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151 Days

 

 

By John Goode

Tales from Foster High: Book Three

 

With just 151 days left until the school year ends, Kyle Stilleno is running out of time to fulfill the promise he made and change Foster, Texas, for the better. But he and his boyfriend, Brad Graymark, have more than just intolerance to deal with. Life, college, love, and sex have a way of distracting them, and they’re realizing Foster is a bigger place than they thought. When someone from their past returns at the worst possible moment, graduation becomes the least of their worries.




 

Kyle

 

FOR EVERY action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

This is Newton’s Third Law of Motion, and it is a pretty standard concept that is universally accepted in science. It’s a cornerstone of physics since forever. Well, not actual forever, but before color television, so close enough for what I’m talking about. It states that whenever object A interacts with object B, they exert forces on each other that forever changes the trajectory of both objects. Everything in the universe can change anything it comes into contact with. No one escapes unscathed.

I’m pretty sure you know I am not talking about physics.

There is no way to exist in this world without affecting it. Trust me, I tried. Most of my life, I tried to place myself outside the world. A boy in an emotional bubble, never touching anything, never letting anything touch me, just my own little island of nothing, trying my level best to just move forward.

I didn’t want friends.

I so desperately wanted friends. I mean, in the same way that boy bands wanted to stay relevant past their third album desperate. But I had no idea how to make friends. Hell, I didn’t even like myself. What were the odds someone else would like me? No, better not to engage and ignore all that socializing.

I didn’t want love.

Now, this is complete bullshit and we all know it. I mean, who doesn’t want love? I wanted love the same way people who believe in UFOs want to be abducted. Both of us would be completely shocked by it and then find ourselves utterly unprepared for the actual occurrence. I wanted to be loved, but I had no idea what it would feel like if someone did.

I didn’t want to be seen.

This one is true. I hated everything about me, which seemed like it wasn’t really a big deal because I hated almost everything else, but it was. See, I hated myself for all the things I wasn’t, and I hated everyone else for being everything I could never be. Things like normal, cool, and chill were beyond my grasp, and I grew up loathing all the reasons why I couldn’t be like that and hated the people who were.

I wanted not to exist, I wanted a pain-free life, I wanted to get out of high school in one piece.

Turns out I was better off wishing to be abducted. At least then all of my failure would have been contained to a spaceship.

Let me show you the chain of events that led to this clusterfuck of a life I live.

Brad Graymark’s dad was a douchebag and didn’t use protection in high school when he had sex.

That created Brad. He’s object A.

Brad desperately wanted to be loved and accepted by his father, but couldn’t get it because, and again I refer back to, his father was a colossal douchebag. For Brad that meant playing baseball the very best he could. Because Brad was so good at baseball, he became one of the most popular guys in school. Because he was so popular, he didn’t think he needed to do anything except play baseball.

Turns out he needed to maintain a GPA above a negative number.

So to keep playing baseball, which would keep him popular, which would magically change his father to show emotion and say he loved his son, Brad had to find a tutor.

That’s me, object B.

We met, he kissed me, I had a stroke and kissed him back, and then all sorts of shit started to happen.

The school decided to say very loudly that they didn’t like gay people, which then caused our parents to rise up and threaten to sue them if they kept it up.

See? Action to reaction.

Since the school couldn’t openly be hostile toward us, it allowed everyone else to be hostile, which meant it was open season on gay people at Foster High.

Action to reaction.

Being openly attacked forced Brad and me to make new friends—well, new ones for him, my first ones. Those people had been treated shitty for just being different, so we all kind of came together.

Can you see how every single thing has caused a completely different thing to occur?

That led to us crashing a popular-people party, which led Kelly, a friend of Brad’s, to admit he had feelings for Brad, which led to Jeremy, don’t ask, to film it and put it up on YouTube, which led to Kelly shooting himself in the head.

You know, that makes it sound like Brad being born is at fault; let me start over again.

If I had never been born then Brad would have found someone else to tutor him, Kelly could have gone on crushing on him in silence, and none of this would have happened. So if I was dead, Kelly would be alive.

We all got that?

So now we are here, 151 days left in this school year and we’re a man down. I know that sounds flippant, but think about it for a moment. Our senior year had a literal body count; that’s how bad it had gotten. But the clusterfuck that was this year wasn’t done yet.

Because Kelly killing himself caused people to lose their minds. They wanted someone to blame. Some found that blame in the school, some found it in Kelly, and most of the people at school found it in me.

See, to everyone else, I was object A, the first kid in school to stand up and say, “Yeah, I’m gay. What’s your problem?” which led to Kelly being object B and killing himself. Sure, there were a lot of steps in between, but in their head the line from me to him was pretty simple. Gay guy to dead guy. End of story.

But they’re wrong. It isn’t the end of the story. In fact, it’s the start of a whole new one.

Because Kelly killing himself was object A, and trust me in this:

I’m object B, and I am pissed.

This town killed Kelly, this attitude that normal is a religion and anyone who doesn’t worship under it is a sinner who deserves to get punished. Maybe you shun them, maybe you hurl derogatory comments at them, and maybe you hold them down and beat the shit out of them in an empty gym. Well, if that’s the case, I am not a sinner, I am the fucking devil, and I refuse to stand by and let anyone else end up being sacrificed on the altar of normal.

I have 151 days left in the school year before I blow out of this town like a cartoon roadrunner. That leaves me a little under five months to fix Foster and make sure this never happens again.

So if I were you, I’d buckle up, because I’m not playing around anymore.




January 15: Waiting On the World to Change—151 days left

 

 

Brad

 

“SO, I have a plan,” Kyle said during lunch.

Jennifer and Sammy sat there with us for lunch, but to be honest, no one felt much like eating. A week had passed since Kelly died. School had been closed, and today was our first day back. Foster, which was the center of the world to a lot of us, lurched to a halt as people tried to deal with the fact that one of our own had shot himself. Students who sent him nasty messages on Facebook were all buttsore now that they had been outed to the rest of Foster by Kyle and us printing out their hate. By the end of the week, all the talking and texting quieted down and sadness settled in.

The whole school seemed in equal parts shocked and outraged about the situation. However, by lunch, the four of us knew that the rest of the student body had agreed on one point. Our little quartet of freaks was to blame.

No one was pointing fingers and calling us out, nothing like that. But you know when someone is giving you the stink eye. Even if you never hear the words, you can just tell when someone is talking shit about you behind your back. No one dared to say anything to our faces, but the accusations were there in their expressions.

Kelly’s death was our fault.

So to find out he had a plan wasn’t shocking to any of us. If you knew Kyle like we did, it wouldn’t have shocked you either.

“What now?” Jennifer asked. Her voice sounded tired. The circles under her eyes and her less-than-perfect makeup and hair told me she hadn’t slept much more than I had.

I wasn’t surprised by her reaction, but I could tell Kyle was. We were all weary, drop-dead exhausted with trying to deal with what had happened and making Kelly’s suicide real in our heads. I knew she wasn’t blaming Kyle for what happened, but she was having a hard time being excited about another one of his plans; the last one pretty much revealed the school as being full of hating assholes.

Kyle paused for half a second, no doubt trying to process her response. Was it sarcasm aimed at him, or had she been just asking a question? He opted for choice two because he explained, “I want to start a gay-straight alliance here.”

Weird. I understood every individual word he said, but strung together, they made no sense at all.

“You want to start a what, now?”

He opened his mouth to answer, but Sammy beat him to it. “It’s like an after-school club, but instead of, like, choir or cheerleading, it’s a place where kids can talk about their sexuality without judgment.” She glanced over at Kyle and flushed a little. “I’m sorry, Kyle. Brad was asking you.”

Kyle waved it off. “No, that’s exactly right. How did you know what it was?”

Sammy shrugged. “I Googled them before winter break. I didn’t think we could ever start one here. But that was before….” She gazed out over the quad.

And just like that, Kelly was there.

I saw him, clear as day, sitting on the steps behind Jennifer, stuffing his face with school pizza and listening along.

God, I was losing it.

“We couldn’t have,” Kyle agreed. I shook my head and looked away from Kelly. I could tell Kyle was excited by the way his voice sped up. “But I think we can force them to make one.”

The emphasis on force made me realize what I had thought was mere excitement was really determination lighting his eyes.

“You’re talking about the emergency school board meeting this week, right?” I asked. He nodded, and I instantly sighed. “Dude, have you forgotten the last time we tried to go to one of those?”

He smiled back at me and said, “Yeah, but this time we’re not going.”

That was when I knew the school board was not going to be ready for him, not this time.

His idea was to go to Mrs. Axeworthy and ask her to help.

Now, I don’t know about yours, but it seems like every school has one teacher who is just… weird. I was going to say off the beaten path, but off doesn’t really cover it for Mrs. Axeworthy. She’s one of those teachers who never let the class get boring or just went on about the same stuff day after day. She always tried new things, like having class in the quad, or going on field trips to First Street. One time she made us write a song about Foster and its history. Like I said, in her case weird wasn’t a bad thing. Mrs. Axeworthy knew she was weird, and I think she liked it that way.

She had talked to Kyle after the last school board thing. From what he said, she had been out on a family emergency or something, so she didn’t find out until after the board had ruled if I could play baseball or not, but she wanted to let him know she was on our side. I never knew what on our side meant, but at least it wasn’t actively against us like most everyone else. I’m going to be honest and say I had almost forgotten she existed until Kyle brought her up again in his plan.

