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Wes & Toren

 

 

By J.M. Colail

 

It’s not so easy being young, gay, and in love for the first time at the average high school.

Senior Toren Grey cares more about his family and his grades than what brand of clothes he wears. Majority consensus is that he’s a nerd. So he’s surprised when resident bad boy Wesley Carroll speaks to him in the hall, stirring feelings that Toren has to hide.

Though disconcerted by Wes’s free and easy ways, Toren can’t deny the attraction between them. As he relaxes and gets to know Wes better, he finds there’s more to the sexy rebel than his public image. Before long the young men are exploring new territory and falling in love, but life just isn’t that simple. After they graduate, obstacles block their relationship at every turn: Wes working versus Toren in college, the virulent disapproval of parents, and everyday trials faced by any struggling young couple. Wes and Toren have to believe in each other… and never doubt that their love can conquer all.




To You and You,

You know who you are.




Chapter 1

 

 

WESLEY CARROLL trudged down the hall in his ripped jeans, white T-shirt, and old red Converse low-tops. A grin lifted the corners of his lips and I felt my stomach twitter in reaction.

“S’up?” he said, passing by me. I felt my heart skip, my stomach drop, and my mouth go dry. He stopped beside me and flashed his grin again. “Cool shoes.”

I was wearing a pair of old brown work shoes, clunky leather things with thick soles. I suddenly thought of an email I’d received of ridiculous pickup lines: Nice shoes. Wanna fuck? I blushed deeper, like Wesley could hear my thoughts.

“Thanks,” I stuttered, trying to conceal my reddening cheeks.

Wesley smiled again, said “See ya,” and continued on his way. Everyone knew him because he was the troublemaker, the kid from the wrong side of the tracks, the risk-taker, the school’s pot dealer. I’d watched him from afar, a middling crush, but this was the first time he had spoken to me, and he left my stomach filled with butterflies.

After English Lit, Hailey stopped me and smiled, typically pretty and a little superficial, flashing her pearl-white teeth and asking if she could borrow my notes from class. She touched my arm when I told her that she could, and she promised she would return them by the end of the day. I suspected she was flirting with me, but Wesley was still on my mind and I blushed all over thinking about him.

I ate lunch outside in front of the school, sitting cross-legged on a cement rectangle that served as a giant planter for a tree and evergreen shrubs. It was unseasonably warm for spring, but the ground was still thoroughly cold and transmitted the chill through the concrete to my thighs and rear end. I took out a book while I picked at my ham sandwich and ate my apple. I still packed juice boxes in my lunch and slurped it while I read.

I was used to eating alone; I preferred my own company to the loud and obnoxious kids that talked about nothing. I didn’t think I was better than anyone else (well, maybe just a little; I had some culture) but I was shy and often earned the epithet “nerd” for getting good grades. Solitude was better than being ridiculed any day of the week.

Before sixth hour, I went to my locker for my history book. It was a heavy tome that we mostly skimmed through, studying about every other chapter. I looked over my shoulder and Wesley was walking toward me. I quickly looked down but strained my eyes to the side to see him.

“Hey, Toren,” he said and held out a green notebook. “This is yours, right? Hailey borrowed it?”

I looked at the notebook and nodded.

“I told her that we had history together and that I’d give it back to you.”

“Oh, um, thanks.”

It was like he knew he made me nervous. Suddenly, he threw his head back and snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah. Hailey wanted me to tell you ‘thanks’ and that you were, what did she say? Oh yeah, super cool.” He laughed and I tried to laugh with him, but my lips smiled crookedly. “Well, see you in class.” He waved slightly and walked away.

People were walking past me and fortunately, no one knew why my face was so flush. My locker was near the classroom and I went inside, sitting in the second row. Wesley probably went to go smoke or was skipping class. Mr. Hannity was a minute late and Wesley strolled in later than that, whispering, “Sorry.” He glanced at me as he passed, moving to his seat in the back row.

I went home with a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. Alycia was at swim practice, Mom worked the midshift at the hospital, and I was glad to have the place to myself. I did some homework, but my mind drifted to Wesley to the point of distraction.

After an hour, and an hour before Alycia came home, I found myself in the bathroom, clutching the sink, pushed in there by urgings that wouldn’t be sated with mere thoughts. It was the first time that I touched myself with an actual person in mind and I felt ashamed, as if Wesley knew by some kind of masturbatory telepathy.

Alycia came home, kicked off her shoes, and moved around the small kitchen, taking a can of tuna from the cupboard. She left the apron hanging on the hook inside the pantry, and I warned her that if she spilled on her clothes, I wasn’t going to wash them. She made a face at me and then shook her head.

“I just don’t look good in an apron… not like you,” she said. “Besides, what could happen? Crumbs could fall on me after toasting the bread?”

“That’s another thing too,” I said, tapping the counter with my fingers. “You always make easy stuff when it’s your turn. Tuna sandwiches? C’mon, even Mom can make those.”

Alycia laughed and agreed, but didn’t offer to make any vegetable to accompany. I took out a can of green beans and put them over a low heat.

Alycia groaned and rolled her eyes. “I swear, you’re gonna make someone a wonderful housewife someday.”

I thought of Wesley and blushed; I thought of my affair in the bathroom and blushed deeper and upon realizing that I was blushing, I blushed even more. Alycia caught the guilt in my eyes and grinned from ear to ear.

“Tor? What’s that look for? Got someone in mind already?”

“Give me a break,” I groaned.




