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pathological people pleaser

by rweoutofthewoods

Summary

No one, it turns out, really knows one another.

(OR: all it takes is a summer-long holiday in Italy, James Potter's teetering mental stability, a
secret relationship, friends with benefits, Marlene’s secret, and enough stupidity and
insecurity to go around for everything to come crashing down around them.)

Notes

PLEASE DO NOT PUT MY WORK ON GOODREADS!

Oh come on!! You didn't REALLY think I'd let pride month, much less a new taylor swift
song pass without writing a fic for it?? Did you???

As always, heed tags but I'll put a warning here, this is very mental health-focused fic. CW
for discussion of BPD, implied suicidal ideation, implied sexual content, struggles with
sexuality, grief, unhealthy coping mechanisms, and some heavy drinking.

As always a big thanks to my beta (@pastelanxiete for jumping into another big project with
me.

I'll be updating every Friday the same as I did with anti-hero if any of you are following me
from there. Enjoy!!

DISCLAIMER: please do not diagnose yourself because of my fic. If you recognize yourself
in James I implore you to remember 1. Some things overlap in multiple disorders and 2. That
is then something you should bring up to a professional. BPD is not easy to diagnose and I
think to be officially diagnosed you need to be over 18 and I do not recommend self
diagnosing in the case of a personality disorder. Take care of yourselves mwah!

Please do not repost my work anywhere outside of ao3. Any podfics, translations etc.
are allowed but must stay on ao3, link back to the OG work, and have permission first.
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Please do not put my work on Goodreads!

» Translation into Espafiol available: Pathological People Pleaser- traduccion al espafiol by
Chars_springs
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Chapter 1: part I: (stop)

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Part I: (stop)

James

James's mother had always told it like it was. She was brutally honest, but not in the way
people say they’re brutally honest when really, they’re just mean. No, Effie Potter was kind
in her honesty, but she never let James get away with things either.

“You have so much love to give, sweetheart,” she used to tell him often. “More love than
most people, you be careful with it because not everyone is going to give it back.”

So, James wasn’t raised sheltered, he knew there were bad things in the world. He’d seen
some of them. In Sirius’s childhood, in the bruises he would hide and the tears he’d cry into
James’s shoulder.

Still, he grew up with a privileged and warm childhood. James was never given anything but
love and care. Even his mother’s honesty was always padded with kindness and warmth.
Frankly, James’s life was perfect. He had everything and anything a person could ask for.
This had always been the case.

Yet, the secret, the terrible aching starving beast sitting in his chest, consuming everything
around him, was that James Potter was deeply and severely unhappy. Maybe he had always
been that way, he couldn’t remember a time when it was different. A time without the gaping
black hole in his chest.

“Prongs?”



James blinked, shaking his head. “Sorry, what?”

Sirius raised his eyebrows. “I was asking about the sleeping arrangements. Moony said all of
us might have to share rooms. Obviously, Moony and I will, and Mary and Lily as well as
Dorcas and Marlene, but—"

“Yeah,” James said quickly, trying not to flinch. “I don’t mind sharing. Me and Pete? Just like
old times?”

“Actually,” Peter winced, “I’m bringing Emmeline, remember? So I’ll be sharing with her.”

“Oh, right, no worries, mate.” James shot him an easy grin to show there were no hard
feelings.

“See, that’s why I’m asking,” Sirius cut in. “Because Reg is bringing Crouch and Rosier, but
they have their weird hook-up thing going on, which I absolutely do not want to know
anything about, but that means they ’ll share, which leaves you and Reg and well- you
know...”

“Regulus hates my guts?” James offered, leaning back on Sirius’s sofa as if that didn’t sting a
little. “It’s fine, if he stabs me in my sleep at least it’ll make for an interesting holiday.”

“He wouldn’t do that!”” Sirius insisted, to which Remus snorted. “What?” Sirius asked,
whipping around to glare at his boyfriend. “He wouldn’t! I mean... probably!”

“Just try not to piss him off and you’ll be fine,” Remus advised James, nodding sagely.

Easier said than done. Everything James did seemed to piss Regulus off. He didn’t even
know what it was. He could correct it if he knew, but the truth was Regulus just didn’t like
him.



Remus began to steer the conversation towards the itinerary for their summer-long holiday
while Sirius argued passionately for his favorite philosophy of simply winging it.

James sat back, tugging his knees to his chest in an attempt to ground himself. Sirius pulled
Peter into the argument and their voices began to rise. James grabbed his glass, taking a long
sip of his drink in hopes that the alcohol would soften the buzzing in his ears.

God, what was wrong with him? Why couldn’t James just have fun for one night? Why was
there a feeling of dread lurking without reason?

“You’re sure you don’t want to bring anyone?”

James blinked, yanked back into the conversation. He hadn’t even realized their argument
had ceased. He wondered who’d won. Probably Remus, he always did.

“Huh?”

“On our trip,” Sirius clarified. “What about that girl you were seeing... Clara or something,
right? Don’t feel like you can’t invite her, we can make space.”

“I'm sorry James, I really just don 't think this is right. ['m too busy, my job is so demanding.
[ can't give you what you 're looking for.”

“I only wanted to see you more than once a week,” James protested. “We 've been dating for
months now, Clara. I didn t think that was absurd to suggest.”

“And I get it, but [ don t have that time to commit to you. It's just too much.”

Too much.



“No,” James swallowed. “It’s fine. It’s not the same as the rest of you lot.” He waved a vague
hand at Sirius and Remus. They’d been together since they were sixteen and had been in love
with each other long before that. Now, in their twenties, they were still madly in love. It was
the same with Marlene and Dorcas, who met as kids and later started dating. Now, they were
still going strong. Even Lily and Mary, while it’d taken them a bit longer to get together (the
fact that James and Lily were dating for so long was definitely an obstacle in the way of their
love), but eventually, they’d figured things out. Now they were coming up on their second
year together and they couldn’t be happier.

It's not that James had never been in love. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d been in love with
every single person who’d ever looked at him, and even those who hadn’t. It was that no one
had ever loved him back.

“You give too much,” his mum would say gently, stroking his hair after whatever heartbreak
he’d been through this time. “You have to be more careful with who you hand your heart to,
not everyone deserves it.”

As much as James adored his mother, he was beginning to think she was wrong. All signs
pointed to one thing: James was the problem.

James’s alarm was going off when he woke. It was blaring loudly, telling him that it’d
probably been on for a while and he rolled over, fumbling for his phone before one of his
neighbors could start banging on the walls in annoyance. Shutting off the alarm and blinking
down at the time with blurry eyes, James groaned aloud. With a fumbling hand, he shoved his
glasses on his face, squinting down at the notifications on his lock screen.

There were about a million voice messages from Sirius which James ignored, he’d listen to
those on his way to work. Peter had texted him a few videos which James also deemed
unimportant at the moment. The notification that stopped his heart dead in his chest was
short, only a few words.

Dad

Got to raincheck for tomorrow. Sorry.



I’1l see you soon.

James swallowed, opening the text and staring at it with a knot in his throat. His dad wouldn’t
see him soon; he was leaving for the entire summer in only a few days. Apparently, his father
hadn’t remembered that.

James
1’m leaving for Italy in a few days?

won’t be able to see u before i go

His father’s reply was instant at least, which James appreciated.

Dad

Right. slipped my mind.

Will see you when you get back.
Have fun.

We should talk soon. I will call you.

Suddenly, the knot in his throat was bursting open and James threw his phone, feeling
satisfied as it hit the wall with a loud crack. The all-consuming rage only lasted a second
before the world seemed to come rushing back around him and he was left blinking, sitting in
his bed in only his boxers, the world empty and quiet around him.

He wasn’t crazy.

Taking a shaky breath, James stood, picking up his now cracked phone without bothering to
spare more than a cursory glance at the damage. Who fucking cared. It’s not like anyone
really wanted to contact James anyway. His friends would probably be grateful for the peace.



Feeling weighed down, James limped through his morning routine. By the time he got to
work, he knew his day was already ruined and it didn’t help that from the beginning of his
shift everything was already shit.

“James,” his manager, Molly, complained basically the second he clocked in. “I told you to
reorganize the men’s section before you left yesterday, but everything was a disaster at
closing.”

“I did! People come in and mess—"

“I don’t want to hear excuses,” Molly cut him off swiftly. “You’ll be refolding everything at
closing tonight to make up for Jade cleaning up after you yesterday.”

James turned so she wouldn’t see his face twist into a scowl. “Yeah, no problem.”

“Good, you’re a great worker, James. I know you can do better on this. We’re a team here, we
rely on each other.”

Molly’s voice was gentler now, as if she could sense his worsening mood. But James had no
desire to hear her padded, fake sympathy and he left her, heading onto the floor to force a
fake smile onto his face while he greeted the morning shoppers.

It wasn’t until his lunch break when he pulled his phone out of his pocket that he realized
there was a large crack running down the screen, and when he tried to switch it on, it
remained dark. Cursing under his breath, James tossed the broken phone into the trash
without a second thought before heading back to work.

The rest of the day passed in a slow crawl, and James felt like he was itching out of his skin.
By the time he got home, he was ready to climb into bed and sleep for a week.

The next day, James woke up to his alarm blaring yet again, this time from his digital clock.
The sound was unfamiliar and shrill. There was a hole eating through his chest. He couldn’t



breathe around it so he switched off his alarm, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

He woke that night, disoriented and fuzzy as he opened his eyes to darkness. He wasn’t sure
what had woken him at first. His flat was quiet, his digital clock silently lighting up the
darkness of his room with its red numbers. After a moment, he heard a sharp knock and
James sat up, forcing himself out of bed and into his entryway where someone was
incessantly knocking on his front door.

James threw open his door, blinking as Sirius froze on the other side, hand raised as he was
about to knock again.

“Good, you’re alive!” Sirius exclaimed. “What’s going on, why haven’t you answered your
y gomg y
phone?”

James blinked, trying to process anything that was going on. He wasn’t wearing his glasses
and the blurriness didn’t help with how disoriented and dizzy he felt. “Huh?”

“I texted you,” Sirius said, pushing past James and into his messy flat. “I haven’t heard from
you in days.”

“I saw you like two days ago,” James said slowly. “That doesn’t warrant breaking down my
door.”

“Yeah, but you never go that long without replying to texts.”

“Oh,” James frowned. “Right, my phone broke. I have to go get a new one.”

