura’s grip loosen, too, with a slight tremor still shivering through his body. It was strange, Laurent was slowly realizing, that he’d always thought he was the one afraid of losing people. It’d been an integral part of Edamura’s life from just as early of an age.
“The other thing you were trying to tell me,” he said, feeling as though he’d finally found his way back to solid ground. “I wasn’t listening, very well. But I did hear you, Edamame. The part you were angry about—that hurt you, in a way I wasn’t understanding. You needed to know that when I said I loved you, I didn’t mean just for now. For a few days, or a few years, or until I got bored, or found someone else.”
Edamura’s hand spasmed, his blunt nails scraping against the bumps of Laurent’s spine.
“I love you, Edamame,” Laurent repeated, sweeping his palms up the taut muscles of Edamura’s back, then crossing his arms over his shoulders to hold him as tightly as he dared. Edamura’s thick, dark hair was tickling the side of his face. He turned into it, as much as he could, with their bodies pressed so close together.
“Here is what I should have told you yesterday, mon chéri. What I should’ve been telling you all along. I’ve been with many people, over the years. I’ve only ever loved two. Dorothy, who was a young love, who meant so much, and whom I will always care for. But not the way I care about you, my beautiful, difficult darling. You were trying to say, I think, that you wanted pieces of me that no one has ever touched, or seen. You have them, Edamame. You have all of them—the best things about me, and the worst, the ones I’d thought no one could ever love, if they knew they existed. I don’t...”
He stopped, his breath shuddering. It was terrifying, loving someone like this.
“I don’t know, like you’ve said, if you ever can. But I showed them to you anyway. Because you have my heart, Edamame. You have all of me. I’m yours, if you want me.”