Chapter 2

 

 

MR. HANNITY was late to class and Wesley was later, repeating yesterday’s dialogue. Wesley smiled at me as he walked to his seat, and my stomach fluttered. Mr. Hannity described the semester project in detail and then allowed us to choose our own partners. I hated when teachers did that; it reminded me of gym class in grade school. I stared at my desk, waiting for everyone to partner up so I could be paired with the other person who wasn’t chosen.

“Mr. Hannity, me and Toren are gonna work together.” Wesley rapped his knuckles on my desk, and Mr. Hannity looked at me before nodding and writing it down in his grade book. Wesley grinned and I stared back at him blankly. “You don’t mind, do ya?” he asked. I shook my head and blushed. “Cool. Wait for me after class.” I nodded and hid my face.

Mr. Hannity lectured for the rest of the hour, but I was too distracted to listen. I drew pictures in the margins of my notebook, but my mind always drifted back to Wesley. My heart was thumping.

Mr. Hannity asked me to stay after class. He was quiet until the classroom cleared, and then he leaned against his desk and crossed his arms.

“Thanks for staying after, Toren. I just wanted to talk to you briefly about your project…. Well, more just to give you a heads-up,” Mr. Hannity explained, looking down at me over his glasses. “If you have any problems working on your project, talk to me right away. Okay? Will you do that?”

“Um… sure. Thanks, Mr. Hannity.”

He patted my shoulder as I walked out of the classroom. He didn’t have to say Wesley’s name specifically, but the implication was there. I was glad Mr. Hannity recognized that I might have trouble working with him and gave me some leeway with his expectations. I was a good student and worked hard to get good grades. Someone like Wesley could mess that up if he screwed off instead of working on the project, but I still felt excited that he picked me to be his partner.

“Hey. What’d Hannity wanna talk to you about?” Wesley asked after I stepped out of the classroom. He furrowed his brows and stared at me. “Did he give you a warning about me or something?”

“No. He—he didn’t say anything.”

“Yeah, right. He already has me pegged for disaster. But you, you get straight As, right? So, I figure I got myself an A already.”

“You’re gonna have to do your share of the work too,” I said quietly.

“Ah, he did warn you about me. Seems like that guy has had it in for me all along. Look, I gotta get a good grade on this project or he’ll fail me, so I need you to get me an A.” Wesley leaned back against the lockers and crossed his arms on his chest. “So, you’re gonna do your part and not talk to Hannity about anything. Got it?”

My heart was beating wildly. He seemed so nice when I talked to him yesterday. “I’m—I’m not gonna do your work for you. You’re gonna have to study too.” My voice was weak and I was trying so hard to sound confident. A smile cracked Wesley’s lips. I was waiting for something; I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it was coming.

“Yeah, okay,” he said after a long pause.

That wasn’t what I was expecting.

“So we have to present on June fifth, right? That’s gives us… what, about a month? Well, we should probably start thinking about a topic then.”

“I’m kinda interested in the building of the Transcontinental Railroad. Or maybe the Chinese Exclusion Acts of the 1880s,” I suggested. I had already thought about the topic for this project.

“Cool. Why don’t you follow me to my house and we’ll figure it out there.”

“Follow you?”

“Yeah. Don’t you have a car?”

My cheeks reddened as I shook my head. What a stupid thing to be embarrassed about.

“Hmph. I thought I saw you driving around in an old blue Taurus.”

He noticed me? “That’s my mom’s car.”

“Well, I’ll give you a ride then.”

“But… shouldn’t we go to the library?”

“You wanna go to the library? C’mon, I don’t wanna be in school any longer than I absolutely have to be. Let’s just go to my house.”

“Well, I kinda think the library might be better.”

“I’d rather go somewhere with a smoking section, ya know? C’mon,” he said, starting to walk away. He stopped and waited while I got my book bag from my locker.

We drove to a ranch-style house with an unmowed lawn, a broken shutter, and a torn screen door. The driveway was cracked and weeds grew in the cleavages between concrete slabs.

“You want a beer or something?” he asked, dropping his book bag inside the door.

“No, thank you.” I stood just inside the front door, gripping the straps of my bag tightly. I looked around at the mismatched furniture, the nicked-up coffee table with two overflowing ashtrays, and the gold shag carpeting from the 1970s.

“Have a seat,” Wesley said, coming from the kitchen with a brown bottle in his hand. “You’re so uptight.” He sat down on the shaggy sofa and patted the cushion. I sat down, pulled my book bag onto my lap, and pulled out a spiral notebook and folder from our history class. He held his cigarette between his thumb and index finger and put his foot up on the coffee table while I fumbled around for a pen.

“Relax. I don’t bite. Are you sure you don’t want a beer or something?”

“No, thank you.”

I watched him from the corner of my eye. He seemed different but I wasn’t quite sure what it was. He was one of the coolest guys in school, drawing attention whether he wanted to or not. He was the type of guy who would probably end up flipping burgers when he was forty with three ex-wives and a mountain of child support.

Maybe I was a little resentful because everyone liked him and I didn’t really have many friends. He seemed to have it so easy. Most teachers liked him even though he skipped class a lot and never studied. Even Mr. Hannity liked him, despite his constant interruptions and obnoxious behavior. Belittling his future was all I could do to keep my self-esteem from bottoming out.

“You really wanna get started on the project now? We just got home from school. Relax a little first,” he said, taking a drink from his beer and another hit of his cigarette.

“But I’ve got other stuff to do, so we might as well just get started.” I stared at the textbook on my lap.