Sirius spun, his brow furrowing as he seemed to take in James’s disheveled appearance for
the first time. “Were you sleeping? Did you forget we had plans?”



James absolutely did, but he shook his head anyway. “No, no. I just wasn’t feeling well so I
was taking a nap, must have just overslept. I should have set an alarm, but you know...
broken phone and my clock is wonky.”

Sirius surveyed James for a moment and he wasn’t sure if his friend was convinced.
However, after a moment’s pause, Sirius seemed to let it go, clapping his hands together.
“Well, come on then. Do you feel well enough to go out now?”

“Yeah,” James said quickly. “The nap helped, 'm good.”

“Okay, great. Go get dressed, I left Remus and Reg in the car. If we take too long, Reggie
will start getting antsy and I don’t want to be responsible for whomever he maims.”

“Probably me,” James muttered but turned, heading for his room.

He threw on the first semi-clean clothing he could find and stumbled back into the living
room where Sirius was waiting impatiently. He basically dragged James out of his flat as
soon as he emerged, pushing him into the car.

“Alright, Prongs?”” Remus asked, turning around to peer into the back seat as James climbed
in.

“Yeah,” James mumbled. “Sorry, I fell asleep.”

“I tried to call to warn you that we were coming.” Remus raised an eyebrow. “That didn’t
wake you? You never have your phone on silent.”

“Apparently, this fucker broke his phone.” Sirius scoffed, climbing into the passenger seat.
“Now ¢’mon, onward, Moony, before the girls get mad we’re late.”



Remus stared at James for a moment longer before turning back around and starting the car.
Sirius instantly began arguing with Remus about which way to the pub was fastest and James
tuned them out, relaxing for a moment now that their gazes were off him. He rubbed at his
eyes under his glasses, taking a deep breath.

James stiffened suddenly as he realized that Regulus, who had so far been ignoring James in
favor of tapping away at his phone, seemed to have stopped typing. James looked to his left
where the younger Black brother was looking at him with scrutinizing eyes.

“What?” James snapped under his breath, not in the mood to play nice with Regulus’s attitude
that night.

Regulus blinked, snapping back a little. He almost seemed surprised under his typical
blankness. James didn’t think he’d ever snapped at Regulus before, and he was grateful that
Sirius was too caught up in his bickering to hear.

Regulus and James had a specific sort of relationship. James was nice to him, had always
been nice to him, even when he and Sirius had fallen out for a few years in school. James
always looked out for Regulus because he was Sirius’s baby brother. The most important
person in his best friend’s life, and some of the only family he still had. Regulus, in turn, had
always been mean to James. No matter what, no matter when.

The first time James met Regulus, his snotty eleven-year-old self had looked James up and
down, scowled at him in distaste, and then very rudely informed him that it was: “Reg-u-lus,
not Reggie or Reg, don t call me that. I don t like you.” And to set the tone for their entire
relationship for more than a decade, James had only smiled apologetically. “Right, sorry,
Regulus. It’s great to meet you.”

Regulus was mean, James played nice. That was how it worked. But sometimes it was
exhausting to keep up a happy face for someone who clearly hated his guts. Tonight, with a
swirling cloud over his head, maybe for the first time ever, James couldn’t stomach a smile.

Sometimes, James wanted to scream. He wanted to take Regulus by the shoulders and shake
him until he told James what he’d done. What was wrong with him, what caused Regulus to
hate James so much? Or at least let James give Regulus a proper reason for his hatred.



But James didn’t, he never snapped. Until tonight, apparently. James didn’t know what
Regulus was thinking now, but it was at least enough to stop whatever biting comment
Regulus might have had.

“How’d you break your phone?” Regulus asked. It wasn’t kind. James didn’t think Regulus
even actually cared, but it wasn’t the attitude James was dreading so he just shrugged.

“Dunno,” James said. “It just cracked.”

Regulus hummed in response, going back to whoever he was texting without sparing James
another glance.

He didn’t know what Regulus thought of that. Whether or not he believed James or he simply
didn’t care either way. James didn’t know why Regulus had even asked. He didn’t know what
went on in Regulus Black's head. He didn’t think anyone did, not even Sirius.

They pulled up to the pub before James could drive himself utterly insane with the
possibilities. This was good, he thought, as they stepped into the pub and the girls plus Peter
waved them down from a table in the corner. James could get drunk and forget about his
shitty job, his broken phone, prospectless future, and whatever Regulus Black may or may
not have been thinking.

“I can’t believe we’re doing it!” Lily was saying excitedly as they all found their seats.
“We’ve been planning our post-graduation trip since before we even started university! I
can’t believe we actually made it this far.”

“A miracle with this lot,” Dorcas scoffed. “Plans like this rarely make it out of the group
chat.”

“We all managed that trip to Scotland last year,” Peter protested, his cheeks already a little
pink from his drink.



“That was three days long,” Remus pointed out. “Very different than the entire summer.”

“I’'m going to be so broke by the end of this,” Marlene lamented, leaning into Dorcas as she
sighed.

“Joke’s on you, I’m already broke,” Mary frowned. “I’ve been working my ass off, and I still
worry for my spending on this holiday.”

“Lucky Sirius and Reg’s crazy rich uncle own a villa in Italy, eh?” Dorcas said. “I’'m glad I
made friends with rich people, otherwise we might have to pay for the lodgings as well. Can
you imagine the price for an entire summer?”’

“Hm,” Mary agreed, “not all of us are trust fund babies.” She narrowed her eyes, casting a
mock glare at the Black brothers and then James.

“Hey, I got disowned. No trust fund for me,” Sirius protested.

“Not from your parents, no. But as Dorcas said, crazy rich uncle. And James does.” Mary
raised her eyebrow.

James swallowed the bile that was rising in the back of his throat. James knew he was lucky,
he grew up rich, never wanting for anything, but he didn’t have a trust fund. James had an
inheritance, something you got when somebody died.

James never wanted his inheritance. Not that it mattered, he didn’t have it anyway.

He stood suddenly. “Uh, I’'m going to get a round of drinks,” he said even as Mary frowned.
Let them think he was offended over his rich parents being pointed out, what a shallow,
privileged James Potter thing to think.



James got drinks. He didn’t return, instead downing enough that the fact that he didn’t feel
like a human didn’t matter, and he amused himself by flirting with a girl at the bar as she
eyed him in interest. James felt a thrill, a rush at being desired as she put a hand seductively
on his arm.

There was no zing at the contact. James didn’t feel anything even as they stumbled into the
bathroom and he got her off. He thought he must be broken because she was gorgeous, with
long golden hair and rosy cheeks. Her waist was small under James’s fingers and her voice
just breathy enough where it should have been hot. Yet, he felt nothing. He wasn’t even hard
when it was over, and she reached for his waistband.

“I’'m fine,” he told the woman, turning and leaving her in the dirty bar bathroom as she fixed
her clothes. It was nice to be wanted, but he’d served his purpose for her. If she’d wanted
something more, she would have asked for his number before they’d ended up in the
bathroom.

Feeling too hot under his collar, James quickly exited the building, stumbling out onto the
street where the night air was brisk and the sound of music and chatter was muftled.

There were still people out on the street. A small, very drunk group seemed to be waiting for
their cab, giggling loudly on the pavement. Needing to be away from the laughter, James
turned the corner, ducking into the alley on the other side of the bar. He leaned against the
brick wall, taking a deep breath of the fresh air.

“And you seem to think /’m a whore, when you’re picking up and dumping girls in pub
bathrooms.”

James jerked up, eyes flying open as he took in Regulus leaning against the wall further
down the alley, a cigarette lazily held between his fingers.

“I don’t think you’re a whore,” James sighed.

“Really?” Regulus said, drawing out the word. Despite the fact that he clearly seemed to be
mocking James, the word sounded like honey falling from his lips, his voice husky and low.



“So you insist on cock-blocking me all the time for fun?”

“There’s a difference between cock-blocking and making sure you’re safe.” James crossed
his arms. “We’ve been over this—”

“Yes, yes, I should be so grateful you don’t tell Sirius the things I get up to. Oh, James, thank
you for saving me! Where would I be without you saving me from the scary strangers who
want to sleep with me? How wonderful that my brother is able to sleep at night thinking I’'m
an innocent, blushing virgin.”

“You have bad taste,” James said stiftly. “And I’ve gotten involved a total of what, two, three
times? All of them were scumbags. That one guy last month left a bruise on your wrist.”

“Maybe I'm into that.”

Whatever James had been expecting Regulus to say, it wasn’t that, and for a moment he stood
there, blinking as it felt like the air was torn from his lungs. He didn’t understand his reaction
to that, and after a moment James shook his head. “I look out for you for Sirius. I know you
don’t like it and never have. Too bad.”

“You better not get in my way in Italy.”

James scoffed. “We’re sharing a room, haven’t you heard? You’re not fucking anyone in
there.”

“I wasn’t planning on it. I’'m sure just the reminder of your existence is enough to make a
man go soft.”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” Regulus said, his ever-present scowl deepening.



“Pass me a cigarette,” James said tiredly.

“No, why would I do that? Do you even smoke?”

“Maybe I’ve decided to start and you’ll get to watch me have an embarrassing coughing fit as
I try for the first time.”

The promise of that seemed to be enough to entice Regulus, and he passed James the pack of
cigarettes.

“A light?” James prompted and Regulus sighed, pulling out a lighter as well.

Of course, it was silver and engraved with Regulus’s initials. James resisted the urge to roll
his eyes, how posh and so very Regulus. The lighters James normally used were neon yellow
and purchased dirt cheap from his local corner store.

James lit the cigarette, taking a drag and ignoring the way Regulus seemed sincerely
disappointed when James didn’t fall into a coughing fit.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Regulus said as James handed his cigarettes and lighter back.

James just shook his head, as he exhaled. “Regulus, you don’t know me.”

And for some reason, Regulus frowned at that. Honest to god, his face, which was normally
twisted into a scowl or perfectly blank, flickered. He frowned like somehow, James had
gotten past the asshole armor he always wore around himself. The corner of his mouth turned
down and James felt... something. The swoop of his heart, the prickle of something on the
back of his neck. Rather than examining whatever the hell that meant, James straightened.



“Try not to shag anybody violent tonight, I can’t be bothered to clean up after you,” James
said before turning away so he couldn’t see the little frown on Regulus’s face any longer.

“See!” Regulus called after him. “You do think I’m a slut!”

