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Wade Kelly’s Greatest Hits

 

By Wade Kelly

 

Check out these four greatest hits of contemporary gay romance from Wade Kelly, combined into one exclusive volume!

When Love is Not Enough: Matt and Darian cling to one another in the aftermath of losing Jimmy, forging a new friendship immediately tested by the truths hidden in the pages of Jimmy’s journal.

My Roommate's a Jock? Well, Crap!: Anal-retentive loner Cole and his new—and gorgeous—roommate Ellis develop a friendship that turns Cole’s glass-half-empty outlook on its head. There must be more to Ellis than a fun-loving jock….

The Cost of Loving: Matt is dealing with guilt and shame after being outed; Darian is still burdened by the grief of losing his fiancé. If Matt and Darian hope to make a life together, they must first take a stand for what they believe in, even if they fear the cost.

Names Can Never Hurt Me: Because of peer-pressure and his fears about defining his sexuality, Nick struggles with stepping out of his comfort zone and caring about someone different than himself. If he’s lucky, somewhere between arrogance and ignorance, Nick might find out what it means to be an adult, but if he’s wrong, he could lose everything.




Wade Kelly’s Greatest Hits includes:
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Unconditional Love: Book One

 

A six-year downward spiral into a world of lies and deception leads to the end of one man’s life when self-discovery crosses the line between being the perfect son or following his heart.

Jimmy Miller never intended to lead a double life starting the day he fell in love with Darian, but his parents’ divorce, fighting in school, and constantly keeping secrets for his closeted best friend and protector, Matt, force his hand. Jimmy finds the demands too great to withstand and ends it all prematurely, leaving behind an angry best friend and a shattered lover.

Matt and Darian cling to one another in the aftermath of their loss, forging a new friendship immediately tested by the truths of their relationships with Jimmy that are hidden in the pages of Jimmy’s journals. Will Matt and Darian discover what truly happened to their friend? And will this tragedy birth something beautiful between them as they learn the balance between life, family, and friendship when love is simply not enough?



[image: ]

 

It’s easy to become cynical when life never goes your way.

Cole Reid has been a social recluse since he was fifteen, when he was outed by his high school baseball team. Since then, his obsessive-compulsive behavior and sarcastic nature have driven away most of the population, and everyone else hates him because he’s gay. As he sees it, he’s bound to repulse any prospective friends, let alone boyfriends, so why bother?

By the time Cole enters college, he’s become an anal-retentive loner—but it’s not a problem until his roommate graduates and the housing department assigns Ellis Montgomery to move in with Cole. Ellis is messy, gorgeous, straight, and worst of all, a jock!

During a school year filled with frat buddies, camping expeditions, and meddling parents, Cole and Ellis develop a friendship that turns Cole’s glass-half-empty outlook on its head. There must be more to Ellis than a fun-loving jock—and maybe Cole’s reawakening libido has rekindled his hope for more than camaraderie.
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What if sexuality wasn’t a definable thing and labels merely got in the way?

Nick Jones can’t remember a time when he wasn’t part of the in crowd. Everywhere he goes, he stands out as the best looking guy in the room, and women practically fall into bed with him. Then, after kissing Corey on a dare led to much more and on many occasions, Nick’s “screw anything” reputation escalated, but he didn’t care.

When Nick meets RC at the restaurant where he works, it throws his whole life out of whack. RC lives up to his dubbed nickname “Scruffy Dude.” He seems Nick’s complete opposite, but Nick can’t get him out of his head.

Because of peer-pressure and his fears about defining his sexuality, Nick struggles with stepping out of his comfort zone and caring about someone different than himself. If he’s lucky, somewhere between arrogance and ignorance, Nick might find out what it means to be an adult, but if he’s wrong, he could lose everything.
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Unconditional Love: Book Two

 

Matt Dixon, a young firefighter, is the golden child of his family, and he never dreamed that coming out would challenge more than the way his church sees him.

For years, Matt has led a double life hoping to avoid ridicule. When a self-righteous pastor’s statements provoke him to defend his recently deceased best friend’s honor and subsequently out himself, he suffers the brutal aftermath of his revelation. Everyone in his life, including his family and his new lover, Darian, must deal with the ramifications as Matt struggles to come to terms with guilt, shame, and his very belief in God.

Darian Weston lost his fiancé when Jamie took his life, and his feelings for Matt added guilt to his burden of grief. Confused and lonely, Darian clings to Matt despite his inner strife. But small-town realities keep intruding, and if Matt and Darian hope to make a life together, they must first take a stand for what they believe in, even if they fear the cost.


[image: ]



For my friend Mark Bowne.

He was a true and dear friend to all!
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And Meike
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and support and encouragement.

Without you, this book

would not have been written.



Prologue

 

 

September 25, 2010

 

I NEVER thought life could fuck me in the ass this hard. What a shitty week!

I never expected to feel so much pain. Not at the age of twenty-one.

 

I wanted to shove my fist through the wall…

I was frozen to the spot as every muscle went limp…

 

…when I heard the words “he’s dead,” but as I clenched my fists I discovered all my strength was draining right out of my fingers.

…and the strength drained out of me.

 

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t breathe. The glass of water I was holding slipped from my fingers seconds before I hurled all over my mother’s pink carpet.

 

Harsh reality seized all logical thinking, pushing my mind beyond its capacity to grasp the truth. I sank to my knees and stared at the wooden floorboards, wondering why the fuck there was a small piece of blue shag carpet still sticking out from the shoe molding. My dad tore that carpet out years ago when he refinished the hardwood. Nothing made sense. My hands shook— my hands never shake—and I tried in vain to block the images flashing before my eyes: images of Jamie.

My hands shook as I swatted the images in front of my face…

 

I know Darian must have been feeling the same horror and disbelief I was.

…trying desperately to rid my mind of what I saw before me: images of Jamie, dead. Somehow, I know Matt shared what I was feeling right then.

 

It had to be.

It had to be.

 

Of course, I didn’t know about Darian then.

I’d never met Matt before, not before the viewing.

 

It’s so fucking odd, sitting in Jamie’s room. The air’s stale, and the bed’s made up like a hotel suite. Darian should be here with me, but he lacks the balls. I don’t blame him. His pain is worse than mine, in so many ways. I feel like he knew a different person than I did, and in a sense that was true. Darian knew a side of Jamie I will never know.

I can’t bear being away from Matt, but I can’t face Jamie’s empty room. I have to trust Matt knows what he’s doing by going in there. I have to trust he’ll find the answers we’re all looking for.

 

 

EVERYONE STARED at me before the funeral. Whether they were conscious of the fact or not, their eyes darted in my direction with a certain loathing. As if I’d known he was going to do this and I had the power to stop him. How could I know? I’d known him my entire life, but I never knew Jamie was contemplating suicide.

The wake, if you call it that, was at my mom’s after the “mourners” visited the gravesite. Everyone sat around gossiping about how shocking it was to hear the news. They whispered things like, “How could Jimmy Miller possibly have been so depressed? He was such a nice boy. He was such a pleasant boy. It must have been the strange friends he had. It must have been the music he listened to. It must have been the pressure he was under to succeed where his father failed in life.” It must have been blah, blah, blah….

No one really knew the answer. Not even me.

I stood in his sterilized room, poking around, wondering where to begin my search for clues. All his things were tidied. I know who did it. Why his mother thought his death would be made easier by straightening up the piles of papers and CDs and photographs that cluttered his dresser and desk is beyond me. Jamie had just died; couldn’t she leave his fucking stuff the way it was for more than six fucking days?

I looked in a few drawers before my brain clicked. Behind Jamie’s bed! I snapped my fingers when I remembered the hole I put into the drywall the time we moved the furniture around and used his room as a mock battlefield. We stole two swords from his stepfather’s collection of Elizabethan broadswords, and I swung mine too wide, missing Jamie’s midsection. Lucky for Jamie. Jamie then added to the faux pas by slicing a neat square around the hole. He added hinges and a handle and everything, creating a door to stash his private things inside the wall.

If there were answers related to his death, they’d be in there!

I shoved the bed aside, removed the soccer poster from the wall, and opened up his secret compartment. In there I found his journals. Six in total, one for each school year, starting with 2004-2005 when our school’s counselor came up with the idea he write instead of fight. He started at the end of sophomore year 2004, around March or April, I think. He never let me read them, but one time he told me he’d read me parts of the entries if I were “a good little boy.” Comedian! He never did, though.

“I wonder if Darian read these?” I mumbled as I sat cross-legged on the floor and hurriedly flipped through each one until I found 2010. I needed to read the end. What was his last thought? Who did he write about? Did he think about slitting his wrists and OD’ing ahead of time? I had to know.

As my leafing neared the last few pages, an envelope fell out. It had my name on it. I couldn’t blink as the curves of Jamie’s handwriting held my eyelids open, my eyes fixated on the last piece of mail I would ever receive from him. I tore it open.

 

Dearest Matt,

Don’t let Darian read this book. Burn it. Burn all of them. Take my secrets to the grave and let my pain end here. I couldn’t be the person I wanted to be, the person you would want. I’m sorry. Know that I loved you more than the stars have power to kiss the night sky.

~Jamie

 

He loved me? Of course I knew he did, but he’d never stated it openly in all these years. I dropped the note and frantically found the last entry. What I saw was nothing like I expected to read. I’m not sure what I was looking to find, but this wasn’t it!

I started crying, like my little sister had when our dog died, as I thought back on the moments he and I shared. I knew he had a lot going on. I knew he was under pressure and how much he tried to please everyone. No matter how hateful the words were, why would one comment push him over the edge? Knowing the end wasn’t enough. I had to know what was going on in his head from the beginning.

I picked up 2004 and thought to myself, “Who the hell was Jamie Miller?”
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APRIL 16, 2004

I punched Joey Taylor for calling my dad a loser. I got suspended, and now I have to write down my feeellliiings. FUCK!!! I’d rather punch something.

 

May 21, 2004

I don’t know why I have to write down my fucking thoughts. What if I don’t have any thoughts?

 

June 10th

School’s out. Fucking Hallelujah!

 

July something

My dad says he has to move again. I feel bad for him. My mom tells me I can’t visit until he gets his house shit figured out. That totally blows. I miss my dad.

 

August 14, 2004

Happy fucking birthday to me!

I thought turning sixteen would be a big deal for me. Like maybe my mom would view it as some sort of rite of passage and she’d treat me different. I guess that only applies to girls, or to moms who give a shit. Obviously my mom couldn’t care less. She sent me to my dad’s this weekend: no presents, no cake.

I don’t know why I feel so angry about it. I normally jump at the chance to see my dad. I miss him like hell most of the time. I only get to visit one weekend a month since my mom kicked him out and filed for divorce. I guess I should have started this fucking journal talking about the divorce and shit, but oh well.

My mom is such a bitch. What did my dad ever do to her? Seems to me he worked his ass off so we could afford to live in that big house she wanted. But what the fuck do I know? I’m just some dumb kid who gets in the way.

 

 

“HEY, JIMBO.”

Jimmy looked up at the sound of his dad’s voice. He grinned and closed his notebook.

“What you got there, buddy?” Dan Miller asked as he walked through the small kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Thanks for making my coffee, by the way.” He smiled pleasantly as he added creamer to his mug.

“No problem.” Jimmy shrugged. “It’s a journal,” he explained, keeping his eyes on the table in front of him. “The school’s counselor suggested I keep one after the fight I had with Joey Taylor back in May.”

“Did she say why?” he asked, concerned, dumping copious amounts of sugar into his coffee.

Jimmy pushed the crumbs around on the table. It wasn’t like keeping the journal was a big deal. He just didn’t know how his dad was going to react to the reason. “Um, she thinks I have anger issues over the divorce.”

Mr. Miller paused. “Oh, I see.”