This gay-straight thing had to have a teacher to run it or the school wouldn’t recognize it, and since most of the teachers were barely tolerating us, I didn’t think asking them to volunteer would be a great idea. But Mrs. Axeworthy had said she was on our side, and Kyle thought that meant something. I silently hoped he was right.

Part of Mrs. Axeworthy’s weirdness was her wearing a black cat pin on her blouse every day. However, that afternoon, when we walked into her office, I realized we had not even begun to scratch the weird surface. She collected black cat things. Stuffed animals, pictures, mugs, anything that had a black cat on it seemed to have ended up in her office. I mean, sure, on the weirdness scale, black-cat-thing collecting was way low, but the idea of something like black-cat-thing collecting made me nervous. “Weird” meant “unpredictable” in my mind. Things I couldn’t predict always made me nervous, doubly so where Kyle was concerned.

She greeted Kyle like they were old friends and then stood up when she saw me. “You must be Brad,” she exclaimed. “I’ve heard a lot about you!” She looked like she was about to hug me, but then she stopped and held out her hand. It was odd, but I could swear I saw her glance at her door for a second.

I looked and Kyle nodded. He’d seen it too.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said, trying not to sound confused.

“I came to ask you a question.” Kyle went straight to the point once she sat back down.

“Well, that sounds serious,” she replied, gesturing at the chairs across from her.

I wanted to stand, but then I would have looked like some kind of secret service agent, so I sat down next to Kyle.

“Have you heard of a gay-straight alliance?”

She smiled, but the expression didn’t seem very genuine. “Why do you ask?”

I saw Kyle pause. He hadn’t been expecting that question at all. “Um, I was thinking that we could use one here at school.”

Most adults are pretty good at hiding what they’re feeling. Case in point: my dad could be plotting how to kill me and hide the body undetected, and the smile on his face wouldn’t waver an inch. Mrs. Axeworthy was not one of those people. Her expression went from fake smile to nervous to almost paranoid as she glanced at the door. She walked over to it and opened it all the way, toeing the doorstop hard so it couldn’t close by accident. “That’s an interesting idea,” she replied, but her voice made the word sound like it was anything but interesting.

“Do you think you can help us?” Kyle asked.

She visibly paused.

“I mean, if you want to,” Kyle added. “It was just a thought.”

“No, it’s okay,” she said, sitting down again. “I am glad you asked me, but I’m afraid I can’t be of much help.”

I saw Kyle’s hopes deflate around him.

“Why?” I asked, not really caring if this was a difficult subject for her.

She looked at me, and I could see a sadness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. Seeing a teacher like a real person is weird, but my friendship with Tyler has taught me that grown-ups don’t know that much more than kids do. They just hide things better. “It’s a long story, and I’m afraid I am not at liberty to share it.” She studied her desktop for a moment.

“You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,” Kyle assured her.

She gave him a sad smile. “It’s not that I don’t want to, Kyle.” Without knowing it, she’d picked up a pen shaped like a seated cat and started to doodle on a blank piece of paper.

“It’s that you can’t?” I threw out since she wasn’t saying anything.

She looked at me silently.

“Mrs. Axeworthy, you can trust us.” Kyle reached across the desktop and put his hand on hers. She sat up a little straighter, eyes widening very slightly.

Then she patted his hand with her free one before gently lifting his hand away and pulling hers clear. At first I couldn’t understand, and then it hit me: if someone saw….

“You got in trouble,” I blurted out.

“I wish I could help you, but I can’t,” she stated quietly, not contradicting me. She stood up, ending the meeting.

Kyle got up after her, confused at what was going on.

“I hope you find someone who can help you,” she added earnestly.

“It’s cool, Mrs. A,” I said, standing up. “We’ll just keep trying.”

“We will?” Kyle asked me, half-stunned.

I smiled and gave him a nod. “Damn right we will.”

“Thanks for talking with us,” I continued, since Kyle’s big brain was too busy thinking to give him the cue that he should say something. She gave me a grateful smile as we walked out. “So what’s plan B?” I asked Kyle.

He gave me an odd look. “You tell me. She was my only idea.”

“Have to be other teachers out there who will help.”

He stopped walking. “You’re pretty gung-ho about something you didn’t even know word one about an hour ago.” He wasn’t mad, but he was curious.

I knew what he meant, so I stopped walking. “I know you think this is important, so it is important. I didn’t do a thing to help you with Kelly, and that was a mistake, one I am not making again.” My voice cracked, as it usually did when I brought up Kelly.

I saw Kelly leaning up against a locker. He wasn’t smiling, just staring at me intently.

“This is important, and that means it needs to get done.”

He didn’t understand my motivation, but I could tell he was happy I was trying to help him.

After school, I went with plan B.

“Me?” Tyler paused and looked at me for a second. I nodded as I pulled another handful of Dallas Cowboys towels out of a box and began to place them on the shelves. “But I’m not a teacher. How can I do it?”

“Well, you’re not a teacher yet, but I bet if you asked Coach Gunn, he would sign you up as an assistant coach or something. I mean, you’ve played college ball—that kind of experience has to be worth something.”

“Well, it was barely one year of college ball, and it does count for something. Not enough to get me a degree in education or sports management, which I would need to be an assistant coach.” I could tell by the tone in his voice he thought I was only half-serious.

That was his mistake.

“But how many credits are you shy an associate’s? I bet if you started at community college, Gunn would hire you on in a second.”

He paused what he was doing. “Now you have me going back to school? And who will be taking care of the store between me going to school and coaching?”

Hmmm, I hadn’t thought that far ahead.

“What about Matt?” I offered. Tyler and Matt had been dating since New Year’s, and though it wasn’t serious, I thought it would be enough to ask Matt to hold down the store while Tyler came to school and made everything better somehow.

He laughed and shook his head. “One, he has a job. Two, I don’t want to be a coach. And three, you know, even if I did do all of that, there’s still a huge chance that they’d say no.”

Sighing, I nodded and kept putting the towels away. “I know, but Kyle wants this so bad, and I feel fucking useless.”

“You’re not useless,” Tyler assured me. “It just means it’s going to take a little more thinking is all.”

“Like I said,” I muttered, tossing the last of the towels on the shelf, “useless.”

When it came to thinking, I was a bit out of my comfort zone. After all, my claim to fame was being able to hit a little white ball more than 400 feet over the back fence more often than most guys. There wasn’t a lot of thinking in that job. But I wasn’t going to let Kyle down again.

“You do know just being there for him is enough, right?”

I tried not to look at him like a complete idiot, but I’m pretty sure I screwed that up. “You do know that sooner or later he is going to realize he’s been doing all this on his own and find someone who can walk and chew gum at the same time?”

He gave me that sympathetic face that adults give when they are lying their asses off. “You’re not dumb, Brad.”

“This is coming from a guy who is, like, fortysomething and is just now dating his first serious boyfriend?”

He shot me a look and asked, “What does that have to do with anything?”

I shook my head and slapped a set of golf tees on the shelf. “It means you might not be the best guy to judge if other people are smart or not.”

He crumpled up the piece of paper he had been going over and threw it at me, but he didn’t disagree with me. Suddenly his expression changed.

“You know, I heard of a club like that back when I was your age.”

I tried not to gape at him. “What? Where?”

“There were rumors there was some gay club at Foster. I mean, it could have just been talk. You know how bad the two schools talk about each other behind their backs. For all I knew, Granada had also said there was a dungeon under Foster where we locked up anyone who dared to root for the wrong team or something. I just remember hearing that there was supposed to be a gay club at Foster and that it ended up getting shut down, and someone almost got fired. I wouldn’t even remember, but at the time I was scared that my name would somehow get attached to it because I was curious to go see what it was about.”

That sounded crazy even for this town, but Tyler wouldn’t make something like that up.

 

 

THE NEXT day there was no practice, a sure sign the faculty didn’t think we were over Kelly’s death yet. Kyle was out somewhere with Jennifer, which meant when I was done at Tyler’s, I had some time to myself.

Time for plan C.

I sat in my car for about ten minutes, trying to think of a better plan C than the one I had, but nothing came to mind. There were so many reasons I did not want to have to rely on plan C. Then I thought of Kyle busting his ass for the rest of us and told myself to suck it up.

I drove up First Street and turned onto East Avenue like I was going to Kyle’s house. Maybe I could just go to Kyle’s house… no, I couldn’t….

I stopped a couple of blocks up and pulled into the parking lot for Twice Upon a Time.

Robbie was a person I’d barely ever talked to, but for some reason, I didn’t like him.

I had “met” him when I was dating Jennifer, since she practically lived at his shop. Robbie was loud, flamboyant, and above all else, stereotypically gay. I admit it was a shitty attitude to have, but guys who didn’t act like guys drove me fucking crazy.

He had made a few smartass comments about me when I’d come into the store with Jennifer. I hadn’t really heard them because I was too busy biting the inside of my cheek to stop myself from saying something ugly about him and his place.

Sighing, I got out of my car and walked inside. Some show tune garbage being blasted at a speaker-shattering level smashed into my eardrums the minute I opened the door. Robbie’s back was to me, and his concentration was focused on the rack of clothes he was sorting. I didn’t even think he heard me come in. I called his name, but the music drowned me out. I took a deep breath and roared, “Hey!”

He let out half a shriek and spun around to face me, brandishing the blue plastic hanger he clutched like a sword. “What the fuck!” he yelled at me. “Who just yells at people?”

I pointed upward to the speakers. “It helps if you can hear people trying to talk to you.”

He pulled a remote out of his pocket and lowered the music. “Kyle isn’t here,” he said, stuffing the remote back into his pocket.

I opened my mouth to say something but paused. “I know. Why would you think I was here looking for him?”