And really, James didn’t. In fact, he was sure he’d been through just as many bodies as
Regulus had, but tonight he liked the idea that maybe, potentially, the notion might sting
Regulus just a little. Probably not, but it was nice to think that just once James could hurt
Regulus in the way he was so often hurt by the younger Black.

James woke the morning of their flight to Italy in a mood. Which, if you’d seen him recently,
you’d think was his constant state, but really, it wasn’t. Often James felt fine, great even,
when he could manage to ignore the hole in his chest, sucking in everything it touched.

James had agreed to sleep over at Sirius and Remus’s so they could all take a cab to the
airport together. They had a guest room, but of course, Regulus had claimed it, leaving Peter
and James to figure out the couch and an air mattress. Which was fine, James had slept in
worse places, but he still woke at an ungodly hour to Regulus banging around while he made
tea. Honestly, James wasn’t sure Regulus slept at all because he was not a morning person,
and being up this early was a bad omen. They already had to sacrifice precious sleep because
of their flight and now Regulus had woken James up even earlier. He held in the rude string
of words that were swirling around his head as he grumpily gave up on sleep, because soon
after, Sirius was up too and James wasn’t about to act a bitch to Regulus when Sirius was
present. Not that he normally acted that way anyway, the pub night a few days earlier being
an exception, but it didn’t squash the urge.

However, despite being woken early and the general chaos and arguments that broke out on
their way to the airport, somehow, they managed to meet up with the girls and make it onto
their plane with very few mishaps. As their flight took off and James peered out the window,
watching London disappear as they rose above the clouds, he breathed out a sigh of relief. He
suddenly realized that for the rest of the summer, he didn’t have any of his usual shit to deal
with.



He had the entire summer where he didn’t have to think about Molly or her worried gaze as
she’d brought him into her office a few days earlier.

“You didn t even call out, James,” she’d told him. “You just didn 't show up for your shift.
That’s not acceptable behavior. Normally, 1'd fire someone for that, but you 've never had an
incident like this before and overall, you get great reviews from customers and you're a good
worker. [ know youve had a rough year so I'm going to cut you some slack—"

“I don t need pity.”

“I’'m not giving you pity, I'm giving you a chance. If you want to retain this job when you
return at the end of August, then I recommend you take it.”

But none of that mattered right now, and no one need know about any of it. Now it was just
James and the rest of the summer to figure out what the fuck he was supposed to do next.

“Italy, here we come.” Sirius grinned, his eyes wide with excitement as he peered around
James to watch the earth below them as the plane gained altitude.

James turned his new phone over in his hands and mirrored Sirius’s smile. “Here we come,”
he agreed, feeling giddy.

The flight was short. In fact, they’d originally debated whether or not to even fly, but in the
end, it just seemed better than a train ride which would take an entire day. Knowing his
friends, more than a few of them were sure to get antsy. So it was only around a two-hour
flight, and in no time they were touching down in Italy and dropping their bags on the floor
of Alphard Black’s huge Italian house.

“Wow,” Marlene raised her eyebrows as she spun around the entryway, taking in the bright
tiles and colorful art adorning the walls. “This place is gorgeous.”



“Crazy rich uncle,” Mary nodded seriously before Lily grabbed her by the wrist as they took
off to claim a room.

Regulus was in the corner with Barty and Evan as everyone else set off to choose their own
rooms as well, and Barty clapped him on the shoulder. “Well good luck, Reg,” he said,
casting James a pointed look. “Potter, I hope he kills you. The world would be a better
place.”

James winked at Barty in response, smiling as if those sorts of things bounced off of him. As
if he didn’t think the same thing whenever he got too drunk or couldn’t sleep.

James was left alone with Regulus and the other man sighed, clearly still unhappy with the
sleeping arrangements. James felt his happy mood from earlier instantly plummet, a cold
feeling washing over him as Regulus turned, setting off into the house, a clear dismissal of
James.

James followed anyway, ignoring the shameful feeling of rejection that always followed
Regulus’s demeanor towards him.

Regulus walked with a purpose, choosing a room and dropping his stuff in it without waiting
for James to approve.

“You can sleep on the cot,” Regulus said tonelessly. “Got to get it down from the attic |
think.”

James sighed, admiring the comfy-looking bed, knowing he’d be sleeping on a no-doubt
ancient and hard mattress the entire summer.

“Gee, thanks,” James muttered. “How thoughtful of you.”

“Boo-hoo.” Regulus rolled his eyes. “I can’t sleep as is, ’'m not even bothering with anything
less than a proper bed. I'll get the fucking cot if you want to be a baby about it.” He didn’t



wait for James to answer before leaving the room. James just stood there blinking as he
realized he must have been right that morning; Regulus had trouble sleeping and he probably
hadn’t slept at all the night before.

When Regulus returned a little while later and began setting up the spare bed, James couldn’t
help but study his face. As James stepped forward to help him, they were close enough that
James could make out the telltale smudge of makeup under his eyes. Concealer of some sort,
no doubt to hide the bags that must have been there. James had never noticed before. He
wondered if anyone else knew that Regulus didn’t sleep. Was he an insomniac or was it
something else?

“Why are you staring at me, Potter?”

James quickly tore his gaze away. “Sorry,” he muttered. “It’s just- I realized you’re wearing
makeup.”

“And? 1 thought you were an ally.”

“Firstly,” James frowned, “you don’t need to be gay to wear makeup. Secondly, [’m just
saying | was surprised. I never noticed before.”

Regulus scoffed. “Course not, you don’t notice me.”

James frowned suddenly at that remark. It felt like an echo of their conversation in the alley
when James had said Regulus didn’t know him. He didn’t know what that meant or if it
mattered to Regulus. To begin with, Regulus Black didn’t give two shits about James. And
aside from that, it wasn’t true, sure James noticed Regulus.

He said as much. “That’s not true,” James insisted.

“Really,” Regulus said the word in that way he always did, drawn out and sarcastic, but
something about it was so sweet and addicting. The low swoop of his voice dragging its way



over James’s skin. “Name one thing, aside from the fact that I’'m a whore.”

“I- James began, trying to think of something he noticed about Regulus that didn’t have
anything to do with his extracurricular activities or keeping them out of Sirius’s worry, but
really, James realized, everything he paid attention to about Regulus had something to do
with Sirius. But that was why James paid attention in the first place, for Sirius, so surely that
couldn’t be wrong. That was the only way they had any sort of relationship. James was
Sirius’s best friend, and Regulus was his best friend’s brother. Yet, based on the way Regulus
was looking at him, grey eyes sharp, James knew that would be the wrong answer. Did
Regulus want to be noticed by James? No, surely not, right? Regulus had never cared, in fact,
he was crudely clear about his dislike of James.

“I noticed you apparently don’t sleep.”

“Doesn’t count,” Regulus said, leaning back, something in his gaze closing off before James
could even realize it’d been there. Something hiding away, a door, a window to a part of
Regulus James had never even come close to witnessing before, and instantly, he wanted it
back. “I told you that earlier. But sure, good on you for having basic listening skills, you’re
on par with most four-year-olds. Do you want a sticker?”

“I noticed it when you were making a fucking racket in the kitchen this morning and woke
me up at an ungodly hour,” James countered, unsure why he now felt he had to prove
something to Regulus. “And I notice that whenever you say the word ‘really’ you draw it out,
and you almost only use it when you’re being a sarcastic dick.”

Regulus blinked, standing suddenly and James thought for a moment that maybe he’d caught
Regulus off guard before the other boy was rolling his eyes. “Great, really putting those basic
listening skills to work then. So maybe you’re actually on par with most eleven-year-olds,
great work!”

James sighed, standing and brushing his hands off on his trousers. “I’'m going to go find
sheets for this,” he said, leaving Regulus, the confusing, mind-twisting person he was alone
in their bedroom.

“Prongs!” Sirius’s voice called as James passed an open door down the hall. He instantly
paused, taking a few steps backward to peer inside. Remus was lying on the bed while Sirius



sat on the floor, unpacking his things, which seemed to include a whole lot of taking them out
of his bags without putting anything away.

“Yes, Pads?” James questioned, leaning in the doorway.

“How are you getting on with Reggie? He hasn’t resorted to violence yet, has he?”

“No, so far only light mocking.” James shrugged, grinning at his friend to prove he wasn’t
bothered by it.

Sirius grimaced anyway. The animosity between Regulus and James had always been a sore
spot for Sirius, who desperately wanted two of the people he loved most to get along. In
James’s defense, he’'d tried, for many, many years. “I am sorry about this. You’re sure it’s
alright?” Sirius asked.

“I’m sure,” James assured him. “Plus, we’re the only two single people here. I’m not about to
break up any of you lovebirds from sharing just because Regulus is a bit prissy. I can handle
him, we’ve known each other long enough, haven’t we?”

“I know, I know.” Sirius frowned. “I just want everyone to have a perfect holiday. I mean
everything’s about to change after this summer, isn’t it?”’

Remus sat up from the bed, shaking his head. “C’mon Pads, you said that after we graduated
the first time, didn’t you? And the four of us, plus Mary and Lily, all wound up living in
London. Half of us went to uni together and we managed to meet Marlene and Dorcas. Sure,
things will change, but this holiday isn’t the end of anything. We’re all staying in London,
and Reg has another year left of uni... no one is going far. Don’t put pressure on the holiday
to be perfect, just enjoy it. James and Regulus will be able to handle themselves,” Remus
said, flashing James a pointed look.

“Course,” James agreed quickly. “It’s not the end.” He tried to ignore the way his stomach
flipped at the lie. For them, sure it wasn’t, but for James? Well, that was another story, one he
didn’t plan to worry about at the moment. He had the rest of the summer, and he planned to
take it before everything came crashing down.



“I know,” Sirius sighed. “It’s not like I could ever get rid of you lot... I just know things will
change. We’ll be real adults with real jobs, I mean, I start mine basically as soon as we get
home. It feels like this is the last time we get to be stupid young people. After that, we’ll just
be boring adults.

“If you still want to get drunk and be a slut on the weekends, there’s no age limit on that.”
James raised his eyebrows. “I can picture you getting down at the club in your eighties.”

“But then I'll be all withered and ugly!”

“You’ll still be beautiful,” Remus assured him. “I don’t think you’re even capable of anything
less.”

Sirius’s eyes lit up at the compliment. Of course, Sirius had definitely known from the time
he hit puberty that he was extraordinarily attractive, yet he never seemed to stop being
surprised when Remus offered up compliments. Maybe it was just the fact that it was Remus
that made it special; no one else’s opinion mattered to Sirius like Remus’s did. James
wondered what that was like, to be so seen and loved by someone.

