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Yellow Streak

By Susan Laine

 

Sequel to Yellowbelly Hero

Heroes at Heart: Book Two

 

Yancy Bell, a book geek with a bladder problem, saved the life of suicidal gay jock Curt Donovan. But when Curt returns to college after the Christmas holidays pretending he doesn’t know Yancy, warning bells go off.

Has a frightened Curt decided the safety of the closet is preferable to coming out? A remorseful Curt comes knocking on Yancy’s door in the dead of the night. Yancy wants to help Curt find the courage to proudly be himself and pursue his dreams, but first Curt needs to come to terms with his past acts. Yancy can only hope their reunion ends in light, not darkness.




Chapter 1

 

 

I’LL CALL you when I get settled at my brother’s. Talk to you soon.

Two weeks had passed since that heartfelt promise. Spring semester had begun. But winter’s snow, freezing cold, and dark days remained.

No sign of Curt Donovan on campus. Where was he?

Didn’t he know I was sick with worry? I couldn’t help but be fearful of his fragile state of mind. I remained concerned about his health and well-being, and would continue to feel that way until the moment he actually stood in front of me, alive and well.

Every day I dreaded the possible phone call: Yancy Bell? We regret to inform you that Mr. Donovan is dead. He committed suicide at his brother’s house over the holidays. The mere idea of being on the receiving end of that call from hell-on-earth made me nauseous.

I shivered as I stayed glued to my dorm room window, hoping to see his shadow, at least, cast on the drift at the base of the building. He lived in the same dorm as me, one floor above. I’d never set foot in his room.

I knew next to nothing about his life. Sure, I had tidbits: His father—the homophobic, violent bigot—had disowned him when Curt came out to him as gay; Curt’s older siblings, Will and Serena, along with Serena’s husband, Thomas, had chosen Curt’s side; and Curt’s best friends were Dylan and Reggie, both of them on the football team with him.

Curt had contemplated suicide on more than one occasion—and a mere two weeks ago, three days before Christmas, Curt had tried to end his life, knife in hand, in the common bathroom on my floor. He’d been so close, a heartbeat away from doing the dastardly deed.

I had still been on campus, waiting for my parents to come and collect me for the holidays. That night I’d had to get up to pee because of my condition, nervous bladder syndrome, and I’d stumbled upon Curt. We’d talked for a long time about the stuff plaguing his mind. We’d even kissed and made out a little. Then one phone call from his big brother, and Curt realized he wasn’t as alone as he’d thought.

Curt called me his hero. Said I’d saved his life that night.

Then he’d promised to call me after the holidays to set up the date night we’d talked about.

Since then… nothing. Dead air. A charged silence stretching before me like a highway to hell, or a road to oblivion.

I know, terribly melodramatic and lousy poetry to boot.

But he’d promised. I felt I had cause to be anxious, justification to be afraid.

So, with bated breath, I waited to hear from him. Anything at this point. Something to inform me he was still kicking, that he hadn’t slit his wrists as he had almost done.

Watching the campus grounds from the window didn’t help matters or improve my glum mood. People walked by, hurrying here and there, some carrying stacks of book, others gripping their triple-size Styrofoam coffee cups. Everyone looked so busy, like they belonged in college and were readying themselves for classes and exams, their futures.

But me? My mind’s eye gazed into the past, into that single night we’d spent together.

 

 

A COMMOTION in the hallway outside caught my attention. Some classes had begun, but most started tomorrow. So today was the last opportunity for roughhousing before shifting back into gear. Laughter, stomping, partially raised voices, catcalls, clinking beer bottles. Campus life noises—nothing to be alarmed about.

But a familiar voice sounded. The recognition went off in my head like a bomb.

I ran to the door and yanked it open just as a group of five guys, all wearing football jerseys, stumbled past my door, guffaws and slight shoves showing their friendship.

All I saw, however, was a familiar man. Tall and muscular, an athlete’s strong body on display; spiky black hair, cut short on the sides but longer on top; square jaw with a dusting of stubble and a high brow, now covered by strands fallen from his disheveled hair; and a pair of pale green eyes, twinkling with mirth as he chuckled with his friends.