Jimmy knew his dad was not an irrational sort of man. He always held his tongue in lieu of saying the wrong thing. Jimmy witnessed his behavior time and time again when his parents were still together—fighting, but still together. His mom would blow up, and his dad would stop midsentence and bite back his response. Seeing him go quiet now made Jimmy wonder what he was thinking. He just stood there, stirring his coffee incessantly.

“Dad, it’s no big deal, really. She suggested if I write down my feelings instead of slugging people, I might learn how to control my temper. So far it’s been fine.” He rose and walked over to his dad. “Joey was the last bloody nose I dealt out.”

His dad finally smirked. “Okay, as long as it’s fine by you. I don’t want you to feel obligated to express your feelings like a girl. Your mom never understood that boys show their emotions different than girls. I was proud you kicked that boy’s behind.” He winked and reassuringly squeezed Jimmy’s shoulder. “But I also know fighting excessively spells more detention. I see the counselor’s point. If writing in that thing helps, go for it. School starts in about two weeks. I’m hoping it’ll be a better year for you.”

“Thanks, Dad. Me too.”

“Now,” Dan turned his attention to the bread lying on the counter, “I need to make myself something to eat and get to work. I’m sorry I couldn’t take off, but I didn’t expect you for another two weekends. Your mom made my lack of visitation rights very clear to the lawyers. I’m hoping she’ll bend a bit and give me every three weeks instead of once a month.” He sighed, “Oh well. This isn’t a great birthday, is it?”

Jimmy sighed also. “No, but I don’t care. At least I’m not stuck at home with her.”

“Hey,” he said, pointing a finger at his son. “Don’t disrespect your mother.” He stopped threatening with his finger and turned back around, continuing the conversation with his back to Jimmy. “Do you want me to drop you at the mall? I could leave you there for a few hours and pick you up when I’m done with my shift at Walmart?”

“Nah, I’m gonna go exploring around here. Since you moved into this farmhouse, I haven’t had time to look around. The summer flew by, what with you moving twice and Mom giving me all kinds of chores to do. I want to see if there are any good places to mess around.” Jimmy picked up his notebook and headed toward the steps.

“Sounds good. And Jimmy….”

“Yeah, Dad?” He stopped with one foot on the step.

“Be careful. Some farmers around here don’t like trespassers. They’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”

“Dad,” he objected, sticking up one eyebrow, “this isn’t the hills of West Virginia. I’ll be fine.”

“I’m merely letting you know.”

Jimmy shook his head and walked up the steps.

The farmhouse was small, with only two bedrooms and a bath on the second floor. Jimmy brushed his teeth and stared into the mirror. His tired green eyes stared back. “I should go back to bed,” he whispered. With a huff and a sigh he trudged out of the bathroom, grabbed his journal, and headed out the front door.

There had to be something interesting to do around here.

 

 

JIMMY WALKED down the country lane, looking at the surrounding fields and farms. A lot of corn was planted here. The state was known for sweet corn. He liked corn. It was great on the grill with barbecued chicken, or better yet—crabs! He loved steamed crabs the way the little shop around the corner made them. Loads of Old Bay made anything taste good. He remembered eating crabs in Massachusetts once, when he was a kid. The restaurant boiled them. Yuck! No flavor at all. Blue crabs were awesome steamed with Old Bay, a little vinegar, and sometimes beer. He licked his lips, thinking how yummy they would taste right now. If he only had a couple of bucks. His pocket produced lint upon inspection, so he kicked a rock and just kept walking.

He turned left onto the next crossroad and followed its winding path through the trees and cornfields. As he passed a dirt driveway on his left, Jimmy paused. Dirt driveways sometimes led to abandoned houses or hunting shacks. His eyebrow shot up. He was feeling rather inquisitive and decided to check it out.

The driveway was rutted and obviously rarely used. Grass grew in the center, at least a foot tall. No one could have driven up here lately unless they had four-wheel drive. The forest on both sides got thicker, obscuring his view. The birds in the trees were singing and chirping happily, so Jimmy wasn’t bothered to be so completely isolated. Quiet always accompanied danger in the woods, like a precursor. Silent birds meant something was wrong. It was the same as growling dogs in the house at night. He felt safe when the dog was sleeping soundly, and now while the birds were chirping.

Something glinted through the hemlocks and oaks, and Jimmy stopped. Water? He could swear it was sun reflecting off of a pond. What a great place to explore! A few more feet and he noticed an overgrown path heading in that direction. He took it, and in five minutes Jimmy found the path opened up to reveal a hidden paradise. “Paradise” because it felt like it was solely his. It was a huge pond, surrounded by hemlocks and sycamores, a willow tree and a few redbuds, with just enough grass to lie back and enjoy the view of blue skies above.

He was about to walk to the water’s edge when a voice from his right stayed him. “Who are you?”

Jimmy jumped. He looked to the person seated on the grass and stuttered, “Um, I, m-my name’s J-Jim.”

“This is private property, you know,” the boy said, glaring at Jimmy from underneath his shaggy black hair.

“Oh, I’m s-sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass.” His dad’s warning flashed through his mind. Did this guy have a gun? He certainly looked scary.

The kid, dressed all in black, got up and walked over to Jimmy. “I don’t care.” He shrugged. “It’s not my property. I’m here illegally too. Got a light?” He took out a cigarette and tapped the butt on the pack.

“No.” Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t smoke.”

“You’re better off. I wish I never stole my mom’s cigs when I was eleven. It’s a bad habit to get into.” The kid’s expression lightened and Jimmy felt much less threatened. “So, what’s your name again?”

“Jim. I don’t mean to bother you. I can leave.”

He gave Jimmy the once-over. “No, it’s okay. You look all right.” The boy tucked his cigarettes back into his tight black jeans and stuck out his hand. “My name’s Darian. Darian Weston. I live up the road. I was just messing with you about the private property shit. I mean, it is privately owned, but the owner hasn’t been around for years. My mom says he’s trying to sell this land, but no one wants to pay the asking price. Whatever. I come here to be alone.”

Jimmy shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Are you sure it’s okay if I stay? I mean… you don’t even know me.”

“No, but most people won’t even talk to me. So, if you aren’t afraid, and you aren’t gonna beat the shit out of me, then I’m glad for the company.” He pointed to Jimmy’s notebook. “You write? Or draw?”

Jimmy looked down and lifted his notebook. “This? I write.”

“Cool. I draw. You write poetry, or what?”

Jimmy chuckled. “Poetry? Um, no.” It finally clicked; this kid must be emo. Or goth? What was the difference again? He unquestionably had the look of some high-school clique. Black T-shirt, black jeans, abnormally black hair, purple nail polish, pierced eyebrow, and Jimmy even noticed black eyeliner under his long lashes. Most assuredly emo and possibly gay, Darian was no longer a threatening presence. Jimmy felt his insides relax. “I write… stuff,” he answered ambiguously. “Whatever comes to mind. Kind of a project my school’s counselor suggested.”

“What? You got emotional issues?” Darian asked bluntly.

“Something like that,” he answered with a shrug. Maybe he wasn’t vague enough.

“Me too.” Darian bent down and picked up a stone. He skipped it sideways into the pond; five hops and then it sank. “I was cutting last year. My gym teacher freaked when he noticed the marks. I had to sit through weeks of bullshit.” He held out his arm, removing the leather wrist cuff. “See. I still have three scar lines.”

Jimmy swallowed a lump in his throat. “Fuck.” He’d never thought of cutting before. Sure, he was upset a lot, but he never thought of hurting himself by dragging a blade across his skin. Mostly his frustration came out in the form of fistfights. Darian didn’t even seem to mind showing him. Jimmy wasn’t sure if he was proud of the scars or just didn’t care about them at all. “What school do you go to?”

“Winter’s Mill. You?”

“Westminster High School.”

“Ah, Heroin High. Too bad. How come you go there when you live out here?”

Jimmy sat in the grass and set his book down. “I’m just visiting my dad this weekend. Most of the time I live with my mom on Larson Court. I used to live practically across the street from the high school, but we had to move after the divorce.”

Darian’s eyebrows shot up. “To the richie-rich part of town!”

“Not really,” he said defensively.

“It’s cool. I’m not judging.” Darian picked up and threw another stone. “I live with my mom as well. Never knew my dad. My mom has a different boyfriend all the time. Got four siblings, all from different sperm donors.”

Jimmy’s eyes went wide. “Damn!”

“Yeah, we’re a fucked-up family. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“Two stepsisters and a half brother. Tommy is six months old. My mom only seems to have time for him, lately.”

Darian came over and sat in the grass next to Jimmy. “And let me guess, you get left out of everything?”

“Yup.” Jimmy grinned, looking at this very congenial fellow. How could people not like him? Jimmy’s normally reticent personality took a back seat in light of Darian’s charm. It wasn’t so much the things Darian said that drew him in as the way Darian’s eyes lit up when he looked at Jimmy. He found himself asking, “You got a book of drawings I might get to see sometime?”

Darian smiled and nodded. “Sure, I’ll see what I can find.” He lay back in the grass and closed his eyes, folding one arm behind his head and the other across his stomach.

Jimmy grinned and did the same.

The clouds floated by and drained away every care Jimmy had in the world. He closed his eyes. His ears picked up a blue jay, off in the distance. He heard a bullfrog. He heard rustling in the leaves, somewhere behind his head. A squirrel, maybe? It didn’t matter. The birds were chirping, and he felt safe.

Jimmy also heard Darian breathing, slow and steady, as if he were sleeping. Jimmy knew he wasn’t. The boy was just lying there listening to the sounds of nature and enjoying the quiet. Jimmy’s insides fluttered. As he lay there with Darian, listening to the smallest of sounds and sharing the most peaceful moment of his life, Jimmy knew meeting Darian Weston was going to be one of the best birthday presents of all time. He took a deep breath and relaxed more fully than he had in years.
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SEPTEMBER 3, 2004

Labor Day weekend starts tomorrow. I can’t wait. I get to be at my dad’s for three whole days. I know he has to work, because it’s a holiday and all, but I don’t care. When he’s not working maybe we can go hiking or something. Ooooh, or fishing at that pond I found a few weeks ago.

I wonder if Darian likes to fish? Hmmm… I’ll have to ask.

School is going good so far. Nobody’s said anything to me about my parents or how my dad moved or how my mom put the house up for sale when she finally married Mr. Mustache Man. No jokes yet, but I won’t hold my breath. I think Joey was about to say something in PE, but Matt glared at him for me.

I’ve been grateful for Matt. If it wasn’t for him looking out for me, I think I’da been in a lot more fistfights. I guess it pays off for him to work out all the time and build up his muscles. No one messes with him. Well, come to think of it, no one messed with him before. I remember him being a scrawny-ass little guy in middle school, and no one seemed to care. They liked him anyhow. Who wouldn’t? Matt’s the perfect friend.

I think he’s….

 

 

SOMETHING HARD smacked Jimmy on the back of the head and stopped his thoughts dead in their tracks. He stopped writing but kept his head down. He really didn’t want to turn around and see who threw the dinner roll that came with the school lunch. He waited. No more fights, he whispered to himself.

“Hey, Miller. Your stupid dad get a job yet? I hear they fired his ass from Big Lots.” Snickering ensued.

Jimmy closed his eyes. He knew that voice and those snickers. Joey Taylor was not the guy he wanted to deal with right now. He was controlling his anger. Right? Control. He took a few deep breaths and sat stock-still. A juice box hit him in the back of the head. Jimmy turned quickly in his seat at the lunch table.

“Now, now, Joey Taylor….” Matt happened by at the most convenient of times. “I thought you were due in Mrs. Monroe’s room for academic support?” He winked at Jimmy before peering confidently at Joey.