James couldn’t imagine it, not if it were him. He didn’t think anyone would look into the
ugly, messy depths of James Potter and come out with anything but disgust. If anyone
actually knew the things he felt or the thoughts that looped around his head, even his friends
who’d loved him more than half his life wouldn’t stick around. James kept people in his life
by keeping the nasty, dark parts of himself hidden. If they saw it, they’d leave. They would
turn on him. James’s father was proof enough of that.

Unconditional love wasn’t real, not when it came to James. There were always conditions,
even if the people who loved him didn’t know it yet. The only person James thought might
love him regardless would be his mum, and that didn’t mean much anymore.

During the time James had slipped into his head, Sirius and Remus had started flirting and
James shook his head, deciding to leave them to it. Neither of them noticed him leave.



Starting back on his quest to find bedding, he dug through a few closets before he found
some sheets. They were soft and smelled freshly washed, probably in preparation for their
arrival. James was at least glad for comfortable bedding if he had to sleep on an ancient cot.

When James returned to his room, Regulus was gone and his things were unpacked, bags
hidden away. James wasn’t surprised by Regulus’s efficiency, but what he was surprised by
was the fact that the drapes had been pulled open on every window, allowing for the sun to
shine brightly into the room. For some reason, James would have thought Regulus to be the
kind of person who liked a room dark and gloomy, but he’d tied the drapes back with obvious
intent and care.

James thought of his own room back home, dim and dusty, the blinds always closed. Maybe
people expected him to have a room like this, the windows always open, the sun constantly
shining in.

Making quick work, James made up his bed before unpacking his things. When he was
finished, he headed down the stairs, following the sound of voices in the kitchen. He heard
laughter, everyone chatting easily, and James was probably the only person who wasn’t in
there. He considered barging in, asking what they’d do if he died. Would they care, would
they laugh like this without him as if nothing had changed? Would anything change? Clearly,
they didn’t need him. James could just off himself and it wouldn’t matter.

There was another peal of laughter and James tried to swallow down his sudden rage at their
ease. How simple it seemed for everyone else. What was wrong with him? Why did anger
itch under his skin so intensely it burned?

James scratched at his arms, feeling the rage in his veins. He pressed at the most prominent
vein on his wrist, trying to force down the anger that bubbled there. Taking a deep breath, he
forced the pained look off his face. They didn’t need to deal with any of James's nasty bits.

“Oi, Prongs? That you?”

James took a deep breath, stepping inside the kitchen. “Yeah, yeah,” James said, taking a seat
next to Sirius and nudging his friend playfully.



“What were you lingering in the doorway for?” Sirius asked.

“Sorry, [ was on my phone.” James waved the damned thing, hoping nobody could catch the
fact that it was still off from his flight. He knew his dad was bound to try calling him soon.
James had been waiting in fear of that dreaded call for the past week.

“We were just talking about dinner,” Remus said as James dropped his phone on the table. “I
think we should go get groceries tonight for the week and cook something rather than going
out.”

“That’s fine with me.” James shrugged.

“I agree,” Mary leaned forward. “That way we can save a little money. I’'m sure we’ll have
plenty of time to go out later on, but we’re all semi-responsible adults, we can manage some
cooking.”

“Take ‘we’ out of that sentence,” Lily snorted. “You are not going anywhere near the cooking,
not if we wish to avoid being poisoned.”

Mary hufted, shooting a glare at her girlfriend, but she didn’t contradict Lily either.

“Okay,” Remus spoke up. “House rule, Sirius and Mary are not allowed to cook. Anyone else
we should ban?”

“Emmeline,” Peter said instantly, and the girl blushed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “She
once burned a pot of water.”

“That... is true,” she admitted, cheeks pink.

“Okay, you three are kitchen-banned,” Remus said seriously. “Who’s a good cook? I know
James is brilliant, Dorcas is good, and the rest of you are passable?”



“Barty is atrocious,” Evan offered and the man in question tried to elbow him in the side
while Evan easily avoided him. “Don’t let him even look at an ingredient, it will instantly
self-combust in fear.”

“Noted,” Remus nodded. “Good, we can work out some kind of schedule for cooking, that
way everyone does their part.” James couldn’t help but grin at how easily Remus took
control. He really was going to make a great professor someday. “Does anyone want to
volunteer to get groceries? Reg, can I volunteer you since you’re the only one who speaks
fluent Italian?”

“Fine,” Regulus crossed his arms, unhappily. “Barty does, t0o.”

“Okay, Regulus and Barty... let’s have someone sensible supervise?”

Regulus scoffed at that, but Dorcas just rolled her eyes at her friend. “I’ll go, let’s make a
grocery list.”

Everyone started throwing out requests for food they wanted and meal ideas while James sat
back, eyes straying to Regulus. He’d been glaring at Remus for a second, clearly not pleased
to have been volunteered, but within a few minutes, he seemed unable to keep it up. Regulus
was always good to Remus, a fact that itched under James’s skin. Even if Regulus played
mean, he always softened for Remus, for most of them eventually. It made sense. Remus was
the wonderful sort of person that everyone liked. He was kind and forgiving, but sharp and
sarcastic as well. A perfect balance between warmth and his ability to take no shit. Remus
was smart and funny and naturally likable, he didn’t have to try or pretend to make people
like him. They just did because he was Remus Lupin. James violently envied that. He didn’t
think he’d been a natural a day in his life, all he did was try.

“What do you want, Prongs?”’

James looked up to find Remus looking at him expectantly, a pad of paper and a pen in his
hand with their grocery requests.



“Oh, I’'m fine,” James said quickly, no need to be a burden. “I’ll eat whatever we have.”

“You don’t have any preferences?” Remus prompted, slowly.

James just shrugged and Sirius leaned over to poke Remus in the arm. “C’mon, Moony, you
know our James. Never a more easygoing person,” he said, flashing James a wide grin.

James nodded in agreement. Yes, he was so easygoing, of course. James didn’t spend every
second of every day trying to shape himself into something likable. Absolutely not! That’d be
crazy. James definitely hadn’t created his personality just to please the people around him.

Definitely not.

Emmeline

Emmeline really liked Peter. They’d been dating for almost six months now, and it was
serious. She wouldn’t have agreed to join him on a summer-long holiday with all his friends
if that weren’t the case. Emmeline also liked his friends. They were an interesting group, and
to be honest, she was still trying to work out some of the dynamics, but they’d all been warm
and welcoming to her. She found she got along well with Marlene, and they’d formed a fast
friendship the past few months. However...they were still Peter s friends. Now she was in a
house with all of them, people who’d clearly known each other for years, some of them for
over a decade and here she was, the newcomer.

Everyone was nice to her of course, but she still felt herself getting lost in the crowd. The
thing about Emmeline was that she was a very social person, she liked having lots of friends
and going out. However, she always was and had always been quite uncomfortable in her
skin. She had no problem holding a conversation, but she needed someone else to take the
initiative. If someone took the first step, she could keep up, but she was terribly uncertain
when it came to speaking up first.



Peter had warned her that some of his friends were “characters” as he’d put it. She could see
that. Sirius and James specifically were bright and confident in a way Emmeline couldn’t
even fathom. Sirtus was attractive and bold, so confident and charming in his skin that she
could see the way eyes followed him in any room, both with adoration and bitter envy. James
was different, he was confident and extroverted, but unlike Sirius, it didn’t make him seem
untouchable or unattainable. He was friendly and real. Easygoing and always quick to smile.
Emmeline didn’t think she’d ever even seen him frown, much less get angry. He was funny
and attractive in a careless way, like it was effortless.

Really, James Potter was everything Emmeline wished she could be. Everyone loved him, he
could talk to anyone without fear or uncertainty. Nothing seemed to really touch him. He’d
clearly grown up with everything, from what people said. Two loving parents, a pretty house,
and a good education. Emmeline had been homeschooled most of her life, and as much as she
didn’t like to perpetuate any stereotypes about homeschooling, the truth was for ker, it’d
affected her development negatively. She still felt so other in a room full of people. Like they
all understood these things she didn’t, and she was wrong or out of place. She wanted to be
like James. She wanted to fit in.

She could never undo the feeling, never forget the looks, the lingering of being different.

Everyone was chatting around the house. Dinner was cooking and the smell was incredible,
especially after the day of traveling, she was starving. Peter had disappeared with Regulus,
Lily and Dorcas at some point. He’d checked in with Emmeline before leaving her alone. A
part of her wanted to ask him to stay, but she didn’t want to seem clingy or keep him from his
friends, so she’d insisted she was fine. But now Emmeline was sitting in the corner, drink in
her hand. She didn’t even like drinking much, but it gave her something to do, so she sipped
it slowly, trying not to seem like she didn’t belong.

Suddenly, James Potter plopped down in the seat next to her, startling her from her thoughts.

“Sorry,” he smiled, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, no,” she said quickly. “I just tend to get stuck in my head. Not your fault.”

“Hm,” he hummed, leaning back and taking a long sip from his own cup. Emmeline knew
James was a drinker. She had heard Peter complain enough times about James’s tendency to



get pissed and abandon them in favor of some girl. “I see. You considering your escape plan?
It’s not too late, you can break up with Peter and make a run for it. I’ll help you craft the
breakup text if you’d like.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but return his joking smile, shaking her head. “Breaking up over
text? Now that’s a little harsh.”

“Fine, a letter then? How’s your handwriting?”

“Perfect.”

“Good, I’'ll help you write it. We can start with... ‘Dear Peter, I'm sorry. As wonderful and
sexy as you are, your friends are fucking maniacs and I cannot take it any longer.” Sound
right?”

Emmeline laughed. “I wouldn’t say you’re a/l maniacs.”

“Hm, not Remus.” James nodded seriously. “Though don’t let him fool you, he’s just as
wicked as the rest of us, just with a little more common sense. Lily’s the only real good one,
not that she wouldn’t still fuck a person up if needed, wonderful woman she is.” James
smiled fondly and Emmeline wondered how he could talk of Lily so casually. She knew the
two had dated for years and she couldn’t imagine ever talking so easily about any ex, even
the ones she was on ‘good terms’ with.

“I can see that,” Emmeline agreed.

“Do you talk with Lily much?”” James asked. “I can see the two of you getting on well.”

“Not that much,” Emmeline admitted. “I mean, I haven’t been around very long. This is my
first time really being around everyone together.”