Wesley looked at me for a moment, then stood up and retrieved his book bag from near the front door. “So you wanna do the railroad thing or the Chinese-whatever-Acts?”

He sat down next to me, leaned back into the couch, and crossed his ankle on his knee. His leg pressed into mine and I jerked to the side a little, but his leg still touched mine.

“Yeah, I’m kinda interested in the building of the Transcontinental Railroad. Most people don’t even know that the Chinese built most of it, and basically for nothing. They were really exploited—I guess it just shows where the values of this country come from. Slaves weren’t the only ones exploited. Basically, if you weren’t a white European, you were pretty much screwed. And the Chinese Exclusion Acts were part of that too. The government actually excluded Chinese from entering the US. But the Chinese used the courts to gain entry, basically outsmarting the government.”

Wesley stared at me with a grin on his face. I suddenly realized that I was just rambling. Did that sound stupid? No wonder everyone called me a nerd.

“You really like this stuff, don’t you?” Wesley asked, tilting his grin to one side.

My cheeks were hot with embarrassment. “Yeah, I do.” Like I could hide it after my educational rant. “Actually, this is what I wanna study in college.”

“You wanna be a teacher or something?” he asked. I nodded without looking at him. “I can totally picture you doing that. I think you’d be good at it.” I tried to hide the smile that was curling my lips. “So which do you wanna do? The railroad or the Exclusion thing?”

“Let’s do the Chinese Exclusion Acts. I think we’d be able to find more resources about them, anyway.”

“Cool. Now that that’s decided,” Wesley said and leaned forward, opening the cabinet on the coffee table, “you wanna get high?”

“Huh?” I glanced at Wesley and he pulled a small pipe and a clear plastic bag from the cabinet and laid them on his lap.

“It’s my way of saying thanks for doing this project with me, even though you could’ve had a better partner,” he said, sticking his index finger in the bowl of the pipe and tapping it a few times.

“Don’t—don’t worry about it,” I stuttered. I pulled my book bag up to the side of the couch and tried to push my notebook and folder in.

Wesley stopped fingering the bowl and looked at me. “You don’t wanna? C’mon, it’s my treat.”

I had never smoked pot; I had never even seen it before now. Wesley felt dangerous to me, but it was also part of his charm.

“I should get going,” I stammered, still trying to fit my notebook and folder in my book bag.

Wesley set the pipe and baggie down on the coffee table and sighed lightly. “You know, Toren, you might look good on paper, but you’re boring as hell in person.”

I looked up sharply. “What? No I’m not.” I looked down into my lap again. He didn’t even know me. How could he make such a quick judgment?

He rested his arm on the sofa behind my head and leaned toward me with his same grin. “Prove it then,” he said, moving his face closer to mine. I could smell the tobacco and beer on his breath. “I mean, you’re into boys, right?”

My eyes widened, and I stared at Wesley. He smiled devilishly and leaned closer. I swallowed hard and looked down. He didn’t know that I sort of had a crush on him, did he? Was he trying to make me admit it? Or was he just making a joke?

“Wh-what? Why are you even asking that?”

“’Cause you always look at me like you wanna fuck me,” he answered, with a grin that was almost a sneer.

“What? I—I don’t—”

“No, that’s not quite right,” he said calmly, looking up at the ceiling and shaking his head. “No, it’s more like you wanna be fucked by me.”

My heart stopped. I didn’t know what to do. I pulled my book bag onto my lap and stood up. “I have to go,” I said quickly and rushed toward the front door.

“You want a ride?” Wesley asked, lighting a cigarette and looking at me over the flame. He sank back into the couch.

“I don’t live too far.”

“See you at school,” Wesley called as I pulled the door closed behind me.




Chapter 3

 

 

I GOT to Spanish class early, as usual, and waited for the bell to ring. Ms. Harper said hello and looked back to the papers on her desk. I looked up involuntarily each time someone came in the room, waiting for Wesley. I was nervous to see him; the things he said yesterday followed me to bed and woke up with me in the morning. How was I supposed to act around him now? Wesley rushed in late, apologized to Ms. Harper quietly, and glanced at me as he took his seat. He had a whisper of a smile on his face and my stomach tingled.

“Uds. tienen un examen mañana,” Ms. Harper began, followed by a barrage of Spanish that no one really understood. She explained that she would finish up the lesson plan and then give a review in the second half of class.

The test would cover chapters twelve and thirteen, and Ms. Harper warned us that the exam would be vocabulary-heavy. I made a note of it in the margin and Wesley raised his hand. He went through his usual repertoire of exam jokes, finishing with one about giving us the answers. Ms. Harper smiled and tried to conceal her rolling eyes.

“Even if I did give you the answers, I somehow doubt you would study those either, Wes,” she answered flatly, then smiled.

The class laughed and Wesley laughed too. Ms. Harper was young, fresh out of college, and a little more lenient than older teachers. She was comfortable joking with students and was a popular teacher.

The bell rang and Ms. Harper told us to study hard.

Wesley called after me and I turned to see him trotting toward me. He had a grin on his face, and I felt a few butterfly wings in my stomach.

“You wanna study for Spanish together?” he asked, walking next to me.

My eyes strained to the side, trying to look at Wesley without looking like I was looking at him. “Um… I don’t know,” I answered, remembering the things he said.

“C’mon, you gotta study too, right? So why not study together?” He held his books at the side of his head and I could see the faint outline of muscle in his upper arm.

“Well, um, sure, okay,” I answered. He did have a good point.

“Sweet. Wait for me after history, all right?”