He put the hanger up and moved toward the counter. “Well, in the entire time I’ve owned this place, you’ve been in three times. Twice with Jennifer, during which you gave me dirty looks, and once to pick up Kyle, during which you barely acknowledged my existence. I don’t see your ex-girlfriend dragging you in here, which leaves your boyfriend. Who isn’t here,” he added.

“I know he isn’t here,” I snapped at him. “I know where my boyfriend is.” I have no idea why I said that, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

“Well, bully for you,” he said, sitting down behind the counter. “So now what? You pledging a frat or something? Because I know for a fact there is no way you would ever wear anything that was secondhand.”

I began to say something and then stopped. Again he was right, but for some reason the statement pissed me off. “Why do you say that?”

He had pulled a book out from under the counter and was about to open it when he gave me a withering glance. “Well, because every single piece of clothing you have on has an A&F or an eagle logo on it somewhere. Which is impressive, by the way, since the closest store is at least a hundred miles away. You shop online, or Mommy and Daddy make road trips for you?”

I want to point out a few things before I go all ballistic on this guy.

One, it isn’t a crime to like nice clothes. Two, I happen to like the clothes they sell at A&F, and I get an allowance every few months to order stuff online. Three, the idea of wearing clothes that other people have already worn gives me the creeps, because all I can imagine is a bunch of other people’s bugs wandering all over me. And four, what I liked to wear was none of this guy’s business.

“What’s your problem?” I asked him, walking toward the counter.

He closed his book and folded his hands on top of it. “Are you serious?” When I didn’t answer, he rolled his eyes at me and muttered to himself, “This boy cannot be real.”

“Yeah, I’m serious. Why are you being such a dick to me?”

He took a deep breath and let me have it. “Um, maybe because you’ve given me attitude since day one for no other reason than you’re a self-loathing douchebag who is so scared of people not liking you that even now you’re pitching a fit because someone is saying they might not like you. Even if that person is someone you can’t stand, like me.”

I really didn’t like that he had a point.

“But putting that aside,” he said, moving the book as an example of the metaphor, “the real problem I have with you is that you are so smitten with yourself that you just take for granted people doing good things for you. God forbid you should thank them or even be grateful, not Little Lord Bradley Fauntleroy. Instead you should just go on with whatever issues you have in your own mind because they’re more important than anything someone else might say or do.”

“You think I should thank you for giving Kyle clothes?” Even as I asked him, that didn’t sound right.

“No, you jock dick. I want you to thank me for explaining to the girl you lied to for three years that you weren’t a complete asshole because you liked boys the whole time you were using her to hide behind. I would like a small acknowledgment that I took your side even though you have been nothing but shitty to me and that you’d never once consider taking my side if I needed you.”

I just stood there, stunned.

“See, I know Kyle told you why Jennifer wasn’t holding a grudge against you two, and still you didn’t think for one moment about, just maybe, saying thank you. I have no idea why Kyle would waste his time with you… no, wait, I do see it. Let me rephrase. If you couldn’t shred cheese on your abs, I’m sure Kyle would have nothing to do with you. Frankly, my dear, you aren’t a very nice person. I know, I’m not one either. Now you don’t like me for whatever little drama you have in your head, but I don’t like you because I went to the mat for you, and you’re still acting like a dick when you see me.” He gave me a plastic smile and cocked his head. “So you want to go another three rounds there, Sporty Spice?”

The last time I had felt this bad was when the guys in the library thought I was going to beat them up. Every time I think I’m becoming a better person I trip over my own ego and find out I’m still the same asshole I didn’t like before.

“You’re right. That was shitty of me, and I’m sorry.” I would have rather eaten dirt at that moment than apologize, but what choice did I have? Robbie was right. Jennifer had had every right to come after me to carve me up using a dull knife. Instead, she had buried her pain to become friends with me again.

And that was because of Robbie.

“You didn’t have to do that, and I didn’t deserve it. I apologize, and thank you.” I turned to walk out, since there was no way in hell I could ask him to be the alliance’s sponsor after what he’d just said.

“So if you weren’t here for Kyle, why did you come in?”

I just shook my head and kept walking toward the door. “Doesn’t matter. Have a good one.”

“Oh, you fucking drama queen! Stop!” he snapped. I paused and looked over my shoulder at him. “I swear to God, one of you butch freaks is worse than any three drag queens.” He rounded the end of the counter and came to a halt a few feet away, leaning casually against the glass top. “You came in here for something; then you were read. Now learn humility from that and try again.” I gave him a confused look, and he sighed at me. “Why did you come in here?”

I wanted to leave, but I knew I was in it now. “I was wondering… I mean, Kyle is trying to…. Just never mind. It’s stupid.”

“Oh, for the love of…,” he sputtered at me, glaring like he was thinking about taking a swing at my face. “Kyle is trying to…,” he prompted me.

“Kyle is trying to get a gay-straight something started at the school, and we need a teacher to run it or they’ll say no.” I said everything in one breath, certain I had run it together into one garbled phrase.

“A gay-straight something?” he echoed slowly.

“Some kind of club, I think, for gay kids. I don’t know. He says it’s important.” I really wanted to get away from Robbie now.

He seemed to think it over for a few seconds. “You’re talking about one of those alliances, right?” I nodded in agreement. “One of those lame-ass groups where no one shows up, and the school thinks it’s done something for the poor, misguided ’mos wandering the halls.” He went back behind the counter. “It’s a waste of time. Tell him not to bother.”

I nodded and kept moving toward the door.

“Hold it,” he called out. I looked over at him, just dying for him to stop talking. “Why would you come to me for that?”

“I don’t know. I was hoping you could get a job at the school or know someone who would step up. I just have no idea where to find someone.”

He shook his head. “No, that I gathered. I mean, why are you here pushing for it?” I didn’t understand what he meant. “Why do you care so much? Do you even know why Kyle thinks it’s so important?”

I had to admit I didn’t.

“He thinks it’s important, so it has to be” was all I could answer.

“And winner of the worst reason to do something goes to Bradley Graymark and his ‘My boyfriend is smarter than I am so I don’t need to do any thinking for myself’ response. I know why Kyle would think this idea is worth pursuing, but if you have no idea what a gay-straight alliance means, I suggest you get out of the way, because asking people to help you with something that you have no earthly clue about makes you sound dumber than you already are.”

I nodded, feeling even more stupid. “Sorry again,” I mumbled as I opened the front door.

“Figure out what Kyle is trying to do,” he called after me. “If you know why he is doing it, maybe you’ll find a reason of your own to ask me to help.”

So far it had been the best advice I’d heard all day.

I went to Nancy’s Diner because I hadn’t heard from Kyle, and I wasn’t ready to go home and call it a day yet. A thousand thoughts jostled for my attention, and I barely registered Gayle stopping at my booth, pad in hand, to take my order. “Well, well, well, young Mr. Graymark, as I live and breathe! You ready to order or waiting on Kyle?”

I shrugged and put the menu back next to the sugars. “I guess a Coke and fries.” My voice had all the excitement of a guy being woken up in the middle of the night to answer the phone.

She shook her head and then sat down across from me. “I’ve known you since you had to use a booster seat to eat at this table, and you have never once not been hungry.” She gave me one of her “talk to me” smiles. “You and Kyle fighting again?”

“No, it isn’t that. I just, I mean, Kyle is trying to do something, and I can’t….” I sighed as I realized I was making no sense whatsoever. “I am just tired of being the dumb guy in the relationship.”

She gave me a stern look. “How many all-star games did Nolan Ryan play in?”

I didn’t even have to think about it. “Eight.”

“And how many career strikeouts did he pitch?”

“Um, five thousand, seven hundred and fourteen.”

“And how many no-hitters did he pitch?”

“Seven.”

“See?” she said, pointing a finger at me. “You are not dumb at all. You just have a very specific skill set.”

I rolled my eyes and thunked my forehead against the tabletop. “Awesome. My superpower is remembering baseball stats. I’m sure that will help Kyle immensely.”

Something hit the top of my head. I looked up and dodged away from the possibility of another lethal order-pad attack. “I allow a lot of stuff in my place, but pity parties are not on the list. Brad, it takes real brains to remember all of that stuff. It took real brains for you to think past just being reinstated on the team and to demand an antibullying policy for Foster High. Thought I forgot about that, didn’t you? Well, I didn’t. Brad, the longer you sit there moaning about how dumb you are, the more you’re going to believe it. Sorry, son, you have lots of brains, so suck it up, buttercup.”

Neither one of us said anything for a few seconds. Finally I blurted out, “Do you think Kyle just likes me for my looks?”

Her eyes went wide, and she bit her lip in an attempt to withhold the laugh that burst out of her anyway. “Do I think Kyle likes the way you look? Of course he does, sweetie. Most of the people in the world would like the way you look.” More seriously, she added, “Do I think it is the only reason? No, and let me tell you why. Because Kyle isn’t in love with your face or your body or even that smile. He is in love with the guy who set up an elaborate date for him because he wanted to make him happy. He is in love with the guy who stood next to him when the rest of the school was ready to lynch him. Your looks might get you in the door, Brad, but I assure you it is your heart that’s the reason you’re staying. If Kyle has a problem, you’re already helping him. You’re there for him, and he knows that.”

I began to protest, but she talked over me. “And I know you wish you could do more than that, but I assure you, being there one hundred percent is way more than a lot of other people ever think of doing. Don’t sell yourself short there, son.” She slid out of the booth, straightened her apron, and snapped her order pad open again. “There are more than enough people in the world who will do that for you. Trust me, they don’t need any help.”