James stood suddenly. “Well, come on then.”

“Come on where?” Emmeline questioned, but she stood as well because there was just
something about James that was so likable, she felt she could trust him.

“To chat with Lily. I’ll pry Mary off her if needed, don’t worry. I think the two of you would
be great friends.”

So, Emmeline followed James through the house without complaint.

“Lily!” He yelled, waving at Lily who was at the kitchen table, feet in Remus’s lap while she
did Marlene’s hair.

“Potter?” Lily winced, her fingers pausing in their weaving of Marlene’s plait. “Is the volume
necessary?”’

James just shrugged, something Emmeline noticed he did often. She wondered what could
possibly be going on in the head of a guy like that. He never really seemed to have thoughts,
opinions, or problems with anything. She wished she could simply take life as easily as it
came in the way he did.

“I brought Emmeline,” James said, nudging her towards an empty seat. “Pete abandoned her.
I was trying to get her to break up with him.”

Lily rolled her eyes, looking to Emmeline. “Don’t let James get to you, you could do a lot
worse than Peter. Take it from someone who dated James.” She made a face at that. “Crazy
motherfucker.”

“I’m not crazy,” James crossed his arms.



“Sure,” Lily shook her head. “As far as men go, a girl could do worse, but they could also do
better.” She looked pointedly at Emmeline. “Like Pete, a wonderful man. I hear he plans
good dates, t0o.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but blush a little at that. “He does,” she admitted somewhat
bashfully. “He’s amazing.”

“Good,” Remus said kindly, leaning forward. “You’re my favorite partner he’s ever had.”

“Really?” She wasn’t sure why she was surprised, but really, Emmeline had imagined most
of Peter’s friends simply tolerated her.

“Oh absolutely,” Lily agreed. “And trust me, I think he feels that way too. He’s never brought
anyone around this much. The fact that he took you on this trip is proof enough that he’s a
goner for you.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but feel giddy. God, she really liked Peter. She could imagine having
a proper life with him. The fact that maybe he felt the same, and it was possible, filled her
with a hopeful warmth.

She turned, looking to see if James had any comments on this, but when she looked towards
the doorway, he wasn’t there. Huh, she hadn’t even heard him leave. She turned back to Lily
and Remus, brushing it off.

James probably had more people to entertain.
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James

He couldn’t sleep. It didn’t help that the cot was hard and uncomfortable. On top of that, the
room was unfamiliar, and it filled him with unease. Gone were the noises of the city James
was used to. Instead, it was eerily quiet.

After hours of trying to force his brain to quiet down, he gave up. Careful not to make any
noise and disrupt Regulus’s sleep, James dug around in his bag for his cigarettes before
creeping out of the room and onto the small balcony off of their room. He savored the taste of
the smoke, letting the cool air soothe the burn of his skin. James looked down at the ground
below. They were only on the second floor, he’d probably survive if he jumped. Maybe he’d
break a few bones, but that would be it. He could hear the crack, the bone-crush. James
hungered for it.

He thought about doing it, telling everyone he fell. Watching them worry, seeing them show
they cared. Then he thought about the questions. “How could you fall?” “Were you drunk?”
“That shouldn’t have happened.” “What’s wrong with you?” “You’re crazy.”

Crazy, crazy, crazy.

James swallowed, stepping back. He finished his cigarette before turning and heading back
inside where Regulus was still tucked into his bed.



James fell asleep listening to Regulus breathe.

The blaring of his alarm woke James with a start. He groaned, reaching for his phone on the
bedside table, startling when his hand only met air where his table should have been.

“Turn that the fuck off!” someone snapped, and James sat up quickly in surprise, recognizing
Regulus’s sharp voice.

He was in the house in Italy; his alarm wasn’t going off, his phone was ringing. James
stumbled out of bed to where his phone was charging on the floor. He knew who was calling
even before he read the caller ID.

The picture of his father took over the lock screen, younger than he was now, smiling with his
arm around James’s shoulder and his eyes sparkling with life.

James felt paralyzed, unable to decline the call or answer it. He knew this was coming, but he
still didn’t feel ready. A pillow hit James hard on the back and he spun to glare at Regulus
who was now sitting up in bed, his face twisted in a grumpy expression. His curls were
disheveled from sleep and his cheeks were a little pink from the early morning heat. For
some strange reason, James couldn’t look away.

“Are you going to fucking answer that?”” Regulus snapped, and that spurred James into
action, shaking him from his weird haze.

“Hi Dad, sorry can’t talk,” James said, accepting the call and instantly hanging up before his
father could even say a word.

When he turned back around, Regulus was frowning. Not in his usual way of disgust or
bitterness, but in the way James had seen only a few times. Like something was genuinely
wrong. The corner of his lips turned down, his eyes wide and almost... confused?



“Why are you ignoring your dad?” Regulus asked as James’s phone immediately began to
ring again.

James reached out, turning the cursed thing off before looking back to Regulus. “I’m not. It’s
early, I’1l call him back later. He’s just overbearing.”

“Boo-hoo, your dad loves you.” Regulus’s demeanor changed suddenly as he rolled his eyes
before getting out of bed. “Well, now you’ve woken me up, so thanks for that. [ knew this
trip was going to be a nightmare,” Regulus muttered to himself. He got out of bed and headed
into the bathroom off their room, leaving James standing in the bedroom with his dark phone
and a knot in his stomach.

He knew why his dad was calling, and it wasn’t about love.

James heard the shower turn on and he sat down on the edge of his bed, phone clutched in his
hand. After a moment, taking a deep breath, he switched it back on. It started ringing
instantly and, trying not to break another phone, James forced himself to answer.

“Dad...”

Regulus

Regulus Black was a pessimist.

This was not news to a single person who knew him. In his defense, he expected the worst
because that was generally what he got. Everyone in his life had let him down time and time
again. Even the people he’d managed to come back to, like Sirius, had terribly, horrifically
life-ruiningly let him down on multiple occasions. Like severely, to the point where it had
altered his sense of self and probably scarred him for life. Regulus didn’t really blame Sirius
for that anymore, only if he was very drunk and very angry. Plus, he was pretty sure he’d
scarred Sirius right back and their parents had also done their fair share of absolutely
traumatizing them for life. So really, the Black brothers were doomed, it wasn’t Regulus’s



fault that Sirius was his complete opposite and managed to bounce back and retain a little
optimism.

Regulus had not. He was mean and bitter and had never once looked at anything as a glass
half full. He didn’t really care much what people thought of him; he knew who he was, and
he knew the people who really mattered would love him even when he was a bitch. That
didn’t mean he Jiked being bitter and cruel. Really, he wished he was more like Sirius, but
Regulus wasn’t about to try to be someone he wasn’t. That was just who he was, and frankly,
he was lucky to have made it this far at all, so being a bit of a bitch was a small price for the
fact that he was alive.

Regulus knew Sirius thought so too because he’d let Regulus get away with a lot over the
past four years, things he wouldn’t have before. But Regulus was lucky to be alive, and Sirius
was lucky to have him back, or at least that’s what Remus said. He said that Sirius loved
Regulus to death and that he’d do anything for him, including letting his attitude run a little
wild after everything. And sure, Remus was probably right because he usually was, but
still... Regulus was a pessimist. Sometimes he found it hard to believe Sirius really loved
him that much.

Regulus wanted to stay in the shower for much longer than he did, but he knew there were
many other people who would need to shower as well and he didn’t want to use all the hot
water. He still felt groggy and grumpy as he finished up his shower, but at least he was clean.

Stupid James had kept him up that night. Not that sleeping usually came easy for Regulus,
but Potter didn’t help. He’d heard him up half the night, even getting up to smoke, a habit
Regulus still couldn’t quite believe. No one had ever mentioned James smoking before, and
Regulus wondered if that was a secret. It didn’t seem to be a new habit, but who the hell
knew what went on with James Potter? Regulus always thought he knew the other man.
Sirius’s dumb and cocky best friend, loud, annoying, and a pain in Regulus’s ass. The kid
who had stolen his brother away as soon as they met. Regulus hated James, yet he couldn’t
stop thinking about James’s words outside the pub.

s

“Regulus, you dont know me.’

That wasn’t true, Regulus didn’t think that could be true. Sure, they weren’t friends, but
they’d grown up together, even if Regulus had spent all those years hating James’s guts. He
still knew that James had wanted to play football professionally from the time he was eleven



to seventeen. Regulus knew James only drank coffee, never tea, that he took it with far more
sugar than any person should but if someone offered him a cup, he always asked for it black
so as to not give them more work. He knew James pretended not to hate his job but he
despised it, and that he’d probably only gone to uni because everyone else had.

See, Regulus’s terrible, shameful secret was that he noticed a lot of things about James Potter.
Things he wished he didn’t because James didn’t notice him. James humored Sirius, watched
out for Regulus (i.e. cockblocked him at every opportunity) for his best mate, and that was
all. Regulus didn’t and had never existed to James outside of Sirius, and that was fine.
Regulus hated James, he didn’t need to be noticed by him.

Definitely not.

Regulus could hear the timbre of James’s voice in the other room as he turned off the shower
and began to pull on his trousers. The walls were thin, and without the steady noise of the
water, he could hear James speaking clearly, even though his voice was low.

“...and I’ve told you, Dad, I’'m fine.”

There was a moment of silence and then James scoffed, the sound sharp and so unlike any
noise Regulus had ever heard from his mouth. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
Don’t act like you give a shit, you don’t love me. You just want to ship me off and be rid of
me bringing shame upon your name, huh? Get rid of your crazy fucking son with all his
issues so no one will ever have to know you raised a psycho—"

James broke off, probably interrupted by his dad on the other side of the line and Regulus
froze outside of the door, not wanting to interrupt. He’d never heard James talk like that, and
none of the things he was saying made sense. Ship James off? A ‘psycho’? Regulus didn’t
think he’d ever heard anyone put James Potter and psycho in the same sentence. James was
easygoing and well-adjusted, confident in himself and a little reckless at times sure, but more
level-headed than Sirius at the very least.

“There’s nothing wrong with me! I’'m not fucking taking them, Dad! I don’t want to talk
about this, I don’t want to talk about school. You’re not allowed to forget I exist and then
suddenly decide to interfere with my life! You’ve been blowing me off for weeks, don’t try to
be a father now. I’'m not fucking sick! I’'m not crazy!”