I watched him walk away from the corner of my eye; I liked the way he walked—as if he owned the world. He was so confident and I really admired that about him.

I wasn’t able to concentrate for the rest of the day. My mind wandered to Wesley and what he said. Did he mean any of it? I couldn’t deny the feelings that he aroused in me, but I worried that I might just be a game to him.

I waited in History class. I was always early to my classes and couldn’t seem to break the habit even when I wanted to. Wesley came in and sat on the corner of the desk next to mine and smiled at me.

“Hey. What’s up?”

“Nothing,” I answered, looking down at the desktop. He chatted with me as the classroom began to fill up. He talked about school, how eager he was for the summer, and that between me and him, he kinda liked Spanish class.

“Ms. Harper’s pretty hot, so I guess that kinda makes the class go by faster too.”

I looked up at Wesley and he grinned. “Yeah… she is,” I murmured. I tried to sound convincing.

Mr. Hannity came in and slapped his forehead when he saw Wesley. “Well, damn, if it isn’t Mr. Carroll. Not only on time, but actually early!”

Wesley nodded sarcastically and rolled his eyes. The bell rang. Wesley patted my shoulder and went to his seat. I looked around and saw Jen and Olivia watching me. It was common knowledge that Jen had a crush on Wesley; they even dated for a short time. I suddenly felt self-conscious. Did they think I was competition? Of course not; I’m a guy. I furrowed my brows and stared at my desk. Fortunately, Mr. Hannity began the lesson and I forgot about Jen and Olivia.

The bell rang and Wesley walked me to my locker and waited for me to fetch my stuff. I turned toward the library and Wesley stopped me, his hands casually pushed in his pockets.

“Where are you going? My car’s this way.”

“Um… I thought we were going to the library.”

“Well, we have to practice speaking for the oral, right? And the library isn’t exactly the best place to do that. Besides, I wanna get the hell outta here anyway.” He waited for me and then flashed a grin in my direction.

“Hey, Wes! Wait up a sec!” Benny shouted, running up to Wesley and glancing at me. “Hey, I got a question for you.” He glanced at me again and then leaned forward, next to Wesley’s ear. I heard him mumble something and I stood awkwardly to the side.

Wesley backed away from Benny and nodded. “Yeah, it’s in my car.”

“Is he cool?” Benny asked, glaring at me.

Wesley furrowed his brows. “Don’t worry about it. Toren, you comin’?”

At his car, Wesley searched under the passenger seat and pulled out a small bag. Benny gave him ten dollars and pocketed the bag. Wesley rested his arm on the open door and put his other hand on his hip.

“So… you wanna hook up later and pick up some chicas?” Benny asked, glancing over his shoulder at me. I felt strange standing there, like a tagalong or a fifth wheel.

“Nah… got stuff to do. See ya around,” Wesley said. Benny sneered and walked off. Wesley stepped to the side and held the door open for me. “Get in.”

I sat down and pushed my book bag down on the floor and Wesley shut the door. He got in and turned down the radio before starting the car.

“Man, that guy annoys the hell outta me. You know, don’t tell anyone, but sometimes I cut in a little dill weed or oregano with his stuff,” he said. “He’s such a dumbass too; he’s never noticed. But, caveat emptor and all that shit.”

I was mostly surprised that the words “caveat emptor” came from his mouth. I laughed a little and Wesley lifted the clutch and tore out of the parking lot.

We got to his house and Wesley offered me a drink but I declined politely. I sat down and pulled out my Spanish text. I heard the refrigerator door shut and the clink of bottles. Wesley came into the living room with a brown bottle and a glass of soda.

“I didn’t know what you wanted, so I brought you some pop,” he said, sitting down next to me. I thanked him and leaned to my side. We were sitting shoulder to shoulder. His leg was pressed against mine.

“The—the exam’ll cover chapters twelve and thirteen,” I said, opening my book and flipping through the pages.

Wesley groaned quietly and retrieved his book bag from the front door. He sat close to me again and I inhaled deeply. His scent was mixed with tobacco and beer, and he looked at me from the corner of his eye. I stared at my textbook and took quiet, deep breaths.

“Ms. Harper said there’ll be a lot of vocab on the test, so we better go over that, and also she said to study verb tenses,” I said, finally finding chapter twelve after flipping through the pages aimlessly. Wesley watched me as much as he looked at his textbook, and I felt nervous under his constant gaze.

We had reviewed chapter twelve and most of thirteen when Wesley yawned and suggested we take a break. He stretched his arms over his head and then sat back with his beer and lit a cigarette.

“We’re—we’re almost done, so let’s just finish up chapter thirteen, okay?”

“All right,” Wesley moaned, setting down the bottle and picking up the textbook.

We went through the rest of chapter, doing some of the suggested exercises in the outline. He had a good accent, pronouncing syllables like a native speaker. I was better at reading and writing than speaking and on occasion, Wesley would correct me if I mispronounced a word. I was surprised that I was actually learning something from him.

When we had finished chapter thirteen, Wesley put his hands behind his head and held his cigarette between his lips. I took another sip of my soda and began putting my things in my bag.

“The test is gonna have a lot of vocab on it, so you should go over that again once or twice.”

“You’re leaving already?” Wesley asked. He sat up on the edge of the sofa and rested his cigarette in the ashtray.

My heart started beating faster and I swallowed hard. “Yeah. I’ve—I’ve got a lot of other homework to do.” I was having trouble fitting the textbook into my book bag.