Edamura was trembling, now, his fingers digging into Laurent’s tender skin, not enough to hurt, but to anchor him there, in this moment.
“I do,” he said, after a while, his voice thick with emotion, but clear enough for Laurent to hear each perfect, impossible word. “Fuck. Laurent. I really do.”
***
Emotions, as it turned out, were the hardest thing to translate into any language.
“I was never mad at you,” Edamura said, later, over a dinner that he’d reluctantly let Laurent help him with. If by help one meant kissing the side of his neck as he cooked, and wrapping greedy arms around his waist, and eventually chopping a few vegetables that he’d promptly burnt.
“That’s not what you said when you kicked me out of the kitchen,” Laurent replied, pushing a blackened onion to the side of his plate.
Edamura gave him one of his familiar, deeply unamused looks. Laurent didn’t need him to put any words to it; he understood the: I can tell you’re feeling better, because you’re pissing me off. Laurent’s fever might’ve required a thermometer to diagnose, but the heat emanating off Edamura’s forehead was nearly visible on its own; he was a tea kettle, always steaming.
Laurent badly wanted to kiss him, but he settled, for now, for a smile and another mouthful of fried rice. He was doing his best to remember that he was likely contagious, still, and it would be miserable if both of them were ill.
“I’m surprised,” he said, following that thought, “that I’m the one who wound up bedridden.”
Edamura didn’t respond, preoccupied with neatly picking his way through the rest of his meal. Although he’d included diced carrots in it, he’d been moving a good portion of them to Laurent’s plate. For Laurent’s health, or simply because he wasn’t overly fond of them himself, Laurent wasn’t sure.
“Since you’re the one who’d swallowed all of that pigeon shit,” he explained, when the silence went on too long.
That worked; Edamura’s attention swung back to him. “I fucking hate you,” he said, but he put the last pile of carrots on Laurent’s plate, and set his chopsticks down so he could touch him on the arm. Briefly, a point of contact to counteract the words.
“I hate when you lie to me, Laurent,” he said, getting better now at tugging conversations back to where he’d wanted them to go, no matter how much Laurent attempted to paddle them off course. “Yesterday, I didn’t mean for that to come across like I hated you. I just...I want you to trust me, I guess. Enough to tell me what you’re actually thinking, instead of making me play this weird, elaborate mindgame to eventually get there.”
“I do trust you,” Laurent said, expecting the flat look of disbelief he received in return. It didn’t hurt this time.
Edamura followed it, though, with: “I know you do. And like I said, I don’t want to change anything about who you are. Even if you drive me fucking crazy sometimes. But...”
He moved a trio of peas around his plate, sending them through the kind of spiral Laurent had spun himself into, the day before.
“You didn’t tell me you weren’t feeling well. You didn’t tell me that Abbie’s text came through while we were talking, and that it bothered you. You’d never told me—really told me, that you were already in love with me in Helsinki and that you’d thought sleeping with me, then, was...a lot more than just casual sex.”
“I don’t think it would’ve gone well, then, if I had,” Laurent said.
Edamura twisted his mouth wryly. “No, you’re right. I wasn’t ready, at all. And I get why it’s been really hard for you to trust me. Both of us have a whole lot we still need to work on. But what I said, this morning—what I keep telling you, which somehow never seems to sink in—I like this version of you, Laurent. Not the part where you’re sick, or upset...that sounds shitty.” He paused, then said, thoughtfully, “Although you did say you like the shitty parts of me.”
“Hm,” Laurent said. “I didn’t say it was an open invitation.”
The amusement, and the light self-deprecation, was clear enough. Edamura tilted a soft, fond smile in Laurent’s direction. “I’ve actually always wondered,” he mused, “what it’d be like to see you get angry. Normal people get mad, Laurent. I fight with everyone I care about; you’ve seen it. More than I’m comfortable with, really. I know I flare up and down; I’m not great at holding things back.”
“What you see is what you get,” Laurent said. “I like that about you, too.”
Edamura abandoned his food and touched Laurent’s leg, this time leaving his hand there. “I’m saying that it feels shitty to fight. But it’s okay. I’d rather you did, so I know what’s actually going on inside your head. You don’t have to keep hiding it, Laurent. Not from anyone, but especially not from me. All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be honest with me. I want...” He hesitated. “I want to know you. All of it, including the messy parts.”    
Laurent didn’t have a response. Maybe it was okay, sometimes, to not fill silences with meaningless words.
They let that exchange sit between them for a while, sending down tentative roots. Outside their apartment—too small, too cold, but perfect, perhaps, for conversations like this—a gondolier sang, startling a bird that flashed past their window and into the darkening sky above, its wings beating hard in flight.
Edamura wasn’t letting go. That’s what he’d been telling Laurent, through all those touches, all those letters and late night conversations. It’d taken this long for Laurent to finally hear him.
***
They went out that evening, for a bit, revisiting some of the quiet streets and moonlit canals they’d spent days forgetting. Besides, Laurent had wanted an excuse to buy different pyjamas.
Edamura had objected, at first, then shoved a fleece-lined beanie over Laurent’s hair while he’d been preoccupied with wrapping a scarf around his neck. He tucked his chin deeper into the scarf as they walked, not admitting yet that he was grateful for the extra warmth that was shielding his head and ears from the water-cooled wind. His throat was beginning to feel a little scratchy again; not bad, but a reminder that healing was a slow process, and not a switch you could simply flip, and move on from.
“Do you know,” he said, “that’s another part I haven’t shared with anyone else.”
Edamura had his hands tucked into his pockets, his shoulders hunched around his ears, too, from the cold. He looked up and to the side, meeting Laurent’s eyes and waiting for the rest.
“I’m not often ill,” Laurent said. When he was, he retreated from the world, like a wounded animal slinking into the forest to be alone. “If you’re looking for things no one else has experienced with me, that’s one. The last time I recall anyone nursing me through a cold, or bringing me medicine, or forcing me into far too many layers simply so I could walk outside, my mother was still alive.”
Edamura’s lips curved upward—just slightly, enough to show he’d been pleased by the olive branch—before dipping back into a frown. He was doing the math in his head; not difficult, when the starting number was a single digit. “But you were young,” he said, confirming his thought process. “You wouldn’t have been able to live on your own, not for years after that. You must’ve had people who...”
Laurent pushed his hands deeper into his pockets, feeling an odd sense of loss at the plastic figure that should’ve been there. He didn’t need it, with the man it’d stood for walking by his side, but his fingers still curled, searching for it. You couldn’t carry much with you, when you were moved from place to place, always an afterthought, a burden. The small things mattered. Tangible objects that you could anchor yourself with, at least for a while.
Edamura bumped their shoulders together, then slid his arm around Laurent’s waist, tucking his fingers next to Laurent’s, in his silk-lined coat pocket—an awkward angle, but Edamura made it work. He always did.
“I’d like to hear about it, someday,” he said. “If you ever feel up to that.”
Someday. A future that stretched out farther than Laurent had ever been able to see on his own.
***
Laurent’s nose was dripping, rather badly, by the time they settled back in for the night.
“It’s just from the wind,” he said, but shivered, and blew his nose on the series of tissues that Edamura handed him. He was wearing cashmere socks, and an equally expensive robe so brightly patterned that Edamura had sighed at it, and retreated to the opposite side of the store while Laurent paid.
He had fewer objections once they were alone; the loveseat was barely large enough for one, but Edamura had made that work, too, cramming their knees and legs together, with each of them braced against a different stiff, slippery armrest. He smiled at Laurent now, over the book that he’d brought with him but wasn’t reading.
Venice, Laurent thought, a little too tired to wonder why Edamura was dipping back into those pages. He shut his eyes, basking in the heat steaming from his mug, and sipped from it. A better version of the tea Edamura had been infusing him with earlier: this had honey, lemon, and spices, too, but with a whiskey base that was much more Laurent’s style.
Edamura had his own cup, which he’d left cooling on the windowsill, next to the other objects that’d been collecting there during their stay. The capsule toy figures, Edamura’s vase. Laurent’s much clumsier attempt at glasswork, which Edamura had asked to keep, if he didn’t want it.
Laurent hadn’t seen the ashtray, or the cigarettes, since their argument. He opened his eyes, thinking he might ask about it, but Edamura was swiping quick thumbs over his phone, with an irritated dip at the corner of his mouth.
“Clark,” he said, glancing up when he felt Laurent’s attention on him. There was a dangerous glint in his eyes; Laurent was able to interpret it better this time. “Let me know when I can share the news. I might do it on video. Just so I can see the look on his stupid handsome face when he hears you’re off the market.”
“He is, too,” Laurent reminded him, nudging his sock-encased toes against Edamura’s foot. Edamura kept texting but pushed back, curling his own foot around Laurent’s, in an unusual sort of embrace.
Like that morning, in Helsinki, when he’d reached back in the midst of what Laurent had thought was lovemaking, using the oddly intimate curl of his ankle to pull Laurent closer. From the beginning—long before that, long before they’d ever truly considered sleeping together—he’d always found ways to surprise Laurent, to make contact in his own strange, beautiful fashion.
“He can fuck off,” Edamura countered, but he was smirking a little when he put his phone down, and picked up his drink. He’d set the guidebook on the floor, away from the pile of snot-filled tissues one of them would have to deal with later. Maybe Edamura would, if Laurent acted particularly woeful.
I’m used to it, Edamura had said, filling in the gaps that Laurent wasn’t ready to talk about just yet. For long stretches of his own life, Edamura had spent more time in the hospital than at home, bringing his mother gifts and knitted hats and bitter teas he’d thought might cure her, and stories about how well he was doing, and how little she needed to worry.
You don’t mind? Laurent had asked. Hospitals, experiences like that, clung to you. Not everyone was comfortable with illness, with reminders that bodies broke down, and the people you’d relied on could, between one word and the next, disappear.
But Edamura was different. The things that shattered Laurent only seemed to make him stronger.
I like it, he’d said. Taking care of people. Not everyone—being a doctor seems kind of awful. But when it’s someone who matters to me? Of course I’ll be there, Laurent. Why wouldn’t I?
Why wouldn’t I, he’d said, like it was the sort of thing anyone had ever thought to offer Laurent.
His turn, then. If this was an exchange, an attempt to always be there for each other, Laurent had to do his part. He thought of the phone, and the way Edamura was being so careful with him, now. Working hard at the communication he’d told Laurent, again and again, was integral to his relationships. All of them, including with his friends.
“Did you text Abbie?” he asked. Calm and unbothered, without pretending this time. But still wanting to know.
“Mm,” Edamura said, his dark eyelashes fluttering in enjoyment as he finally sipped at his spice-laden whiskey. “Not any details, obviously. Just that I’m the one who’d invited you, and to knock it off. Cynthia must’ve said something.”
I hadn’t even told Abbie you were here, Edamura had said, on their way back from their errands. Not that I was hiding it or anything. I’d just. I don’t know. I’d wanted to keep you to myself for a while, I guess.
“They do talk sometimes,” Laurent agreed. “Much to my detriment. I probably should’ve never introduced them to each other.”
Edamura laughed into the rim of his cup. “One of your worst ideas, but it turned out okay.” He tapped his toes, then, against the side of Laurent’s foot, an echo of how someone might restlessly drum their fingers along a desk. “That reminds me. The last time Cynthia called. Do you know what she actually said to me, when she wasn’t shouting loud enough for you to hear her?”
“More insults, I imagine.”
“No,” Edamura said. Wrong, as usual, with a softer curve to his lips at this win. He sounded serious, though, when he set his half-empty cup back down, dipping his gaze so he could make sure Laurent’s eyes were fixed on his. “She was telling me what she’d do to me if I hurt you.”
Laurent must’ve betrayed some skepticism; a slight tilt of his head, maybe, or a tightening of muscles Edamura was watching too closely.
“She cares so much about you, Laurent,” Edamura continued, firmly, with that same stubborn set of his jaw, the one that always spelled trouble. He was fighting again, this time on Laurent’s behalf. “Everyone does. Everyone always has. Even Abbie, who might give you shit, but texted me back to ask if you’re doing okay.”
His hand drifted to the windowsill, like he was thinking of reaching for his phone to prove his point, but he picked up the small glass object next to it instead.
Laurent put his mug down on the floor—he’d drained it, some time ago—and straightened out the long, velvety sleeves that’d fluttered with the movement. Expensive fabric that Edamura might’ve already realized was another of his shields. Rags to riches. It was the kind of story he’d always spun in a specific direction, but the reality was that Laurent’s core had never changed. He was a shaggy, tattered wanderer who’d spent most of his life drifting from one place to another. Perhaps money should’ve been his goal. But he’d never cared about that, not really. All he’d ever wanted was...for people to find value in him. In the man he was underneath, the hopeful, sensitive, optimistic boy who’d grown up under the jarring realization that he’d always be alone.
So he’d done what he could to change that. Worked on the innate charm he’d always found so easy to leverage, the disreputable nature his mother had warned him against, but which had turned out to be the only thing he could rely on. He would make people love him, if he had to. Crank up the magnetism, until they were forced into his orbit, for as long as he could hold them there.
Money helped. If someone was dressed in rags, still, but made of silk and satin and gold that glinted, beckoning them, he might be able to keep them. For a while, it’d almost felt like enough.
The item Edamura was turning over in his calloused, capable fingers—like he was testing its weight, its value—was the piece Laurent had finally managed to shape in their Murano workshop.
While the rest of their group had chosen between the vases or flowers covered in the tutorial, Laurent had failed, again and again, until his weary instructor had finally offered something that’d seemed to suit him more. The result was small, unevenly shaped, and dusted in gold foil to cover its flaws.
It’s my heart, Laurent had said, with a laugh that hadn’t been entirely put on, once it’d cooled enough to be handled. Edamura had taken it from him, looking at it for a long time, like he was doing now. Like he was seeing something beyond the blemished surface. Not Laurent’s best work, but perhaps the truest. A tiny heart, made of glass, in a pink so pale it was almost translucent.
“Cynthia loves you,” Edamura said. “She might not say it, but she does. She shows it, you know? Even when she’s not threatening me. And my dad? It’s taken me a long time, but I’ve finally started to understand him. Why he cares about you so goddamn much. Why he would've felt like he had to choose you.”
His hands were gentle, still, on the heart he was holding. “Every single one of us, Laurent, from Abbie, to ‘the Wizard,’ to even Dorothy, knows that you keep us around, for all the dirty work that we thrive in—even if we claim we don’t—because you’re made of glass. You’re resilient, you’ve made it through so much shit, too, but you’re more fragile than any of us. And it’s so stupid when you try so hard to keep us from figuring that out, when it’s the most obvious thing about you.”
Cynthia, Laurent thought regretfully, suddenly remembering that it’d been well past the week she’d given him. She would be angry. Especially if she found out anything about the past few days, and the nearly shattered heart he’d been promising her he’d protect.
“Clear glass,” he mused, his eyes fixed on the hypnotic movement of Edamura’s hands, thinking of how he’d said the Wizard, with a resigned sneer to it, like he’d finally accepted Dorothy’s reliance on him. Oz had left his family, his country, for a distant land and a girl who’d made everyone love her, without any of Laurent’s tricks. The grand illusions, Oz’s magic, had felt real enough, near the end. It’d almost been enough to save her.
Edamura looked up at him. Laurent hadn’t fully realized he’d said those two words out loud. He’d been thinking about Oz, and Dorothy, and the Murano workshop, and everything he’d learned there. The functionality that came with colorless, transparent glass. It wasn’t Laurent’s favorite, but it could be pretty, in its own way. Especially if it was formed into interesting enough shapes, like an arrogant cat, with a clear body, a spun-glass tail, and a self-serving attitude that generally pissed everyone off.
“Clear glass,” he said again, finally placing where his mind had taken him. Along a gold-strewn path, to an emerald-studded city with inhabitants too strange to survive in anything but a world like theirs. “With pink brains. You can see ‘em work.”
It took a second, but only just. “The handsomest brains in the world,” Edamura quoted back. “The Glass Cat, Laurent? You’re right. Of course that’s you.” His laughter was so bright it filled the room.
Laurent should’ve been surprised that he’d picked up on the reference so easily, but he was his father’s son, after all; how would he not know all the ins and outs of a world named Oz?
A ridiculous nickname, Oz had said, the day Laurent had met him, but he’d referenced the second meaning heavily enough on his own, over the years. After all, he’d spent those years maintaining that magic-infused double life. Leaving behind a son who would’ve understood that side of him, who was doing his best, despite everything, to do so now.
Edamura, like the mother whose name he’d returned to, had always found the good in other people. Even a father who’d spent his life constructing increasingly elaborate lies, far away from him. Even Laurent, whom he saw as fragile, and easily damaged—but maybe not the way Laurent had always felt. Like a rusty heap of metal who’d once been a man.
Almost as though he’d heard Laurent’s thoughts—something he’d been doing so often of late—Edamura lifted his hand, the little glass heart nestled safely in his palm. He smiled down at it, then at Laurent, with a level of affection that nearly wounded him.
“You can try to distract us with your stupid whirling brains,” he said, his eyes warm and brown and painfully honest. Fixed on Laurent—but looking through him, into him, in the way he’d always managed, somehow. “But we see your heart, too, Laurent. It’s the purest, most beautiful jewel. It glows in the light. You’re the only one who thinks we can’t see it beating.”
It was too much. Laurent felt overwhelmed and vulnerable—everything about him suddenly stripped away and exposed. His all-too-human heart was hammering in his chest, powering a body that he’d only ever seen as a tool, and pushing oxygen into the weary lungs that were still struggling to heal.
Living up to those kinds of expectations was impossible. But everything about this week, this month...the years since he’d met and fallen in love with this astonishing man...had shaken the boundaries of Laurent’s miserable little world into a dizzying array of shapes and colors he’d never thought to imagine. How could you dream of something, if you hadn’t known it could exist?
Forming a response took effort. “I do tend to bungle everything,” he said, accepting the praise, but lightening it into something he might be able to bear.
Edamura snorted. He’d understood that reference, too. Bungle: the Cat’s true name, which it’d been saddled with by its uncaring maker, and had rejected, with far more self-confidence than Laurent had felt of late.
“Dorothy’s not the only person who’s read those books, you know,” Edamura said, closing his fingers around the glass and gently depositing it back on the windowsill. The light that Laurent had felt pouring out of him—such passionate, overpowering belief in his own words—dimmed into something softer and more manageable. “That’s one of the other things that’s kind of pissed me off. You, Dorothy, my dad: you think you have this secret language, like I wasn’t born into it, too.”
Oz had always belonged to him—not to Dorothy, the outsider who’d whirled in and won it over, or to Laurent, who’d spent years trying to find a role for himself, a way to belong. One that Edamura had finally, graciously bestowed upon him, like he’d always been there, waiting for him to catch up.
A boy called Tip, Laurent thought, dipping back into a childhood that seemed so distant, now, but more precious for the warmth of its memories. He wondered if Oz, or Miki, or Makoto...when he was young and hadn’t yet given up his father’s name...had ever made that connection.
Tip, who’d made his appearance in the second book, had always been one of Laurent’s favorites. A boy who’d lost his birthright, who’d been locked away for too long, eager to escape and explore a world that needed him. A man who was clever and kind and so much wiser than anyone had expected, or allowed him to show. An Oz in his own right, even if he hadn’t grown up with the name. Infused with a magic that was natural and real, and used only for good. Born to rule—to cast off his peasant cloak and become a prince.
Edamura picked up his cup again, swirling its contents; it’d be cold by now, but he sipped at it anyway, sliding down the uncomfortable armrest just enough to bump his knees against—and around—Laurent’s, settling them into a new position. Worth the awkwardness, and the discomfort.
“My mom loved reading to me about the Wizard. It’s funny now, looking back on it. She always liked him, even when he was just a useless humbug.” Edamura sounded fonder about that topic, now, than he would’ve been months ago. “We went through some of the books when I was a kid—part of how she helped teach me English, actually. She liked the wordplay, and the puns; it was a lot easier to make me study when she could do the voices, and get me to laugh. Then we read them all together when she was in the hospital. Past the Baum ones, even, but she didn’t like those as much.”
He glanced at Laurent again, knocking one of his knees against Laurent’s, a gentle pay attention tap, and let his other leg dangle off the edge, onto the chilly floor, giving them a bit more room. Not that Laurent had ever truly felt he needed it.
“She liked the Glass Cat, too,” Edamura said. “She thought it was funny, and loyal, and misunderstood. She always told me—in books, and with people—I needed to pay attention to the details. Not just the words, but the whole picture they were painting. What someone says doesn’t always match up to what you see them doing, and it’s the actions that matter most.”
He sounded calm and relaxed; reclaiming a past that had been taken from him, with much of the bitterness finally fading away. Laurent didn’t understand how he could do it—bounce back each time, always somehow even kinder than he’d been before—but he was grateful for it. For the strength and stubborn optimism that allowed Edamura to shape their world into a place where everyone Laurent cared about could live, and thrive, and get along.
There’d be pitfalls still, more jagged rocks pushing through the horizon, with arguments and issues from their past that would continue to throw them off course, but they were learning to navigate those.
He pushed his leg against Edamura’s, with an odd sort of joy bubbling through him at the contact, and the conversation. I want to know all of you, Edamura had said. There wasn’t much that Laurent felt was still worth sharing, but there were a few places he could start. With the books, at least, that had helped to link their childhoods through time and across continents.
“My mother liked the horse,” he offered.
“The Sawhorse?” Edamura asked, propping his empty cup on his thigh, and looking at Laurent with a level of interest that never seemed to dim. Like he could talk to Laurent about silly, pointless things like this all night, and into the morning, without ever tiring of it. Without tiring of him.
Laurent’s fingers curled into the velvet fabric of his robe; a shield he’d never needed. Not when someone like Edamura had existed. Waiting, in a quiet street near his home, for Laurent to find him. To meet him, and to tumble headfirst into a storybook kind of love.
“No,” Laurent said. The Sawhorse was one of Tip’s—Ozma’s—earliest friends; he’d tell Edamura, later, why it made a perfect kind of sense for his mind to go there first. “Hank, the one who was thrown overboard in a storm, and ended up in Oz, rather than drowning.” He paused, and reflected. Some parts of his childhood memories were still a bit fuzzed by distance. “I guess he was a mule. She liked him anyway.”
“Of course she did,” Edamura said, sounding fond about that, too. Laurent wished, as he often did, that they could’ve met each other.
He could say that now, he realized. He could say all the things he’d spent so many years locking away, in lashed-down, battered boxes that Edamura had been patiently waiting for him to open.
Some of the keys had broken, or rusted, or might be irretrievably lost. But they’d begin where they could, in this little room, on a tiny loveseat that barely fit them, traveling through books and fairy lands, where the journey itself was often the point. There was more than enough time for the rest.
***
They talked, as always, for far longer than they should. The conversation drifted along the same sorts of rambling paths that’d carried them through more than a year of letters and phone calls and endless nights spent longing for more.
For this: Edamura yawning, and sliding down the damask cushions, with his heel ramming uncomfortably into Laurent’s tender ribs. For the annoyance, and the laughter, that followed, and the way that they stumbled to bed, too tired to do anything other than sleep.
For the closeness that came there, too—Edamura rolling into Laurent, instead of away. Touching his throat, and his forehead, in a sleepy attempt to check his temperature. 
Laurent kissed his fingers, and his wrist, and the palm of his hand. If he was feverish still, it was only with love.
He’d explain that tomorrow, when Edamura wasn’t grumbling with exhaustion and arranging him into a human-shaped pillow that he could wrap himself around.
I love you, Laurent thought, forgetting to say it out loud. But hadn’t Edamura told him that it was actions he wanted? Laurent would stretch his imagination, then, as far as it could go, spending the rest of his life finding ways to show him. He smiled, and shut his eyes, and let a gentle cascade of new dreams begin to form.
***
December dawned, the next day, with a wintery chill that Laurent could hardly bring himself to mind. Extricating himself from their bed—from Edamura, who made an annoyed noise and buried himself under the covers—was a difficult task in an otherwise pleasant morning. The world was beautiful, he thought, laughing at himself for it, but unable to hold back the happiness he was finally beginning to accept.
He grimaced through the first few chores: picking up the crumpled tissues that they’d spent equal effort ignoring, and washing the cups, bowls, and plates that had begun to pile up as Edamura focused on taking care of him.
A shower came next, then a cup of coffee that he took to the loveseat—with enough fond memories now embedded in its sagging, threadbare cushions for Laurent to forgive its cramped ugliness.
He’d only been sitting there for a few minutes, holding the comfortably hot mug and staring out the window, seeing little of the world outside, before the lump of bedding across the room began to stir. Laurent smiled, and drank his coffee, and watched as a mess of dark hair emerged first, then an arm that thumped along the mattress—first to one side, then the other, like it’d be difficult to lose a second body in a space that small.
The duvet jolted upright, then, falling to reveal absurdly appealing bedhead and a sheet-creased, frowning face that was trying to blink itself awake.
“I’m here, Edamame,” Laurent said, finally taking pity on him.
Edamura turned toward the wall, first, nearly bumping his nose into it, before pivoting in the correct direction, guided by the laughter Laurent wasn’t able to hold back.
“Ugh,” he said, once he’d successfully located him, and flopped back onto the mattress.
“Coffee, mon chéri?” Laurent asked, setting his down so he could retrieve a second mug. There was no need to wait for the answer.
Once he was out of bed and had sufficient caffeine in him, Edamura always gathered energy fairly quickly. “Just drink your coffee and leave me alone,” he said a short time later, shooing Laurent back to the loveseat, where he’d be able to watch the breakfast preparations in peace.
Laurent retreated obediently, not overly bothered by having to do less work. Even if it was a little hurtful that Edamura didn’t believe him capable of putting together an entirely edible meal.
He settled back into the cushions, picking up the guidebook that Edamura had left on the floor, half underneath the furniture’s ornately carved legs. It was the sort of space where things tended to get lost during one’s travels; if he didn’t retrieve it now, it’d find a way to keep sliding further, covered in dust and eventually being left behind.