There was silence after that and Regulus swallowed, waiting a long moment before hesitantly
reaching for the doorknob. When he stepped back into the bedroom, James was sitting on the
edge of his bed, phone clutched in his hand. He startled when Regulus let the bathroom door
swing shut behind him, looking up like he’d forgotten Regulus was there.

That was another thing Regulus noticed. James always seemed to go somewhere else when
no one was looking, except Regulus was always looking. Not that he thought James ever
realized that.

James opened his mouth as if to say something and then froze, his eyes fixed on Regulus’s
bare torso. Regulus resisted the urge to hide himself, he knew he was attractive despite the
scars that criss-crossed his body. The dots of cigarette burns down his side had always been
particularly ugly to Regulus; bile rose in his throat every time he caught sight of them. Yes,
Regulus knew he was hot, but in spite of his imperfections, not alongside them.

“Go ahead and stare it up, Potter,” Regulus snapped, and god, sometimes he did wish he was
somebody else. He wished he could react any other way. “I know it’s ugly.”

James seemed to snap to attention, instantly tearing his eyes away from Regulus’s bare skin.
“It’s not ugly,” James muttered, the words falling from his lips in a rush as if he hadn’t meant
to say it at all.

“Huh?” Regulus asked dumbly.

“I-" James paused, clearly knowing it was too late to take it back now. “I said it’s not ugly....
It’s just life.”

A day ago — hell, an hour ago, Regulus would have scoffed and asked what the fuck James
knew about /ife in that sense. With his own charmed upbringing and perfect little life. Except,
suddenly, Regulus felt like everything he thought he knew had been tipped on its head.



In his mind, James had everything. His parents had always loved him to death, willing to give
him anything. Everyone he met loved him. No one shook their head when the topic of James
Potter came up, they all smiled and sang his praises.

Yet, those small pieces of the conversation Regulus had overheard changed pretty much
every perception of James that Regulus ever had. He’d thought Monty Potter was a perfect,
loving father, but a perfect father didn’t leave their son sitting on a bed, staring into the
distance as if they’d seen a ghost.

“I guess it is,” Regulus finally replied, and James’s face twisted in confusion like he couldn’t
believe Regulus wasn’t snapping at him.

“Right...” James said slowly, his brow furrowed.

“The shower is free if you want,” Regulus gestured behind himself, and James didn’t react
for a minute, still frowning.

Regulus turned, unable to face James any longer. He quickly dug out a shirt, pulling it over
his head. He left James sitting there on his bed, still staring into space in confusion.

There had been enough world-tipping going on that morning and the sun had barely risen,
Regulus couldn’t have anything else he thought he knew fundamentally altered before eight
AM.

He headed down the stairs where the house was predictably quiet, everyone else still fast
asleep. He began to fix himself tea and started a pot of coffee as well as, admittedly just for
James.

See, because if Regulus’s secret was that he noticed James Potter, the core of that lay within
one very big, terrible, and awful secret that Regulus swore he would take to his grave.



Regulus Black was in love with James Potter. Regulus had been since he was thirteen years
old, which was... pathetic, absolutely pathetic. Regulus had convinced himself he’d grow out
of it eventually. Yet here he was, in his twenties and still miserably in love with James.

At least Regulus took comfort in the fact that nobody knew, least of all James.

Well, no... Barty and Evan knew because Regulus had made the mistake of getting a little too
drunk and sobbing about James’s hair into their shoulders, but he had enough dirt on the two
of them he knew that was a secret they’d keep.

By the time the coffee had finished, James was coming down the stairs, hair damp and as
wild as ever. Regulus grabbed a mug and poured him a cup before adding a little cream and a
shit ton of sugar the way he knew James liked it. James sat at the table, tapping at his phone.
Regulus wondered if he was texting his dad or maybe whatever girl he was seeing now. Sirius
had said James was being weird and that he must have been seeing somebody new. Regulus
pretended the thought didn’t make him want to be sick.

Swallowing, Regulus grabbed his own cup of tea before setting the coffee down in front of
James, who dropped his phone in surprise as he looked at Regulus and then at the coffee.

“It’s coffee, not poison,” Regulus rolled his eyes before sitting down at the table as well and
beginning his usual morning routine of checking his texts and emails.

“You made me coffee?”

“I made a pot, and yes, I poured you a cup. Not exactly much effort.”

James didn’t reply and Regulus snuck a glance as James took a sip, pausing suddenly, his
head jerking towards Regulus.

Regulus didn’t have time to look away and he knew he was caught. He refused to flinch from
James’s gaze, even as the other man examined him with such scrutiny that Regulus could feel



it settling in his bones. Something buzzing and intense bloomed in his chest. He didn’t think
James had ever really looked at him before, not really, and certainly not like he was now.
Like he was seeing Regulus; not just a glance, not even a brief stare but something heavy,
shifting the earth’s core. The gravitational pull of James’s brown eyes behind his glasses, the
curve of his bottom lashes.

James looked away first, his forehead creased, brows pulled together. Like Regulus was a
puzzle, something he had never witnessed before.

“You put sugar in my coffee,” James said finally, even as he fixed his eyes on his mug.

Regulus took a sip of his tea, savoring the burn of the scalding liquid because at least it gave
him something to focus on rather than the very fresh memory of James’s eyes burning into
his skin. “As many people do.”

“You put a lot of sugar in my coffee,” James emphasized. “Like a lot, an abnormal amount. Is
that how you take it?”

“No. I don’t really drink coffee.”

“Is that why you put that much sugar in?”

“No,” Regulus sighed. “I did it because that’s how you like it.”

“But how did you know that?”

“I pay attention.”

“To me?” James’s voice came out tentative and unsure, his fingers tapping on the table as he
still refused to meet Regulus’s eyes again.



“Sure, to plenty of things.”

SGWhy?’?

“It’s dangerous to miss things.”

James’s head jerked up at that, eyes finding Regulus’s again, and his frown deepened. “You
think I’'m dangerous?”

“I didn’t say that,” Regulus told him quietly, and he was saved from having to explain why
exactly he paid attention to James as Remus appeared in the doorway. He had a book
clutched to his chest and he rubbed his eyes tiredly.

“Morning,” he greeted, clearly having no idea that he’d walked in on — well, Regulus didn’t
know exactly what it was, but something.

It felt like something.

Marlene

Someone was chatting downstairs. She couldn’t tell who, but it was one of the boys based on
the low timbre of their voice. Marlene could hear it rising from the first floor as she stretched
out in bed. The air was filled with the smell of fresh coffee, and it reminded her of waking up
at home as a teenager. The quiet sound of the world outside the window, no city noises to
interrupt nature.

Rather than that comforting her, Marlene instantly sat up, blinking just to be sure that she
wasn’t at home. She hadn’t gone back, she hadn’t been pulled five years into the past, back to
her dead little town with nothing to offer but suffocation.



Dorcas was already awake, peering out the window.

“Reminds you of home, hm?” she asked, turning as she heard Marlene stir.

Home... Marlene didn’t grimace at the word. They were on holiday, and she didn’t want to
start a fight on their first real day in Italy. So carefully, she just nodded.

“Yeah, it does,” Marlene told her girlfriend, as if her nightmares didn’t consist of an ending
that looked the same as the middle.

Once they were the same.

Two girls in the middle of the busy vastness of London. Used to neighbors that had known
them since the day they were born, shop owners who were at their parents’ weddings, servers
who knew their orders, and their parents’ and grandparents’ as well.

Once, they were two girls clinging onto each other in a city where you were lucky to see the
same person twice. Where you saw more people in a day than lived in their entire town
growing up.

Somewhere in between now and then, the idea of being known had settled, a sickening stone
inside Marlene’s gut.

Dorcas had never given two shits if the people who knew her grandparents looked down on
her and scoffed. If they said: “This 1sn’t what your grandmother would have wanted.” She
would probably laugh in their faces. “Screw that old bat,” she would grin.

Marlene cared.



But she didn’t want to fight today, so she stood, despite the stone laying heavy in her
stomach.

“I’m starving,” Marlene said instead of will you still love me when you realize what I've
become? Will we survive this holiday?

“Let’s see if we can convince James to make pancakes,” Dorcas said, stepping away from the
window to kiss Marlene on the cheek before grabbing her jumper from the end of the bed and
slipping it on.

“Sure, let me just get dressed. I’ll join you downstairs in a minute.”

“Course, love you,” Dorcas said, grabbing her phone and heading towards the door.

“Love you too,” Marlene called after her, shutting the door to their bedroom as she listened to
Dorcas’s footsteps fade away.

She hoped it didn’t sound hollow because it wasn’t that she didn’t mean it. She did. Marlene
had probably loved Dorcas her entire life and would continue to do so forever.

She thought of the email, sitting pinned to the top of her inbox. Dear Ms. McKinnon, it is a
pleasure...

She squeezed her eyes shut. No matter that she could recite the email word-for-word by now,
as well as her own reply. That was a problem for later. She had at least a month before she
had to deal with that, and for now, Marlene was determined to enjoy her holiday.

When she emerged downstairs, it seemed Dorcas had succeeded in convincing James to make
pancakes because he was at the stove listening to Sirius, who was sitting on the counter
telling some story that involved a lot of dramatic hand gestures. Dorcas was next to Regulus,
who was staring into his cup even more silently than usual, but Marlene decided not to
question it. Despite the fact that Dorcas had become quite close with the younger Black



brother, Marlene had never really understood him. She didn’t know much about his backstory
aside from the fact that his and Sirius’s family was apparently shit and both brothers had been
through a lot. Regulus was mean and moody more often than not. Not that Marlene had a
problem with him, he was never really cruel, simply a bit of a downer. Still, she wasn’t keen
to get involved in whatever was going on to make him look so concerned by his cup of tea.

Dorcas was having some silent conversation with Barty over the table, and so Marlene
figured that lot had it taken care of, they were Regulus s Group anyway, as Marlene thought
of them in her head. Sure, they were all friends, but Marlene thought of the group as
separated by brothers. Dorcas, Barty, and Evan all belonged to Regulus, as well as Pandora
who had skipped the trip as she was on her honeymoon that summer. Everyone else was
Sirius’s. Marlene had heard Sirius and Regulus had fallouts in the past. She hoped it wouldn’t
happen ever again because she was sure that would divide their friend group straight down
the middle.

“What do you want on your pancakes, Marls?” James called and she smiled, joining him in
the kitchen. Though she’d never admit it to anyone, James was her favorite of all the boys.

“Got any strawberries?”” she asked, stopping next to where Sirius was perched on the counter.