“Well, that can wait a while. We just finished studying; relax a little.” He inched closer to me, leaving his cigarette burning in the ashtray. “Besides, I still have to thank you for helping me.”

I felt the warmth of his body next to me and he neared his way closer to my lips, teasing me with anticipation that I desperately tried to conceal. He brought his hand to my chin, turning my face to him. He still had a grin on his face, but it was a little different. With his thumb, he pulled my chin down and kissed me. His lips were chapped but they were soft too. He caressed my cheek and I closed my eyes. His kiss radiated through my entire body.

He said he wanted to “thank” me for helping him study. Was that why? Because he needed help with schoolwork and he thought this was how he could repay me? I pulled back and looked down into my lap.

“You… should make flashcards,” I whispered absentmindedly, feeling for my book bag.

“Hunh?”

“It’ll help you memorize the vocab,” I said. I could feel tears welling in my eyes and I pushed them back. “I have to go. Sorry. But I have to go,” I said, grabbing my book bag and rushing to the door. Wesley stared at me and said my name once, but he didn’t follow me.




Chapter 4

 

 

I WOKE with sticky sheets and morning wood that almost hurt. The dream faded quickly with consciousness, but I remembered the feel of Wesley’s kiss and I met the throbbing ache between the sheets.

I sank back into bed. My cheeks reddened as I pulled back the covers and saw the result of my dream. I stripped the sheets, balled them up tightly, and stepped out of my bedroom, nearly bumping into Alycia. She jumped back and her small breasts jiggled beneath her white tank top. She furrowed her brows at me.

“What the hell, Toren? I just did laundry the other day!” she complained, seeing the bundle of sheets in my arms. My cheeks turned a deeper red and she arched her eyebrows knowingly. “Nuh-uh. You gotta wash out your own DNA—new house rule,” she said and disappeared into the bathroom.

I shook my head and hoped this wasn’t an indication of how the rest of the day would go. I felt nervous already; I didn’t know how to act around Wesley. I didn’t know if he’d told everyone about what happened, if I would be made a laughingstock. My shoulders slumped and I sighed heavily.

“Hey, move it! Or you’re gonna be late!” Alycia shouted, walking past me. “Why are you just standing there?” She looked back at me and touched my forehead. “Do you feel all right?”

Maybe I could stay home; no, there was the Spanish test. “Yeah, I’m okay.” I shifted the load in my arms and Alycia patted my cheek.

“All right. Well, hurry up. You want a ham sandwich for lunch again?”

I nodded and Alycia trotted off to her room. I dropped the sheets into a laundry basket and figured I’d wash them when I got home. I took a cold shower and then left for school. Nothing seemed different; everyone was just ignoring me like they always had.

Wesley was late to Spanish again. Ms. Harper was already passing out the tests and she scolded him for being late on exam day.

I couldn’t bear to look at Wesley. Just seeing his face reminded me of my dream and the sticky sheets this morning. I didn’t know what to do or what to say to him. I left Spanish class quickly and took my book bag with me to history so I wouldn’t have to talk to him after class if he followed me to my locker.

The sunny morning had faded into a gray and murky afternoon. The pouring rain complemented my mood and, of course, I forgot my umbrella at home. I waited under the overhang at the front of the school, watching kids dash for the buses or to their cars in the parking lot.

“Boy, it’s really coming down hard, isn’t it?” Wesley stood behind me with his book bag over his shoulder. He had one hand in his pocket and a slight smile on his face. “You don’t plan on walking home in this, do you?”

“I’m just waiting for it to let up.”

“Who knows when that’ll be? I’ll give you a ride,” he said and smiled, tilting his head toward the parking lot. I shook my head but Wesley persisted. “C’mon, what’s the big deal?” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the rain. I tried to pull my hand away, but he held tight until I followed him willingly.

I whispered, “Thanks,” but I don’t think he heard me.

He sped through the driving rain, taking corners without braking, even though I told him where to turn long before it came up. The windshield wipers slapped frantically, and the sky seemed even darker.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said over the plunking rain and the moan of the idling engine.

“What, you’re not even gonna invite me in after I saved your butt from getting soaked?” he asked with a smile.

“Oh, um, I guess… if you want to,” I stuttered, gripping the straps of my backpack.

“Cool. Where should I park?”

We ran to my building and tried to dry off a bit on the stairs to the third floor. He waited patiently while I fumbled getting the key in the lock. I opened the door and Wesley stepped in, his hands in his pockets. I dropped my book bag by the door and noticed that Wesley didn’t bring his.

“So this is where you live. It’s… cozy,” he said.

“I know that’s just a polite way of saying small,” I answered with a shy laugh. “But it’s just me, my mom, and my sister, so it serves the purpose.”

“Just you, your mom, and your sister?” he echoed, looking around the living room and into the small kitchen that opens onto it. “Where are they?”

“My mom works the midshift at the hospital and my sister has swim practice after school.”

“Oh. So… it’s just us, then?” Wesley smiled and looked at me with his deep brown eyes. My stomach felt hollow.

“Do—do you want something to drink? We’ve got soda, orange juice… I can make some coffee, if you want,” I said, looking toward the kitchen.

I was trapped between him and the door. “Let’s cut through the bullshit, Toren.” He grinned and put his hand flat on the door, over my shoulder.

“What do you mean?” I was trying hard to sound innocent.

Wesley lifted my chin with his hand and grinned again. “You know exactly what I mean,” he said and kissed me.

His kiss was amazing, overflowing my senses, and I closed my eyes. My body tensed and I pulled back, looking down. “Why—why are you doing this?”