“But I have no idea what to do.” I swear to you, I was seriously trying not to whine.

“You will. Until then, be the guy in love with him.” She shook her head. “The two of you are so far ahead of the game, it’s silly. Finding the person who makes you want to rush in and save them is almost impossible in this world. Everything else is easy after that. Stop worrying.”

It was good advice, but I still felt like crap. I think she knew it, but she knew not to keep talking too.

“I’ll get your fries. You sure you don’t want a burger?” She watched me think and nodded at the same time I did. Weird. “Yeah, that’s one burger too. Coming right up.”

She walked away, leaving me to sort out all the crap running around in my head. I really had no one else to ask to help with Kyle’s idea; to be honest, asking Tyler and Robbie was me going after the longest long shots I could have found. Gayle brought me my food, and I nibbled on a fry and tried not to feel completely useless.

Then my phone vibrated.

Kyle: Where r u?

Just seeing a text from him could get me to smile with insane levels of happiness.

Brad: At Nancys trying not 2 go home yet.

It took a few seconds, and he responded.

Kyle: BRT

I had to laugh; for someone who never owned a cell phone, he sure had figured out text speak pretty fast. I took my knife and cut the burger in half and divided the fries into two piles as I waited. Five minutes later, Jennifer’s car pulled up in front of the diner, and Kyle got out and waved at me.

I felt my face light up as I waved back and then waved at Jennifer before she drove off.

He strode in and tossed his backpack under the table as he sat next to me. “Hey, you,” he said, leaning over to kiss me.

I kissed him back, and the feelings of idiocy I had been experiencing all day faded a little. “Hey back.”

He looked down at my plate, and his eyes got wide. “Did you wait to eat until I got here?”

I slid my plate closer to him. “I even decided to share.”

“Oh God, this is the best thing I’ve seen all day.” He grabbed half of the burger and took a huge bite. “We’ve been running around all day, and we didn’t stop to eat.” He chewed contently and looked over at me. “I love you so much for this.”

I looked at him, confused. “It’s a burger.”

He shook his head. “No, it was your burger, and now it’s ours. That’s pretty damn awesome.” I felt a warmth in my chest as he leaned closer to me and took another bite. “Not a lot of guys would wait to eat until their flake of a boyfriend could show up. That’s why I love you.”

I slipped my arm around him and pulled him against me. “How did you get to be so awesome?”

He smiled and shrugged at me. “Genetics?”

We both laughed as we finished the burger.

 

 

THE WEEK flew by, and the news got worse and worse.

Kyle had looked up the rules for an after-school club, and not only did it need an adult there but a full-fledged teacher to boot. So my plan of somehow getting Tyler made an assistant coach wouldn’t have worked, because he wouldn’t have been an actual teacher with a degree and all that. At lunch I brought up asking Mrs. A. again, but Kyle was dead set against it.

“No, she was scared of something. I don’t think that’s the way to go.”

Jennifer sighed and tossed her sandwich into the trash. “This school sucks.” She sounded so defeated I was kind of shocked. “Any of you want to cut the rest of the day?”

Sammy raised her hand. She looked like a zombie as well. Most of the school was walking around like that, half asleep, not sure what to do anymore. I’d seen the look everywhere lately, even my own mirror.

I looked at Kyle, and he gave me an “I don’t know” look in return. “I better not,” I said finally. “They’re barely letting me play baseball as it is. If I end up cutting too much, it’s just another reason for them to kick me off.”

Jennifer stared at me for a long couple of seconds, and for a moment I thought she was mad at me. With as much anger as I had ever heard in her voice she said, “I hate this fucking school.” She turned around and stormed off.

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked Sammy and Kyle.

Sammy got up and tossed her Pepsi can in the trash. “No, she’s just… we’re all just brain-dead, Brad. This school sucks so bad that a guy shot himself to not come here. What does that say about Foster?”

“It says we need to seriously look at why people think Southern people are friendly,” ghost Kelly commented.

“That it needs to change,” Kyle answered.

She looked at Kyle with a thousand-yard stare and sighed. “Then more power to you.” And she walked away.

“What’s going on?” Kyle asked me once they were both gone. “Am I pushing too hard? I thought the alliance thing would be a good idea, and the only way we’re going to get it is if we bring it up at the meeting Friday. After that they’ll never agree…. Should I just shut up?”

I glanced over at Kelly, and he shook his head no and then gestured for me to say something to Kyle.

“No. You’re not giving up,” I said, looking him straight in the eyes. “They’re tired, worn down. They just need some time. So we have two more days. What’s your next plan?”

“I don’t have a next one,” he said sadly.

“You will,” I assured him. “We aren’t beat yet.”

Suddenly I understood what Gayle had said, and keeping Kyle’s head in the game wasn’t me being a dumb waste of space. After school we went to the library, and he dug through the school rules, trying to find some kind of loophole or some sneaky way to get around it while I sat next to him and looked up what a gay-straight alliance was.

A gay-straight alliance is where kids of all kinds could get together and talk about stuff that was important to them. If you were gay and had questions about being gay, you could ask them. If you were straight and wanted to ask gay people stuff, you could. They generally educated people on the different days, like coming-out day, or no-name-calling week. Both seemed like a long shot, but it was cool that someone was trying to have them. Generally it was a place, once a week, that kids could go to and feel safe no matter what. They weren’t freaks, they weren’t fags, they were just kids. And though I doubt I would have ever stepped into one before meeting Kyle, I could see how having one was important.

“I got nothing,” he said, sighing in frustration. “There is no way to get around not having a teacher.”

I grabbed his hand and gave him a smile. “We’ll figure something out.”

When I dropped him off at his house, he looked about ready to give up. I didn’t blame him. I think he knew more about the school charter than the school board did now. He was halfway out of the car when I reminded him, “Hey, you know if this doesn’t happen, it’s in no way your fault, right?” His expression told me that was the exact way he was looking at it. “Kyle, you didn’t make Foster this messed-up of a town.”

In a small voice, he answered, “I feel like I have.” He slid back into his seat again and closed the door. “What if I never came out? What if I just shut my mouth and kept my head down? Kelly wouldn’t have attacked me, and you wouldn’t have had to jump in. Maybe he would be alive and you’d be better off.”

I turned off the car and turned fully to look at him. “Look, there is no better place for me than right here with you right now, so get that crap out of your head. I liked guys before you, and Kelly felt like he did way before he met you. What he decided to do was his choice, and a fucking stupid one at that. You know how hard you tried to help him, and he still pulled away. That isn’t on you; that is on every ass hat out there who thought it would be funny to make fun of a queer kid.” Sighing, I put my hand on his. “You can’t blame yourself for not being able to change everything all at once. You tried—hell, you’re still trying—and if it doesn’t happen, that isn’t your fault.”

“Then whose is it?” he asked me back.

I hated that I didn’t have an answer to that.

He kissed me good night and went inside. I drove home, more determined than ever to find a way to help him.

“Stupid idea?” Kelly asked from the passenger’s seat.

“Incredibly stupid,” I said, not looking over. “We could have gotten through it together.”

He sighed. “If the roles were reversed, if you hadn’t come out and you had your shit blasted all over social media, can you tell me you wouldn’t think of doing the same thing I did?”

God, is this how Kyle felt with Billy? I focused my thoughts and ignored all my guilt and fear that were sitting next to me.

When I walked into my house, I could smell dinner from the doorway and felt my stomach growl in response. I slipped off my shoes and headed toward the smell of food like a hungry dog. My mom was stirring a bowl of mashed potatoes when I walked in. “How did I guess the instant dinner was ready you’d walk in the room?” I smiled at her and then tried to look behind her to see what was on the stove. “Not a chance!” she said, kicking playfully at me. “Go wash up first.”

Groaning, I turned around and went upstairs.

I tossed a clean shirt on and tried to think about Kyle’s problem from a new point of view. We needed a teacher, and the only teacher who would do it would get fired if she tried. I felt a headache coming on, so I took two Tylenol before I went back downstairs to eat.

I set the table in silence while I went over and over the list of teachers in my head. Who would be so stupid to put their head in that lion’s mouth, knowing how Mr. Raymond hated Kyle and me already? I must have been lost in thought, because my mom tossed a dishrag at me to get my attention.

“Have you heard a word I’ve said?” she asked.

I grimaced at her. “You were talking?” I saw her mouth curl up in frustration, and I added, “I’m sorry. I just have a lot on my mind and zoned out. What did you say?”

She paused, and her eyes seemed to look right through me for a second. “Well, I was asking you how school has been, but I can tell not that good. What’s up?”

I sat down at the table and tried to organize my thoughts. “Was there a gay club at Foster back in the day?” She didn’t look like it registered to her. “Tyler said there were rumors of a gay club when he was a student, and Kyle went to talk to Mrs. Axeworthy about it and….”

I could see by the look on her face she knew that name.

“It wasn’t a gay club,” my mom said carefully. “Not in any official way.”

“But there was one?” I asked her.

“There was an incident,” she commented neutrally. “And a couple of people got in trouble about it.”

“Why?” I asked, feeling like I’d stumbled onto a murder mystery.

“Brad, I’m not sure I can talk about this with you. What happened was technically sealed. No one was supposed to talk about it.” She paused and looked at me. “Did Mrs. Axeworthy say something?”

“No, Kyle wants to start a gay-straight alliance at school, and we need a teacher to run it. And when we asked her, she got really weird, almost scared.”

“I can’t imagine parents letting something like that be set up at Foster,” she commented as she pulled out the roast.