Joey scrunched up his eyes and scratched his head, mussing up his unruly red curls. “Yeah, so? I don’t see how it’s any of your business, Dixon.”

“It’s not.” Matt shrugged. “I was simply dropping off some textbooks in her office and overheard her talking to another teacher. She said something about ‘wondering where you were’ and having to talk to your mom, that’s all.”

Matt’s cool tone almost made Jimmy snort juice out through his nose. He choked back laughter. Damn, Matt’s good!

“Aw, shit!” Joey cursed, grabbing his books and dashing off through the lunchroom doors.

“Did you really hear Mrs. Monroe saying that?” another boy asked.

Jimmy piped up and answered for his friend. “Rob, you know Matt wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

“Nah, I guess not.” Satisfied, the boy went back to eating. Joey was forgotten. So was Jimmy.

Matt smiled at Jimmy, sauntered over and sat down. “Joey’s such a schmoe. He’ll never learn to leave you alone.”

“I know.”

Matt’s eyes flickered over to Jimmy’s notebook. “You still writing?”

“Yup.”

“It working?”

“I guess. I didn’t chuck my lunch tray back at him.”

Both boys chuckled. Matt nudged Jimmy with his elbow and shook his head. “You really going to your dad’s this weekend?”

“Yeah.”

“Bummer. I was hoping we could shoot some hoops. It’s been a real drag since you moved. I can’t crawl into your window whenever I want and talk about my problems.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “What problems do you have? You have the perfect family. Your dad is perfect. Your brother and sister aren’t pestering you all the time. And your mom never screams at you for anything.”

“That’s only because she doesn’t know anything.” Matt lifted an eyebrow and tilted his head toward his friend. “It’s all in how you play your cards, young Padawan.”

“Padawan!” He slapped the table. “That reminds me… I can’t wait to show you the sword collection that Mustache Man—I mean, my stepdad—has in our living room. It is so cool. He has broadswords and chainmail, even a whole suit of armor! Maybe we could do a mock battle or something when my parents aren’t home?”

Matt’s mouth hung open. “And this is the year your parents decide to split up and move? That sucks. We could be reenacting the Battle for Middle-earth this weekend.”

Jimmy grinned. Matt might sound irritated, but he knew his friend was all growl with no fangs. He knew Matt was as unhappy about the move as he was, but there was no way around the situation. It wasn’t like he’d moved far—they still went to the same school—it was the unwanted inconvenience of not walking to school every morning and hanging out every afternoon. Matt walked from Tall Pines Drive, and Jimmy took a bus.

“We can reenact it, just not over winter break. I think there’s a wine-tasting thing in… February. Maybe you could spend the night! My parents will be gone all day, and you can pretend to be Legolas all you want. As long as we don’t break any of my mom’s stuff.”

“Sounds good. We’ll hang out in your room. I don’t want to set foot near your mom’s mini art museum anyway. Too risky.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “You got that right.”

Matt stood up at the sound of the bell. “Come on, you can’t be late for Mr. Reeves’ class.”

“You’re not kidding. My mom shit a brick when I got a 91 percent on the review quiz we took Wednesday.” Jimmy picked up his tray and his books and walked with Matt to the door. He deposited his trash in the bin as they left the cafeteria.

“Why’d you tell her about the quiz? It was only for review.”

Kids crowded the halls, but to Matt and Jimmy the noise faded into nothing when they were together.

“I didn’t.” Jimmy shrugged. “It fell out of my backpack, and she picked it up for me. I thought she was going to hit me. She had that look in her eyes. You know the one.”

“Shit. Sorry, man. I’ll help you study for the next one.”

“Thanks. I really wish I still lived next door.” Jimmy’s shoulders drooped.

Matt picked up on his gloominess and placed his arm across Jimmy’s shoulders. “Cheer up, man, things’ll get better. I’ve had my license for a few weeks now—finally passed the stupid parallel parking. Dad said I can borrow the Jeep whenever I want—as long as I keep my grades up—so I’ll be over all the time. He might even buy an Outback and give me the Jeep. We’ll get together often, you’ll see. It just takes more planning than popping through a window.”

“Yeah.” Jimmy was not bouncing back so easily, even if Matt was practically hugging him. “Maybe when you come to my new house, you can come through the window for old time’s sake?”

“Yeah, okay.” Matt laughed, casually removing his arm from Jimmy’s shoulders. He shifted his books as they stopped at his locker.

Jimmy leaned on the locker next to his. “So, are the new neighbors nice?”

“They’re fine.” Matt placed his physics book in his locker and took out calculus.

“Will you be climbing through my old window to chat with the new kid?”

Matt shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. That kid is wound too tight. I think he’d probably rat on me if I crossed the yard through the flowerbed, let alone crawled through the window instead of using the front door.”

Jimmy chuckled. “Ah, but is he cute?”

Matt’s eyes bulged. “Dude!” He looked around nervously. “We’re in school.”

Jimmy looked down, ashamed for forgetting himself. “Sorry.”

Matt scanned the immediate surroundings. “It’s okay, Jamie.” He gripped Jimmy’s shoulder. “I know it’s hard to keep all my secrets to yourself, every second of the day.”

“But I do!” he stressed.

Matt smiled. “I know. You’re the bestest friend ever.” Matt closed his locker and leaned closer to his friend. “And yes… he is. But it doesn’t change rule number one.”

“The proximity rule?” They started down the hallway and picked up the pace as they both noticed how few students were left meandering.

“Exactly! I’m not fucking a guy within fifty miles of my house. I may even up it to seventy-five. The last hook-up was sixty miles away, and it made me think that’s still too close. I seriously don’t want to see that dude again. Way too clingy.”

“What was his name?”

“I’m not sure. Something with a ‘P’, I think. Peter or Patrick, Paul or Penelope?”

“Penelope’s a girl’s name.”

“Oh, yeah, then it definitely wasn’t Penelope! Here’s my class. I’ll see you later.”

“And why do you never bother to catch a name, again?”

“Jamie! Fuck and run, I keep telling you. I’m seventeen fucking years old, for goodness sake, and I’m a senior. I don’t need to be tied down and deal with relationship crap. As soon as I cum, I’m done. I don’t need anything else.”

Jimmy nodded. “Right.” He’d heard the explanation before, but deep in his gut he hoped the reason would change. He hoped Matt would change. His lifestyle seemed meaningless, and Jimmy worried Matt would waste his youth chasing after the next piece of ass. “See ya later.”

“Yeah, see ya, Jamie!”

Jimmy heard the bell and knew he was late for class. He really didn’t want to go. Suddenly he longed for a serious rewind of his life, back to the times when things were simpler. Back to when it was just him and Matt, and they were too young to think about life beyond Star Wars and Lord of the Rings.
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September 22, 2010

3:38 p.m.

 

MATTHIAS DIXON fingered the rim of the wooden casket with distant fascination. It wasn’t as if he’d never attended a viewing before, but this one… this one sucked all the sorrow right out of him, until he felt as if he were nothing more than a hollow shell. The real Matt, the one who truly cared about people and expressed emotion and sadness at appropriate times, was somewhere on holiday. The Matt who stood in Haight Funeral Home this afternoon was a wraith, a disembodied spirit, a mindless zombie version of his true self.

His arm fell limply to his side. Why the fuck’d they pick blue satin? Matt scoffed. He wouldn’t like blue satin. Black, or even white, but never baby blue! Pft!

Okay, perhaps all his emotions were not drained from his body. Right now he felt cynical. His eyes wandered to the spray of flowers on top of the casket. “Stupid roses,” he mumbled. Didn’t they know he hated roses? Ever since the summer of ’05 when he worked for Larson’s Lawn and Garden Service, and his arms got all ripped up on Mrs. Buckman’s Pink Promise roses. Why would someone choose those?

His eyes caught the card. “James, I’ll always love you. Mother.” Matt fussed and rolled his eyes. “Figures! Nobody called him James but you.”

Matt heard someone sniffling behind him, so he stepped aside politely. He recognized the woman—short brown hair, angular face—it was Mr. Miller’s cousin Maggie. Her eyes were red, and tears flowed freely down her cheeks. She clutched a sodden tissue to her nose as she looked at the body. Matt studied the bouquet on a stand next to the casket, which displayed “Beloved Son” across the front of carnations and alstroemeria, in an attempt to keep from staring at Maggie. That would be rude. She was obviously devastated, judging by the way her shoulders bobbed up and down in time with her loud sobs.

Matt didn’t want to make Maggie feel self-conscious—she wasn’t normally a weepy woman—and so he looked at the flowers instead. He would move away altogether, except he hadn’t actually worked up the nerve to look his best friend in the face. He knew what he’d see, but four attempts later and Matt still hadn’t looked into the embalmed face of the person he’d laughed with for the last twenty-two years.

A small vase of red gerbera daisies caught the corner of his eye, and he stepped over to read the card. “I’ll miss you, Jamie. ~D.W.”

Matt was taken aback. “Jamie?” He sneered at the accuracy. “Who knew him as Jamie besides me?” And gerbera daisies? Matt wondered how the hell D.W. knew Jamie liked those. “Who the fuck is D.W. anyway?”

Matt voiced his discontent a little too loudly and was shushed by a blue-haired lady with angry eyes. “Sorry,” he whispered back. She stuck her nose in the air and moved away.

He went back to staring at the card. “D.W.… D.W.” He could not stop repeating those initials. It was as if he craved some epiphany to occur like a resounding crescendo and enlighten him to the owner of said initials. He waited. Nothing happened. Several minutes went by, and Matt could not come up with one friend of Jamie’s whose initials were D.W. He didn’t have that many friends.

Cousin Maggie was still sobbing her goodbyes as she walked away, allowing Matt another opportunity. He couldn’t do it. Now he was suddenly obsessed with the initials D.W. and how Jamie had a friend he knew nothing about. How could he have a friend I knew nothing about? He knew everything about Jamie!

At least he thought he did.

He knew Jamie liked gerbera daisies because a girl in school wrote a poem about them, and it almost made him cry. He loved Mounds Bars, and his favorite color was red. People stupidly assumed it was because red was the color of blood, and Jamie was pretty depressing and scary-looking when he went through his goth stage in eighth grade, but blood had nothing to do with it. Jamie liked red because it reminded him of the red crocheted quilt his grandmother used to cover him up with when he spent the night at her house, when he was little. She died in ’98, and Jamie said the color helped him remember her.

Jamie Miller liked Mustangs, black widows, and the smell of smoke after the fireworks on the Fourth of July. Matt knew Jamie. He was the only guy Matt could say anything to and never feel embarrassed, judged, or ashamed.

They grew up together on Tall Pines Drive in a small development across from Westminster High School. Matt remembered kickball in the middle of the street and tree forts built in the narrow strip of trees across from Jamie’s house before the county extended Hook Road and cut down the trees.

Matt was the one to call Jimmy “Jamie” in the first place! He was like, nine, I think… yeah, nine…

 

 

…MATT CRAWLED up the tree outside Jimmy’s window. He could hear Jimmy’s parents fighting in the living room, and he knew his buddy was stuck upstairs having to hear every word. “Jim,” he called. Nothing. He leaned closer to the window. “Jimmy?” he said in a louder voice, but hopefully not loud enough to be heard downstairs.

Nothing. He broke a twig off and flung it at the windowpane. A moment later, Jimmy peeked out. He looked awful. His puffy eyelids spoke volumes, and Matt knew he needed to get him out of there. He waved him to come out.

Jimmy opened the window. “What?” he asked weakly.

“Come on, you know you can’t stay in there when they do this.”

Jimmy hesitated but climbed out onto the porch roof as asked and reached for the branch. Lucky for the both of them, the Millers had not taken the time to trim the tree limbs away from the house. The two boys climbed down the tree and scampered off to the Dixon residence.