Whenever they managed to escape this tiny, leaky room that Laurent might, if pressed, admit he’d eventually miss.
Venice itself; that was a different story. There would probably always be a part of him that would long for its windswept music and crowded restaurants and flooded plazas. It was difficult to say whether he would’ve developed such an attachment to the city if its streets and waterways hadn’t been so inextricably linked to the man exploring them with him. But wasn’t that the sort of thing that made places special? The memories you formed there, and took away once you left.
He opened the guidebook, smiling at the splash of color that wavered over its glossy pages—sunlight streaming through Edamura’s beautifully crafted vase.
A new profession? Laurent had asked, in the midst of sweating and swearing through his own glassmaking attempts.
Edamura had simply grinned at him. Maybe, he’d said. I’m still figuring that out.
Parts of their future were still, Laurent supposed, very much uncharted.
He flipped idly through the pages, listening to the domestic sounds that had meant so much to him these past two weeks. It’d been fourteen days, exactly, since they’d brought their glassware and groceries—and the hidden condoms—to their little shared apartment. Three weeks and one day since Laurent had stepped off that ferry, with his arms open, hoping for...for...the truth was, he wasn’t even sure he’d let his imagination get that far. He’d just, so badly, wanted to see Edamura again.
He never could’ve imagined this.
The fridge opening—with a hard yank and a muttered curse, since the seal tended to stick. Wood-lined drawers grinding open and sliding shut as Edamura forgot, again, where they’d stashed the few utensils that came with the apartment. The steady clack of a knife against a cutting board, and oil splashing into a skillet. He was using too little; Laurent always told him it would burn, but Edamura argued, in turn, that oil was too expensive to waste.
You still burn everything anyway, he’d pointed out, unfairly, if true. It was an area where Laurent could improve, over time. Maybe he’d buy a cookbook or two. He’d ask Edamura, later, if there was anything he’d like to try.
Laurent wasn’t really paying attention to the book he was holding now, mostly just riffling the pages to keep his hands occupied as he thought about what might come next. When he flipped far enough to reach the back—the blank pages that had always remained empty, in each guidebook since Sydney—he stopped, and inhaled so sharply the world around him seemed to freeze in place, too.
The first page, then the next, and the ones after that, were crammed with Edamura’s handwriting: smaller, more delicately formed than usual, like he’d been trying his best to ensure all his words could fit in that limited space.
Laurent held the book, with fingers that he could tell were trembling, and looked up, to the kitchenette across the room, where Edamura had just turned, spatula in hand, to ask him a question.
His lips parted—visible surprise; he hadn’t expected Laurent to find the book, or open it—but he bit his lower lip, then smiled, with an oddly bashful twitch at the corner of his mouth, and gave him a short nod.
Read it, he said, without needing to speak the words aloud.
So Laurent did.
***

Italy, mon chéri?


No, it doesn’t work when I try it. I’m annoyed at how true that is for so many things, when it comes to us. Do you know the only thing I’ve probably ever hated about you, Laurent? It’s that you make the smallest things attractive. I’d worry about stroking your ego too much, you suave, debonair asshole, if I hadn’t realized by now how much of it you’re just putting on. You fish for compliments, but look startled when you actually get them, like you don’t believe any of it. Maybe especially when it comes from me.


So I’m going to do more of that, I think.


Not here, though: I’m wasting space, and I’m already writing as small as I can. I could’ve written one of our usual letters, but I wanted this one to be special. As permanent as I could make it, on pages that are already bound into our book, so they can become part of its story.


Our story, Laurent.


You know by now why I chose Venice. But really, like with everywhere I’ve gone in the past couple years, I haven’t done all that much to plan it out in advance. A global coffee tour, exploring flavors and roasting methods and regional brewing styles...it was just an excuse. An idea you gave me that I ran with, so I could do what I’d always wanted: seeing the world.


That’s probably the real reason I got on that plane to LA. Yeah, you tricked me; we both know you’re amazing at dragging me into things and making me think it was my idea. But I was so excited when I stepped out of the airport, into that smog-choked city, and followed you into the car. Hollywood! Film stars, and beaches, and all the glitz and glamour Americans seemed to trail behind them. On the silver screen, anyway. You know how I feel about movies, Laurent. The bigger, the grander, the better. I'm into the epic kinds of stories, that change your perspective, and stick with you.


You’d stolen my wallet, and in turn, I got to experience all this firsthand. After getting my money back from you, of course. It was a pretty good deal.


When I got in the car and stuck my feet up on its stupid expensive dash, you pretended to be annoyed; you pretended you didn’t want me there with you. And I pretended, too, for a really long time.


You embraced me and stole my money, and I followed you across an ocean. 


I’ve always liked you, Laurent. How could you ever doubt it? You say you pay such close attention to me, that you know me so well, and it’s the most obvious thing in my life.


I thought you were an easy mark. Handsome, charming, but way too handsy, with that stupid French-laced accent that made me wince when you spoke Japanese. Then you put on a suit and smirked at a salesgirl and slipped a five million dollar pen into my pocket, and I felt strange, and annoyed, and confused in a way that lasted until...well, until pretty recently, I guess.


This will be the last guidebook I put on my shelf. Even with my limited space, even when I was poor as dirt, I’ve always liked collecting things; you know that. Capsule toys. Stamps in my passport. These records of where I’ve been, and who was there with me. Helsinki to Venice, with so many memories in between. You’re in all of them. My books, and my memories.


I won’t need more of these books, Laurent, because from now on, I want you instead. I haven’t given up on traveling. I’ll do less of it for a while; I need to put down some of those roots I keep talking about. Actually make a go of an honest living, something it turns out you’ve beaten me to. You probably think I’m surprised by that. I’m not.


Laurent, I know who you really are. I didn’t, for a long time. But I do now. You tried to scribble over that sentence, the question you were wanting to ask me in your very first letter, when we were still so new to all of this, but you didn’t do a very good job of it. I was better at that, later, leaving entire chunks out of the journals that I wrote for you, but couldn’t let you see.


In exchange, here’s my answer, a year and a half later.


I know who you are, and I love you for it.


You have more than a table in a café in another country, Laurent. You have my heart, if you still want it.


Love scares me. You’re the only person I’ve been able to admit that to, and the one person I couldn’t tell the rest of the truth: that I want you, too, Laurent, so much that it terrifies me. I couldn’t say it, because once I did, where would we go from there? 


There’s no guidebook for that. Just you, and me, fumbling our way through the dark, and trying to figure it out together.


I know I left you there for too long, in that darkness, thinking you were by yourself. I’m sorry for that, Laurent. I’ve been there with you, with a box of matches that I couldn’t bring myself to light.


So here I am now. Striking a match and saying what I should have so long ago.


I’m yours, too, for as long as you’ll have me. I hope you still want that to be forever. For me, it is.


愛してる


Makoto

***
Laurent read the letter three times.
The content, and the declaration at the close, never changed.
Aishiteru. I love you. Simple words, on their surface. In English, or in French, it was an easy thing to say, to anyone, at any time. But Laurent understood the rest, as he was meant to. The rarity of this particular expression—the grandness of the gesture that Edamura was making.
You know how I feel about movies, Edamura had written, in a fair warning that Laurent hadn’t heeded. Aishiteru, for him, was a cinematic confession: something that carried the entirety of his heart with it. It was the strongest possible way for him to ink his feelings for Laurent onto a page, using his words to drive away the darkness, and the doubt that he knew Laurent would still be carrying.
It was the kind of love Laurent had always wanted, and had never truly believed he could have.
When he finally raised his head, registering that the cooking noises had stopped long ago, he found Edamura leaning back against the kitchenette’s counter, watching him. The burner at the other end had been shut off, their plates set to the side. Ready, and waiting...like the man who’d spilled his heart onto these pages, and had likely spent days trying to find the right time to hand it over.
Laurent would ask, later, how long it’d been. When Edamura had actually opened the book, and set his pen to paper, and planned to tell him.
Or maybe he wouldn’t. The important part wasn’t how it had begun, but where they went from here. That, for Laurent, was simple.
He put the book down—carefully—and crossed the room, grateful, for perhaps the first time, at how small their space was, and how few steps it took to reach the counter—and to lift Edamura onto its surface. Edamura drew in a surprised breath; his legs parted, then wrapped around Laurent’s waist as he stepped between them.
Laurent cupped his hands around Edamura’s face, tilting him, gently, so he could kiss those perfect dimples at the sides of his mouth. One, after the other, with lingering affection. Edamura’s lips were twitching—in laughter, or impatience; he’d never quite understood Laurent’s obsession with certain parts of his anatomy. When he moved his hands to the back of Laurent’s neck, Laurent dropped his to Edamura’s thighs, letting him take control of their kiss.
It was always different with them, somehow. The majority of it was familiar; they’d learned what they liked, and how their bodies fit together. But there were little movements, small touches, that changed each time. A conversation that they would continue for the rest of their lives.
Thank you, Laurent was saying now, his gratitude shown through soft exhales and long strokes of his tongue against the roof of Edamura’s mouth.
I’m sorry, Edamura responded, with gentler, shorter touches that Laurent pushed back against. Apologies weren’t needed. Not now. Not when Laurent had everything he could possibly want.
The I love you, when it finally came—a shape Edamura had often made with his mouth but Laurent had never understood—made his breath shudder so hard in his lungs that Edamura stopped them, sliding his hands down to Laurent’s wrists so he could hold him in place.
His hair was falling over his soft brown eyes in thick, dark strands. His mouth was curved into a smile—nervous, shy in a way he almost never was, but hopeful.
“I love you, Laurent,” he said, into the stillness of a room that belonged only to them. “I have, for a long time. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to say it out loud.”




Notes:


Italian:
piove dal cielo: literally, “it rains from the sky,” but is used more in the sense of “a blessing from the heavens” — like something, or someone, dropping into your life as an unexpected miracle
French:
Non, merci: no thank you
Japanese:
kanji: a writing style with Chinese characters adapted to Japanese text
kana: a syllabary Japanese writing style (in hiragana, the text would have more rounded, flowing strokes)
Laurent isn’t entirely able to catch what Edamura’s doing; Japan has an extremely complex writing system, which is probably also why Edamura feels safe tracing his thoughts over Laurent’s skin in this moment.
愛してる (aishiteru): There are a few different ways to express romantic love in Japanese. Common ones include “suki” (“I like you”) or “daisuki” (“I like you a lot”). Aishiteru (“I love you”) is by far the strongest, typically reserved for serious relationships, but is rarely used even between married couples. It’s a fairly cinematic gesture, and makes the intensity of the meaning clear enough for there to be no doubt: it’s an “I love you” that comes with “all of my heart.”


Wizard of Oz references:
"Money," declared the shaggy man, "makes people proud and haughty; I don't want to be proud and haughty. All I want is to have people love me; and as long as I own the Love Magnet everyone I meet is sure to love me dearly." — The Road to Oz, L. Frank Baum
“I don't complain, you know, at the way I'm made, for I've never yet seen any living thing as beautiful as I am,” said the crystal tabby. “I have the handsomest brains in the world. They're pink, and you can see 'em work." — The Magic of Oz, L. Frank Baum
