“Because I like you. And I think you like me too.” It was just for a second, but I saw his confidence slip. “Don’t you?” His grin came back.

I looked away. I knew I was blushing bright red. Wesley chuckled quietly. I looked up and his expression was sincere. My stomach tightened.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to. But show me. Kiss me back, Toren.”

He took his hand from the door and held my chin up. It took all my courage to look into his eyes. He pulled my mouth open with his thumb and kissed me again, his tongue slipping between my lips. Hesitantly, nervously, and maybe with a twinge of embarrassment, I grasped his shirtsleeves and tilted my head to the side.

“You wanna sit down? You look like you might be a little weak in the knees,” Wesley asked, smiling at me again.

I frowned, but only because it was true: I did feel a little weak in my knees. Wesley followed me to the couch and sat beside me. He put his hand on my leg and I jumped a little. I looked at my lap and bit my lip.

“Doesn’t it—doesn’t it bother you… because we’re both guys?”

He shook his head and smiled. “No. Why should it?”

I looked away again.

He brushed the hair from my eyes and looked at me gently.

“What are you so afraid of, Toren?”

I’m afraid… that my mom will hate me.

“Are you afraid that people will talk? Or that they’ll make fun of you? If that’s the case, then we just won’t tell anyone. We’ll keep it our little secret as long as you want, okay?” He smiled reassuringly at me and ran his fingers down my cheek.

Maybe Mom would never know if we kept it a secret. He sank into me on the couch, the feel of his warm body washing over me like a crushing wave. His kiss seemed different from before; it was sweeter and heavier and it felt inevitable.

He became bolder and slid his hand underneath the hem of my shirt. His fingertips traced my stomach like he was trying to memorize every inch of it by touch. His kiss dropped to my neck and then to the dimple between my collarbones. My body tingled all over. I looked down at him and he glanced up at me from the tops of his eyes, and then met my lips hungrily.

“Hey, Tor! I’m home!” Alycia stepped in the front door and her eyes rounded when she saw Wesley and me. “Oh, wow. Major bad timing, huh? Sorry, guys,” she said, giggling.

I panicked and pushed Wesley away. “Alycia? What—what are you doing here?”

“Duh. I’ve got a swim meet tonight, remember? I told you yesterday,” Alycia said, walking past us. She stopped in midstep and stared blankly at Wesley. “Wait a minute. You’re Wesley Carroll.”

Wesley smiled goofily. “Hi. How ya doin’?”

“I don’t believe it! My brother with Wesley Carroll? This is so cool!” Alycia glanced at me and then smiled broadly. “Oh, but don’t mind me. You won’t even know I’m here,” she said, waving her hand. Then she disappeared down the hall and I heard her bedroom door shut.

“So… that was your sister?”

I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t know what to do. Wesley stared at me and then stood up.

“I get it.” He took the scratch pad and pen from the coffee table and jotted something down. He ripped the top sheet off and handed it to me. “Give me a call later.” He smiled again and patted my cheek, then walked out the door.

I sat on the edge of the couch with my head in my hands. I felt sick. I had to talk to Alycia. She didn’t react the way I expected. She didn’t seem troubled or even concerned by what she saw. How could she be okay with it?

I knocked at her door, and Alycia was lying on her stomach on the bed, kicking her feet and reading a magazine.

“You guys didn’t have to stop on my account,” she said, resting her chin in her hand and grinning.

I balled my hands into fists at my sides. “It… it’s not what you think—”

“Oh? So what was it? He tripped and accidentally stuck his tongue down your throat? Yeah, I’m sure that’s what happened.”

“No! It wasn’t… I mean….”

Alycia sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed. She tilted her head to the side and looked at me with a serious expression. “Toren, what are you so afraid of?”

That’s what Wesley had asked me. I dug my fists into my thighs. “Please… don’t tell Mom. Please. Promise me that you won’t tell Mom I’m—” I stopped myself and looked down.

“Say it, Toren. Say it out loud.”

I glanced up at Alycia and down to the floor again. “Don’t—don’t tell her I’m… gay.”

“At least you can say it out loud now,” she said, crossing her arms.

She was taking it too lightly. “Promise me!”

“All right, all right, I promise,” she said and stretched her arms over her head. “Though I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“Are you serious? How can you say that?” I shouted, wiping away tears with the back of my hand.

Alycia looked at me and her face softened with sympathy. “Look, Toren, what happened between Mom and Dad is their business. It has nothing to do with us,” she said matter-of-factly and sighed with a puff of frustration. “You can’t ignore your feelings for the rest of your life because you’re afraid of what Mom’ll think. Just be yourself. Besides, I think that if you talked to her, you’d find that she’d understand.”

“I doubt it,” I said, shaking my head.

“Well, I think you should be proud. I mean, you landed one of the hottest guys in school.” A grin spread across her face and surprisingly, I felt better. She stood up from the bed and walked across the room. “If anything, I’m proud of you,” she said softly and hugged me. Then she pulled away quickly. “Oh yeah. Will you come to my meet? Mike can’t go and Mom has to work and I really want someone there. Please?” She batted her eyelashes and smiled wide.

“Yeah, okay.”

“You’re the best big brother. I’ll even make dinner for you tonight,” she said and walked out of the room.

“That’s okay,” I said, following her. “I’m not really that hungry.”

Alycia stopped and turned around. “Well, just remember that I offered.”

I smiled and nodded. She would do anything to get out of cooking.