The two-story colonial sat just next door, modest yet spacious enough for three children and a dog. The Dixons had lived there two months longer than the Millers had lived in their home. Matt opened the front door and walked right in.

“Where’re you boys going?” asked Mr. Dixon from his comfortable recliner.

“Up to my room,” Matt answered and kept on walking.

Once upstairs, Matt shut the door and turned on the stereo, quiet enough not to get in trouble, but loud enough to cover their conversation.

“Why do you have lipstick on your floor?”

Matt turned around to see Jimmy picking up a gold tube off the shag carpet. He snatched it away from him. “I don’t know. Maybe Mom dropped it.” He tossed it on top of the dresser and flopped onto the bed. “Sorry your parents were fighting again. Must be pretty tough to listen to them bickering all the time.”

“Yup,” Jimmy answered.

Matt watched his expression change from indifferent to frustrated to full-on sad in a matter of seconds. Jimmy could not fight the tears. His shoulders slumped, and he covered his face with his hands.

“Crap,” Jimmy uttered.

Matt reached out and pulled him to his side. They both sat there on the edge of the bed. Jimmy cried, and Matt kept one arm draped over his friend’s shoulders. Matt didn’t know what to say. His own parents hardly ever fought. Jimmy leaned closer to him, laying his head on his shoulder. He was crying harder, so Matt gave Jimmy’s shoulder a consoling rub.

Just then, some ’80s rock tune came on. Van Halen, maybe? He didn’t know the words, but he had heard the song enough. His dad played ’70s and ’80s rock all the time. Something, something, she wants to send him a letter, something. But he knew the chorus: oh, whoa, whoa, Jamie’s cryin’.

Matt could not stop his mouth from singing along. “Oh, whoa, whoa, Jamie’s cryin’….” Jimmy tilted his head and glared at him. Matt repeated, “Something, something, oh, whoa, whoa, Jamie’s cryin’….”

Jimmy shoved Matt’s arm away from his shoulders and snapped, “Shut up!”

Matt sang louder, “Oh, whoa, whoa, Jamie’s cryin’….”

Jimmy clenched his fists by his sides. “I said shut up!”

Jimmy wasn’t crying anymore. He actually seemed to be on the verge of laughing, so Matt kept it up. He butchered the words and stood up and did a little dance. “She’s gonna write a letter and make herself feel better. Oh, whoa, whoa, Jamie’s cryin’.” Matt twirled around and wiggled his posterior at Jimmy.

Jimmy rolled away from him. “Stoooopppp!”

Matt turned around triumphantly and smiled. “I knew I could get you laughing again! Jay-me.”

“Ha, Ha! Quit it.” Jimmy was not laughing.

“No seriously. I’m calling you Jamie from now on. Then every time you get upset, you can remember tonight and how I can make you laugh, even when you’re crying like a girl.”

“You jerk,” Jimmy fussed and threw Matt’s pillow at him.

Matt giggled. His friend lunged at him, tackling him and pinning him to the floor. Matt smirked. “You know I’m stronger.” He flipped Jimmy over and straddled his waist, tickling his ribs.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Jimmy wrestled to get free.

Matt got off Jimmy and offered him a hand to stand up. Jimmy glared but took it. Matt patted his shoulder. “I can’t fix your parents, but I can keep you laughin’… Jamie.”

This time Jimmy didn’t argue. “Thanks,” he replied with a thin smile. “You’re the bestest friend I’ve ever had.”

Matt felt the same but couldn’t bring himself to be all sentimental about it. “And don’t you forget it!” He gloated instead…

 

…Ever since, the nickname stuck. Jamie called Matt the bestest friend he ever had, and the two of them were inseparable. Matt walked back over and fingered that stupid little card attached to the vase of red gerbera daisies one more time. “So how the hell does D.W. rate ‘Jamie’?” Matt swore, feeling somehow betrayed.
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OCTOBER… WHAT the fuck day is it? 2004

There are times when I wake up and forget we moved. I push back the covers and wander over to my window, and that’s when it hits me: Matt’s window is no longer opposite mine.

 

 

“PARENTS ARE getting a divorce, huh? That sucks.” Matt turned the top tuning peg on his guitar and plucked the string again.

“Totally. But that’s not the worst part.” Jimmy shifted on Matt’s bed to face his friend, who was leaning against the windowsill. “The worst part is we’re moving.”

“What!” Matt’s shock made him drop his cigarette from the corner of his mouth. “Shit,” he snapped as he hurriedly picked up the burning butt before it singed the carpet. “When?”

“Not sure. Dad said it depends on the market and how fast the house sells. Mom says she and… Kevin, are keeping it. I don’t know who to believe,” Jimmy said. “You should really quit those.”

“Yeah, easier said than done.” Matt put the cigarette out and went back to tuning. “So, you might be moving—that blows. We just got a routine down where you make breakfast and I do your Spanish homework. That totally sucks! Where am I gonna eat in the morning?”

“Shut the fuck up, man. You can eat at your own fucking house. Let’s focus on the bigger picture—me, leaving the neighborhood. Me—living far away from you. Whose window do I crawl into when I’m thinking of killing myself?” He got off the bed and paced the cluttered room.

“Jamie, you wouldn’t do that.”

“No.” Jimmy stopped and rubbed the back of his neck. “But I might kill my mom. I saw that in a movie, I think. Ooooh,”—he snapped his fingers—“I could make the movie. A repressed kid picks up a cleaver one day and hacks his mom into little bits when she’s asleep, all because she grounded him for getting a B- on a science quiz.” Jimmy paused for effect and added whimsically, “Then he goes into the kitchen to make himself a ham sandwich.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “More proof it will never happen. You get straight A’s. Plus, deep down you love your mom.”

“Did you know she’s pregnant?”

“What? No way!” Matt laid the guitar flat on his lap.

“Yup. One month. They think I don’t know, but they yell pretty loud sometimes.”

“Is it your dad’s?”

Jimmy glared. “No! Would you sleep with her the way she treats my dad?”

“You can’t expect me to answer that. It’s apples and oranges.”

“Sorry…. Your orientation aside, would you ever think about sleeping with my mom?”

“No. She’s too moody.” Matt strummed and grinned, happy with the adjusted pitch.

Jimmy flopped back onto the mattress and stared at the ceiling. “Exactly.”

 

 

I MISS being able to talk to Matt whenever I want. He’s really the only person in the world who understands me. I don’t know why life is so fucking complicated. I liked it before all the change. Well… not really…. If I’m totally honest, things were not great for years.

It was awful when the fights started between my mom and dad. I sat in my room and tried in vain to drown them out with loud music, but it never worked. They’d punish my ass with more chores for being a bother when they—the friggin’ parents—were trying to have a discussion. Yeah, right!?! I don’t know how Dad put up with her for as long as he did. She was never happy then, and she’s never happy now.

She wants straight A’s; I get straight A’s. She ranted about me wearing black; I bought a red shirt. Nothing makes her like me any better. Now she keeps telling me Matt’s a bad influence. SINCE WHEN? I’ve known him my whole life, and now he’s a bad influence? She grumbled about his use of guns and killing small animals. Whatever! I know hunting can’t be the real issue, since she said I could go with him sometime. Something else is bothering her, and she’s using hunting as the excuse.

All I know is that she better not tell me I can’t see Matt. I think I’d rather die. He keeps me together, ya know?

Matt….

 

 

JIMMY TAPPED the side of the pencil on his forehead.

Where is Matt today? I hope he’s not out doing some nameless dude behind a Tevco. He’s going to get hurt one of these days.

Jimmy pushed his chair back from his desk and picked up his cell phone. He flipped it open and sent a text: Dude, Where U @? Can I call?

He got a quick reply: I’m @ Target w/ my mom. Sure, call…

He hit the speed dial and listened as it rang. Once.

“Hey, Jamie, what’s up?”

Jimmy liked the sound of that voice. “Missing you.”

“What?”

Matt genuinely sounded as if he didn’t hear Jimmy’s comment. Knowing he sounded pathetic, Jimmy quickly got to his point. “Nothing. Are you really going deer hunting this weekend? Because I think I’d like to go.”

“Oh, good golly. Jamie, buddy, my dearest friend, there is no way you’re going deer hunting, especially during bow season. I’d be afraid of you hitting me!”

“Ha, ha, ha,” he exaggerated his mock laughter. Jimmy plopped down on the edge of his bed. “You don’t know that. I bet I could hit something.”

“Something? Yes. But a deer? No. I thought your mom loathed hunting anyway?”

“She does this week, but she likes getting steaks from your dad. I asked if I could go, and she said okay. I gotta make sure my chores are done and my homework is all caught up, and I need a ride from you. She can’t be bothered to drive me to your house.” Jimmy huffed. His mother’s rules were exhausting to remember.

“No problem. I’ll come get you. Better yet, spend the night. We have to leave at like four o’clock in the morning and shit.”

“I’ll ask and call you back.”

“Okay.”

Jimmy flipped his phone shut and went downstairs to find his mom in the kitchen, making dinner. He took a deep breath and steadied his nerves. “Mom?”

“Yes, James?”

It irked him that she didn’t even give him the courtesy of looking up. She just kept chopping carrots with her back turned. “Mom, can I spend the night at Matt’s this Friday?”

She stopped chopping and looked up. “Matt?” To Jimmy it sounded like an accusation rather than a question.

“Yeah, Matt. Remember? You said I could go hunting with him if I did all my chores and stuff. He’s going deer hunting this weekend with his dad and suggested I spend the night since they’ll leave real early in the morning.”

She took a breath and appeared to be mulling it over. He hated when she looked like that, because normally the answer was no. “Fine. But you better make sure the laundry is done, because I don’t have time to do your chores and take care of the baby and make dinner and—”

“Mom, I will!” he insisted. “I’ve been doing a load a day just to make sure I don’t get behind. I even ironed Kevin’s, I mean Dad’s, favorite work shirt.”

She smiled. “Well, that’s a good boy. It’s nice to see you listening for a change.”

I listen all the time, but you never take the time to notice. “So I can go?”

“Yes. Against my better judgment.” She resumed her dinner preparations.

“Mom, Matt is a great guy. I don’t know why you think—”

“James, Matt is one of those Bible-thumping Christians. We lived next to his parents for fifteen years, don’t you forget. They belong to that Bible church on the hill and go around evangelizing the whole town.” Joan Smithers shook her head in disgust. “I just wonder about their ethics if they condone killing animals.”

Jimmy had never seen her act this way. Why did she suddenly loathe Christians? And killing animals? What the fuck?

“Mom,” Jimmy felt the need to defend his friend’s honor, “Matt’s family never tried to shove their religion on us. They didn’t knock on our door every summer like the Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses. They invited us to church activities sometimes, big deal. They were always nice, even when you continually turned them down. And you never minded the hunting when Mr. Dixon gave you deer steaks.”

Joan gave him a stern glare. “I don’t appreciate being reprimanded by my own son.”

Jimmy quickly changed his tune, almost begging but without the “falling prostrate” part. “Mom, I’m not. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by—”

Joan dropped what she was doing and thrust the knife handle toward her son. “Since you are so full of time and energy, you can finish chopping these vegetables and put them in the pot. Make sure you set the stove to simmer.”

“But Mom, I still have homework to do.”

“You should have thought of that before you back-talked me. You can finish your homework after you’re finished doing the vegetables.” She turned on her heel and left Jimmy gaping at her back.

His phone buzzed.

Jimmy made sure she wasn’t about to walk back in before he flipped it open.

A text from Matt: Long convo, man. U in for Fri?

He texted back: Yeah, I’ll spend the night. I’m just gonna go through hell between now and then.

K. See ya!

See ya :-]

Jimmy resumed chopping and hoped he had enough time after dinner to finish his homework and get some sleep before school tomorrow.
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November 6, 2004

 

“YOU REALLY went hunting? Wow.”