Chapter 24: CONFIDENCE
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

Cynthia was, indeed, fuming by the time Laurent finally turned his phone back on.
“If you’re dead right now, I swear to god I’ll kill you,” she said as soon as she picked up. It’d taken a ring and a half. Maybe less.
“I love you too, Cynthia,” he said. If Edamura could say that to his friends, Laurent supposed he could start as well. Love meant different things in different settings, after all. The strength of the characters you used changed everything.
Cynthia sighed. “It went well, then? I don’t have to kill him, either?”
“While I appreciate the support, I’d really prefer you didn’t,” Laurent said. “His life’s more important to me than mine.”
“God, I hate you,” she said, sounding disgusted, but happy for him. Probably. “Does that mean you’ll be staying there for a while?”
“I don’t know,” Laurent said. “We haven’t talked about it too much, yet. Through the end of the year, at least, to help Umeko finish transitioning things, so you should forward any physical mail for me to—euh, where is it. Nevermind, I’ll text you the address later. We’ll be moving into a new place next week.”
It seemed fast, but it turned out that some of what Edamura had been doing on his tablet was looking up bigger, more rainproof apartments. Ones with a single bedroom with a larger bed, central heating, a washer and dryer, and more comfortable living spaces. He’d been in touch with several of the landlords and had signed a lease as soon as he and Laurent had emerged from their post-confession bed. Which Laurent might miss, a little. Maybe even the blankets.
“You’re the sappiest person I’ve ever met in my life, and you very often make terrible decisions,” Cynthia sighed, “but I am happy for you, Laurent. Just annoyed that Oz wins this bet. Have you told him yet?”
“Edamame’s calling him,” Laurent said. “I’ll talk to him after. He is his father, first.”
In-laws already, he thought he heard her mutter. But she kept going with what she’d obviously been sitting on for days. He hadn’t finished listening to all of her messages. “Some new leads came in while you were doing...whatever it is you were doing. I sent Athan after a couple of them, but he’s really only good with the medium-sized fish. There’s this guy from Hangzhou I could really use you on. I think he’ll be fine on the phone, if you can make that work.”
“Sure,” Laurent said, jotting down the information as she rattled it off. “And Cynthia—I can still travel. Venice is central enough for plenty of day trips. I’d just rather not do more than a couple days at a time, for now.”
“Okay, that’s good. I’ll leave Christmas alone, but if you can peel yourself away around the twentieth, Joan’s going to need help with this woman up in Switzerland.”
“Baumann? She finally landed her?”
“Not yet, which is why I’m tagging you in. She’s a strong maybe and wanted to talk with one of the founders to make up her mind. Joan says she has a thing for pretty boys, which might be why she’s been dragging her heels about it.”
“My body will ever be at your service,” Laurent promised. “I’ll try to not look too taken, even if my heart is no longer my own.”
Cynthia hung up on him and texted him the rest of the details.
***
Things weren’t perfect overnight. Or in the first week, or the second, or as time stretched through the final month of the year. As it turned out, two stubborn, prickly men with decades of trauma couldn’t immediately collect and catalogue all the baggage they’d carried, and scattered, across the world. Building a life together—one that wasn’t ordinary but was good, and right, and perfectly suited to the two of them—took time. But they had plenty of that.
They still spent a considerable amount of that time fucking. Not as frequently as in that first pent-up week or two, but with a passionate regularity and continued interest in variety that showed how well their enjoyment of the physical pleasures was aligned. They also made love much more often.
Edamura was surprised to discover that Laurent saw those as different categories.
“Is it a French thing?” he asked one evening, when the moon was hanging low and they’d just finished a particularly emotion-thick bout of lovemaking. He was stroking tired fingers through Laurent’s sweat-damp hair, which had reached his shoulders now. “The words you use change the tone in the bedroom. So if I say something like: Je veux te baiser. Or: Je veux ta bite bandante. What, is that wrong?”
Laurent’s shoulders were shaking with laughter. “I’m surprised you didn’t go straight to faire la bête à deux dos.”
“Does anyone actually say that during sex in France? A beast with two backs?”
It took this—sleeping with Laurent—for Edamura to finally learn the language. It made some sense; for him, studying was only enjoyable if it came with something tangible—a goal he could understand by getting his hands on it. He’d always needed the right sort of motivation.
“You know what’s strange,” Laurent said, turning his head to the side so he could see Edamura a little better as they went through their usual post-coital decompression. He hadn’t told Edamura yet that this was one of his favorite parts of the lovemaking. The talking, after, and the soft physical contact that wasn’t leading to anything else. Touching, and talking, just because they liked each other. “I’m realizing I haven’t had very much sex with Frenchmen. Or women. When I was much younger, I suppose, and traveled less.”
“Hm,” Edamura said, with a briefly less soothing tug at his scalp. “It’s too bad for you that you’ll never get to explore more of that, then.” The flickers of jealousy were still present, in restrained little flashes like this, but Laurent loved that about him, too.
“Non,” Laurent said, smiling at him. “I think I can do without having sex in French. But to answer your question: Faire l'amour, I suppose, is how I would think of it, with you.”
Edamura seemed to like that. This smile was a gentle one that was mostly in his eyes, and was entirely new to their last few weeks together. Laurent had lost track of adding numbers and labels, but he held this one particularly close to his heart. He had his possessive streaks, too; he never wanted Edamura to show this side of him to anyone else.
“What about you?” Laurent asked. “If you say to me, for example: Kuchi no naka itte ii?”
Edamura flushed bright red. Laurent couldn’t tell at first if he was turned on or embarrassed, until he started shaking his head. “Let’s...not do that,” he said. “I’ve heard this from multilingual people before, and it is kind of true; there’s something about watching porn, or reading it, that feels a lot more awkward in your native language.”
“I’m porn for you, am I,” Laurent mused, wincing when Edamura flicked him on the ear. “Ouch,” he complained, so Edamura would lean in to kiss him instead.
“You know what I mean,” Edamura said. “It’s too...raw, I guess. Too out in the open.”
“I will have sex with you in any language you like, my darling,” Laurent promised, which made Edamura nip him sharply on the end of his nose, then shove his tongue into his mouth to stop him from saying anything else embarrassing.
It was an effective method. Laurent wouldn’t have minded if Edamura had discovered that one several years earlier.
***
Their new apartment was so much nicer that Laurent felt as though they’d relocated to a different world. The larger, sturdier bed, of course, suited them much better, although they hadn’t yet begun to stray away from each other in the night. Adding more furniture, like a couch that was actually long enough to fit Laurent, simply gave them more spaces to be together.
Edamura would complain about Laurent’s giraffe-like legs taking up all the cushions, or the fact that he still regularly forgot to remove his fucking shoes, but would simply shove his way in to share. Laurent would lean against the soft armrest—offending legs stretched across his lover’s lap, with Edamura’s hand cupped absently around his ankle while he watched videos on his phone—and stare at a ceiling that didn’t drip, dreaming of a house with more rooms for them to inhabit together.
Venice wasn’t a permanent residence. Laurent wasn’t sure if anywhere would be, for two restless travelers who’d lost track of home long ago. But he thought about it, sometimes. More and more, as the weeks wore on, and they turned the calendar to a new year.
***
There were other dreams, less hopeful ones, that still woke Laurent in the night. They were getting better, he thought. He’d jolt awake in the choking darkness, scrabbling at his throat to tear out the slimy weeds trying to work their way to his lungs, but it would only take a few moments of panic before he could place where he was, and feel the steady breaths of the man sleeping beside him.
He used Edamura’s breathing to guide himself back to the surface, leaving behind the dark shapes that lurked in the shadows, their siren-lights flickering in an attempt to lure him back down.
In, and then out, staying in the tiny bubble of air that surrounded him, with his eyes fixed on the moonlight shifting across the water’s surface. Until the thudding of his frightened heart subsided, and he could curl back into Edamura’s body and let his warmth carry him into quieter, more peaceful slumber.
Edamura found out about the dreams midway through January.
Laurent didn’t know what made some of them worse. There was no particular trigger. Just, sometimes, the deck of a boat rocking under his feet, the movement and the blood-slick boards sending him sliding to the rail at the edge, his broken limbs scrabbling futilely for purchase. The panic clawed at him the most when a part of him knew he was dreaming, but he couldn’t wake from it.
When he did, finally, drenched in sweat and shaking, with the visions still thick behind his eyes, too vivid and tangible to separate out from reality, he heard Edamura’s voice calling from somewhere in the distance.
There were words. He couldn’t understand them.
But no, he thought, shivering. He’d seen him. Edamura, and Dorothy, and his mother, struggling through storm-tossed waves, unable to grab onto each other, or to him. He’d caught himself at the rail at the last moment—adrenaline flooding through him, giving him the strength to wrap his palms, his scraped-up fingers, around the rusty metal bars, even as they tore at his flesh.
He held on. He saved himself, and he watched while they drowned.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he was saying on a loop, when he was finally able to hear himself.
“It’s okay. Laurent, it’s okay,” Edamura was saying back. “You’re here, Laurent. You’re with me. I’ve got you.”
The world seeped back in. Soft sheets—green, like a forest, with ancient trees rooting themselves to a land that sustained them. A warm patch of sunlight filtering through the curtains that were too thin for their eastward-facing view. If it was their house, Laurent thought, they’d replace them. Like they had the sheets.
On the streets outside, there was a chorus of sound as shops opened and people began going about their day.
The bed rocked; it was a tiny island, swaying in the waters that were flooding under the walls, and surging up the wooden legs that’d been keeping them on the ground. He dug his fingers into the mattress, trying to make it stop moving, but it was him, he realized. He couldn’t stop shaking.
Again, he thought. God, not like this. Not again.
“You don’t have to be,” Edamura said. He must’ve been saying sorry again. “It’s okay, Laurent. You’re okay.”
He’d kept some space between them this time, Laurent noted distantly. They hadn’t talked about Laurent’s other panic attack—about what was important for someone else to do, or not do, during it—but Edamura was the kind of person who’d probably looked some things up on his own. Identifying ways to deal with someone as broken as Laurent.
“Hey,” Edamura said. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I promise you.”
The swaying slowed, then stopped. Laurent breathed through the catch in his chest until it loosened, and tried to not feel horribly embarrassed that he couldn’t stop being like this.
***
“Does it happen a lot?” Edamura asked later, after Laurent had taken a shower so hot it burned away the lingering nightmares.
Laurent shook his head. “Less than it used to.” Still more than it should.
They’d had breakfast and considered a walk, but Laurent felt stretched-thin, still, with a tenderness to his skin that sometimes took a while to fade. Edamura had joined him on the couch instead, after checking wordlessly if it was okay, and stretched out over him—half beside, half on top, his favorite position.
Edamura’s, that was. Laurent liked any situation where Edamura was touching him. Even when he felt like his bones were crumbling, one by one, inside the flesh that couldn’t hold them. He should make that clear, probably. For the next time.
God, he wished there wouldn’t be a next time.
Laurent told him, then, about the nightmares. About the visions he saw in his sleep, and when he was awake, too, although that part had been getting better and better. He’d hinted at some of it in the past; he’d never wanted Edamura to know exactly how bad it was.
“I don’t know how to make it stop,” he said, feeling the quiet throb of Edamura’s heart beating in time with his. “Dr. Bureš says it might not. Not completely.”
He said, then, the part that made the already-heavy panic turn into lead in his bones, whenever he gave it too much thought. “This is what I’m really like, Edamame. I’m not...whole. I probably won’t ever be. I’m doing what I can, and I’ve stopped expecting other people to fill in the pieces for me, but it will be like this, probably forever. In patches, here and there, when I’m not expecting it. It will get better, I think. Year by year. But I’ll always be damaged.”
“You think I’m not?” Edamura said. He propped his chin on Laurent’s chest, bright eyes watching him as he traced absent fingers along the dip of Laurent’s waist. “I don’t go through this. What you do, reliving it all like time overlaps for you. It seems like an extra level of hell, and knowing that about you...it explains a lot of things. It really does. But you’re not alone, Laurent. There’s nothing wrong with you that isn’t wrong with me, too. The past hangs onto me, just as hard, but it shows differently. We’ve all slogged through shit, and it taints us. Sometimes, you know, my soul feels so fucking filthy I can’t stand it.”
Laurent moved, jostling them both until he could free his arms to wrap around Edamura, too.
“You can tell me about it,” he said.
Edamura huffed out what might’ve been a laugh—dry, with little humor to it—and did.
It was a long, important conversation that would take weeks, and months, and years, to finish unpacking. But that was what they did now. Sharing pieces of themselves, bit by bit, knowing that each broken shard was as important, as valuable, as the next. And that no matter what happened, no matter how thick and impenetrable the darkness seemed, they’d find a way through it. Together.
***
“How much do you know about Dr. Bureš?” Laurent asked, a few days later. “Šimon.”
“Just what you’ve told me. My dad’s never really mentioned him. I know he works with your Foundation, and you see him...weekly, still?”
“He’s a child psychologist; he focuses heavily on that aspect of our work,” Laurent said. Which might say a fair amount about him, he supposed, that he went to someone like that for the help he needed. The important part was that he did help Laurent—and so many of the abandoned children they’d been working with.
Edamura pushed his chin down into his thick scarf; the wind had a bite to it that in other cities might signal snow, but it was a rarity here. Laurent doubted they would see any stick to the ground this year, at least not for long. “You mentioned counselors. That Šimon was setting them up around the world, and your Foundation helps to fund that.”
“And helps house impacted children. We have counselors, social workers. Legal steps. I describe some of it to potential funders, but there’s a lot more beyond the big pictures I paint.” Everyone had their skill sets; Laurent’s was mostly centered around talking people out of their money. He was slipping into that mode now; he shook himself out of it. That wasn’t his main point. “I don’t think you know, though, that Šimon adopted a child himself, a few years ago. Prayut.”
Edamura’s steps halted for a moment. “He was close with Kawin.”
“They keep in touch. A lot of them do—the children from Akemi’s trafficking ring.”
“My trafficking ring. The one I should’ve found a better way to shut down a lot earlier. That I got way too involved with,” Edamura said, shoulders hunching up, this time not against the cold.
It was the core of so much of the darkness Edamura was still holding onto. In a way, it wasn’t entirely new. Diving into small-time scams after his mother’s death had been a form of revenge—against his father, and the grief he felt trapped in, and the society that wouldn’t let him be anything different. He’d been fine with that. Happy, almost. Figuring that was as good as his life would get.
After LA, after Eddie’s drug factory—when he’d seen Laurent and Abbie in a pool of blood, and had gone berserk with grief and guilt and fear and nearly killed them all in the process—he’d taken steps to change. It was the first time, in a while, that he’d believed he could. And he’d tried his best.
Jail again—his choice, this time—then a job as a mechanic, then as a sushi chef, then a trader...with Laurent dragging him into scheme after scheme, where he’d thrived in their epic, elaborate plans, secretly liking the thrill of it all, until he’d finally come face-to-face with his father. The man he’d never wanted to see again.