“It’s a place where kids can get together and talk about being gay or ask questions and be safe. I mean, what is wrong with that?”

“And if their questions are about sex?” she asked me. “What then?”

“Mom, do you think there is anything about sex we are going to learn in a school club that we can’t find on the internet?”

She seemed to consider it as she sliced up the roast.

“So what happened?” I asked her.

“Well, we were presented with the parents’ accusation, but the board never got to talk to either one of them personally. All we were told was that she had admitted she let the kids talk about sex in front of her, and that was enough.” She saw the look of outrage on my face and added, “It was a different time.”

“So then why not now?” I asked her, standing up. “Why can’t we talk about sex?”

She stopped what she was doing and looked over at me. “Brad, there are just some things that aren’t talked about in school, and gay sex is pretty high up there.”

“Oh, but health class and sex education is okay as long as it’s straight? Mom, gay kids have nowhere to go in this town, nowhere. If there was a place they could have, maybe Kelly might still be alive. You have to see that!”

“Nah,” Kelly said, looking up from his plate, “I wouldn’t been caught dead in a place like that.”

I swear I almost growled at him in frustration.

She put the knife down and motioned me to sit next to her. “I don’t know if Foster is ready for something like that.”

And suddenly I knew what Kyle felt.

“I don’t care what Foster is ready for, Mom. This is happening right now. There are gay kids out there who are thinking about killing themselves, and the fact that a bunch of old straight people have a problem with that doesn’t matter to me. My friend is dead, and we all talked about making this town a better place so it won’t happen again. That needs to happen now, not when Foster is ready for it.”

I got up and began to walk out of the kitchen.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” she asked as I walked away.

“I’m not hungry,” I answered truthfully and went upstairs before I started crying again.

 

 

THE FRIDAY of the meeting, I kept expecting a miracle to happen somehow. Like there was this unheard-of rule or last-minute thing we could do in the nick of time. I know Kyle was dying to storm into the meeting again, but there was no point, since the last time they’d made it pretty clear we weren’t allowed in. Jennifer and Sammy waited with us until the meeting got out, but they didn’t seem to have much hope.

I hated to say it, but I knew exactly how they felt.

When the meeting let out, most of the school board proceeded past us without even a glance. As always, we were beneath their station, so they didn’t need to acknowledge us or anything. Mr. Raymond followed behind them. He gave us a chilling stare as he walked by. Finally, I saw both Kyle’s and my mom walk out with Jennifer’s dad right behind them.

Mrs. Axeworthy was walking with them.

Kyle’s mom saw us and said, “How did I know you guys would be sitting out here waiting?”

“How bad did it go?” Kyle asked, his voice laced with disappointment.

Mrs. Axeworthy looked at him and smiled. “That’s a funny story.”

 

 

Kyle

 

I REACHED across and put my hand on hers. “Mrs. Axeworthy, you can trust us.”

She instantly stiffened in her seat and then gently removed my hand from hers. It didn’t come across as rude, but it was very deliberate.

Out of nowhere Brad said, “You got in trouble.”

The second he said it I could see it. She was afraid; her eyes kept darting to the open door, as if to see if anyone was listening in. Finally she sighed and said, “I wish I could help you, but I can’t.”

She stood up, indicating the conversation was done.

I stood up as well, not sure where her fear was coming from.

“I hope you find someone who can help you,” she said, sounding like she meant it.

I was about to say something, but then Brad stood up behind me. “It’s cool, Mrs. A, we’ll just keep trying.”

I was so surprised, I said, “We will?” before I could stop myself.

He gave me Smile Number Fourteen, which was his Kevin-Costner-from-Bull-Durham smile—a little cocky but reassuring as hell—and answered, “Damn right we will.”

I honestly had no words. I had been convinced Brad wasn’t even sure how important the alliance was, but here he was nonetheless.

“Thanks for talking with us,” he said, nudging me toward the door.

Once we were in the hall, he asked, “So what’s plan B?”

“You tell me. She was my only idea,” I admitted. I really thought he had a plan for a second.

We started walking down the hallway. “Have to be other teachers out there who will help.”

Okay, that’s it. I just stopped and said, “You’re pretty gung-ho about something you didn’t even know word one about an hour ago.”

He stopped walking. “Look, you think this is important so it is important. I didn’t do a thing to help you with Kelly, and that was a mistake, one I am not making again.”

His voice cracked, and he was looking over my shoulder like he was seeing something that wasn’t there. I was an expert on imaginary friends, so I let him look and waited for him to come back to me.

“This is important, and that means it needs to get done.”

I was blown away by the declaration. I had no idea he felt so strongly about it. “You didn’t make a mistake,” I told him quietly.

“Yes, I did,” he responded instantly. “But never again.”

The bell rang, and I knew fifth period just got out. “I need to go meet Jennifer…,” I said, not wanting to leave him.

He smiled and nodded toward the parking lot. “Go. We still don’t have practice, so I’ll be helping Tyler out. Call me when you’re done.”

I nodded and then gave him a hug. “You are the best,” I said, squeezing him.

“Not yet,” he said, hugging me back. “But give me time.”

I didn’t have time to debate him on his awesomeness, so instead I kissed him and ran over to meet Jennifer.

At first I thought I had beat her to the parking lot, since her car was there but she wasn’t waiting outside for me to show up. After a second, I realized she was in the car, and it looked like she was crying. I opened the door, and Amy Lee’s voice came screaming from the stereo. Jennifer was so surprised by me she didn’t know if she should cover her face or turn the music down, so she fumbled at both for a couple of seconds.

I reached over and turned the volume down as I got into the car.

“I really do think this car is trying to kill me,” she said, wiping her eyes quickly.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her, completely unprepared for her tears.

She sniffled quietly and looked at me in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?” she asked me back. I shook my head since I really was that confused. “Kyle, I love you to death, but sometimes you have no idea what is going on around you at all.”

I mentally reversed in my head. “Is this about Kelly?”

She shook her head and started the car. “It isn’t important. Where are we going?”

I reached over and turned the car off. “Nowhere until you tell me what’s wrong.” She looked at me like she was ready to fight, and I begged her, “Please, Jennifer, I just want to help.”

She sighed and fell back into her seat. “Of course it’s about Kelly. What else is there?” My desire was to say something to make her feel better, but I stopped myself since I wanted her to keep talking. “We’re all feeling it, Kyle, and honestly I don’t know how the rest of them are dealing with it. I know I’m dying inside.”

She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, which seemed like a good time to jump in. “It’s okay to miss Kelly. It’s okay to be sad about it too.”

She gave a scoffing laugh and looked at me intensely. “You’re not kidding, are you. You have no idea what we’re feeling.” The last part was a declaration instead of a question, and I felt like a complete idiot because I had no clue what she was talking about.

“What’s wrong?” I implored her again.

She looked away from me and put both hands on the wheel like she was steadying herself for a response. Taking a deep breath, she finally admitted, “We’re killing ourselves because of the guilt, Kyle.”

“Guilt about what?” Now she was scaring me.

She glanced over at me, and it was like looking at some weird mutant clone of Jennifer instead of the real one. Where the old Jennifer was all strength and brass, this one was haunted and defeated. She had given up inside; her body just hadn’t stopped moving yet. But as shocking as that was, it was nothing compared to what she said.

“We’re feeling guilty because it’s our fault Kelly killed himself, of course.”

You ever get that feeling like you’re dreaming even though you’re wide-awake? It’s like you become hyperaware, and everything around you is way too vivid for a few moments. I’ve read about oxygen deprivation, and what I felt then seemed like that. The whole world became a blur of colors and sounds before it started to fade away. That’s how I felt sitting there hearing Jennifer say those words. Though I hadn’t budged, the seat felt like it was falling beneath me while the whole car spun on an invisible axis. Was I asleep? Was all of this just a hallucination? Hearing the words I had used come out of her mouth made everything surreal for the few seconds I spent scrambling to get my wits back.

“How is it your fault?” I heard myself ask her, even though I hadn’t consciously commanded my mouth to say anything.

“How isn’t it?” she asked back sarcastically. “You told us he was in trouble, you begged us to help him, and we all did nothing.” She was starting to cry again. “You had to storm out of Brad’s car because he and I were so sure we knew what was best for Kelly.” Huge tears rolled down her face, and she laughed through her sobbing. “Everyone always thought I was such a vapid, mean bitch who only thought of herself, and when the time came to prove them wrong, all I did was the same thing everyone else did.” She shook her head as she stared off across the parking lot. “Maybe they were right. Maybe I am just a dumb cheerleader.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up.”

We both paused as we wondered where that had come from. I was a bit more surprised to find out it came from my mouth than she was.

“It isn’t your fault Kelly killed himself, no more than it is anyone else’s. He made his choice, and sucky as it was, it was his choice to make. You want to blame someone? Then blame the people who mocked him on Facebook, or blame Jeremy for posting the damn video in the first place, but don’t blame yourself, Jennifer. That’s just a waste of time and effort.”

It was everything I needed to hear for myself but knew I wouldn’t believe.

“You and Brad and half of the football team could have gone over and tried to sit on Kelly every day, and he would have made the same choice he did. Don’t be upset because you think you didn’t do enough—be upset about the people who did too much. Be pissed at the town that created the environment, the school that fostered the attitude, and be furious at the people who egged him on, but not at yourself. You were his friend, and he knew that. In the end, it’s all we can be to each other.”

I felt my own eyes stinging as the weight that had settled on my heart since Kelly had died seemed to lighten by a few thousand pounds. Jennifer had stopped crying as well. She stared at me blankly, my words sinking in past her own guilt and despair. “You really believe that? You don’t blame me or Brad or anyone else for not helping you, do you?”