Jimmy looked at Darian. “Yeah.”

He was sitting on the floor in Darian’s room, leaning against the side of the bed. Visiting his emo friend was fast becoming a permanent activity on the weekends he spent with his dad. In truth, ever since they’d first met, Jimmy enjoyed seeing Darian just as much as he enjoyed spending time with his dad. Dan Miller always had to work at least one or two shifts on the weekend, so during the hours his dad was at Walmart, Jimmy hung out with Darian.

It wasn’t so bad missing time with his dad if he could fill those hours getting to know someone new. He liked Darian. He was interesting. Unusual. And a little rebellious. Jimmy liked the edgy vibe he got from Darian. He was confident in a different way than Matt. Matt dripped with self-assurance. Matt was tall and strong and popular. He practically walked on water at their school, and Jimmy felt completely safe in his presence.

Darian made Jimmy feel just as content, but for different reasons.

Darian wasn’t strong. Jimmy could see that in his body structure. The boy was a bag of bones. His skintight clothes clung to him, and Jimmy could see there was no real definition to his chest or his arms. Still, Darian didn’t carry himself like a coward or a weakling.

Jimmy also gleaned from conversation that Darian was not popular. His comments suggested he was ridiculed for being different, yet Darian did not seem to cave to the status quo. He wore what he wanted, painted his nails, and shrugged off slander by saying, “I can’t make people like me by pretending to be something I’m not. Then they’ll end up liking whatever I become just to be accepted. I’d rather be hated for who I am than liked for who I’m not.”

Jimmy longed for that kind of strength.

“Can I look yet?” he asked, leaning forward.

Darian protectively pulled the sketchpad against his chest. “No. I told you, ‘when I’m done’. Just sit there and try not to move.” He resumed drawing when Jimmy sat back against the bed.

Jimmy’s eyes drifted over the room as he waited for his portrait to be completed. Darian was undeniably an artist! He had all kinds of pictures pinned to his black walls.

My mom would never let me paint my room black.

There were watercolor paintings and charcoal sketches. Jimmy even noticed a few scribbles in crayon, which were obviously done when Darian was younger. Even using crayons, Darian’s talent showed through. His attention to detail in things like a cat’s face or a water pitcher was just about the best Jimmy had ever seen. He marveled at the shading and definition Darian put into each of his creations.

Jimmy realized Darian’s art was the reason his books and clothes were all over the floor. His walls had no space for shelves. They were covered ceiling to floor with art. Sure, there were spaces in between the paper and canvases, but even those areas had something “arty” pinned there. Jimmy noticed scraps of magazine photos and labels from beer bottles. There was a plastic Baggie hanging near the light switch, containing bottle caps. There was even a decorative mosaic tile trivet hung among the agglomeration.

Is there no limit to his talent?

“Done,” Darian announced.

“Finally,” Jimmy groaned. “I think my butt fell asleep waiting. We’ve been sitting on this floor for hours.” He arched and stretched his back. “So let me see.”

Darian hesitated.

“What?” Jimmy asked. “Why do you look so concerned? Is it that bad?”

“No, I just… I’ve never sketched someone before. More precisely, I never sketched someone I know and then showed it to them. Please don’t laugh.”

Jimmy didn’t know why he was acting so worried all of a sudden. He was very talented. Surely he knows that? Judging by all the stuff hanging in his room, Darian could become a professional artist or an art professor. What made him so self-conscious? “Come on, show me. I promise I won’t laugh.”

Darian slowly turned the sketchpad around, and Jimmy’s jaw dropped.

It was him. Of course he knew it would be! When the two of them had sat on the floor, hours ago, Darian had asked if Jimmy would mind if he drew his portrait. Jimmy had shrugged and said, “Go ahead.” Jimmy was not prepared, however, for the amount of detail and care his friend would devote to creating something so lifelike it was as if the picture would move any second.

The sketch was done in pencil and layered over in chalk. Darian had captured Jimmy perfectly, from the deep color of his dark green eyes to the tiny scar through his right eyebrow. It was like looking into a mirror. The portrait’s brown hair was exactly his shade—and longer than he remembered.

Maybe I do need to get it trimmed, like Mom said?

Darian’s depiction showed Jimmy slumped forward, arms draped over his knees, leaning back against the mattress and peering sideways at the artist through his unkempt hair. Darian had captured the folds in Jimmy’s black T-shirt and the holes in his high-top Chucks. Even the silver cross hanging around his neck—the one Matt had picked up when he was on a mission trip to St. Petersburg a few years ago—had not been missed by Darian’s trained eye. This was Jimmy, through and through, and suddenly he was at a loss for words to express his approval to Darian.

“Darian, I… wow, this is.…” The words stumbled through his lips. “Wait!” Jimmy scooted closer. “What’s this?” Jimmy pointed at the portrait and furrowed his brow. “I don’t have a lip ring!”

Darian shrugged sheepishly. “I know. I just thought it’d look cool.”

Jimmy grinned and tugged the sketchpad free from his friend’s clutching fingers. He looked it over a few more minutes. “It does look pretty cool, but my mom would never let me get my lip pierced.”

“Too bad. Mine doesn’t care. Or at least she never says. So, you really like it?”

Jimmy looked up. “Yeah, totally! This is the best drawing I’ve ever seen. I can’t believe you drew me so well.”

Darian took the portrait back and ran his chalk-covered thumb along the edge. “It’s all about how you perceive the subject and allowing your emotion to drain out through your fingertips. A good artist draws what he feels, like a good musician plays from his heart.”

Jimmy felt a flush of heat go through his body. Is Darian hitting on me? He wasn’t sure what he meant by that statement, but if Darian truly let his emotions fuel his artistic direction, then shit, that would explain why the likeness came out so beautifully.

“Here.” Darian gave it back to Jimmy. “You can keep it.” He uncrossed his legs and stood up, moving across the room. He stood at the window looking out, his back to Jimmy.

Jimmy flipped the cover of the sketchpad back over the top to protect the chalk from smearing. He could not help but notice Darian’s mood change. Suddenly things felt awkward. Why? Did I say something wrong? Jimmy didn’t like the sudden quiet. He wanted Darian to smile at him again. “Um, so, you think a lip ring would be cool? How come you don’t have one?” He got off the floor and sat on the edge of the bed.

Darian turned around. “I haven’t gotten around to it. I’m only allowed one piercing a year, or I have to pay. And I don’t have any money.”

Jimmy lifted an eyebrow. “Say what?”

Darian chuckled. “I guess I didn’t tell you. I have this tradition of getting something pierced for my birthday ever since my mom dated a tattoo artist—one who also does piercings. Even after she stopped seeing him, he told me he’d still pierce something for free every birthday. This year I’m getting my tongue done.”

“You’re crazy. How many piercings do you have?” He wondered because he’d only counted two.

“Three. I got the first one done when I was thirteen. Madd Max pierced my cartilage. See?” He moved his black hair away from his right ear and exposed the hoop hanging at the top.

“I remember seeing that one. And you got the eyebrow done at fourteen?”

“Yup. Next week I turn sixteen, so I thought I’d get Max to do my tongue.”

“Won’t that hurt?” Jimmy asked, feeling a shiver run down his spine as he thought of how someone might pierce a tongue.

Darian gave Jimmy an I-don’t-care shrug. “Nothing could hurt as bad as this.” He lifted his purple leopard-print T-shirt and exposed his last piercing. “Getting my nipple pierced was about the most painful thing I’ve ever done. I nearly blacked out. Hurt so bad I broke into an instant sweat and had a hard time breathing for almost ten minutes.”

Jimmy swallowed hard and stared at the brown nubbin growing hard in the cool air of the bedroom.

“That’s why I only got the left one done. I think I would’ve lost my lunch if he even moved toward the right one… Jim?”

“What?” Jimmy’s eyes snapped back up, and he immediately shook off the daze he’d fallen into. “I was just…. Shit! You got your nipple pierced! Dude! I could never do that.” It sounded way too painful. Although it also looked completely hot, but Jimmy was not about to point that out.

“To each his own.” Darian looked down and ran his fingers over the small gold hoop. “I like it.” He let his shirt hem down and looked back up.

Something odd caught Jimmy’s attention, and he reached out to stop the shirt from covering Darian’s abdomen. “Wait a second.” Jimmy lifted the side and exposed a purple bruise. “What happened here?”

Darian pulled the shirt from Jimmy’s hand and walked across the floor. “Nothing. I fell.”

Jimmy crossed his arms over his chest. “You also can’t lie worth shit. Did someone punch you?”

“No…. Yes. John Divers, a senior, got pissed when he caught me eyeballing his tattoo.” Darian let a breath of frustration escape his lungs, and then he flopped down on his bed, staring at the ceiling. “I’ve thought about getting inked, and his design was unique.”

“Why would he care if you were admiring it? Isn’t that the point of getting a tattoo? To show it off?” Jimmy didn’t see why taking a peek would instigate a beating. He sat down next to Darian and waited for an answer.

“It wasn’t as much the admiring as it was the timing. We were in the locker-room showers, and the tattoo was on his hip.”

“Oh.” That does change things. “So he thought you were looking at him? So what? He still shouldn’t have hit you.”

Darian sat up, which brought him very close to his seated friend. “You do know I’m gay, right? Half the county does.” Darian looked bemused.

Darian squinted at Jimmy like he was blond and clueless and somehow found Jimmy’s naivety endearing. That irked Jimmy. “Yeah!” Jimmy was quick to say, except the shrillness in his voice gave away his timidity. He sighed and relaxed his shoulders. “I mean…. Yes, I kind of thought you were gay the day we met. But it’s not like I go around thinking ‘Darian’s gay’ every time we’re together. You’re just you, and I still think John whatever-his-name-is shouldn’t have hit you.”

“You’re an awesome friend, you know that?”

Darian smiled a very warm smile, and Jimmy was instantly drawn to the light in his rich brown eyes. The quiet of the room surrounded them, and Jimmy felt Darian’s finger graze his wrist and glide over the back of his hand. Then his stomach flipped, and his mouth went dry. He could swear Darian was leaning forward.

A door slamming on the floor below broke the magic, causing Jimmy to jump.

Darian reluctantly got off the bed and headed to the door. “That’s probably Devin.” He pursed his lips. “Or is it Derrick? It’s something with a ‘D’.”

“You did say your mom has a lot of boyfriends.” Jimmy got up to follow him.

“Yup, one for every day of the week.” He opened the bedroom door. “Go for a walk?”

“Absolutely. You think I could get a drink?”

Darian smirked. “Sure.”

Fuck, do I look that nervous?

Jimmy grabbed his jacket and slipped into the hallway behind Darian, hoping the conversation would shift to something other than what might have happened just then. Jimmy was not ready to deal with the hungry look he’d noticed in Darian’s eyes.

 

 

IT DOESN’T bother me that Darian’s gay. Matt is, after all. And I guess it helps me to sort out some of the things Darian says and does. It’s just… when we were sitting there in that second before Donny—that was his name—slammed the door, I was feeling things I never thought I’d feel before. My stomach was doing all kinds of flips when Darian touched my wrist. I felt nauseous. I think he was going to kiss me. I’m not sure how I feel about that.

I never gave a thought to my sexuality, one way or the other. Matt’s been gay forever, but his decision didn’t sway me over the years. I just never thought about it before. I’ve liked some girls. I’ve liked some boys. When do I know what I’m feeling is what makes me gay or straight?

I just don’t know.

And, crap, what’s Darian feeling?

Another “I don’t know.”

I feel more complications coming on.
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September 22, 2010

3:46 p.m.