But whom he’d still tried his best to forgive, because that was the kind of person Edamura was. He’d believed him, after everything. Just like his mother always had. That’d made the betrayal even worse.
You’re not the only one who dreams about boats, he’d told Laurent, in that long, difficult early morning conversation. It’s not that common for me. Not anymore. But Laurent...you get so tied up in knots about blaming yourself for things, and you keep forgetting that I’ve done some really unforgivable shit, too.
He’d dug his fingers into Laurent’s shirt, until the fabric crumpled, and stretched, and nearly tore. Laurent had simply pressed his face against Edamura’s hair, and stroked his back, and let him speak.
I shot my own father, he’d said, his voice quiet, but even. It was clear he’d spent a considerable amount of time thinking through this. He manipulated me into doing it—he pushed, and pushed, until I snapped, until I believed that there was some form of justice in it. For Cynthia, and Abbie. For my mother. For those kids he’d stopped us from rescuing, and all the people he’d been hurting for all the years after he’d left us. I could say he made me shoot him. But I’m the one who pulled the trigger.
There wasn’t much Laurent could say. He’d listened as Edamura talked through the rest, the parts that he’d gone through in therapy, that he’d mostly come to terms with, but couldn’t entirely forgive himself for. The violence that he’d been frightened, and horrified, to discover was a part of him. Laurent, after Hugo, after Liu, understood that far too well.
The truth is, Edamura had said eventually, that when he showed up at my door, and I found out it was all fake, I almost wanted to do it again. I wouldn’t have. I know that. But it makes me sick that it even crossed my mind. Or that I was able to, on the boat, with that gun he’d kicked to me, waiting for me to pick it up.
His voice had gotten thicker, then, Laurent’s shirt twisting in his fingers, his shoulders shaking. It shouldn’t have ever been a possibility, Laurent. No matter how angry I was, or how horrible of a person I believed he’d become. I think...I think that’s why, after, I threw myself into running those auctions. I hated him so much that I became him, for a little while. I guess that was my way of punishing myself.
Revenge damaged more than your target. Laurent, like Edamura, had learned that the hard way. The ultimate outcome of this, their longest con, had been a good one. They’d taken down Liu, and Akemi, and a global trafficking ring that, in the years since, they’d kept from starting up again. They’d saved people—including every single child from those locked cells and the auction room, and the ones who would’ve come after. But they’d hurt people, too. That was the part Edamura couldn’t fully get past.
Edamura was a kinder, gentler, better person than Laurent; he’d grimaced, and argued, but eventually relented, and let Laurent hold him, and try to convince him of that. He didn’t believe it yet—not entirely. Words only meant so much, when you’d left a litter of far worse actions in your wake.
Guilt wasn’t that easy to wash away. Laurent knew that. There were parts of his past, things he didn’t even have nightmares about, that he could never fix. But there were other parts where he could do his best to build out a better future. He’d been thinking, in the days since they’d talked, about how he could explain that. How he might be able to help mend some of the things that he’d played a role in breaking.
Painting the big picture, as Laurent had said, only told a part of the story. Edamura cared about people: the wider world, yes, but also the individuals whose faces he’d seen, whose lives he’d directly impacted. The ones he’d saved, while believing he should’ve done more.
“Kawin is happy now,” Laurent said, beginning with the part Edamura knew. “Cynthia is...less so. He’s started getting paint on her carpets.”
Edamura snorted. His tense expression relaxed a little. He tilted his head toward Laurent as they walked, signaling that he was listening—that he wanted to hear the rest. About the children whose fate he’d never looked into, knowing only that they’d found new homes, far away from the city where he’d thought he’d sold them.
“Prayut has a new brother and a new sister he loves,” Laurent continued. “He’s as much Šimon’s child as either of them. He likes music, and science. Šimon thinks he might become an accountant; he has a good head for numbers.”
Laurent hadn’t intentionally kept Prayut out of the photos from Prague; he’d realized, later, that it might look like another piece of information he’d been withholding. He glanced at Edamura’s hands—stuffed tightly into his pockets—then bumped his shoulder lightly against Edamura’s instead, encouraged by the slight pressure he received in return.
They’d always been good at talking, but they were getting better at this, too—communicating on different levels, when there were parts that were harder to say out loud. Like: I know this is a difficult topic for you. Or: Is it okay if I continue?
“What I’m trying to say, Edamame, is that there are children all over the world who are finding homes and families. It’s something that you helped start, even if you haven’t seen it that way. I don’t know if you’ve ever wanted to get more involved in it—I know Oz hasn’t wanted to push you into a situation where you’d work with him again—”
“Or with you,” Edamura pointed out, reminding Laurent that he’d been the one to leave him out in the first place.
“Or with me,” Laurent agreed. That might’ve hurt before. Now, it was just a part of their shared past.
They walked silently for a block or two. Their new apartment was farther from Umeko’s coffee shop, which on most days, wasn’t much of an inconvenience. Laurent didn’t always meet up with Edamura to walk him back, but he liked to, when he could. They’d often stop at the market or a restaurant, or simply to grab a few drinks. The city was becoming far less about landmarks than the ordinary day-to-day activities that still seemed special in a place with this much fragile beauty.
“I’ve actually been thinking about that,” Edamura said. “Not...I know what you’re saying, and I appreciate it, Laurent. I don’t know if I could deal with that side of things. But I have been thinking about joining the Foundation, in some capacity. Cynthia sends me emails every once in a while, too. Especially since I’ve been so involved with Umeko-san’s case.”
Over the past couple of months, Edamura had been spending a significant amount of time learning how to run a small business. In truth, he was probably helping Umeko far less than she was teaching him. Laurent wasn’t sure yet if it was making him more or less interested in actually pursuing his own. Right now, it was feeding into the passion both he and Laurent shared, although it manifested in different ways: a love of learning. Edamura had thrived as a mechanic, even though he wasn’t as much of a prodigy as he’d thought, and had been thrilled at being a part of an import/export business until he’d discovered its seedier side.
He threw himself into each career with an admirable dedication to the craft, and a deep well of optimism. Laurent had been worried he’d helped burn the latter out of him; it was part of why he’d suggested this whole endeavor, this global tour, to begin with. Coffee, he’d said, but what he’d really meant was: start with something small, a craft you could get your hands around and perfect, and find the joy in it. That was the kind of thing Edamura was exceptional at.
“I’ve been writing up some proposals,” Edamura said. “I know you can’t expand too quickly—you’re already eating through a lot of your resources as it is.”
“And every time the economy stumbles, funding dries up,” Laurent said.
“Yeah. Cynthia told me that, too.” He shot a quick look at Laurent. “I haven’t told her what I’m thinking yet; I wanted you to be the first to know.”
Laurent chuckled, and bumped their shoulders together again, then took the hand Edamura slipped out of his pocket in response. These were the little bubbles of joy that carried him through the weeks. They’d had plenty of big moments. Huge confessions, and larger fights. It turned out it was the small spaces they made for each other that meant the most to Laurent.
Truthfully, he didn’t care in the slightest if Edamura had been spending all his time talking through secret business details with Cynthia. She’d be better at that, anyway. But the fact that Edamura not only wanted Laurent to be the first to hear any bigger plans from him, he also wanted Laurent to know that he was Edamura’s top priority...that felt special. That felt like the type of relationship Laurent had hardly believed in; that he’d given up, long ago, on ever finding for himself.
“Tell me then,” he said.
Edamura dove into it, his eyes brightening with excitement. Their linked hands swung a bit as they walked, as he pulled his left hand out of his pocket, too, to gesture with. The proposal made a lot of sense; it was clear Edamura had spent significant time researching the inner workings that had already been established, and finding potential footholds for the angle he wanted to approach.
“It wouldn’t be a third branch,” he explained. “More of an off-shoot of your small businesses for women category. We’d be adding in a focus for those who don’t already have something set up that they’re just needing support to keep going. I know that sounds like it could be pretty broad, you can’t just say hey, come to us, we’ll help you start a business.”
“Most of them would fail,” Laurent agreed. That had been part of the initial idea, but they’d shelved the startups component as having far too much overhead, with too little proof of concept.
“Yeah. If you’d funded my pet project coffee shop early last year, I would have failed,” Edamura said, laughing at himself. “Edamame Beans crashing into the dirt before I’d even finished hanging up the sign. Umeko-san’s taught me enough for me to see that pretty clearly.”
Laurent had been right to encourage this; Edamura was fairly glowing with enthusiasm. This was the future Laurent had wanted for him...for both of them. To see Edamura this happy, with ideas pouring out of him, believing that he could make a difference, that his passion and hard work could help to make the world a better place, without there being a trick to it...
Laurent just wanted to be there, with him, to watch it happen.
“Is that really what you were going to call it?” he asked, amused. “Wouldn’t that have caused some confusion, over the menu?”
Edamura rolled his eyes. “I hadn’t actually gotten that far.”
“Makoto’s Beans,” Laurent mused.
Edamura gave him an odd look, the grip of his hand tightening around Laurent’s.
“Hm?” Laurent asked. “Not a good one, either?”
“You just never use my given name. It’s...strange.”
“Do I not?” Laurent asked. He supposed that was true. “Do you...want me to?”
“I...” Edamura made a noise that was part frustration, part confusion. “I’m tabling that for right now. I really...we’re not talking about that out here, okay. But I’m not going to name a franchise business after myself.”
“A shame,” Laurent said mournfully. “I was already thinking of logos. Advertisements, with you smiling over pots of steaming coffee.”
This time, Laurent winced at how tightly Edamura squeezed his hand.
“Eugh, fine,” he said. “I’ll be serious. I’m listening intently, my caffeinated soybean.”
Edamura’s lips twitched up, fondly. “As a franchise, the name’s obvious. Café Confidence.”
“Obvious, certainly, and in line with the rest of our branding.”
“It’s not just that,” Edamura said. He hesitated, glanced at the relatively quiet streets around them, then lifted their linked hands for a moment so he could press his lips to Laurent’s knuckles. He didn’t mind public displays of affection as much as he’d claimed in the past, but he did sometimes get a little more shy about it than Laurent.
Laurent looked at him in surprise—less at the gesture than the context. What had he done to earn that?
“The name,” Edamura explained, the softness around his mouth looking exceptionally fond now. “The whole idea of turning the con, the game where we take from others, into a form of internal strength that we share with them. It’s like you, to have thought of that. To have thought of all of this.”
“I don’t know what you—” Laurent said, but Edamura shook his head.
“It’s stupid that it took me so long to realize. I guess, with my dad being involved, with the way he’d always turned out to be the mastermind behind everything, I didn’t want to put too much thought into it. And you always play it off like you’re reporting to Cynthia.”
“A wise but ruthless employer,” Laurent said. “She is, as it turns out, exceptional at running an organization.”
“Like you knew she would be,” Edamura said. “The Foundation name should’ve been my first clue. You always drop those for me, you know? Waiting for me to catch up, and smiling at me, like an asshole, when I finally do. Laurent, you’re the one who introduced yourself to me as a confidence man. Who tried to make me one. And you succeeded. With the first meaning, but eventually the second, too.”
Laurent looked away, feeling, for some reason, a little embarrassed. It wasn’t true that Team Confidence was entirely his; he’d been young and stupid and had joined an already thriving group of swindlers that had simply made room for him. But he’d done his best to shape it into its present form, and to finally steer it onto the slightly more honest path he’d spent years pulling Edamura away from. He’d wanted Edamura to notice—the Foundation, all of the work he’d put into it—but didn’t exactly know what to do with himself now that he had.
“Which of them told you?” he asked.
“You and all your goddamn secrets,” Edamura said, although he didn’t sound mad about it this time. “Cynthia mentioned it on a call with me and Umeko-san. She had no idea I didn’t know that you’re the one who brought the entire thing to her in the first place. But when I thought about it more, it’s exactly like all the cons you ran with us. It’s never been about the money for you, has it, Laurent? It was the stories. The people.”
He stroked his thumb against the back of Laurent’s hand, gently; he must’ve felt the way Laurent’s fingers had curled against his at that question.
In truth, Laurent had bungled most of it. He’d done things for Cynthia, for Abbie, for Edamura and Oz, without asking them if that’s what they’d wanted, or if they’d be okay with their pasts being dragged out into the light.
For your amusement, Cynthia had said, years ago. That wasn’t how he’d meant it. But he couldn’t blame anyone for looking at his stupid, smug face, and the messes he’d made of their lives, and assuming he’d never given a shit about anything other than the payout at the end. Wasn’t that what he’d told them it was? Not friends. Not family. Just a group of like-minded individuals who enjoyed moving cash into more deserving pockets. Especially if those pockets were their own.
Edamura was the one who’d changed their team into something that truly deserved the name. He’d wanted to do good with the money. To prioritize people over profit. It hadn’t gone terribly well much of the time—Shi Ohn and the others were right to worry about Edamura’s methods—but in the end, he’d always managed to accomplish the things Laurent couldn’t do on his own.
Laurent had loved him for that, too.
He clenched his fingers again, more intentionally: a thank you that he knew Edamura would understand, but which he still couldn’t help tempering with playful words. “You’re right; the con hasn’t really changed. We’re still swindling wealthy people out of their life savings. But in a more targeted, sustainable way.”
“You’re ripping people off and making it tax-deductible,” Edamura said, with a laugh that made the evening feel so much brighter. “And you’re transforming the lives of everyone you meet. It’s what you should’ve been doing all along, Laurent. You were never meant for those other scams. That was Dorothy’s game, not yours.”
Everything Dorothy had done was for the fun of it. She wasn’t like Laurent; she hadn’t needed an agenda for her actions, or something deeper to give her life meaning. She was already happy with who she was. She’d been full of joy, brimming with self-confidence, from the moment Laurent had met her. It’d taken him a long time, and many years, to find any of that for himself. In a place, and a person, he’d never expected.
“It was you who inspired me, Edamame,” Laurent said.
He took his cue from earlier, bending his head down and gently drawing Edamura’s hand to his lips, without checking whether they had observers. They were walking along a canal that led to their apartment, their reflections flickering along the water. Two shapes, at times, then something closer to one, the ripples and their movement folding them together, then apart.
“The main goal was the hardest. I wanted to be someone I could be proud of. At least a little. But I also, selfishly, hoped that someday you’d see me as a different sort of man. The man I sometimes thought I could’ve been, if I hadn’t spent so many years hating myself. I’m still trying my best to get there.”
Edamura smiled at him, and let go of Laurent’s hand, stopping them in place so he could hold him by the shoulders and pull him down. “I see you, Laurent Thierry. I know exactly the kind of man you are.”
Their reflections joined, with no illusion behind it now, as their mouths met, their arms wrapping around each other in a quiet embrace. They didn’t part for some time.