Alycia left for her swim meet at six thirty. I watched TV and found something to munch on, then walked to school at seven. I brought a book with me and settled in for a long night. Alycia swam four events and they were all toward the end of the meet. I opened my book and eavesdropped on nearby conversations.

I thought about what Alycia had said. She made me say it out loud. She seemed so calm about it too; I didn’t understand how she could be so nonchalant. I knew that if Mom found out, she wouldn’t be able to handle it. Alycia didn’t hear the things Mom yelled at Dad, but I did. Mom had never been the same since they divorced, as if she’d forgotten what it was like to be happy.

It was the boys 300-meter relay and I looked up from my book. I tried to remember a distinct time when I realized that I paid more attention to boys than I did to girls. I watched their slim bodies cut through the silvery water, their heaving chests when they climbed out of the pool, and their revealing Speedos that look silly on even a perfect figure. I wondered if Alycia knew I was gay before I did. But how did she know? Even more importantly, how did Wesley know?

My row on the bleacher vibrated and I glanced up; Wesley was sidestepping his way toward me. I closed my book, keeping my place with my index finger. Wesley glanced at the cover of a near-naked Persian boy dancing with billowy colored scarves.

“Whatcha reading?”

I looked at the cover and turned it to the side. “It’s about Alexander the Great, by Mary Renault. It’s really good so far.” I dog-eared the page and set the book down.

“What class is it for?”

“It’s not for class,” I answered, then looked into my lap. I really am a nerd.

“Cool. So, how ya doin’?” Wesley asked, looking down at the pool and then back to me. “You seemed kinda out of it earlier, when your sister walked in.”

I looked around the bleachers self-consciously, remembering bits of conversations that I overheard. “Um, I’m okay.”

“Has your sister been up yet?” I shook my head. “Let’s go outside. It’s too damn hot in here and I wanna have a smoke anyway.”

I hesitated but then picked up my book and followed him outside. He led me to the side of the school, in a shadow between yellow streetlights. He ran his hand through his hair and smiled at me.

“I wasn’t sure if you would be here or not, so I took a chance,” he said, lighting a cigarette and letting it dangle between his lips. “I wanted to see if you were okay. You seemed a little freaked out when your sister walked in.” He looked at me and I looked down to the ground. “But your sister didn’t seem surprised. She actually seemed pretty cool about it.” I nodded and Wesley took a couple hits of his cigarette.

He talked and I listened. I kept my eyes to the side, on the constant lookout for anyone. I felt so nervous around him, but it wasn’t like anyone could know what had happened earlier just by looking at us.

“Well, I guess we should go back in.” He took the cigarette from his lips and flicked it to the side. He kissed me quickly; then he smiled and walked toward the door. “C’mon, we don’t wanna miss your sister.”

I followed Wesley inside, and we returned to the same place in the bleachers. I still felt nervous around him, but it was a different type of nervous, an exhilarating nervous. We talked about school, and books and music, about everything. We cheered hard for Alycia. She won both the 50- and 100-meter butterfly. After the first race, she pulled her goggles up to her forehead and searched the crowd for me. A smile brightened her face when she saw Wesley sitting beside me. Now I just had to make sure she kept her mouth shut.




Chapter 5

 

 

“HEY. HEY! Toren!” Wesley whispered loudly. He was at the end of the hall, poking his head around the corner. “Grab your bag. Let’s go,” he whispered as I walked over to him.

“What?” It was kind of amusing; he reminded me of a cartoon bank robber looking around to see if the coast was clear.

“C’mon, hurry up! Before Hannity sees us,” Wesley urged. I looked at him blankly and he widened his eyes at me. I hesitated, then grabbed my book bag from my locker and followed Wesley to the parking lot. “I’m turning you into a delinquent, aren’t I?” Wesley said proudly as we drove away from the school.

We drove for a while, taking the back roads outside of town. He turned onto a narrow dirt road, pocked with potholes, and I asked him where we were going.

“You’ll see,” he said with a smile.

We drove past flat cornfields and thick forests, winding around the vast maze of dirt roads that gridded the farmlands. Wesley pulled off to the side next to a small patch of trees, like a mini-forest in the middle of an open field. He led me into a ring of trees that surrounded a small pond. Cattails grew at one end, and the little pool was green with algae. Beside the water, a fallen tree served as a low bench and Wesley sat down, patting the crumbling log next to him.

“It’s way too nice out to be cooped up in a classroom,” he said as I sat down beside him.

“Yeah, it’s beautiful out today,” I agreed, looking through the tree trunks at the stark field on the other side. I could hear a bullfrog and I searched the pond, but I couldn’t see it.

Wesley sighed lightly. A shy smile passed his lips, and he glanced at me. “You know, you’re the first person I ever brought here.”

“Really?” I asked stupidly. I didn’t know what to say, but I felt special.

“Yeah, I guess you seemed to be the right person to share it with.”

I smiled and fiddled my hands in my lap. “It’s really pretty out here. How did you ever find this place?”

“I don’t even know,” he said, peeling off a piece of bark. “I come out here when my folks get on my case. It’s just sorta… relaxing.”

Wesley pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. There was a silence and I felt a little awkward. But the quiet passed and we talked for almost an hour. Wesley told me a little about his family, about his brother away at college, about his job, about everything. I liked listening to him talk; he seemed different from the Wesley I saw at school: he was sensitive and smart and he could be serious. I felt like I got to see a side of him that not everyone got to see.

“So, have you decided where you’re gonna go to school?” I asked after a short silence. I stretched out my legs and glanced at Wesley from the corner of my eye.