 

DARIAN THREW up once more before he regained enough composure to face “that room.” On the way to the funeral home, he’d pulled his car over six times to heave his guts on the side of the road. By now, there was nothing left. He flushed the toilet and left the stall. His reflection in the mirror reminded him of how little sleep he’d had in the last few nights, as well as just how much he’d cried. He splashed cold water on his face and fingered through the long layers of his hair.

“I can do this. I can do this,” he muttered to his reflection.

His shoulders sagged. He was lying to himself. “Jamie’s right, I can’t lie worth shit.” He leaned on the sink with both hands and rested his forehead against the mirror. His stomach flipped again, but instead of dashing to the toilet he panted in short breaths, like a pregnant woman trying to make it through contractions.

“I can do this.” His mantra for the day gave him enough resolve to leave the restroom and plod down the hall.

Darian looked up when he reached the dreaded doorway. A little sign protruded from the top corner: “J. Miller.” Just seeing those letters caused the tears to stream down his face. This was a living nightmare, and no matter what he tried, Darian could not wake up from the horror. His Jamie was gone, and no amount of prayers or wishful thinking was going to bring him back. He wiped the tears from his eyes and stepped over the threshold.

He could see the casket against the far wall of the room, miles away, with a sea of people he didn’t know between him and the body of the only person he’d ever loved in his life. Jamie. Somehow he had to say goodbye, only there were no words to express how a soul could let go of its other half.

He recognized Jamie’s cousin Maggie. He’d met her at a family reunion in 2008. Jamie really liked her, and so did he. She was even more of a mess than Darian, and he wanted to reach out to her as she stumbled away from the casket. As she was just about to pass him, someone called her name, and she waved away their offered hand and swiftly exited the room.

Darian couldn’t blame her. He’d have been blubbering violently as well if he wasn’t a guy and stereotypically expected to suppress all emotion, or in his case, stereotypically expected to overdramatize every situation, simply because he was gay. Darian refused to give in to either pigeonholed reaction and strove to display something in the middle. The result: lots of vomiting in the last forty-eight hours.

Another couple walked up to the casket, so Darian took the opportunity to look at the flowers as he inched his way in that direction. Step by step, he moved along the perimeter, reading the cards attached to the bouquets of flower arrangements. He read phrases like “In loving memory” and “We’re sorry for your loss,” and it occurred to him how little most of the people here knew Jamie. They knew his name, but they didn’t know him. He stepped a few feet closer.

Do people actually think flowers convey condolence? he thought as he casually inspected more of the obligatory bouquets.

Sneering at the perfunctory action of sending flowers to a funeral was a welcome distraction for Darian. It helped strengthen his courage. He and Jamie had often talked about “Hallmark holidays” and the conspiracy of card companies to create more holidays, just to get people to spend money and send cards. People die, and what was everyone supposed to do? Send flowers and a card. It was a rote response.

Of course, he was a lemming himself. Everyone did it, and Darian went right along with the masses. He grinned when he saw the next arrangement, because he knew it must be the one he’d sent: red gerbera daisies in a black vase. He liked the addition of the Mounds Bar on a stick jutting out from the middle, but he didn’t recall mentioning it to the florist. He fingered the smooth petals and glanced at the card.

“Even in death, you’re still a part of me. ~Matt.”

Darian’s fingers brushed the edges of the card, and he whispered, “Matt.” A nervous sensation coursed through his body when the thought finally registered that he was going to get to meet the larger-than-life Matt Dixon. His stomach flipped again, and it was all he could do to rush from the room and back to the bathroom stall before vomiting again. …

 

 

“WHO’S THIS?” Darian asked as he picked up a picture off of Jimmy’s cluttered desk.

Jimmy looked up from tying his shoelaces and asked, “Who’s who?”

Darian held it out. “This picture of you and some kid covered in mud.”

Jimmy finished tying and took the photograph from Darian’s fingers. “That’s my best friend, Matt.” He laughed. “This was taken at the creek when he and I covered ourselves in mud and walked around like mud monsters, trying to scare his little sister and her friends.”

Darian smiled. “That sounds so fun. How old were you? You look young.”

“Ten, but Matt’s a year older. His mom was so mad. She threatened to make us walk home.” He handed the picture back to Darian. “You’ll meet him eventually. He’s a great guy.”

“Cute too, even covered in mud,” Darian muttered as he placed the picture back where he found it.

“Huh?”

“Um, nothing.” He quickly turned around, expecting to be scrutinized for a phrase he was sure Jimmy heard, but instead he found him rummaging through a stack of books. “What are you looking for?”

“Another picture of Matt.” Jimmy shrugged. “I know I stuck it over here someplace. I don’t really have a system yet, and most of my stuff is still in boxes or over at my mom’s, since I live there most of the time.”

“Yeah, that sucks. I wish I lived closer to you,” he said, leaning against Jimmy’s desk and trying unsuccessfully to keep his eyes from lingering on Jimmy’s oh-so-squeezable posterior.

“That would be cool.”

“Seeing you once a month is a pain, but I guess I understand if your mom and dad hate each other.”

“My mom hates my dad, but not the other way around. Dad just hates how it affects me.”

“Oh.”

Jimmy shifted his position, and Darian grabbed a magazine off the desk and kept his eyes glued to the pages. Jimmy had acted weird and uncomfortable months ago on the afternoon when Darian drew his portrait, and he did not want to bring about the same awkwardness again. If Donny hadn’t come home when he did, Darian was sure he would have worked up the nerve to lean forward and kiss Jimmy when they were sitting on his bed sharing a very pleasant gaze into each other’s eyes.

“Here it is!” Jimmy held up the photo and promptly dropped it.

Darian swallowed the lump in his throat as he stole one more glance at Jimmy’s rear. You’re killing me! he thought, wiping the drool from his chin.

“This is Matt.” He presented the picture with a beaming smile.

Darian felt another buzz zing through him as he gazed at the photo. Different than the one he felt when Jimmy bent over just then. This zing was stronger. He hoped his friend would look away for a moment, so he could adjust himself without being noticed. He soooo did not want to try and explain how his breath got caught in his throat, and his dick leapt to attention after just one glance at Matt’s picture.

Jimmy’s friend Matt was hot! Decked out in camouflage, he was holding a gun like an Army sergeant. Even though he had curly hair as high as a white man’s Afro, Darian would gladly clean his barrel any day. He cleared his throat. “Um, so, Matt’s your hunter friend, right?”

State the obvious, Dare, real smooth.

Jamie nodded. “Yup. He’s really good too. Perfect aim. Makes his dad jealous. When we went bow hunting in October, he downed a five-pointer with one shot—right through the heart. And when he took me squirrel hunting, he shot six. I couldn’t believe it. Those things are fast and so small! He said I was his good-luck charm. His dad looked pissed because he only got one. I nearly peed my pants trying not to laugh. It was so cool.”

“Sounds like it.” Darian noted the brightness in Jimmy’s eyes and the pitch of his voice. Darian subconsciously started taking note of the way Jimmy talked about Matt. “He’s pretty great, eh?”

“The best! Matt’s the nicest person I know. He’s funny and considerate, smart, clever, athletic…”

And gay, please tell me Matt’s gay. Darian silently pleaded, but the list went on without including that particular adjective.

“…and mischievous, but in a fun sort of way. He can always make me laugh, even at my worst moments.”

“Sounds like he’s perfect.”

“He is.”

Darian analyzed what was going on. Jimmy knew he was gay—they’d already had that conversation—but what about Jimmy himself? Was he gay? Normally, Darian was very confident in his ability to spot other homosexuals—gaydar, they called it—but he didn’t get that vibe off Jimmy at all. Jimmy had such an appealing spirit. Darian was sure he’d want to be close to him, whether he was gay or not. Of course, hoping for something more was always a bonus.

Still, the way he went on and on about his friend Matt made Darian think there was something going on that Jimmy wasn’t sharing.

“Did I tell you he got four deer last season? The one antlered buck and three does. He even showed me how to clean and dress one. That I could have done without. It was disgusting, so much blood. Bleck! Although he told me it was nothing compared to cutting into the bowels by accident. He said the stench could kill you. I believe him. He knows everything there is to know about deer hunting. He said he’d take me with him again this fall since I didn’t shoot him in the foot or anything when we went the last time.” Jimmy stopped his rambling and looked at Darian. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

Darian smirked and took a stab. “How long have you been in love with your best friend?”

Jimmy’s eyes popped wide open. “What? In love? No way! I’m not… Matt’s just… he’s my best friend. We’ve known each other forever. I’m not in… whatever… forget it.” Jimmy turned away and placed the picture on the table by his bed.

Shit! No bonus if he’s mad at you, Dare!

Darian realized he’d made a huge mistake. If he thought the awkwardness between them was bad when they were sitting on his bed, moments from kissing, this was going to be intolerable. He had to backpedal. And quick!

“Jimmy, I’m sorry. Please, don’t be pissed at me. I was just making a stupid observation, and I was wrong.” Darian walked over and stood behind him. Jimmy remained silent and facing the table. “I just noticed you talk about Matt differently then you talk about anyone else. I’m glad you have a best friend like Matt. I wish I did. I think you’re the closest friend I’ve ever had, and I seeeriously don’t want to screw this up. Please, Jimmy, don’t be mad at me.”

When Jimmy didn’t respond, Darian tentatively reached up and touched Jimmy on the center of his back. He gingerly stroked his fingers up and down. It was the only soothing gesture he could think of. “Jimmy? Talk to me.” He kept on touching Jimmy, glad his friend did not pull away.

Darian stepped closer. He could smell Jimmy’s sweat. He liked it. His nose was inches from Jimmy’s neck, and his palms were dying to slide over Jimmy’s hips and pull him back against his chest and groin, but he dared not push his luck. Darian was torn. He was anxious over saying just the right thing but also extremely attracted to Jimmy. Months of hanging out and playing video games and such were fun, but he wanted so much more than that. Keeping his libido in check was so fucking hard. Literally. He wanted Jimmy, but he wasn’t stupid. Jimmy was a virgin, whether they spoke about it or not. Darian could tell. And whether Jimmy liked girls or guys, Darian was sure he had to take things slow, or he’d scare Jimmy away. He stopped caressing his friend’s back and stepped away.

“Jimmy,” he whispered with enough urgency to convey how much he needed a reply.

“Jamie,” came a hushed response.

“Huh?” Darian was confused.

Jimmy turned around slowly. “I like to be called Jamie.” Then Jimmy smiled at him, and the weirdness of seconds ago was definitely gone.

Darian had to ask. “You introduced yourself to me as Jim. And your dad calls you Jimmy or Jimbo. Where’d Jamie come from?”

“Matt started it, years ago,” Jimmy glared at Darian and blurted, “And don’t give me that look again! I’m not in love with Matt! He just… Matt made me feel special, giving me a nickname, and he’s the only one allowed to call me Jamie.”

“Then why me?” Darian asked.

Jimmy looked down but could not hide his blushing cheeks. “Because… because you make me feel special too.” His eyes slowly made their way back up.

Darian’s stomach quivered. Is he flirting with me? Darian could not believe his ears. His heart started racing. Was Jimm—Jamie—really giving him a sign this could be something more than friendship? He reached up cautiously and ghosted his fingers across Jamie’s cheek. Jamie closed his eyes. Darian’s heart raced faster, and he felt as if time was zeroed to a halt, instantly locking them in the moment.

Dan Miller’s voice boomed up the steps. “Hey, Jimbo, you upstairs?” Time ticked again.

“Yeah,” Jimmy called back. Frozen moment sufficiently thawed.

Fuck, Darian cursed in silence as Jimmy stepped away.…

 

 

“I CAN’T do it,” Darian sobbed. “I can’t go in there.” He sat on the tile floor and muttered his lament. “Whatever we had… I can’t measure up to Matt. I can’t look at Jamie’s face and wonder who he loved more.”

He had to get out of there.