Now I was crying. “Did you think I would?” She nodded meekly, and I tried to laugh away a sob or two. “You guys were there in every way that counted. We all were. This isn’t our fault—none of it is.”

She reached over and pulled me into a hug that told me the past few days of misery were over and that it was time for a new start.

“Okay,” she said, more to herself than to me. “Okay, time to stop being such a moody bitch.” She sat up straighter and checked herself in the rearview mirror. “Oh God, I look like an emo raccoon who just got done watching Titanic.” She grabbed her purse, fished out a Kleenex, and began to wipe the smeared mascara off her face. “So where did you need to go?” she asked as she reapplied her face. I felt sheepish asking her a favor after all that. “It’s no big deal. Let’s go see Robbie or something.”

She paused and looked over at me. “No, you’re trying to make things better, so let’s make things better. What did you need me for?”

I made a small smile as I said, “I kinda wanted to see your dad?”

She rolled her eyes as she went back to the mirror. “Now I know I don’t want to know anything else.”

She drove me to the police station, and I felt my stomach do a small, nervous backflip. It was a reflex. In my mom’s life, which is my life too, police were not the good guys. They were the enemy and needed to be avoided at all costs. I didn’t feel that way personally, but I had an irrational fear of them nonetheless. Which is why I wanted Jennifer to go with me because there was no way I could walk into that station alone.

Jennifer parked the car and looked over at me. “So, anything I should know?”

“I think something went down in the past, and if anyone would know, it’d be your dad.”

She shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

One of the few bright points about Foster was its abundant lack of anything resembling an actual crime rate. It was a quiet town, and to be honest, quiet was the way we all liked it. So it was no shock whatsoever to see a lot of nothing going on when we walked in. The lady who worked dispatch waved Jennifer and me through as she talked on the phone.

Jennifer’s dad is kinda cool for an adult.

He wasn’t one of those cops who took the whole badge thing so seriously that he became a dick about it. I guess growing up in Foster gave him the luxury of knowing what the town was like when he took the job, so he never had illusions that he was anything more than a small-town sheriff. He knew everyone’s name and knew where everyone lived. I had never once seen him pull his gun out. Period. He didn’t need to, since his expressions were enough to scare people into behaving themselves. Jennifer had once told me that her dad knew his way around a pistol, a shotgun, fifteen different kinds of rifles, and a black-powder cannon. He just didn’t need to use them.

In other words, he was one of those sheriffs you wanted with you when the zombie apocalypse came.

He smiled when he saw Jennifer walking toward his office. Then I saw his smile waver a bit when he saw me walking behind her. I guess I couldn’t blame him; after all, before me, this town really didn’t have a body count. “Well, this is an unexpected pleasure,” he said as we walked into his office. “Anything wrong?”

Jennifer sat down and gestured to me, pretty much saying this entire thing was my idea.

I sat down slowly and asked him, “Is it against the law for the school to refuse to let us have a gay-straight alliance if we asked for one?”

He didn’t say anything at first, which to me was a sign that someone had brains. Only idiots, like me, went off talking without the benefit of thinking about it first, and he was not one to talk without thinking. “I am guessing your alliance thing would be an after-school activity?” I nodded. “And one that is inclusive to gay and straight students?” Another nod. “Well then, normally it would be illegal for the administration and the board to deny you one. But that’s not what they are going to do.”

I paused and cocked my head in question. “How do you know what they’re going to do?”

He smiled and shook his head. “If you kids knew half of what you really thought you knew, you’d be running the world.” I opened my mouth to retort, but he kept talking. “If you asked, they would grant you the club or alliance or whatever you’d call it and then tell you there was no faculty available to run it. I assume you know about what happened to Charlotte Axeworthy?” Jennifer and I both shook our heads. He paused for a moment, and I could see him backtrack mentally. “Okay, well, let’s just say she was the only person who would want to touch that kind of thing at all, and she almost lost her job because of it. After the ruckus the kid’s parent made, I have to admit I was shocked she got to keep her job.”

“What did she do?” Jennifer asked her dad, now interested in the topic.

“Depends on who you ask. You ask Mrs. Axeworthy, nothing. You ask the kids, she provided a safe place to allow them to get together to talk about life. Ask the parent, and she willingly discussed the topic of gay sex and behavior with minors without parental consent.” He didn’t sound like he was overjoyed about the topic himself, but he kept his voice neutral. “In the end, the school board put a permanent mark on her record with the understanding that if anything, and I mean anything, was brought up in relation with her name, she would be out on the street quicker than she could pack her office up.”

Suddenly her fear made a lot more sense. I sat up, concerned. “But I don’t understand. Why do you say you know what they would do?”

He looked at both of us for a long couple of seconds and then sighed. “Look, guys, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but there is no way Mr. Raymond is going to let one of those alliance things be formed at Foster. He knew that Axeworthy didn’t do anything wrong—that was just the excuse he used to shut it down. It was a warning to the other teachers. If they tried to do something similar, then it was just a matter of time before another parent stepped up with another ‘complaint.’”

By the way Jennifer’s mouth hung open, she was as shocked as I was. “But that’s not fair,” I complained, knowing I sounded like a five-year-old the second I said it.

He shrugged and nodded. “I agree, but a lot of life isn’t fair.”

“That’s not an answer,” Jennifer fired at him. He looked over at her with an eyebrow arched. “You know it isn’t. That’s just a crappy fact of life.”

I saw he was about to say something to her, but I didn’t really care. I had done the math in my head, and I was pretty sure where this was leading. “Who was the parent?” He slowly closed his mouth and turned his attention to me. He wasn’t smiling, but I could see by the way he looked at me he was pleased I had finally caught up with the true problem. “No other teacher would volunteer to run the club because they already saw what happened to Mrs. Axeworthy. The only way a gay-straight alliance can happen is if we get whoever complained about the club to take it back. So who was the parent?”

He slowly leaned back in his chair and gave me a lazy smile. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Oh, come on, Dad!” Jennifer exclaimed, standing up. “Why even bring it up if you can’t help us?”

I stared into his eyes as she complained, and I could see the quiet challenge in them. “He did help us,” I said, cutting her off. “Thanks, Sheriff,” I said, standing up myself and extending my hand out to him. “You’ve been a great help.”

“He has?” Jennifer asked me, shocked.

“You’re welcome,” he said, standing up to shake my hand. “Good luck,” he added with a wink.

I was going to need it.

“You ready?” I asked her as she looked at him, then at me.

She finally threw her hands up in frustration. “God, I wish I knew what was going on just once around here.” She grabbed her keys out of her pocket and stormed out.

“See you at dinner,” he called after her playfully.

She didn’t answer him back.

“Hey, Kyle,” he said as I began to follow her. “Do everyone a favor and stay away from Mrs. Axeworthy while you investigate this. Because there aren’t too many people who know what happened, and they will assume….”

I held up a hand to stop him. “I got it. Trust me, the last thing I want to do is get her in trouble again.”

He smiled and nodded. “Just making sure.”

I nodded back and ran out the door on the off chance Jennifer had taken off without me. When I got into the car, she did not seem happy. “Where to now, Miss Daisy?”

“He can’t tell us who the parent is because there was never an official complaint,” I began to explain. “They made that deal to have the whole incident go away, so the fact we know what we do is something big. Now all I have to do is figure out who made the complaint.”

I saw the realization in her eyes as she figured it out. “So how are you going to do that?”

“No earthly clue,” I admitted, fastening my seat belt.

 

 

I SPENT the next two days feeling like I’d wandered into a wind tunnel and had to battle for every step forward. And whether I glanced at my phone or the clock on the wall or not, I never lost track of time racing by while I had to dig harder than I should have for information. If it hadn’t been for Brad, I would have given up on the whole thing a couple dozen times. I don’t know what had gotten into him, but he was my own private cheerleader, and it was awesome.

I spent most of my time in the library, my eyes glued to the dusty fiche reader, through which I spooled old copies of our local paper, the school paper, the published minutes of the school board—anything that might give me a clue as to the identity of the parent who’d spoken out against Mrs. Axeworthy. I found a quarter-column-sized article about it in the local paper, but all it said was that a teacher was being investigated for improper behavior at the school; it didn’t mention the group or who had complained. When I pulled up copies of the school paper, as well as the published minutes of the school board meetings, I could find nothing substantial.

The only evidence that there had been a situation at all was one notation in the board minutes advising that Mrs. Axeworthy had been given two weeks of unpaid leave. But there was no reason noted. There had to be something about it somewhere. I just couldn’t think of where else I could go to research. Friday came, and I knew I had failed.

Again.

Brad, Jennifer, and Sammy waited with me outside the meeting, though we knew what the outcome was going to be. Brad stopped me more than once from barging inside and starting a scene. It was a good move on his part, because we all remembered how the last time I tried to interrupt the school board went.

Finally the doors opened, and the members of the school board stalked past us. Most ignored us as adults are wont to do with kids, but Mr. Raymond locked eyes with me and gave me a scowl like he was ready to hit me. I swear the temperature dropped a dozen degrees as he passed by.

My mom walked out with Brad’s mom and Mrs. Axeworthy, which kind of stunned me.

“How did I know you guys would be sitting out here waiting?” my mom asked me, smiling.

I did not feel like smiling back. “How bad did it go?”

Mrs. Axeworthy looked at me and grinned. “That’s a funny story.”

 

 

Dorothy Aimes

 

THERE ARE things in life that you can never ready yourself for.