Notes:


French:
Je veux te baiser: literally “I want to kiss you,” but Edamura likely did a little research and found that in modern terms, it translates to: “I want to have sex with you.” It’s actually much ruder; Laurent would hear it as: “I want to fuck you.”
Je veux ta bite bandante: Intentionally diving into the vulgar here, with: “I want your hot/horny cock.”
Faire la bête à deux dos: “to make the beast with two backs”
Faire l'amour: make love
Japanese:
Kuchi no naka itte ii?: Can I come in your mouth?
















Chapter 25: HOME
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Chapter Text

“I thought one of you was bad enough,” Cynthia said. “Welcome to the team, Edamame. I’m not sure if you’ll be making more, or less, work for me, but I guess we’ll find that out soon. Laurent, could you please get your hand off his ass, we’re in a business call.”
Edamura jumped guiltily—enough to let Cynthia know that she’d guessed correctly.
Laurent wasn’t so easily shamed; he pressed a kiss against Edamura’s shoulder and murmured, “The screen cuts off well before our waists, mon chéri, she can’t actually see anything.”
For a while after that, Cynthia flatly refused to do video calls.
***
Establishing a string of Café Confidence locations across the globe was by no means an easy project. It’d take years to expand to the levels they wanted, while ensuring each café had hit enough of a stride to move on to the next. It’d likely remain a fairly small operation for a while, but Edamura was happy with that. After all, he said, the whole point of his global coffee tour was to understand how to make the best coffee, not how to churn it out in buckets.
They were beginning with a single location and a simple rebrand. Umeko was more than happy to manage the flagship store, and to help Edamura begin planning out the next. There would be a few consistent items to keep the brand and its mission intact. The name—English in every location, which was trendy enough in most parts of the world—and the profit share that went to the other charities under the Confidence Foundation umbrella. Buy a coffee, help a child. It was the kind of heart-tugging business proposition that so often worked, regardless of what country you hailed from.
There’d be a few staple items on the menu, so you’d eventually be able to travel around the world with familiar stops for Confidence Coffees and Confidence Scones. Edamura was still working out what those would be; he’d gathered plenty of notes, and dozens, if not hundreds, of recipes from his time abroad. Each location, as they set it up, would take on its own personality and flavors. Edamura planned to contribute a lot of his experience in the early years but hoped that as time went on, each manager would be able to make the café their own.
The ultimate goal, for Edamura, would be to make each Café Confidence the type of unique, welcoming place he’d gravitated toward in his travels, run by managers and staff who’d only ever needed a little leg up to thrive.
It was a big task. Planning it, paying for it, finding the people who would make these cafés flourish. But that was where Edamura’s strengths lay. Laurent was the smooth-talker who greased the wheels and made things run. Edamura formed networks of people who loved him, wherever he went.
Neither of them had expected this kind of life. But after years of trial and error, it was the only thing that’d ever made sense. The best part, of course, the part that made Laurent happier than he’d ever thought possible, was that they’d be able to spend the rest of their lives doing it together.
***
They were still in Venice for Carnival. It was a ten-day event that began in late February, when the city was transformed by a different type of tide: a flood of wide-hooped fabrics and brocades and feathers and jewel-studded masks that put Edamura’s old attempt to shame.
“It’s not that bad,” Edamura said, pulling it out of the box where they’d stashed it in hopes it would eventually disappear on its own. Unfortunately, it’d merely seemed to grow more haunted over the months of isolation.
The faux peacock feather drooping along the side had flattened into something deeply sad. When Edamura tried to straighten it, the feather made a brief attempt to stand erect, then detached itself from the mask and flung itself to the floor.
“That seems enough of an answer,” Laurent said. “Even the objects on the mask can’t bear to be seen with it.”
“I can glue it back on,” Edamura said. “You’d look good in it, Laurent. It’d be nice in photos. The blue, here, with your eyes...” He trailed off and winced, then tried again, “You like purple, right? It’s regal. This, uh, with the gold—”
“A nice rally at the end. Almost convincing,” Laurent said, kissing the corner of Edamura’s mouth for the attempted flattery, but refusing to touch the mask. “If you make me another, I’ll wear it, no matter how it turns out. But you didn’t even paint that one for me.”
“Fine,” Edamura said, tossing it in the box. The resulting breeze made the discarded feather dance along the floor, still trying to complete its escape, until Edamura stepped on it and threw it in the bin. It really might have been haunted.
In the end, they bought masks that suited them better. Laurent let Edamura choose his, and the period-specific costume to go with it. They’d been doing more of that lately. There was something sensual about it—a reminder of their first time in a clothing shop, perhaps, when Laurent’s flirtation hadn’t all been pretense, and Edamura’s reaction had been very close to something he couldn’t yet name.
“You look amazing, Laurent,” Edamura breathed, adjusting the lace at his throat and coming within millimeters of getting them kicked out of the shop before they could complete their purchase.
The clothing was too elaborate and restrictive to fuck in, once they were safely back in their apartment, but Laurent did wear the ornately embroidered silk overcoat, unbuttoned and with the rest of his body left bare, while sucking Edamura off.
Edamura came three times. The coat, somehow, survived. They considered the stockings next, but decided it’d be better to save those for another occasion.
***
The majority of the festival was public, held in the streets and canals of a city that came alive with celebration. They joined the crowd for some of those events, accompanied by Umeko and other friends they’d made in their time there. Not in costume: it was cold, still, and would’ve felt like too much of a display for the tourists’ cameras. They simply followed the parades, admired those who did turn up in full regalia, and watched the Volo dell’Angelo in Piazza San Marco.
It was a tradition steeped in history and tragedy, brought back by popular acclaim, and was meant to be an awe-inspiring spectacle that helped to open the festivities on a suitably dramatic note. Unfortunately for the beautiful young woman descending from the bell tower, Laurent had already experienced the piazza’s most magical display, some months before.
Their costumes were saved for private events that came later. Masked balls that Edamura hadn’t been convinced of, at first, or so he’d said. Laurent had seen his notes on those pages of the guidebook, and the star next to the particularly extravagant masquerades at the Ca’ Vendramin Calergi, a palace that overlooked the Grand Canal.
Those tickets were expensive, and difficult to obtain. For the one night, at least, that remained unlisted, limited to an exclusive set of clientele who had received their invitations half a year earlier. But Laurent had plenty of connections.
It felt like going back in time, to a distant era, soaked in a heady excess of wealth and hedonism. As they approached the three-tiered facade on gondolas hired for the occasion, light and music spilled from the arched windows. Alluring but untouchable, unless you knew the right words to guide you off the deck and through the doors.
The interior rooms—a maze of thick draperies and tiled floors and theatrical entertainments—were different from the bright, inviting exterior. Dimly-lit and pleasure-filled, they were packed with guests who dripped with diamonds and the excitement of pretending, for a night, that no one knew who they were.
Some of the revelry had been advertised, but was far more hypnotic and immersive in person than on a page. Acrobats and aerialists; human marionettes strung from long wires; tableaux vivants; singers, and dancers; and a persistent, painted jester who was not a part of the show but who followed them, from room to room, doing his best to catch Edamura alone, until Laurent caught him by the arm, and whispered a name into his ear.
Anonymity had its place; Laurent understood when to wield it, and when to show his cards. Lists only remained private if you didn’t know where to look.
“Who was that?” Edamura asked, returning with a drink that sparkled and glowed under the sweeping, colored lights.
“No one important,” Laurent said, draining his glass in a single swallow so he could set it aside, and kiss him.
The evening wore on, hours whirling by with tray after tray of drinks, and food designed for the city’s most refined palates, and music meant to pull them to the dance floor, to the arms of masked strangers who could be anything you liked.
Laurent danced with Edamura, or alone—surrounded by others, but untouched, with Edamura standing to the side, his arms folded, watching him, with a smile curving the perfectly shaped lips under his mask—and drank, and forgot that a world existed beyond these opulent, velvet-lined walls.
It was difficult, sometimes, to keep the other guests at bay.
Laurent, with his height and jewel-toned clothes and his long blond hair spilling over the edges of the ornate mask Edamura had chosen for him, caught more attention than he’d expected. In other years, that wouldn’t have been the case. He would have thrilled to it, and taken the opportunity to sip from all that was offered to him.
But all he wanted—all he’d ever wanted, was the man whose dark-clad figure he sought out, again and again, until he’d finally lost sight of him, swept through too many flights of stairs and into a much larger room, where the guests were still drinking, but playing roulette. And poker.
“I left too much of your face visible,” Edamura said, some time later, grabbing Laurent by the hand and tugging him away from his winnings and the women who’d crowded around him, to another floor—to a quieter section near the windows, where the cold winter breeze swept away some of the wine-thick haze.
He used the sleeve of his doublet to rub at Laurent’s cheek, and the smear of lipstick a woman had left behind, after Laurent’s rejection.
“She asked me to dance. I told her I couldn’t,” Laurent explained. He’d meant on an emotional level, but the physical was probably true as well—his limbs felt loose, and syrupy with pleasure, now that Edamura was back, and touching him again.
“You’re so beautiful, they think you’re part of the entertainment,” Edamura told him. He finished scrubbing, and tilted Laurent’s chin up, then down, with fingers that were strong, and capable, and as gentle as the amusement in his tone. “I don’t know if anything would have helped that. A bigger mask. Clothes that didn’t make you stand out in every single fucking room we walked though.”
Edamura was dressed mostly in black. That had been Laurent’s choice. His mask was dark lace, with silver threads that caught the lights but left his eyes shadowed by mystery. The black doublet, sewn from high quality crushed velvet, was cinched tight at his waist, with silver braids that traced the jutted-out lines of his shoulders, and circled his throat at the upraised collar, before trailing down his chest.
The stockings and the heeled shoes—black, with delicate silver buckles—could’ve looked cheap, or silly, like a Halloween costume from a local party store, but on Edamura, they were elegant. In them, he’d stepped out of a different era, too: a princely gentleman who tended so carefully to his estate, and all the people for whose welfare he was responsible, that he was rarely seen in public. He’d reluctantly attended this ball, at much urging. From his handsome, low-class, hidden lover, who’d never wanted anyone else.
“You’re imagining something ridiculous, aren’t you,” Edamura sighed. He thumbed at Laurent’s mouth, then, which Laurent knew was flushed pink from the cocktails and the cold winter air. Several of the women, and more than one mask-clad man, had commented on it.
He wasn’t surprised when Edamura took him firmly by the jaw and kissed him, or by the marks he sucked into the pale sections of bare skin that were more tantalizing for being largely covered by the soft white lace at Laurent’s throat.
Laurent, in turn, held Edamura by the trim, perfect curve of his waist, and smiled, suffused with joy, holding still and pliable as Edamura finished his work and adjusted his mask for him.
“You’re drunk, aren’t you,” Edamura said. Like before, it wasn’t really a question.
“Non,” Laurent said. “Un peu.”
It was true that he hadn’t drunk this much in years. More than a decade, probably. He often had alcohol on hand—wine, champagne, whiskey, cascades of empty beer cans, anything that looked classy or trashy or fit his persona of the moment—but he had a high tolerance and never drank enough in public settings to make him lose his head. That was dangerous. For him, for those around him. He always had to be in control; that was how he’d scraped by in a life that was mostly about grim survival. Making it, until someday he wouldn’t.
Tonight, though, he’d found himself not caring. It was a beautiful evening; he had an extraordinary man by his side, or in his arms on the brightly-polished dance floor, and room after room of gorgeously-clad people who had no idea who he was and would never see him again.
He’d simply been taking drinks as they’d been handed to him. By waiters, then by fellow guests. He’d lost track of the number at some point—perhaps when Edamura had disappeared to the toilet, which he suspected had turned into a much longer cigarette break in the courtyard, leaving him alone with a cluster of admirers who’d kept offering him more.
Edamura sighed again, then said, “They probably still would’ve wanted to fuck you even if you were wearing my horrible mask. I told you you’d look good in it. You’d look good in anything.” He stroked Laurent’s sideburns, and along the curve of Laurent’s ear, with a firm, possessive pressure that made Laurent’s fingers curl into the velvet of Edamura’s doublet.
“God,” Edamura breathed then, swaying into him, leaving another mark on the edge of his jaw, then the underside of his throat. “I want to fuck you. No wonder they do.”
“I wouldn’t,” Laurent promised. He felt as though he, like the window-lined hall at the outskirts of the masquerade, was full of light, ready to float away, if this beautiful, impossible man wasn’t there to tether him to the ground. “I love you. Only you, my Edamame. My angry darling.”
“I know you do,” Edamura said. He sounded annoyed, but he was smiling, like he was fighting it back but couldn’t help it. “It would’ve been nice if we’d been allowed our phones. I wish I had some photos of you, Laurent. Or a video, of you like this. Just for me. I want to show it to you later.”
He kissed Laurent again, more softly this time, tucking Laurent’s hair behind his ear, out of his face. “You are so beautiful, Laurent. I love you, you know that?”