Darian scrambled to his feet and stumbled his way out of the bathroom and through the front door of the funeral home. He’d parked down the side street. Maybe after sitting in his car for a while longer, he could work up his nerve to try again later. Viewing hours were 3:00–5:00 p.m. and again from 7:00–9:00 p.m. If he could not make it into that room by five, he would still have a chance to make it by nine. Or, if his nerves were really frozen, there was another slot tomorrow from 7:00–9:00 p.m. One way or another, he would force his body into the viewing room before the funeral service on Friday. He had to, just not now.

He made his way across the parking lot toward the side street and completely forgot about his jacket hanging on the rack inside the foyer of the funeral home.
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DECEMBER 27, 2004

Christmas sucked.

 

January 10th

If Joey looks at me again, I’m gonna punch him.

 

Um, March… 2005

I think I’ve missed the point of these journals. I totally forgot to write down shit. I think I’ve been thinking too much. Not sure. Or maybe my brain’s been on vacation. It’s one or the other.

School’s fine. Matt’s helping me to pass the classes that are just not up to “Mom’s standards,” and she hasn’t bitched about my grades for weeks. Hallelujah! I don’t know what I’ll do when he graduates.

I miss Darian. Is that wrong?

 

March 20, 2005

I gotta get Darian’s cell number. Maybe we can text. I hate not knowing what he’s doing.

 

April 11, 2005

I’m so confused.

I think I’m gay.

Oh God, just writing the word “gay” makes me think it sounds weird. For Matt to be gay feels normal. I’ve known about him since he was eleven. For Darian to be gay sounds normal. He’s gay and very “emo.” I like the way his piercings, shaggy black hair, and nail polish fit in with his gayness. (Is it okay to say “gayness?”) It’s fine with me that Darian’s gay. It’s ME I’m worried about. I don’t know how I feel about ME being gay.

I see the way Matt is. I don’t want to be like that. He’ll fuck anything. Or at least I think he does. He rarely talks about his Internet hook-ups. I just know he has them, because I’m his alibi most of the time. Luckily his mom is overly naive and trusting, so she never questions him.

Anyway….

Then there’s Darian. I wouldn’t mind being like him, but I don’t like the way he gets treated. He’s out, unlike Matt, and he gets beaten up for it at school. I don’t want to get beaten up for being gay. I’M the one who does the beating up on people! Although I’m supposed to be keeping it to a minimum if I want to stay in school.

I don’t know what to do.

Darian and I keep getting closer. He texts often, and it makes me smile. I wish I could spend more than a few hours a month with him, but it’s just not possible. I NEED A FUCKING CAR!!! I swear there were a few times in the last couple of months when we almost kissed. I thought my insides would explode. Does that mean I’m gay? Because I was excited to almost kiss another guy?

I lay in bed at night thinking about him sometimes. I can’t get the image of his nipple ring out of my head. All I could think about at the time was leaning in and running my tongue over it. Does that make me gay?

And does just one kiss mean you are, or do you have to go all the way?

I know my mom’ll freak if I tell her I’m gay. At least I think she will. She’s not very tolerant of the other homosexuals we’ve come across when we go shopping and stuff. She’s downright rude. She won’t even let me go into American Eagle just because one time she saw a gay couple walking out of the one store. Bitch.

Maybe I can talk to my dad about it. I see him in two weeks.

 

 

JIMMY WALKED into his dad’s kitchen and plopped down heavily into the chair. “Dad, can I ask you something?”

“Sure, Jimbo, anything.” Dan was standing at the sink, washing the dishes from breakfast.

“How do you know when you like someone?”

His dad turned his head to look at his son and arched his brow. “Jim, you can’t be seriously asking me how you know you like someone? You like ’em, you like ’em; ya don’t, you don’t.”

Jimmy huffed. “That’s not what I mean. How do you know if you like the person more than as a friend?”

Mr. Miller finished rinsing the cup he was holding and set it in the dish drain. “Well, I guess it depends on how much time you spend thinking about this person. Do you think about them all the time or just occasionally?” He turned off the water and dried his hands.

“All the time.” Jimmy sagged onto the table, leaning his head on his arm.

“Okay.” Dan walked over and took a seat across the table. “When you think about this person, does it make you happy or indifferent?”

“Happy.” Jimmy smiled.

“Do you think up scenarios where you meet or talk?”

“Sometimes.”

Dan shifted in his seat. He leaned forward and hesitated before asking the next question. “Do you… think about this person when you’re in the shower?”

Jimmy jumped back and sat up straight. “Dad!” He was aghast.

Dan grinned. “Son, I’m just trying to help you figure out the seriousness of this crush. I was your age at one point, ya know? As I see it, if you really, really like someone, you tend to think about them when you’re alone. Like when you’re in bed at night or in the shower.”

Jimmy just sat there silently, letting his dad keep going, even though the embarrassment factor was creeping up to hazardous levels.

“I know we don’t normally have these types of conversations, but I’m flattered you brought it up. I’m glad you trust me like this.”

“I do.” Jimmy relaxed. His face reverted back to its former display of inner turmoil. “I just… oh, Dad, I’m so confused.” He put his face in his hands briefly. “I think I’m scared of how I feel.”

Dan reached across the table and patted the back of Jimmy’s hand. “It’s normal to be confused. Is this the first time you’ve felt this strong of an attraction?”

“Yeah.”

Dan cautiously added, “Do you… touch yourself thinking about her?”

Aghast? How about mortified! “Dad! I’m not answering that!” He jumped up from the chair. Thoughts raced through his mind. Yes, yes I have. Last night. Oh God… Dad, I kept picturing his hands on me. Down there! I came and nearly yelled out his name. Jimmy thought it, but was far from telling his father everything!

“Except… Dad….” Jimmy paced the limited floor space, rubbing the back of his neck. This was the part he dreaded bringing up. He stopped, looked his dad in the face, and got it off his chest. “Dad, it’s not a girl I keep thinking about.”

Mr. Miller sat back in the chair. “Oh.”

Judgment was all Jimmy could think about. His dad was thinking the worst, and he hadn’t done anything… yet. “Dad, please don’t sit all quiet like you used to do with Mom. Say something. Anything. But don’t assume you know everything, because you don’t. I haven’t done anything. I don’t understand what it means. Most of all,” he took a deep breath, “I’m scared to think I’m… gay.”

His dad pushed the chair back and walked over to his son.

Jimmy froze, not knowing what was going to happen. He heard about some dads beating the crap out of their gay sons. He didn’t think his dad would hit him, but Jimmy still froze in fear. His dad placed his hands on Jimmy’s shoulders, smiled at him, and then pulled him into a strong hug. Jimmy was shocked at first but quickly squeezed his dad in return.

“Oh, Jimmy,” Dan sighed. “I love you, son.” He rubbed Jimmy’s back and kissed his hair. When he released him and stepped back, he looked him in the eyes. “Being gay is not an easy thing in this day and age. You don’t see very many people openly admitting it, especially where we live.”

“I know. Kids get beat up over it.”

“Jimmy,” he mused, “boys have been beating up other boys for being gay since the beginning of time. It never mattered if it was true or not. Boys your age are cruel. I’m sure you know this.”

He thought about it. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Now, if you’re gay then you have to think about the repercussions of acting out on it. For one, your mother may not approve.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Number two, promiscuous sex with random boys can be dangerous, especially if you go for older guys who don’t care so much about your feelings. You could get seriously hurt.” He moved back to the table and motioned for Jimmy to take a seat.

Jimmy did. This was going way smoother than he thought it would. And rather clinical.

“Three… and I do not intend this to sound at all as if I think you’re stupid… make sure you use protection.”

“Daaaad,” he whined.

“Jimmy, if you’re thinking about this guy in the shower, it’s only a matter of time before you act out on the fantasies going through your mind. Anal and oral sex can pass on all kinds of diseases, and I just want to make sure you understand the dangers involved with intercourse. I care about you, boy. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

His dad’s true sincerity shone in his eyes. How could Jimmy feel any more loved? Instead of damning him for his thoughts, his dad brought logic to the table out of love and deep concern. Jimmy could not feel any more proud to have such a great father.

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll think about it. Like I said, I don’t know how I feel about being gay. I’m afraid. But… but I also like this guy a lot. I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Then I suggest you take it slow. Spend time with him. Don’t rush into sex. Boys do that all too often, gay or straight. You’re sixteen. You have plenty of time to have sex. I think you should figure out what you really want and take your time. If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen. You won’t need to force it.”

“I’ll try to remember that.” Jimmy rubbed his eyes.

“Good. One more question.” Jimmy looked at his dad again. “Have you kissed this boy?”

“Daaaad. Are you trying to make me regret bringing this up?”

“Son, I’m just trying to gauge the situation.”

“Noooo,” he huffed, “we haven’t kissed.”

“Good. I suggest you refrain from kissing until you’re sure of your feelings.”

“Why?”

“Because a kiss is way more than people think. For girls, it’s like a floodgate to their emotions. One kiss and a girl is swimming in a sea of emotions and contemplating your deep connections to her and so on. I imagine it can be the same for boys as well. Generally, I suspect boys don’t think on it as much as girls, but a kiss undeniably burns a streak of fire straight to your groin. Even if you think it’s safe and a kiss is just a kiss; if it’s done correctly, you won’t be able to think of anything beyond ripping each other’s clothes off.”

“Dad, I’m not ready for sex.”

“You don’t have to be. If you kiss the right person, and sometimes the wrong person, a kiss can trigger things you never thought you’d do. Promise me you’ll think about it.”

“Fine. No kissing.” Jimmy sighed. It was a relief to think this conversation might be over.

“Feel better?”

“Yes.”

“Good! I was going to suggest we go fishing this afternoon. What do you think? Are you up for it?” Dan got up and walked back over to the sink to finish up the last few items.

“Yeah,” Jimmy answered excitedly as he too arose. “Can Darian go?”

Dan gave Jimmy a look. “Is that the boy you keep thinking about?”

Jimmy swallowed. Why do I open my big mouth? “Yes,” he squeaked.

“Mmhmm. I can see why you’re confused.”

“What does that mean?” He knew it came out harsh, but he couldn’t help being defensive.

“Jimbo, I’ve seen you two together a few times—watching TV and playing video games. Darian is a nice boy, and you’re very relaxed around him. I’m so used to the way you act around your mother. I forgot how easygoing you can be. And you smile a lot more. Darian is gay, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. How could you tell?”

“The way he looks at you, as if you were the only one in the room.”

“He does?”

“Mmhmm. You look the same way back at him. I also noticed the way he touches you, a little bit more than boys tend to touch other boys. And the last time Darian was here, I caught him blatantly checking out your posterior. That was a dead giveaway!”

Jimmy blushed.

“I can’t blame you for liking him. Without sounding perverted… he’s cute. At least from what I gather he would look like without the piercings and eye makeup. Just make sure being with him is what you really want. You won’t be able to hide your sexuality if you’re involved with someone who doesn’t try to hide it in the slightest. Once you’re out, you’re out!”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll go call Darian.”

“Okay.”

 

 

APRIL 23RD

My dad is so cool. He was more supportive than I ever imagined. The talk we had this morning was awesome. Then when he took us fishing, he acted like nothing happened. Darian had no clue we’d been talking about him.

Fishing was fun. Darian said he’d been before, and I went along with his obvious lie. Darian can’t lie worth crap. He caught more bushes than anything else. It was hard not to burst out laughing. What I like the most was how he didn’t act embarrassed about it at all. He laughed it off. He even got the hook attached to the back of his shirt and asked for help without one word about being stupid or incompetent. I really like that about him. He doesn’t talk down about himself. He likes who he is and doesn’t apologize to anyone.

Maybe that’s what attracts me to him? His confidence. Darian is secure in his sexuality, and I think I long for the same feeling.