“For you, of course.”

“Oi, Potter!” Dorcas yelled from the table. “Stop trying to steal my girlfriend, she’s a lesbian,
you whore!”

James turned to Marlene and winked. “If anyone could change your mind, it’d be me.”

“Ew,” Marlene rolled her eyes, pushing him playfully. “You’re hot, James, but unfortunately
not hot enough to turn me straight. Good try though. I’'m sure you can find lots of other pretty
girls, so I won’t even feel bad for rejecting you.”

“But maybe you’re the only girl I want,” James pouted and Marlene snorted.



“James actually has this special power where he turns straight girls gay,” Sirius noted,
swinging his feet. “That’s what happened with Lily, eh? If you let James have his way, you’ll
turn out extra gay by the time he’s done.”

Marlene raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure it wouldn’t just cancel out? Maybe your power
will turn me straight and we can ride off into the sunset together.”

“My lifelong dream,” James smiled as he began adding strawberries to the pancake he was
making.

“Back off my girl, Potter!” Dorcas called again and Marlene just giggled.

Sirius jumped off the counter and Marlene followed him out of the kitchen as the
conversation turned to their plans for the day. They intended to take it easy the first week, just
settle in and get to know the area a little. After that, Remus had a very detailed itinerary of
sights to see and places to visit.

“We should swim today!” Mary suggested. “I mean, we have that whole pool, might as well
make good use of it.”

“I know there’s a lake around here somewhere too,” Sirius commented as he dug into his
breakfast. “Uncle Alphard was telling me about it.”

“Why don’t we stick with the pool today and go find the lake another time?” Lily suggested.
“Too much effort for day one.”

They all quickly agreed and after breakfast, everyone disappeared to change into their
swimsuits.

“You coming, Reggie?” Sirius asked when Regulus didn’t rise from the table.



“Not today,” Regulus said quickly. “I didn’t sleep so well, you know how it is. I think I’ll try
to take a nap.”

Sirius’s brow furrowed and he reached out, squeezing Regulus’s shoulder, soft in a way he
only ever was for his brother. “You’re alright?”

“Course, just need to adjust,” Regulus assured him, letting Sirius lean down and kiss him on
the forehead. Even as Regulus made a face of disgust, he still allowed it.

Marlene thought it was sweet, how much they clearly loved one another. Even though, from
what she understood, it couldn’t have been easy between them. She wished she could have
that kind of relationship with her own siblings, but unfortunately, not all relationships could
withstand pressure.

Still determined to enjoy her holiday, Marlene went upstairs to change into her swimsuit
before following Dorcas into the large backyard where Mary and Lily were already splashing
around in the pool.

Emmeline was sitting tentatively on a pool chair, looking a little uncomfortable and Marlene
plopped down next to her.

“Getting in?”

“Eventually, yes. It looks cold,” Emmeline said, watching as Sirius grabbed Peter and pulled
him into the pool, knocking them both under the water. They emerged a moment later,
sputtering and bickering, which quickly developed into a playfight. Remus, who was sitting
at the edge with his feet in the water, just shook his head in exasperation as the two began
shrieking loudly.

“I like this,” Marlene said, pointing to Emmeline’s little yellow bikini. It suited her, standing
out brightly against her skin.



“Thanks,” Emmeline said, a small smile appearing on her face. “I bought it just for this trip. I
tried on so many to find one I liked, and Pete was no help at all, he thought I looked good in
all of them.”

“Wow, horrifying!” Marlene told her dramatically. “Your boyfriend thinks you’re hot!”

Emmeline just laughed at that, punching Marlene playfully on the arm. Dorcas was on the
other side of the yard in the middle of some heated conversation with Barty, and Marlene
watched the way she waved her arms in the air in offense.

“Everything alright?” Emmeline asked, leaning in and lowering her voice.

Marlene tore her eyes from Dorcas. “Yeah...” she said quietly, pausing for a moment before
turning to look at her friend. “Are you ever scared of the future?”

“Terrified,” Emmeline said instantly.

“Really? I swear, you seem so put together.”

Emmeline’s eyebrows shot up at that. “Then you’ve got it very, very wrong,” she said,
pulling at the ends of her dark hair. “I have no idea what I’'m doing.”

“Well,” Marlene took a deep breath, “neither do I. It seems like I’ve spent my entire life
waiting to become a ‘real adult’ and now I’m here and I have no idea what I’'m doing.”

“My grandmother says that’s how everyone feels,” Emmeline said slowly. “That you’re
supposed to be scared in your twenties. But then again, she usually follows that up with
‘when I was your age 1'd already immigrated from Korea all on my own and had two kids!’
So maybe that’s not quite as comforting as it could be... but anyway, my point is she always
tells me she was terrified. So, I think that’s a constant no matter who you are or what life you
lead, being scared.”



Marlene knocked their shoulders together, smiling lightly. “That’s comforting actually,
thanks, Em.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d think it was that comforting,” Emmeline admitted with a small laugh. “I
was panicking for a second there, but yeah... There’s nothing wrong with not knowing what
you’re doing.”

“What are we talking about?” James collapsed on the chair next to them and Emmeline
laughed as he sprawled out dramatically.

Marlene wasn’t surprised that Emmeline seemed to have taken a liking to James, he had that
effect on people.

“Being in your twenties,” Marlene sighed.

“Ah,” James grinned. “Our prime years!”

“Maybe for you,” Marlene rolled her eyes, reaching out to flick at his messy hair. “Not all of
us are hot, single James Potter. My days of slutting it up are long gone.”

“You don’t slut it up for Dorcas?” James raised his eyebrows at her suggestively.

“Not as often as a girl as young and hot as me should,” Marlene said, making sure to sigh
dramatically in hopes that no one would catch the tinge of bitterness in her voice.

“I mean, in that bikini I’'m sure you could convince Dorcas to indulge you.” James smiled
and Marlene just shook her head. Honestly, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t know if Dorcas really
looked at her anymore. If she’d even notice how hot Marlene looked in her red swimsuit,
how it brought out the blonde of her hair and the blue of her eyes. Dorcas hadn’t even
glanced over once since Marlene had put it on.



“Not swimming, James?” Emmeline asked, gesturing to his shorts and T-shirt.

“Nah, not feeling like it today,” James said with a careless shrug. “Do you know how long it
takes my hair to dry?”

“Now you care about your hair?” Marlene asked. “Really?”

“I’ve always cared about my hair. Just because you don’t recognize the art of it isn’t my
fault.”

Before they could begin the age-old argument of whether James Potter's hair was a
masterpiece or a monster, there was a loud splash and they were all drenched with water.

“Peter, Sirius!” Remus complained, scrambling up, holding his now-wet book aloft. “For
fucks sake, cannonball away from everyone!”

Marlene coughed, blinking water from her eyes. “Well, I suppose since I’'m soaked now it
might be time to get in. Coming, Em?”’

Emmeline pushed her hair out of her face, standing. “Might as well,” she agreed.

James was frowning at his soaked clothes and he sat up as he caught Marlene’s eyes on him.
“I think I’1l just go change real quick,” he said. “I’ll see you guys later.”

“Sure,” Marlene agreed, grabbing Emmeline’s hand and pulling her towards the pool.

James



James walked back into the house, pulling his damp shirt away from his skin. He tried to
swallow down the irritation prickling behind his eyes. It was just an accident, Peter and Sirius
hadn’t meant any harm. It wasn’t on purpose.

It wasn’t on purpose.

He stopped suddenly when he stepped into his room and registered Regulus’s form curled up
on the bed. His eyes were closed, and his curls were fanned out on his pillow, making him
look like some kind of sleeping angel. James allowed himself to watch Regulus for a
moment, unsure what the strange feeling burning in his chest was. He wanted to reach out
and run his fingers through Regulus’s hair. To lay his thumb over the light freckles on his
pale cheeks and press his fingertips into the swell of his bottom lip, catch it between his teeth

Wait, what?

James immediately turned away, his heart beating loudly in his chest. He resisted the urge to
look again as if Regulus might wake and read his thoughts.

Quickly, James pulled off his shirt and began to rummage through his side of the dresser
searching for a shirt. He pulled one out, tossing it on his cot behind him. Straightening, he
paused as he suddenly caught sight of his torso in the mirror above the dresser. He froze, gaze
stuck on the large scar stretching across his lower ribs. He thought of Regulus that morning,
the way he’d called the scars across his own body ugly.

James hadn’t thought they were ugly, he’d wanted to run his teeth over them—

Okay, what the fuck? No, that was enough of that.

He swallowed. What had he said to Regulus? Just life? Maybe for Regulus. Regulus, who
couldn’t control the things that had been done to him. It was different for James. That wasn’t



just life, it was the ugly black hole inside of him, sucking in every piece of good from the
world around him. The monster screaming in his chest.

Grimacing, James turned to grab his shirt and stopped short as he met Regulus’s eyes. The
other man was sitting up in his bed, very much awake now.

They stared at each other for a moment so delicate, James thought if he breathed too quickly
it might fall apart. Regulus’s gaze flicked down from James’s eyes to his ribs, lingering only
a second before he seemed to register what he was looking at and quickly tore his eyes away.

“Sorry,” Regulus said quickly, looking ashamed.

“Sorry...” James repeated in confusion. “For?”

“I-” Regulus carefully kept his gaze away from James’s ribs. “For looking.”

“Oh... [-I’'m sorry for looking, too. For this morning.”

“It’s okay,” Regulus said quietly. “I’ve had them for a long time. My mother liked to put her
cigarette out on my back.” Regulus shrugged as if this weren’t a heartbreaking, horrifying
statement. “Sometimes mums are like that. You’re not the first person to look.”

“But it made you uncomfortable.”

“Not them being seen,” Regulus shook his head. “Just them being seen as... ugly, as more
than me.”

“I don’t think that’s possible, you outshine most things.” And James had absolutely no idea
where that came from, but his brain was running away from him today, and he’d never
exactly been the best at thinking before he spoke.



James wasn’t sure who was more shocked by his words, Aim or Regulus.

Regulus, whose mouth had fallen open slightly as if that were the last possible thing he
expected James to say.

“You don’t notice me,” Regulus countered, almost like he was trying to convince himself.

“Not always, maybe not.”

“And now?”

“It’s harder not to pay attention.”

Regulus just frowned, that special one that James was starting to recognize. As if his usual
sharp edges had fallen away and all that was left was the wideness of his eyes and the
downturn of his pretty lips.