I mean, you grow older and you see things and you think, “Well, there is just nothing else in the world that can surprise me.” And then life has a way of coming along and proving you wrong in ways you can barely survive. When I was a little girl, I didn’t dream only of growing up and being someone’s wife; I did have other plans. However, I really looked forward to having a baby and then raising them to be a wonderful adult. What I’m saying is that I wasn’t one of those women who insisted year after year that they weren’t ready for children. “I’m not ready yet. We’re not ready yet.” That didn’t even occur to me.

William wasn’t as ready, but he didn’t shy away from being a parent, either. The further along I got, the more he embraced it, until the end when he was easily as nervous as I was. I can tell you I had a life before that day in April when I was wheeled into Foster General feeling like I was going to explode. I had dreams and wants and friends and desires, all of them very real to me.

Right up to the point where they handed me my son, and I realized my life was just starting.

We ended up selling our part in one of the larger ranches outside of town and using the money to buy a place big enough for the three of us. From that home base, William and I set out to fit into the tax bracket we felt was ours. I wish I could tell you that trying to make friends with the women who were born into that lifestyle was easy, but I think I’ve lied enough for one life. I have fake boobs, fake hair, fake eyelashes, and a pretty convincing fake smile, so a little truth shouldn’t be that painful.

There is a rather large group of people who live in and around Foster with money, and more than a few had children the same age as Kelly. We began to throw parties, attend fundraisers, and Will took up golfing, all in the name of our infant son. William and I told ourselves we were doing it for Kelly, that we were trying to make influential friends for his sake.

What a crock of shit.

Growing up, I had a bird named Ola. She was an albino cockatiel and, I thought, a smart bird all around. I say “thought” because one day my mother hung a mirror on the side of Ola’s cage and the bird was beside herself. She would coo and chirp and preen herself, all in hopes of gaining the mystery bird’s attention, never knowing it was just a reflection. I hate to admit it, but I lost respect for Ola because what was once a clever bird was reduced to looking like a self-centered fool just by adding a mirror into the equation.

I became worse than Ola once I began to socialize with the upper crust of Foster society, the people who lived just under the scale of the old money. I became vain, I became petty, and worst of all, I became a bad mother. Of course, all of this is crystal clear after the fact. There’s nothing like hindsight to make you realize every single one of your flaws when it is far too late to fix them. Kelly grew up with children who had this social Darwinism bred into them unconsciously, and it made him miserable. Kelly was an emotional child. He had wild mood swings, was always on the verge of crying, whether from rage or sorrow. He walked around the house on eggshells because we had instilled such a value on the things we had purchased that he felt terrified he would accidentally break something. William pushed him into football because he thought the sport would somehow toughen him up. Again, I did nothing because I was too busy flirting with the woman I saw in the mirror and trying to find ways to make her more popular.

All in the name of our son, of course.

When Kelly started high school, everything got worse. He had already pulled away from us, something that didn’t even register with me, since I was so busy trying to maintain our good standing in the community. After Halloween his freshman year, Kelly came to us and asked if he could throw a party for his friends. At first the idea seemed absurd, but he explained that Francis Patterson had let her daughter have a huge costume party that everyone had gone to and enjoyed—everyone but Kelly, who hadn’t been invited. Neither William nor I caught that little detail, because we suddenly saw the value of throwing a party for the children of the people we continued to try to impress.

That first year we stayed home and chaperoned, which is a polite way of saying that I got mildly buzzed and listened to my much drunker husband make inappropriate comments to underage girls. A lot of kids had shown up, and Kelly did seem genuinely happy for once. The next year when he asked to have it again, it was no longer a matter of if he could; it was a matter of if we needed to stay home and chaperone a second time.

Trust me when I say I now realize how insane that sounds.

So we left our fifteen-year-old son alone, with money to throw a party for his teenage friends, and then caught a plane to Dallas so we could have a weekend to ourselves. It was a wonder that no one called CPS on us. There was some mess when we got back, but what it cost to clean up seemed trivial when compared to the popularity that Kelly seemed to be getting from throwing the parties.

This went on all the way to senior year, when someone taped my son admitting he had feelings for men. He shot himself a couple of weeks later.

Sorry if that seemed abrupt, but I’m pretty sure we were all thinking the same thing. I am… I was a horrible mother, and my son killed himself. I suppose everything else is just me trying to justify it.

As I was saying at the beginning, there are things in life you can never ready yourself for. Burying your son is one of them. A few years back, we bought plots of land at Foster Hills, the local cemetery. We bought three of them—one each for William, Kelly, and myself—and then another three for who we assumed would be Kelly’s future family. Six plots of land so we could stay together as a family even in death.

The fact that our teenage son was the first occupant is as tragic as it is ironic.

I haven’t been there since the day of the funeral. I can’t bring myself to go out there and look at the tombstone yet. How can I face even the image of my son, knowing I have done nothing to atone for the numerous sins I have committed? So instead I sit in my house and try not to look at the many pictures we have hanging up of Kelly, and I wait for something to happen.

As with most things in life, karma takes very little time to catch up with you.

The thunderous declaration of “Goddammit!” came from William’s study, followed by the sound of a phone being slammed into its cradle. I didn’t budge. Instead I sat there and counted in my head. It took to twenty-four before he charged into the living room.

“That school is fucking us again,” he roared, waiting for me to ask him how.

He would have to wait a long time.

“Don’t you even want to know what they’re doing?” he asked me, his anger tapering off slightly as he registered my apathetic response.

I said nothing again, which he took as a silent agreement.

“They are going to pass a set of rules about bullying and fag protection this Friday during the school board meeting. Do you know what they are calling them?” He was about to answer his own question, since I hadn’t said a word so far. He froze when he heard my answer.

“Kelly’s Laws.”

His mouth sputtered shut and then twisted into a snarl. “You knew about this?” It was incredible how his anger could shift from targeting the school to me.

I nodded but said nothing more; there was no use.

“Why didn’t you say anything about it?” he demanded.

“What does it matter?” I asked him, my voice sounding like it was coming from a machine. “Our son is dead. What else matters?”

“We still have to live here!” Spittle flew out of his mouth as he leaned toward me, screaming. Lately it seemed the madder he got, the less I was inclined to respond. I was sure he was itching for a fight, but I couldn’t bring myself to care, so he kept on screaming. “You think I want our family’s name associated with that kind of garbage? Liberal-loving gay protectors. It’s embarrassing.”

Something inside me began to smolder as he kept complaining.

“We spent all this time trying to build up a reputation in this town, and then something like this happens and that reputation means nothing.”

Smoke began to rise from the shattered remains of what used to be my heart.

“I am going to have to go down there and tell those idiots that I don’t want Kelly’s name within a thousand miles of that crap.” He looked at his watch and sighed, which was one gesture too many for me.

“Oh my goodness, I forgot. Kelly’s suicide must have interrupted your plans for the day. He was always such a polite boy. I’m sure that if we’d explained to him about your schedule—” I took a breath and heard a stranger’s voice coming from my mouth, rasping my next words. “—he would have shot himself on a more convenient day.” I actually snarled at William, then choked down my fury.

There was no confusion on his part about what I was saying now. “Of course I knew about it. When they called me and gave their deepest condolences at my loss, they informed me that they would be taking steps to ensure nothing like this would happen again. I was so caught up in the gesture that I completely forgot to factor in how my son’s death would impact our fucking reputation.”

“Dorothy…,” he began to say, but I had been quiet enough.

“No, William, I think I am done listening to you. I said nothing when we came home and you screamed at Kelly because somehow it was his fault that other people had spray-painted stuff on the side of his truck. I said nothing when you planned on sending him to a brainwashing Bible camp to somehow ‘cure’ him of his gayness. I even said nothing when you tried to stop the Tyler boy from speaking the truth at Kelly’s funeral. But you know what? I am done. I told them they could use Kelly’s name, and that decision is final. I cannot believe it is barely a week after we buried our son and you are still more concerned about our reputation, and, no doubt, your round of golf, but it ends now.” I stood up and watched him stare at me in shock. “And you’re wrong. We do not have to live here—I do. You’re free to get the hell out, and don’t bother coming back. Because effective right now, William, there is no ‘us.’”

I waited for him to say something, but it was his turn to say nothing.

“Don’t be here when I get back.” I locked eyes with him. “I’m not kidding.”

I grabbed my purse and left, never once looking back.

 

 

I WALKED into Nancy’s and saw Gayle sitting in one of the booths talking to someone. I couldn’t place him from the back, but as I walked by and took a table, I could see it was Brad, Kelly’s best friend from school. Instead of sitting down, I made my way to the back and fled into the women’s room before I could be seen. Tears came unbidden as I hid in one of the stalls.

Just seeing Brad had brought back a flush of memories I had been fleeing from all week, and I couldn’t stop them. Brad had practically grown up in our house. For a while he was like the brother Kelly never had. We had always talked about having more kids, but it never happened. Instead we focused all our efforts on the one son we did have, which of course became a euphemism for focusing only on ourselves. I wonder, if he had a sibling, whether things would have been different.

“Dorothy?” a voice asked me from the other side of the stall.

I recognized Gayle’s voice and tried to wipe the tears away quickly. “Just a second, please,” I called back, wondering what a couple of seconds would accomplish. Sighing, I opened the stall and walked out slowly. I felt like a little girl getting caught by a truant officer.

“I thought I saw you rush past,” she said, reaching out and pulling me into a hug. “I didn’t expect to see you out yet.”

I hugged her back and took a deep breath for the first time since I found Kelly.