Wesley shook his head and snubbed out his cigarette. “Nah. I’m not going to school. I figure that I’ll start working full-time at the body shop.” He placed the cigarette butt in a neat pile beside him on the log.

“You’re not going to college?” I asked, turning and looking at Wesley with surprise.

“School’s never really been my thing,” he answered.

I looked down and bit my lip. I had always planned on going to college; my mom would kill me if I didn’t go. “But what about your parents? Don’t they want you to go?”

“Nah, they really don’t care. They’re pretty much counting down the days till I move out. They pinned all their hopes on my brother, thinking he’ll give them the life they think they deserve.”

“Oh,” I said quietly. I felt awkward and looked at the pond, searching for the noisy bullfrog again. I could feel Wesley staring at me.

“Heh, this is depressing. Let’s change the subject,” he said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees.

“I’m sorry.”

Wesley moved closer to me. “It’s not your fault. Don’t worry about it. But if you wanna cheer me up,” he said with a grin and turned my face toward him. I glanced at him and looked around at the ring of trees. “There’s no one around for miles. So relax.”

He rested his hand on my leg and kissed me, softly at first, then with a little more force. I felt nervous kissing Wesley—I didn’t want him to think I was a bad kisser—but it felt so good that I would sometimes forget to breathe.

We kissed for a while with nature as our witness and I wondered how I could keep this a secret from Mom. I didn’t want my mom to hate me, but I didn’t want to lose this exhilarating feeling that Wesley brought out in me.

“Well, I guess we should get going,” Wesley said, picking up a handful of cigarette butts from the log.

“Oh. Yeah,” I answered, standing up and stretching my arms over my head. Wesley poked the crease of white between my jeans and T-shirt and I hunched over instinctively. He laughed and told me I was cute.

“My mom’s been on my case about cleaning up the mess in the garage. It’s kinda why I wanted to ditch sixth hour, so I could see you for a little while before I had to go.”

I blushed and felt a little excitement that I was contributing to his delinquency. Wesley grinned and kissed me again before we walked back to his car. He drove me home and gave me a brief kiss in the parking lot before I could protest that people might see us. He apologized and said he would make up for it tomorrow. I watched him drive away, and I let my smile broaden when I got in my apartment. I really liked the way Wesley made me feel.




Chapter 6

 

 

WE GOT our exams back in Spanish class. I got a ninety-four and was a little disappointed. I got three questions wrong that I knew the answers to. I felt better when Wesley met me at my locker after class with a beaming smile.

“Check it out. I got an eighty-six,” he said, holding his test up. I looked at the lopsided smiley face in red ink.

“Good job,” I said, pulling my math book out.

“I made flashcards like you said and I think it really helped.” He folded the test in half the long way and stuck it in his back pocket. “What are you doing for lunch?”

“Nothing.”

“You wanna eat together?” I looked up and down the hall self-consciously, and Wesley noticed my blushing cheeks with his requisite grin. He looked at my math book and frowned. “Damn. You’ve got third lunch, don’t you?”

I nodded and the bell rang. I smiled shyly and shrugged. “I gotta get to class.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll see you in history then,” he said, patting my shoulder and waving at me.

I sighed and watched him walk toward the cafeteria. I still didn’t quite know how to act around Wesley at school. I liked that he paid attention to me, but I also worried that people might suspect something.

After history class, Wesley waited for me to get my book bag. We walked out together and I paused at the front of the school, looking down the sidewalk. Wesley stopped and followed my eyes.

“You don’t have to walk home, you know…. I’ll give you a ride from now on,” he said, walking toward the student lot.

“Did you get your garage cleaned up?” I asked, dropping my book bag on the floor between my feet.

“Mostly. It took for-damn-ever too,” he answered, starting the car. He drove to my apartment and parked in an open space. I didn’t even have to invite him in.

I gripped the straps of my book bag as I got out of the car. “I was thinking… we should probably get an outline together for the history project.”

“What? It’s Friday! The weekend! You shouldn’t even think about homework until Sunday. Night. Around eleven,” he said, stretching his arms over his head and waiting for me to catch up. I laughed and Wesley smiled warmly. “You’re cute when you smile,” he said, tilting his head and looking at me sideways. “So is your mom home?” he asked when we reached the third floor.

“No, she’s at work,” I answered, as my heart began to thump to a faster rhythm.

“I see,” he mumbled as I opened the door to the apartment. “And your sister promised me she wouldn’t be home till at least six.”

“Huh?”

“I ran into her between classes today. She’s pretty cool.”

“I’ll tell her you said that,” I said, feeling my heart in my throat. I set down my book bag at the door and looked over the messy living room. I looked around everywhere except at Wesley.

“Your sister’s really protective of you, you know? She told me that if I broke your heart, she’d cut my balls off. Then she laughed and said ‘see ya.’ It was pretty funny… and maybe a little scary now that I think about it.” Wesley stepped closer to me, smiled devilishly, and slid his hand around my waist. “She doesn’t have anything to worry about, though.” He walked me to the sofa, and I fell back onto it.

His kiss felt incredible, flowing through me like electricity, and I shyly pulled him closer. He kissed my neck and collarbones and his hands slid down my arms. He pushed my T-shirt up, and his kisses followed the trail blazed by his fingertips. I pushed my head back into the sofa; it felt amazing. Then his hands dropped, and he began to unhook my belt buckle.

“Wa-wait! What are you doing?” I stammered, stopping his hands.
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