“Hey!” I only realized I’d spoken out loud when all five guys stopped and faced me, most of them confused as to who I was and why I was talking to them.

But one of them went white and rigid, a guilty look rising to his face.

Curt Donovan.

I blinked, wishing in the back of my head I hadn’t seen what I’d seen. I looked down and muttered, “Sorry. Thought you were someone else.” I backed inside my room and closed the door with a snick instead of a slam, though that intentional act wasn’t alien to me.

Curt Donovan was alien to me.

Had any of it been true? The spark between us, the camaraderie, the building trust, the sensual bond, the shared experience? Had it all been a lie?

He’d come back to campus without telling me. He hadn’t called or e-mailed once during his holiday with his brother and sister. He was having fun with his teammates. And me? I’d gone back to being the invisible boy.

I stood in place, my hand on the knob. Perhaps I still clung to the faint hope that I’d hear him knock and bid him to enter, and he’d explain why he was behaving like nothing had happened, as if I were a stranger. I held my breath, but nothing happened.

After a while I gave up. The ruckus outside my door faded till there was only silence. They were gone. Curt was gone.

Sighing, I forced myself to accept that Curt was lost to me. At least he was still alive and seemingly well, I thought. But convincing my heart to acknowledge that Curt might not be the man I thought he was? That was another matter.

 

 

I SPENT the rest of the day preparing for my upcoming classes. Lots of them required a certain amount of advance reading and memorizing, so I stuck my nose in my books and notes and forgot the outside world existed.

That got me through a couple of hours, and evening grew into night.

Then my bladder reminded me of its existence, and its way of doing things wasn’t subtle at all. I went from zero to ninety in a heartbeat. At first I didn’t need to go; then I blinked and all but did my business in the office chair.

I dashed to the door and practically ripped the thing off its hinges.

Curt stood behind the door, waffling, but clearly about to knock, his hand raised.

He stepped back in surprise and blinked hard. “Oh. Oh. Sorry, I… I….”

I grunted, shoving past him. “Gotta go.”

I ran to the common bathroom and ducked into one of the empty stalls. I hated urinals as they reminded me of my condition more acutely than stalls, which was weird, I know. I relieved myself, aiming for the dead center of the bowl. My eyes rolled in pure pleasure as the pressure eased and I could breathe again, my muscles relaxing and my whole body unwinding.

Once I was done, I came out—and nearly ran into Curt’s broad chest as he stood right in front of me. I avoided collision by the grace of God. “Shit. You scared me.”

“Yancy, I…,” he started awkwardly, as though English wasn’t his native tongue.

I didn’t want to talk to him. So once again I rounded him swiftly and rushed to the sink to wash my hands. Considering how much time overall I spent in public bathrooms, it was prudent to remain hygienic.

“Yancy, I’m sorry. Please talk to me,” Curt said behind me.

I gritted my teeth to avoid saying every nasty thing on my mind. I liked to think I was better than that. So I dried my wet hands with paper towels and dashed past him.

It wasn’t until I reached my dorm room again that I realized he’d followed right on my heels, keeping up with my rapid pace with the ease of a trained athlete. Curt was in college on a sports scholarship, after all.

I finally faced him, not bothering to hide my anger and frustration. “What?” I blocked his entry and view into my room, holding on to the door with a white-knuckled grip.

Curt swallowed and lowered his voice. “Can I please talk to you?”

“Go ahead.” I nodded for him to speak, but I wasn’t about to budge.

Curt glanced both ways into the hallway. It was empty now, but voices could easily be heard all around as every room had an occupant by now. Curt seemed nervous and afraid. “Can we talk in private?” His eyes were wide, and he looked worried.

Conflicted, I wavered as my brain argued letting him in would be a mistake. Curt was charming and evasive. He’d turn the tables on me until I was spinning so hard I didn’t know which way was up and which was down.

But my heart? My poor, sad heart… relented.