I had known Gayle forever. I don’t remember a time where she wasn’t running Nancy’s Diner, the center of all Foster. William had taken me here on our first date, and every Friday when Kelly got to choose where we ate dinner, he always chose Nancy’s. I don’t know many people from Foster who don’t have a list of memories that include this diner and Gayle with it.

“I think I just left William,” I whispered to her.

She pulled back and looked me directly in the eyes for a long couple of seconds. Gayle had this ability to look into your eyes and divine the truth out of them in a way that words could never quite convey. Finally she let out a sigh and said, “Good. Are you okay?”

I nodded and then walked over to the mirror. “As good as I can be. I saw Brad out there and just lost it.” I dabbed at my eyes with some tissue. “I really don’t think I am ever going to be okay again.”

She came up behind me, put her hands on my shoulders, and gave me a warm smile. “You are okay, Dorothy. You’re just going through the worst possible thing a mother can ever endure. Give it some time.”

“Why?” I asked her, putting some concealer on. “Is it somehow going to miraculously get better?”

Without missing a beat, she said, “No, you’ll just get better at hiding it from everyone else.” It was the most truthful thing anyone had said to me since Kelly’s death. “Come back to the kitchen, let me make you some food, and we can talk away from everyone.”

We sat by the back door and shared a burger as we watched the afternoon sun slowly drop behind the buildings. “You hear about the school board meeting?” I asked her between bites.

She nodded. “Too little, too late if you ask me.” She didn’t say anything else, but I could tell she wanted to.

“Never knew you to be one to hold your tongue,” I commented. “Don’t start on my account.”

She kept staring at her feet for a moment and then took a deep breath as she faced me. “You are grieving, and I am not going to be one of those people who use the moment to kick you while you’re down. It’s just good they are doing something finally instead of trying to hide the problem again.”

I had no idea what she was talking about, and then suddenly I did.

“Thank you for the meal,” I said politely, no longer feeling like eating at all. I opened my purse to grab my pocketbook. “What do I owe you?”

“Dorothy,” she said, putting her hand over mine. “I’m not attacking you—you asked.”

I slowly pulled my hand away from hers. “I did, and thank you for the honesty, Gayle.” I got up and smoothed the front of my blouse. “We need to do this again.”

I was being a bitch, and I knew it, but there was nothing else I could manage without tearing my own hair out. I needed to get out of there before I lost it, and thankfully she seemed to understand that.

“Anytime. You are always welcome here.”

I nodded to her and walked through the back alley toward my car, beating a hasty retreat.

Thankfully it was dark enough to allow me a good ten minutes to cry hysterically in my car without anyone seeing me. After that, I wiped my eyes again and headed home.

I was in no way surprised to find William gone.

 

 

A COUPLE of days passed, and I found myself taking down things that were William’s the same way a surgeon would cut away cancerous tumors from healthy flesh.

Gayle’s words kept echoing in my head, but I refused to entertain them since I had more than enough pain in my life without adding to it. As I have said before, karma is not one to waste time in tracking you down. A knock on the front door made me pause, wondering if it was William crawling back with an apology.

Not that there was anything he could apologize for; I was just curious if he was desperate enough to attempt one.

Instead I opened the door and found Sheriff Rogers standing there, his hat literally in hand.

“Afternoon, Dorothy,” he said in that low drawl that had always made girls smile when we were in high school.

“Stephen,” I said, smiling back. “Come in,” I offered, moving aside.

He did that little bowing of his head as he walked in that most boys these days never learn. It was an old-fashioned respect thing, and I was surprised to find myself sorry it had faded from popularity. “I come at a bad time?” he asked, not making the point that lately all times were bad for me.

“No, I was just—” I looked at the living room, where a small, untidy hill of William’s belongings lay piled. “—taking out some garbage. I can use a break. You thirsty?” I offered as we walked into the living room.

“Anything cold if it’s not a bother,” he said, sitting down on the couch.

I took the pitcher of iced tea from the fridge and put it next to a couple of glasses on a serving tray. I set it down on the table as I sat in the chair across from him. “It’s sweetened,” I told him as he poured himself a glass.

He took a huge drink and gave me a wide smile. “That is some good tea,” he exclaimed. “Tastes like your mom’s.”

I nodded. “The very same,” I said, sipping my own. “So what brings you around?”

He put the glass down and took a moment before talking. “First, I wanted to see how you were doing. There hasn’t been any time since….” His voice trailed off, and I nodded for him to continue. “But something has come up, and I thought you might want to know about it.”

It’s funny, I had just buried my son, but my stomach still clenched as I waited for his news. What could he say that would possibly be worse than that? “And that is?”

“I’m sure you know about the school board meeting.” I nodded, and he went on. “Well, there are two or three random students trying to get something added to the agenda, and they’re hitting a snag.”

“You mean Kyle,” I said, knowing he was the only student at Foster High who would be pushing for the administration to do more. Kyle was a magnificent boy who was the only one who’d seemed to know how bad Kelly’s situation was, and we practically threw him out of the house more than once. I hadn’t seen him since William chased him away from the funeral service, but I had been meaning to contact him and to thank him for being Kelly’s friend at the end.

God knows I hadn’t been.

Stephen nodded and gave me a half smile that told me his thoughts about the boy were as lofty as mine. “That’s him. He wants to start some kind of gay and straight club at the school and thinks this is the only chance he will have of getting it pushed through.”

It made sense. I would have been a fool not to understand that Kelly’s death was the only reason Kelly’s Laws were going to be enacted. Normally there wasn’t a chance in hell that Jeffrey Raymond would let something like that fly at Foster High. “He isn’t wrong,” I admitted.

“No, he isn’t, but it isn’t going to happen,” he said with a bit of regret in his voice. “I told him about the deal with Charlotte and put him on the trail. But he isn’t going to find who lodged the complaint in time. It’s too well hidden.”

It seemed that even if I ignored Gayle’s mention of the past, the Ghost of Past Mistakes was bound and determined to come back and haunt me.

“No, he won’t,” I admitted, putting my own glass down now. “Not after all the trouble we went through making sure everything was buried.”

We sat there in silence for a couple of minutes, neither one wanting to say anything.

“And there is nobody else who will take responsibility for the club?” Even as I asked it, I knew the answer was no. We had sent a message last time that no teacher would dare ignore.

He gave me a sympathetic look. “What do you think?”

I sighed and looked out the back patio. “I think I need to go talk to Dolores Mathison.”

 

 

TO HELP you to understand who Dolores Mathison is means going into a small history lesson of the Foster wealthy. There are well-off people, there are wealthy people, and there are rich people.

And then there is the Mathison family.

They lived outside of Foster, but their presence in the town was overwhelming. They are old money, and their importance should never be underestimated.

Their family was the first to really strike oil in this part of the state, and when I say “strike oil,” I’m saying it in a way that tells you they have more money than God. At the turn of the twentieth century, they were responsible for employing a little over 40 percent of the population of Foster in one way or another. Their money paved most of the early roads in the town, because they were the only ones to own multiple motorcars. Their money designed and installed the fountain on the corner of First Street, the first and last piece of a citywide renovation project that went nowhere. Their names are synonymous with money and power in this town, even though people don’t speak about them that much. Old money works behind the scenes, diplomatically, out of the public eye.

I knew them because Dolores Mathison had approached me about Charlotte Axeworthy when I had been on the school board.

The grounds surrounding the Mathison estate are immaculate. Anywhere else their house would be called a mansion, but here in Texas we try not to use such showy words. We had enormous houses to do that for us. I wasn’t too surprised that she agreed to meet with me Thursday; after all, I was the woman whose son had just killed himself. That afforded me a little pity in the eyes of the Mathisons.

Their wealth just reminded me of everything William and I wanted to give to Kelly but never quite achieved. Our money allowed us to talk with the Mathisons, but there was no way we were one of their group, and everyone knew it. We were new money, tacky money, and were tolerated only because we knew how to comport ourselves in public. The entire family had a way of making you feel insignificant without saying one word, and let me tell you, that was the true difference between new money and its loud brashness and old money and its immense, carefully wielded authority.

As I got out of my car, the man at the front door took my keys and said he would make sure my car was taken care of. I am not sure if the man’s only job was being a valet, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it was. Dolores met me at the front door. Her dress was tasteful while being fashionable at the same time. I knew from experience that if one was to check, there would be no label in it. The dress was one of a kind, designed and made expressly for her. She was older than me by a few years, but she was wearing those years better than I was mine, in my opinion. After all, money might not be able to buy happiness, but it can do wonders at keeping your face looking youthful, which is the next best thing sometimes.

“Dorothy,” she said sympathetically while moving toward me. She gave me two air kisses and grasped my hand, which for her was positively gushing. “I am so glad you called.” She was too cultured for me to know if she meant what she said. Instead, she ushered me into the house. “I’ve been thinking of you.”

I knew that wasn’t a lie—after all, Dolores and I shared an odd kind of kinship now. One that in a million years I would have never asked for.

“Thank you,” I told her, walking into the stadium she called her living room. “It’s been a tough couple of days.”

A crystal pitcher on a silver tray put my sweet-tea setup to shame. There was more money on the table than in my entire kitchen.

“Please,” she said, gesturing to her one-of-a-kind, brought from England Chesterfield. “Have a seat.”

I suddenly felt like I was wearing a flour sack as we waited for her man to pour us both a drink. Once that arduous chore was done, he was dismissed, and she turned to me. “I heard the news. I am so sorry for your loss.”

I nodded and smiled as I took a small sip of what was the best tea I had ever tasted. “Thank you. It’s been trying.”
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