“Mm,” Laurent said, leaning into him. He didn’t care about the ball, or the absurdly wealthy, easy targets at the poker table, or the people who’d spent all night sliding their hotel keys into the pockets of his expensive embroidered coat. He didn’t want any of that, not anymore. Worthless money. Nameless, faceless sex. He was so tired of it. All he wanted was this.
“I didn’t hear you properly,” he said, not so drunk that he’d forgotten how they’d begun, or the way he’d always pushed Edamura’s buttons, loving every second of hands-on attention that garnered him. “Your pronunciation’s improved, but it still needs work, Edamame. Tell me again.”
***
He woke, sometime in the early afternoon, feeling as though he had been poisoned.
“It’s just the alcohol,” Edamura told him. “I shouldn’t have ever left you.”
“No,” Laurent agreed, reaching for the hem of Edamura’s soft grey sweatshirt.
“Are you still drunk?” Edamura asked, but pulled away the covers and slid back under so Laurent could nuzzle into him.
“No,” Laurent said. “Just extremely ill. The light hurts. So does my throat.”
“Thirsty? I’ve got water here if you need it.” Edamura stroked Laurent’s hair, sounding unreasonably fond of him, and ready to nurse him through his self-imposed illness.
Laurent stretched his neck, though, angling his shoulder and jaw out of the way so Edamura would be able to see the long, pale expanse of his throat, riddled with kiss-shaped bruises. “I think I was attacked by a feral beast last night, my darling. Something small, and cute, but very violent. Did you happen to see him?”
Edamura shoved at Laurent’s shoulder and tried to get out of bed, but Laurent held onto him, laughing.
“You’re such an asshole,” Edamura said once he’d finally given up and flopped back into Laurent’s arms.
“I know I am,” Laurent said.
“I love you,” Edamura said, ducking down to kiss him.
Laurent smiled into it. “I know you do.”
They didn’t have sex; Laurent’s head was still spinning enough that his need to hold onto Edamura hadn’t entirely been a joke.
He remembered most of the prior evening, including how carefully Edamura had undressed him when they’d gotten back, and made him drink two full glasses of water before tucking himself behind him in their bed. Laurent hadn’t slept very well, with silvery schools of dreams swimming through the sea of alcohol in his body, but they hadn’t been bad ones. Just strange. He was fairly certain Edamura had been a Venetian lord in one of them.
“I think I’m done with balls,” he decided eventually, his voice rough, but the ache behind his eyes starting to feel a bit better. “Unless, of course, they’re attached to your body.”
Edamura flicked one of Laurent’s slowly darkening bruises. Punishment for another terrible joke.
“They do hurt, you know,” Laurent said mildly. Not unless there was pressure put on them, and even then it was an interesting sort of ache he didn’t mind. But it was still worth pointing out.
“Sorry.” Edamura stroked the pad of his thumb over it, more gently, but couldn’t seem to help touching every mark he’d made to stake his claim. “I didn’t mean to do so many.” He touched three of them, one after the other, on a loop that made them seem like his favorites.
Laurent shivered, his eyelashes fluttering. The contact was so light that it merely served as a tantalizing reminder of the night before. Of teeth scraping along his throat, followed by insistent, toe-curling pleasure, and the warm, wet suction of a tongue and mouth that was saying, in language plain enough for everyone else to see, that he didn’t want anyone else to put their hands on him.
“It must’ve been the mask,” Laurent said, still a bit thrown by the flock of partygoers that had followed him from floor to floor. “I talk a good game, I know, but I haven’t had that much attention since my twenties. I was much prettier then.”
He was surprised by Edamura’s deeply unimpressed look.
“I have photos,” Laurent offered. Dorothy would, or Oz, although he didn’t say that. Probably even Shi Ohn. Although Edamura might’ve already seen the albums in Paris. He’d never commented on it. “Perhaps I won’t share them. If you fall in love with the younger version of me, I’ll be as jealous as you were last night.”
“Asshole,” Edamura repeated, kissing the bruise that was right at the hinge of Laurent’s jaw. “The funny part is, I honestly don’t think you even notice when you’re flirting. For you, it’s like breathing. It’s just a natural state of being.”
He traced along Laurent’s cheekbone, where the delicate mask had sat, tempting strangers into imagining whatever they’d wanted from him. Even if it had nothing to do with the man who was actually there.
“I’m never smoking again, if you’re going to disappear like that when I do,” Edamura said. A mild threat, and not much of a promise; he hardly did anymore, except when he was trying to calm nerves that had gotten too rattled. Perhaps the ball had been overwhelming for him, in a different way.
Laurent tilted his jaw into his lover’s palm, in a mute apology that was easy for them to both understand.
But Edamura wasn’t anxious now, or annoyed. Just amused. “When I was trying to find you, I heard at least six people talking about the beautiful Frenchman with incredible blue eyes and a sultry silver tongue. Two in English. One in Spanish, three in Italian. I don’t know what the other man was saying, but the lewd gestures were definitely about you.”
Laurent considered protesting, but Edamura was probably right. It was one of the ways Laurent had learned to interact with the world. Not that he meant anything by it the vast majority of the time. He consistently hit on people—Cynthia, Abbie, the woman who gave them the freshest produce at the corner market—as a casual reflex, like saying good morning. It would’ve been awkward if they’d ever responded with anything other than annoyance (Abbie) or unamused tolerance (Cynthia), or a handful of particularly ripe tomatoes.
“Edamame,” he said.
“No, I know,” Edamura replied. “That’s what I mean, that I’m not actually jealous, or bothered by it. It’s part of who you are, and I like who you are. I’ve told you before that I’m not trying to change you, Laurent. But if you are going to be out there, saying disgusting things around other people, I want them to know that you already belong to someone else.”
One of the habits Edamura had picked up over the past few months was something he’d started during one of their quiet mornings in bed, in the early hours when they were too tired to speak but still enjoyed being near each other. He’d play with Laurent’s hands, tracing the lines in his palms and absently flexing the joints in each long finger, like he was testing that they all worked, that none of them had rusted into place overnight. Maybe it was because his own palms were so sensitive, covered in nerve endings that made him shiver apart when Laurent touched him. Or maybe it was just a quiet grounding exercise to occupy him while he thought of other things.
He’d spent more time, one morning, stroking over one particular spot, with a level of focus that seemed odd until Laurent realized Edamura had found his scar. The little jagged mark left over from Dorothy’s return.
They didn’t talk about it. Laurent didn’t know if Edamura had come up with any of his own conclusions about its source, or if he’d assumed it was simply something from Laurent’s childhood, or an incident too insignificant to name. Some scars cut deeper. Some were more visible than others. But for the most part, each of them hurt less and less as time passed.
“You know,” Laurent said quietly, “there’s a more permanent and less painful way of staking your claim on someone.”
Edamura didn’t get it at first. When he did, when he stared straight into Laurent’s eyes in response, his own as wide and honest as ever, Laurent had trouble handling the intensity of it. From nearly their first meeting, Edamura had always had a way of making Laurent feel like he was peeling away all of his layers, one by one, until he’d exposed the parts that Laurent had nearly forgotten were still hidden away.
“Would you let me do that?” Edamura asked.
It was too much. Laurent almost regretted bringing it up. Forever was different when you wrote it in a letter, or whispered it between the sheets at night. They were still new to this, fumbling through a relationship that had so many flawed, broken pieces they’d have to navigate around. They were a ship bumping through rocky shoals, doing its best to make it to deeper waters with its hull intact.
Laurent rushed things. He had with Dorothy, trying to trap something soft and fun and beautiful into a block of cement that he couldn’t even carry with him. He heard I love you, and he wanted it to mean, I’ll never stop.
Edamura read something in his eyes; Laurent wasn’t sure what. “Okay,” he said, like he understood, even if Laurent didn’t.
He kissed Laurent with such sweetness, such overpowering affection that Laurent felt as though he was pressing against another bruise: one that was too far out of sight to be visible, but might be finally blooming to the surface, ready to begin healing.
***
The cat came as a surprise. A gift, Laurent thought later, deposited on their doorstep, for the new life they were building together.
It turned out he hadn’t remembered everything from the masquerade. The bits near the end were whirling blurs of music and light and unhinged laughter, like the carnival had truly taken on its name after midnight, and he’d been strapped into a flimsy metal disc that spun and spun and somehow didn’t fly off its moorings. He’d gotten parts of it mixed up with his odd dreams.
One involved a dozen shrieking women dressed in feathers that made them ten feet tall, with skirts so wide they were swallowing the men around them. They’d tumbled away from the wide banks of windows, one losing her footing and rolling heavily across the floor, in a thump-thump-thump that made the laughter surge harder, as a thin strip of sunlight shot through the window, under the canopies shielding scrambling legs, to a tower of silver plates on a linen-covered table.
Many of the traditional Carnival snacks were to Laurent’s taste—that is to say, on the sweeter side. Perhaps all of the sugar had helped the alcohol go his head that much more quickly. There was chiacchiere—strips of decadently fried dough—as well as cannoli, and sugar-dusted doughnuts flavored with rum, and his favorite, a type of ravioli with ricotta and chocolate stuffed inside. But there were plenty of savory cicheti at the masquerade as well—small plates distributed to keep energy levels high and at least a certain type of hunger at bay.
The sun-warm shard of light had beamed an unerring path to one of those: a set of little plates stocked with glistening scoops of caviar; scallops fresh from the sea; thin bites of bread with mortadella or smoked salmon layered over; and a local favorite, sardèle in saòr. Little sardines from Venetian waters.
Laurent wasn’t certain which treat had been the ultimate goal; Edamura said he hadn’t seen the whole incident, either, just the aftermath, with plates scattered across the floor and a furred-up tail flashing back to the windows for a triumphant exit.
It was, they’d discovered on their way back through still-bustling streets, the same little cat they’d come across many times since moving into their new apartment. In Venice, street cats were simply a way of life. Umeko had explained there were fewer of them now than several decades ago, losing ground, like the locals, to the tourists who’d flooded into all the empty spaces.
But there were still cats on windowsills and on the steps outside of bookstores, or staring up into fish shop windows with plans whirling away behind their emerald eyes. You could sometimes hear them fighting, or mating, on the rooftops at night, or singing to the same operas as the gondoliers.
This skinny little scrap of sunshine had lost a leg some time ago—perhaps at so young of an age it hadn’t ever known it was a thing to be missed. Laurent had seen it, often, stalking mice in alleyways or balancing its way over bridges or fence posts with a level of grace that shouldn’t have seemed possible. It was resilient and clever in a way he’d always admired in others.
Over the past month or so, it’d begun shadowing him partway on his evening walks, usually skittering off on its own adventures before he’d joined Edamura for the night. Laurent had thought about feeding it, but it didn’t seem to be asking for that. It could fend for itself well enough. Even by breaking into one of the city’s most exclusive parties.
But a few days after that event, when Carnival was drawing to a close and Laurent had finally recovered from a particularly blistering hangover, he and Edamura found something surprising. A shivering patch of fading light crumpled on their doorstep, like it’d been waiting for them.
The veterinarian they took it to said it’d be difficult to tell what exactly had happened. A fall, perhaps, or more likely a fight. It’d injured another leg—not irreparably, but it wouldn’t be wise to leave it out on the streets for other cats to bully while it was healing. The cat was otherwise in good health—not hampered by fleas or mites, and recently vaccinated, as locals were careful to do with their free-roaming friends. Trap-spay-release, since it turned out that their small, fearless neighbor was a lady.
So, for a time, they took in a third housemate.
***
The name was the easy part, once they realized that she was becoming a part of their family. Luce, the light she’d spilled over the ballroom floor that night. In a funny twist of fate, Edamura had told Laurent later, the woman who’d lost her footing in the shrieking rush had been the one who’d attempted to leave her lipsticked mark on him. Laurent didn’t remember her at all, but it made Edamura laugh, now, every time he told others the end of the story.
Laurent had already loved the cat from their first meeting—he’d always loved cats, even when they bit or scratched or ignored him—but he was glad for the incident that’d made Edamura bond so firmly with her, too.
It eventually came to light that Edamura had been slipping her treats over the past couple of days, as a thank you or a reward for her actions, which made her appearance at their door a little less magical. That was fine. Laurent felt there were different ways to make miracles happen. Sometimes you had to do most of the work to tug them your way.
***
By April, they were ready to leave Venice behind. Winter fading to spring; a good time for new beginnings.
They’d spent the rest of February and March spinning dreams of their future. A place for the two of them in either a quieter part of the South of France, by the sea, or a secluded strip of coast in Okinawa where they could buy a house. Not a fancy flat, or an apartment, or a tiny space where they had to hang their laundry from the windows, but something with room for a garden and a cat. Close to an airport, since both of them would still spend much of their time traveling.
They were starting to pack up their things when Edamura pulled out a box. A small one, the size of one of his gacha toys, with a clear plastic capsule nestled in its velvet-lined interior.
“Edamame,” Laurent said, when he saw what was inside.
Edamura took it back from him, snapped the plastic halves apart with a practiced touch, and drew Laurent’s hand to his mouth, kissing each knuckle, then sliding a ring over one.
A simple band, with slivers of Venetian glass twisted through the sun-bright metal. All the blues and greens of the sea that always kept pulling Laurent back to it. To drag him beneath tossing waves and drown him, he’d thought, until he’d met Edamura, who was always meant to travel the boundless waters alongside him.