Silent as the grave, I stepped aside to let Curt Donovan pass.

Mistake or no, tonight would answer a lot of questions plaguing me.




Chapter 2

 

 

CURT SHUFFLED his feet and toyed with the hem of his long-sleeved shirt. From that, plus the way his teeth worried his bottom lip, it wasn’t hard to tell he was extremely nervous.

I decided to put him at ease then and there in the hopes I’d learn what he wanted from me.

In a voice that cracked, I said, “I haven’t told anyone about you and me and what almost happened before the holidays. And I won’t tell anyone either. So if that’s all you came here for, now you know, and you can leave the way you came.”

I didn’t look at him, not even to glare. I might have been disappointed and more than a tad brokenhearted, but I wasn’t a mean person at heart. Sure, he’d kissed me and told me it meant something. But it’s not like he was the first guy to lie about stuff like that, to me or any other gay guy in the whole wide world.

So I stood there in front of the closed door like a statue, my arms crossed tight over my chest, my emotional equilibrium shattered, studying the rug on the floor like it held the answers to the mysteries of life.

“Yancy…,” Curt whispered. His voice broke too. But I had no idea what it meant. “I’m sorry. I should’ve called you. I just… I didn’t know what to say.” He huffed in exasperation—aimed at himself, I could tell. “Fuck, I still don’t.”

I went for the brave act. “It’s okay. I figured you might not wanna see me again. I remind you of your worst day. I warned you about that before, so I get it.” I feigned a smile, trying to project self-certainty and courage. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll see each other around campus and maybe in a few classes. But that’s the extent of it. We don’t have to be bosom buddies. Or even casual friends.” I nodded to convince myself more than him. “But, uh… I am glad to see you’re okay.”

With my (fake) polite mask in place, I moved out of his way so he could get back to the door without having to bump into me. Or even brush against me.

Because I still wasn’t looking at him, it took me a moment to notice that he hadn’t left the room, not passed by me, not so much as moved an inch.

Puzzled, I looked up at him.

Curt had tears in his eyes.

My heart flooded with sympathy. My head told me he was manipulating me.

I had no idea which organ to trust.

“You’re right,” Curt said after a while. His typically low voice dropped further. “I did think you would remind me of… of that… thing I nearly did. I didn’t know how to handle it. Just the memory alone gives me nightmares. I was… scared.”

I exhaled deeply. As I had told him, I’d known this could happen, and I understood and forgave him for it. How could I not when he’d been trapped in such a dark place?

“It’s okay,” I said. It was a lie. Kind of. I could accept that explanation. But did I think it was a hundred percent true? I wasn’t that much of a fool. That night, he’d told me he was done hiding, that he was ready to step out of the closet. I’d known it would never be that easy. Words are cheap; actions speak louder.

But there was no chance in hell I’d ever force him to out himself. Not here in college, not to his friends, not to anyone. And certainly not for me. Only one person could or should make that decision, and that was him. I wasn’t even part of the equation, and that was as it should be.

The best thing, I concluded, was to ease his conscience. My heart was hurting, but he’d been ready to die. The two things didn’t compare.

“How’d the holidays go with your brother and sister?” I asked, diverting the conversation away from his negligent behavior toward me.

Curt seemed to deflate at the question, his shoulders slumping. He rubbed his forehead and breathed heavily. Finally he shifted and collapsed on my bed, his back to the wall. The position mirrored the one he’d taken two weeks ago, right before kissing me.

But that was in the past.

“Will was so mad,” Curt said slowly, his gaze glassy and turned inward. “Not at me, but at Dad. I thought he’d rupture a blood vessel or something ’cause his veins kept throbbing at the sides of his head—right here.” He tapped at his temple and shuddered. “Serena and Thomas tried to calm him down. They did win out in the end, on Christmas Day. Everything kinda settled down after that.”

“That sounds good,” I said in encouragement.

Then Curt said the worst thing he possibly could. “I missed you.”

The misery in his voice undid something in me. I closed my eyes to ward off the cold, cruel world. “I missed you too.”
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