When Regulus didn’t speak, James reached out, quickly pulling on his shirt. “Could you...
not mention it?”” Regulus just blinked and James hurried to clarify. “The scar?”

“Okay.” Regulus didn’t ask. He didn’t ask how long James had had it, where it came from, or
why it was a secret. “I think you were right,” he said after another long moment.

“About?”

“I don’t know you,” Regulus cocked his head. “Best be careful though, or it’ll stop being
true.”



“Maybe I’d want you to know me.”

“Does anyone know you?”

“I don’t know.” And it was entirely honest, maybe some of the only honest, entirely true
words James had spoken in years. He felt them burning in his throat and he instantly wanted
to take them back because the last honest words he’d spoken had been to his mum and look
how that had turned out. The curse of James Potter, everything he touched withered and
every person who got too close burned.

Regulus didn’t seem at all shaken, however. He didn’t ask any questions James wasn’t
prepared to answer. He just laid back in his bed and covered his face with his arm.

Maybe it went both ways.

Maybe James had never really known Regulus, either. Maybe that was changing.

He was terrified that it was changing.

Sirius

“Do you think I worry too much?”

Remus kicked his jeans off, leaving him in just his boxers and shirt as he turned to look at
Sirius. “In general or...”

“About Regulus.”



“Ah,” Remus said, picking up his dirty trousers because he was not Sirius and would never
just leave them on the floor. “When it comes to Reg, yes, absolutely.”

Sirius sighed, climbing into bed and burrowing under the covers as he watched Remus pick
up Sirius’s clothes as well. “Do you think it’s bad?”

Remus didn’t answer for a moment, finishing with his task before switching off the big light
and climbing into bed. “I don’t think it’s that simple,” he said finally, turning on his side to
face Sirius. “That worry you have... you know what it really is at its core?” Sirius shook his
head and Remus smiled gently, reaching out to brush Sirius’s hair from his face. “It’s love.
And that’s not bad. Loving Regulus could never be bad. I think if your concern starts to
suffocate him or it’s hurting him... or hurting you then it’s bad, but worrying for someone
you love is natural.”

“He gives me a lot to worry about,” Sirius muttered. He had lost count of how many times
he’d come close to losing Regulus for good, forever. That fear still lingered and probably
always would. The feeling of losing the first person he’d ever loved, his baby brother. Even
while Regulus felt much closer these days, Sirius could never forget what it was like to wake
up in the middle of the night, sure in the knowledge that he might never see his brother again.
“Do you think...” Sirius continued. “Has he seemed weird lately?”

“Not too much. I think he’s been having trouble sleeping, but he’s pretty honest with you
about that, isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Sirius sighed. Regulus had basically said as much that morning. “I just really hope
this holiday will be good for him. He really liked this place when he stayed here with Uncle
Alphard, I just hope the amount of people won’t overwhelm him.”

“Regulus is an adult, Pads,” Remus said gently. “Don’t forget that. He can handle things. If
he needs alone time, he can make it for himself. He’s been doing really well this year, don’t
get all overbearing on him, you know he hates it.”

“I know,” Sirius agreed. “He just scares me sometimes.”



“I know. I think that’s normal.”

They fell into a comfortable silence as Sirius scooted closer to Remus, who lifted his arm so
Sirius could tuck himself close.

“Sirius?”

SGHm??ﬂ

“Do you think James has been weird?”

Sirius pulled back at that, his brow furrowed. “James?”” he repeated.

“Yes,” Remus frowned. “Maybe I’'m reading too much into it, but I have a bad feeling. I can’t
even explain it, so I feel a little crazy if I’'m being honest, but something doesn’t feel right. I
swear he’s been acting weird even though I can’t pinpoint it.”

“Well, Moony... he had an awful year, didn’t he? I mean, aside from those few months he
was at home, he didn’t take any time off, he just bounced right back as if nothing had
happened. He’s probably just... you know, finding his footing a little still.”

“Probably... it’s just that he never talks about it,” Remus said quietly. “I never want to bring
it up because it’s clear he just wants to move on, but sometimes I’m afraid it’ll come back to
bite him one day. I mean, this is James, I don’t think he’d ever experienced anything like that
in his life before last year. He doesn’t have any practice in working through it.”

“Maybe, or maybe he’s simply well-adjusted and mentally healthy enough that he was just...
able to cope and move on?” Sirius suggested.



“Is that really possible?”

“Dunno,” Sirius snorted. “You’re asking the wrong person.”

Remus chuckled as well, reaching out to turn off the lamp on the bedside table.

“You really don’t think James and Reg are going to kill each other?” Sirius whispered into
the darkness, listening to Remus let out a soft sigh.

“Sirius, light of my fucking life, I’'m changing my answer. You do worry too much, in
general. James and Regulus are both adults, I think they can manage to sleep in a room
together.”

“You think they’ll be fine?”

“Yes,” Remus assured Sirius firmly. “Fears of murder aside, what’s the worst that could really
happen?”

Famous last words and all that.

Regulus

There were some things that Regulus theorized were doomed to happen, to repeat themselves
in different lives and different people.

Falling in love with your best friend was one of those things. Regulus was lucky in the sense
that two of his best friends were women while he was very gay and the other two had the
terrible curse of falling in love with each other.



Not that they’d ever admit it. Barty and Evan truly seemed convinced that they were having a
little fling and that was all it was, except it’d nearly been a year now... but that wasn’t
Regulus’s business to point out. He’d let Dorcas try to knock some sense into them. No one
wanted relationship advice from Regulus Black, of all people.

So, Barty and Evan were hopeless, but now Regulus was sitting in the living room,
surrounded by couples as he realized in horror that four out of five of them had gone from
best friends to lovers... What kind of cheesy romance written by a fifty-year-old whose
husband didn’t love her was that?

The only other single person in the entire house was James Potter. James, who had been
looking, who for one brief second had looked Regulus in the eye and he’d felt like he was
seeing something no one else did. Like every part of James Potter the rest of the world knew
had flickered and there was someone else standing there for a moment.

Regulus wished he had felt something shatter. That realizing maybe he had never known
James at all would have obliterated his childhood crush, brought him down to cold-hard
reality. Somehow, (because the universe had it out for Regulus, apparently) the notion only
made Regulus more infatuated. He wanted to peel back all the layers of James Potter until he
got to the soft rawness under his skin. Regulus wanted James to wrap his hand around his
throat and take anything he wanted.

Regulus couldn’t stop thinking about the pink scar stretching the length of James’s ribs.
Where had it come from? Why was it a secret? What would it feel like under Regulus’s
fingers? Would James let him touch it? Regulus hated his own scars being touched. If he was
having sex, he always firmly instructed that his partner keep their hands off his torso, and if
they didn’t, he’d kick them to the curb. Yet, he was pretty sure he’d let James touch them. He
was pretty sure he’d let James do anything he wanted.

When he was young, his fantasies consisted of James revealing in some dramatic gesture that
he’d been in love with Regulus for years. Of the older boy chasing after him and kissing him
sweetly in the rain.

Now, in his twenties and long having given up on that sort of love, Regulus didn’t expect
James to profess his love for him, to reveal that he actually hadn t been straight this entire
time and that he wanted Regulus. No, that was the pipe dream of an unloved, hormonal



teenager. Still, if Regulus had the occasional fantasy of James pushing him up against a wall
and having his way... that was nobody’s business.

Regulus had accepted the fact that he wasn’t the sort of person who had relationships. Sure,
he could pull pretty much anyone he wanted. Sure, sometimes they wanted to go on dates or
see him again. Regulus never would, but it wasn’t because he was stupidly hung up on his
childhood crush. If Regulus had ever met the right person, he wasn’t about to turn them away
just to hold out for James Potter of all people... But he had never found anyone who even
came close to what he was looking for. So, sue him, if Regulus was going to be alone forever,
yeah, he wished he would get the chance to fuck James just once. But it was what it was.

He definitely didn’t find it upsetting to be in a room full of people who had already found the
love of their lives. Regulus didn’t stay up at night worrying that he was running out of time,
that would be stupid. He was still in his early twenties. .. fuck, he still had another year left of
uni, he had time. Except, he didn’t feel like he did. He watched the families that came into his
job, the parents with their spouses and their babies... and cold, emotionless Regulus Black
fucking /onged for it. He looked at his friends, his brother, and their partners and his stomach
flipped when he thought they’d no doubt start getting married soon. Buying houses, adopting
pets, and having children. Regulus would be there, in twenty years, just as alone and unloved
as he was now.

On-screen, the monster in the horror movie they were watching jumped out. Sirius shrieked
in surprise, burying his face in Remus’s shoulder as the other man started laughing at his
expense.

“Pussy!” Peter called from where he was sitting on the floor with his feet in Emmeline
Vance’s lap, and Regulus felt it in his stomach. Flip, flip.

Dorcas was playing with Marlene’s hair as she sat at her feet, and in the kitchen, Mary and
Lily were having some whispered conversation full of giggles. Even Barty and Evan, who
liked to pretend they hated each other, were sitting closer than was needed.

Flip.

Regulus felt sick. Felt it building in the back of his throat.



No one else will ever love you.

He could feel his mother’s cold fingers on his throat, the sharp point of her gel manicure
digging into his skin.

“I could give you everything, and you 're throwing that away. Do you understand that,
Regulus? You are nothing on your own, and you will be nothing. Without us, you will have no
money, no roof over your head, and no food. If you want to pretend we re so terrible, you can
go out there and see how you like living on the streets. Try really being nothing. ”

What his mother hadn’t accounted for, what she always seemed to forget, was that somebody
did love Regulus. Maybe only one person, maybe the only person whose love couldn’t be
stopped.

What she didn’t account for was Sirius. No matter how broken and frayed their relationship
was, nothing could stop Sirius from loving his little brother. So, Regulus hadn’t rotted on the
street as his mother had hoped, crawling back in a few days, cold and hungry. Instead, he’d
shown up at Sirius’s door, doubled over slightly, holding his torso with each labored breath.

Sirius hadn’t even asked, hadn’t said a word. He’d just pulled Regulus inside, his fingers
warm on Regulus’s freezing skin, and he had held Regulus while he sobbed. He never let go
again.

So, Regulus didn’t think he was fundamentally unlovable, because Sirius proved that to be
untrue. But he did think there was something wrong with him, something in his DNA, written
in his blood that made him doomed to live the rest of his life without someone ever falling in
love with him.

Regulus 