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Cynthia has trapped me in Barcelona for another day or two. She says that we can’t lose this funding, that it impacts you, too, and so many other sensible things that right now, I hate. Even if she is right.
I’ve told her that you and Luce will be angry with her, but the reality is that I’m the one lost in sorrow. Would you be able to delay your flight a day, so I won’t miss you?
No, I know that’s unreasonable. I’ll see you next week, Edamame. Safe travels. I’ll call you when I’m back at the hotel for the night.
- Laurent

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
Can you ask my dad to vet this list? I tried calling him, but his phone was turned off, or the battery was dead. I’ve told him to stop doing that—he’s never around when I need him.
I realize how that sounds, but it’s you, so I’m not deleting that line. You know what I mean.
Sorry about the rush. You’re probably in the middle of dinner—or maybe drinks after? I forget the time difference with Wuhan—but I really need an answer on at least a couple of these soon. By tomorrow morning, if possible. At least for the ones I’ve starred at the top.
I’m leaning towards Greta; she doesn’t have a ton of hands-on experience, but she’s strong and smart and she really needs it. But there were a couple things that might be red flags; I marked those in...well, in red. Dad’s better at reading between those kinds of lines. You know I tend to believe the best in people until they prove me wrong.
It’s raining today, by the way. There was this dripdripdrip by the windowsill that made me jolt up and grab my laptop and my phone cord, like the walls were leaking again. I don’t think I’ll ever get over that apartment. It really was as crappy as you always said.
But it gave me the excuse I’d been looking for, with you, so I got stubbornly attached to it. You know how I am.
I miss you, Laurent. It was nice, being able to spend most of last month in the same place. Let’s make sure we’re better about that.
- Makoto

1 attachment: PotentialsWithFlags.xls


To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
The garden is blooming, Edamame. Our second April here; how has it come so soon? The birds are chirping, and Luce is doing her best to tear their tiny musical heads from their bodies, which means I’ve been having to keep her indoors. She hates it. Someday we’ll teach her the concept of peace.
The worst thing she’s done, in the past couple of days, is try to escape via the trellis that held all your lovely morning glories. The latticework fit back together, mostly, but a few of the flowers broke off when I was attempting reassembly. I put one in your vase. I look at it every day I’m here, you know, lined up in our kitchen window, with the light shining through it. It’s hard sometimes, being here when you’re not, but there are so many things that always remind me of you.
Like your socks, which I discovered in a smelly pile under the bed, while trying to retrieve an angry cat who didn’t like me bathing her.
And you say I’m the one who’s terrible with laundry. You can’t blame her for stealing your socks; I’m familiar with those excuses, and pets are the innocents in family squabbles.
At least I found us a reliable laundry service nearby. They’ll be starching your socks and returning them to us soon. Stop complaining about the expense. It’s worth it.
I’d forgotten why I’d opened this email to begin with. This is merely a note to tell you that I’m looping you into a separate thread with a donor I’ve been pursuing over the last couple of weeks. He’s very interested in your branch of our work.
It turns out he has a beloved aunt who ran a café once, where he spent his time drinking coffee and doing his best to study. I usually handle the last push of a wallet over the finish line, but I think this one suits you better. Employ your charm, Edamame. I know it works on everyone you speak with. It certainly did on me.
- Laurent

3 attachments: Luce.png; LonelyBlossom.png; LonelierLaurent.png


To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
That donor called me Edamame. I had to correct him over the phone, which was awkward, but it did make him laugh, and the conversation got a lot easier from there. I think you’re right that he liked me.
I’m forwarding you his agreement; you’ll have to wrap up the last bits like usual, but he’s signing on for more than you’d asked. A lot more. Another win in my column. At this rate Cynthia won’t even need both of us.
That’s a lie. I’m exhausted; I can’t wait until Tuesday, when I can see you again. I’m glad we booked the whole week off, and not just the day. Let’s make sure we do that every year.
I’ve decided, too, that I’m not going anywhere in July. I’ve already told Cynthia. I handled this one in email and phone calls, and I want to start doing more of that.
I think I’ve figured out how to make our schedules start aligning better; next month, I want you to come with me to Buenos Aires. Mateo’s been telling me about this perfect little location for one of our cafés, and he also has a lead on what he calls a “whale” you can probably land. Someone his uncle’s done business with.
I’d like you to meet him, and to take this guy’s money. I miss seeing you in action.
- Makoto

To: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I apologize, my darling. You’ll note that I’d carefully introduced you in an appropriate manner via email, but I must’ve slipped in verbal conversations.
It’s occurred to me, though, that I don’t actually know how you typically introduce yourself to men whose money you’re after. It’s been so long since we met, you know, and all I remember was the “Edamura” and the fascinating way you blushed when I touched you. I knew your name, of course, before I saw your face. Edamame was my little joke, but it suits you so well I can’t picture you as anything else.
Do you go by Makoto with your donors? I recall, now, a conversation you wouldn’t let me have in public, that never happened in private.
Have I been doing something wrong all these years, mon chèri, without you telling me it bothers you? That doesn’t seem like you. But I want to be sure.
- Laurent

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org
That’s still a conversation we should have in person, for reasons you know full well. But the short version is embarrassing enough. Even after everything, it’s hard for me to tell you that I like when you call me Edamame. The only thing I don’t like is that everyone else picked it up from you.
I wish you were the only person who called me that, Laurent. It’s not that I mind it, in general; sometimes I honestly slip and use it on my own, or think of myself as Edamame. Nicknames have that impact, when they become such a big part of you. But if it was just you, it’d be more special.
I try to think, sometimes, of things I could call you, but I’m awkward with endearments, so just know, whenever I say your name now, even if I sound angry, even if I’m talking about you to someone else, it means I love you. I want you to hear it that way, Laurent, the way I do when you call me a soybean. With various adjectives surrounding it.
I like the other pet names, too. Especially in French. At least no one else ever uses those.
I think I might feel weird if you called me Makoto, honestly. But we can try it. Just not in email, okay?
I’ll be home soon. Can you pick me up from the airport? I’d like to revisit that LAX experience. Make sure you get an even flashier car. Maybe we can go shopping again, later. You know what I like.
- Edamame

To: Laurent.Thierry@ConfidenceFoundation.org; Edamura.Makoto@ConfidenceFoundation.org

 From: Cynthia.Moore@ConfidenceFoundation.org
I swear to everything that is holy that if you do not stop having these conversations through our business emails, I will fire both of you.
You, Laurent, and you, Edamura.
You’ll be happy to hear that I’m done with nicknames. I might as well start calling both of you bastards; that’s always worked out best for me.
Seriously, though, I know you two talk constantly through other venues. You don’t need email for your ridiculously sappy love letters. Keep it professional. I’m getting really tired of our IT manager looking sweaty and nervous in check-ins, and wondering if this qualifies as something he should flag in case we ever get audited.
Probably not. But there are better ways for you to communicate, without me having to witness it.
- Cynthia
P.S. Happy for you. Genuinely. And happy anniversary, in advance. But please stop.
***
In December, it rained.
Laurent loved the way it transformed their little seaside town, which was usually blanketed in sunlight. On days like this, when there was a light drizzle that helped to clear the salt from the air, his anticipation built up even more.
A medium-sized house with a garden, and a cat, and a view of the water, close to an uncrowded strip of sand with waves that were, in the right moods, just large enough to surf. Laurent had been trying to teach Edamame so he could join him. So far, Edamame wasn’t the biggest fan. He claimed he vastly preferred the view from the shore.
On days like today, though, all that mattered was the house itself, and who was waiting in it.
Laurent walked the last few blocks up the gentle swell of a road that curved around several bends before their warmly-lit windows came into view. It was late afternoon, still bright enough outside to not need the extra illumination, but Edamame had turned on the lights to welcome him home. To guide him up the hill through the thin drizzle of raindrops that danced in fitful shards of sunlight and made him want to quicken his pace, too.
He opened the gate—the hinges creaked a little, they should fix that—and bent to scratch Luce under the chin. She wasn’t fond of the rain, but she liked freedom more. She’d been getting a little better about the birds. Or at least at not showing them her trophies.
“Are you doing well, my little one?” he asked her, although she’d gotten much plumper, and significantly fluffier, since they’d taken her home. Domesticity looked good on her.
Laurent paused a few steps from the house, the way he usually did, when he’d been away for a while. Only three days this time, but increasingly, that felt like an eternity.
There were flowering vines overhanging the clean white walls of their house, and a little table on their veranda, just big enough for a pot of coffee, and two chairs. Their kitchen window overlooked the path that led up to their door. Familiar objects were on display through the glass, some of them sparkling in the sunlight that always caught them at this hour, even when it rained.
Two capsule toy figures—a farmer who’d become a king, and a stinky, well-traveled swindler—were lined up by a small crystal figurine of a cat, its glass tail tucked neatly around its legs. Next to that were the prettier things. Edamame’s Murano vase, and the little gold-dusted heart that—when he was away—Edamame kept nestled safely in his pocket. So you’ll always be with me, he’d said, the first time Laurent had noticed it missing.
The last bit of space on the sill was taken up by another vase. A larger one, a deep shade of blue, blown into a pattern of asymmetrical waves. Iittala glassware, Laurent knew now: aalto, named for its shape, and its Finnish designer. It was something Edamame had bought in Helsinki—not for his friends, and not for Laurent, but because prior to his arrival, Edamame had seen it in a shop and thought of him.
It was the exact color, he’d said, of Laurent’s eyes. He’d fought the impulse. He’d left the shop twice, before going back. Before wrapping it carefully, and taking it home.
Laurent stood outside, listening to the rain gently pattering on the flowerbeds that they’d need to weed, soon, and smiling, so hard that it nearly hurt.
In another part of their house, not visible from here, they’d strung colorful rows of paper cranes. Senbazuru. Not a thousand; they couldn’t fit that many, in a home of this size, but they’d kept a few in the living room, over the long glass doors that opened into the garden. Gifts from their friends, as a wish for their future. For luck, and for longevity. And for love.
On nicer days, when the windows were open, and the wind blew in from the sea, the cranes fluttered through the steps of a dance that Laurent knew all too well. Courtship, at the beginning—a difficult process, with many stumbles along the way—but once the union had been formed, they repeated it, year after year, reaffirming their bond, and the depth of their commitment to one another. It was an elaborate, intricate dance that would carry them through the rest of their lives.
When Laurent finally moved again, their door swung outwards, spilling light with it. Welcoming, but a little impatient. That was familiar, too.
He stepped over the threshold, pausing to remove his shoes and brush the rain out of his hair. They would talk about that later; laughing about the pink umbrella he’d left in Venice, and likely arguing over the mud the damp hems of his pants would streak across the floor, with Luce tracking in a longer trail of pawprints after him.
She’d nearly ruined two cushions, a rather expensive Turkish rug, and one of Edamame’s shirts that way, but they could never stay angry for long. A house was made to be lived in.
They’d talk about many things. Laurent’s flight, the next journey they’d take together, and whether the next patch of soil outside should be dedicated to flowers, or vegetables. Laurent would argue for soybeans, simply for the irritated sigh, and the affection that would follow.
But for now, there was something more important. A small routine, with a simple exchange of greetings that meant so much to him. To both of them.
Edamame had moved back from the door, a smile playing over his lips as he waited for Laurent to be ready: to finish peeling off his damp socks, and dripping on the floors, and lift his gaze to the man he’d never tire of seeing.
He looked good, Laurent thought, his heart clenching a little in his chest, as it always did.
Warm brown eyes, and dark hair that was a little messy; he probably hadn’t been outside much today, with the rain, and hadn’t bothered to style it. Soft sweatpants that were rolled up past his ankles, and a long-sleeved shirt that was hanging on him a bit too loosely, baring much of his throat and a delicate stretch of his collarbones. There was paint spattered along the fabric, and a long splash of green trailing down the cuff, across his wrist, where he might not have noticed.
He wanted to get into sculpting, eventually. Maybe pottery. But for now, he was working on a portrait. Luce, whom Laurent had done his best to recognize in the snapshots Edamame had sent him: an abstract creature, mostly cat-shaped. Strangely colored. Perhaps the final product would be better, and worth hanging on the wall, next to his London Snow.
Edamame shifted on his feet, a restless movement, but his smile softened, with perfect dimples digging into the corners of his mouth.
“Okaeri, Laurent,” he said.
The world around them faded, for a moment, to expectant silence. Even the rain halted, with warm shafts of afternoon sunlight pouring through the long banks of windows that faced their garden, and the sea beyond.
“Tadaima,” Laurent responded, as he took three steps forward, into his husband’s paint-splattered, welcoming arms.
I’m home.




Notes:


French:
un peu: a little
Italian:
cicheti: small plates/side dishes
sardèle in saòr: a traditional Venetian dish of fried sardines and onions, marinated in vinegar and salt
Luce: light
Finnish:
aalto: “wave”; the designer responsible for this distinctive (quite expensive) type of glassware is named Alvar Aalto
Japanese:
Senbazuru: “1,000 cranes”; refers to the Japanese tradition of folding 1,000 origami cranes for specific ceremonial reasons, like a prayer for someone’s recovery from an illness, or as a wedding wish for good fortune and a happy marriage. Red-crowned cranes are, as mentioned in an earlier chapter, a symbol of good fortune, longevity, and marital fidelity, due to their lifelong pair bonding. Cranes are often used as a motif on wedding kimonos.
Tadaima, Okaeri: a traditional Japanese greeting that translates to: “I’m home” (as you enter) and “Welcome home” (from the lover/family member waiting inside). You can also flip the order, as Edamura and Laurent do here; it’s the words themselves that are important, and the exchange.














Notes:


Here, you’ll find a tumblr post going into much more detail about the Wizard of Oz references, for those who didn’t grow up as familiar with the books as Dorothy, or Laurent, or Edamura. They’re sprinkled throughout the story but may prove most useful in Chapter 23.

You can find me a variety of places outside of AO3. These are where I'm most likely to respond:

bluesky


tumblr

Thank you so much for accompanying me, and these difficult, complicated confidence men, on this journey. I truly hope you enjoyed their love story.
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https://archiveofourown.org/works/60877471?view_full_work=true
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