So… am I gay?

Yes.

I think so. No, I know so!

I, James Miller, am gay.

But don’t tell anybody yet. I’m not ready to come out.

 

 

JIMMY PULLED the covers up and turned out the light. The moonlight drifted in through the window. “Darian,” he whispered.

He reached down and slid his hand inside his briefs. He felt himself swelling as his fingers gripped a very deprived part of his anatomy. He would have never attempted this at home. Not in his mother’s house! She’d know. She always knew. Only lately, the urge to do things she disapproved of overrode his fear of being caught. Jimmy could not remember a time, before meeting Darian, when he touched himself so often. Not that it was very often at all. It was a new thing for him—a new thing that was fast becoming a favorite thing. Funny how seeing Darian and masturbating are synonymous with favorite things? Jimmy would have chuckled, but he was too consumed with the heat in his groin.

He gripped himself and moved his wrist slowly up and down, all the while imagining purple nail polish on the tips of the fingers gripping him. Yes. He could see the mole on Darian’s right index finger. He could see the ink marks on his thumb as it rolled over his throbbing head across the piss slit. Oh, God.

He shoved his underwear down with his left hand as he picked up the pace of his fantasy.

Darian’s hands were on him.

He could clearly see Darian’s luscious mouth, inches from touching his most sensitive parts. He looked up, and the lust burning in those beautiful blue eyes was so very….

“Wait,” Jimmy stopped mid-stroke. “Darian has brown eyes. Those blue eyes belong to… Matt! Fuck!”

Jimmy extracted his hand and rolled over, wailing into his pillow. “Why? Why is my brain so fucked up? Ahhhhh!”

“Jimbo? You okay?”

Jimmy jerked into a sitting position at the sound of his dad’s voice from outside his door. “Yeah, Dad. Fine. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

He waited, and when his dad moved on to his own room he flopped back down.

“I am so fucking screwed.” No one answered his statement. Jimmy fell asleep, uncomfortably turgid, listening to the barred owls hooting in the pine trees across the street.
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MAY 13, 2005

School is out in a few weeks. Thank God! It’s been really hard to keep from smacking the smirks off Joey’s face, but I’ve been good. I think it’s because I’m so distracted about how I feel and who I feel it for that I’ve been ignoring Joey’s comments about most everything. It seems to be working. Joey just shrugs and walks away. Even the one incident in chem class only got me detention after school. Mom didn’t even have to know about it.

It’s also been a few weeks since I had that talk with my dad. That awful, yet insightful, talk with my dad. I’m glad he let me be so open without criticizing me, but I’m still in the same boat. I don’t know what I am feeling. I’m confused.

I’m feeling more okay with being gay. I am. I like guys. Well… not ALL guys, just some. Well, two. I like two guys. My confusion now is over which guy I want more and why I want him.

I cannot believe I was jacking off thinking about Darian, and he morphed into Matt. Shit! I haven’t touched myself since. I’m afraid of who it will turn out to be. Maybe Darian was right? Maybe I secretly love Matt? Do I? If I’m honest with myself, I DO think about him all the time. I text him about everything, and I can’t wait to see him. Except… I feel like that about Darian too.

Maybe I need to talk to Matt about it.

 

 

JIMMY LIFTED the iron dumbbell and started counting curls. One, two, three, fou—

“Twenty pound curls. What? Are you a girl?” Matt scoffed and switched dumbbells, placing another one into Jimmy’s hand. “Try fifty.”

“Are you trying to kill me?”

“No. I’m trying to bulk you up. Joey won’t pick on you so much if he thinks you can kick his ass.”

Matt sat on the weight bench, positioning himself to do flies. His defined chest was outlined through his tight, black wife-beater. He knew just the right routine to build all his muscle groups and maximize the definition of every part of his delicious body.

Oh, my gosh, Jimmy thought, and I have the nerve to question my sexuality? I just called him delicious! I am sooo gay.

Jimmy watched Matt pull the weights from his sides up over his chest several times before he tried to curl the fifty-pound weight he held in his own hand. It was a struggle, but he could manage. It dawned on him that no one was in hearing range as they worked out at the gym. Maybe everyone’s at dinner or something?

“Matt, do you ever think about the guyyyirls you date, beyond the next day?” A+ for the quick save, Jamie! Jimmy metaphorically patted his back.

Matt stopped, holding the weights straight over his chest. He looked at Jimmy. “No, I do not think about the… girls I date. Why?”

“I was just wondering.” Why not start a conversation about it? They were open with each other most of the time. Jimmy could do this and make it seem natural. “Do you ever kiss these… girls?” Jimmy kept his eyes on the dumbbell in his fist. He thought avoiding eye contact with Matt might make this seem more casual.

“Sometimes. But I try to avoid it if I can.” He resumed pumping iron.

“Why?”

Matt stopped and sat up. He leaned forward. “Is there a point to this? You’ve never expressed such an interest in my exploits before.”

“It was just a question. My dad and I had a talk about kissing, and I was just wondering what you thought about it.” Jimmy was proud of himself for keeping his cool. Hopefully Matt would not think too much about his inquiry.

Matt studied him a minute but did answer the question. “I think it’s too intimate.” He repositioned his body flat on the bench and resumed counting flies. “That’s why I made it rule number two.”

“Too intimate?” It sounded absurd. “More intimate than sticking your dick in someone?”

“Yeah. Like… you can detach yourself from fucking. If you close your eyes you can picture whatever you want.”

“Can’t you do that when you kiss?”

“I guess, but it never worked for me. The few girls I kissed took it to mean a whole lot more than I planned, and even I had a hard time separating the orgasm from the ass it happened in. I don’t want that kind of connection. So… I don’t kiss. I fuck!” Matt finished his answer and sat up, placing the dumbbells on the rack. He moved to the next station and adjusted the machine to do leg presses.

Jimmy got up and followed. He opted for leg extensions since that machine was next to Matt. “Do you…. Do you ever have somebody fuck you?” His interrogation continued.

“A couple times.”

“Did it hurt?”

“At first. But it doesn’t matter. I’m more of a giver than a taker.”

Jimmy nodded, mulling over the answers. It seemed to hold true to what he read on the Internet. Some guys were into being a “top” while others “bottomed.” He wasn’t sure where he fit in yet. “Would you ever consider dating someone you knew?”

“No. Too risky. I can’t have my church-going family finding out I’m gay. There’d probably be a scandal or some sort of inquiry into their ability as parents. Like it was their fault I’m gay. Nope. Anonymous fucks, that’s what I’m about. Maybe when I’m old, like thirty and shit, I’ll decide to go a different route, but for now this works out just fine.” He leaned over and moved the pin lower for the next set of reps.

“You never get lonely?”

“Lonely? No. Why would I? I have you to talk to and hang out with. Why do I need to start a relationship with someone who doesn’t know anything about me?”

“I don’t know.” Jimmy stopped working his legs and sat there thinking.

“I’m not worrying about that right now. When I meet the right person, I’ll know. It’ll just hit me—bam!—like lightning!”

Jamie smirked. “You realize you just quoted The Little Mermaid.”

“Shit. Whatever. You know what I mean. Why are we talking about this anyway? Jamie? Do you have a crush on somebody?”

Damn Matt’s intuition! “No.”

“Jamie, come on, it’s me. Tell me who she is.”

Matt’s smirk was irritating. Jimmy wanted to wipe it off! The worst part was he assumed it was a girl. “Who says it has to be a girl?”

“Me,” he answered with complete conviction. “Jamie, you’re not gay.”

“What if I am?”

“Jamie, trust me, I know homosexuals, and you’re not one of them.” As if his was the last say in the matter, Matt started doing one more set of reps.

Jimmy didn’t like how Matt was making his decisions. He was gay! How dare Matt say otherwise? He could prove it—step right over to Matt and plant a kiss on his lips so passionate they’d both stop breathing, but what would it accomplish? He might end up losing his friendship in the process. Matt was not a kisser. He said so himself. He was also not into dating people he knew. He was also—and this was the deciding factor—not into having a relationship past one night. Jimmy wanted more than that.

He got up and moved to the “crunch machine,” as he called it. He fixed the amount of weight and started counting. He got to four, and then his mind left the numbers behind.

What did he want? He wanted sex… well, eventually. What guy didn’t? But he didn’t want it to be anonymous. Jimmy wanted to know the guy. Jimmy wanted a connection. Jimmy wanted to be intimate with a person he knew, inside and out. He wanted to feel like he was a part of whoever he made love to.

His dad said not to rush into anything. Don’t rush. Let it happen. He could do that. Somewhere around the eightieth crunch, his brain registered the burn in his abs. He sat back and panted.

“I gotta stop thinking so hard, or I’m gonna kill myself.”

 

 

MATT PULLED up to the curb out front of Jimmy’s house and put his mom’s Jeep in park. “You all right, man? You’ve been quiet the entire trip home.”

“Fifteen minutes, Matt. It takes fifteen minutes to get to my house from the gym.”

“Seventeen, and that’s not the point. You’re not pissed at me about something, are you?” Matt fidgeted, running his hand over the top of the steering wheel.

Jimmy could see he was worried. “No.”

Matt glanced up and then back to the steering column. “Are you sure? I don’t want my lifestyle to become bad blood between us.”

“Nah, Matt, we’re good.” Jimmy held up his fist.

Matt grinned and they bumped knuckles. “So, what’s up for tonight?”

Jimmy sighed. “English paper. Twenty pages, due Monday.”

“Good times!”

“Shut up. I can’t wait until this class is over. At least next semester I’m a senior.”

“Yeah! Just think—in three weeks I graduate. In two months I turn eighteen! Woohoo! Yeah, baby!” Matt did a little wiggle behind the wheel. “No more high school, no more boring classes I’ll never need. I get to start doing what I want to do and not what I’m told to do—training as a firefighter! I can’t wait.”

“Nothing like rubbing it in.”

Matt laughed but stopped gloating. “All right. I’ll catch you later. You up for a run in the morning?”

“Um, sure, I guess so. I need to be home in time to mow the lawn by two.”

“No problem. See you tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Jimmy stepped out of the Jeep and shut the door. “Bye.” He waved and Matt drove away.

As soon as Jimmy walked into the front door of his house, his phone buzzed. He retrieved it from his pocket and flipped it open, fully expecting the text to be from Matt. It was Darian.

Hey, what ya doing?

He texted back: Got home from the gym. Worked out with Matt. Taking a shower in a sec. Got English to work on. U?

Nothing. I was hoping you’d be by this weekend.

No. Can’t. Sorry. English paper due Monday. Plus it’s not Dad’s weekend.

Can’t you visit even if it’s not his turn?

Jimmy got to his room and closed the door. Sitting at his desk, he typed back: No. Remember, my mom hates my dad and tries to keep me from visiting as much as she possibly can.

Oh. Well, text when you’re bored. Or if you need a break. Or call. I like talking to you… I miss you.

Jimmy sat there looking at the keys on his phone. Some of the numbers were worn off from texting so much. He grinned. Who do I text? Matt and Darian. He smiled, knowing he was in constant contact with the two people he cared about most in the world. It made him feel warm inside.

He paused too long. Darian texted again: Jamie?

Then another text right after: Please ignore that last bit. It sounds dumb. Forget it.

In the last couple of hours, Jimmy had contemplated how he felt. He was trying his hardest to sort things out. Matt wasn’t much help, but one thing was for sure: Matt was not going to change anytime soon, and Jimmy was not going to be a one-night stand. He needed to keep his best friend close. So, if Matt was simply going to remain a friend, then Jimmy was free to pursue things with Darian. That is, if Darian was interested. Jimmy needed to take some initiative and ask. He took a deep breath.

Darian…. Will you…. Do you want… argh, this is so hard…. Darian, I like you.

Text back: :+) I like you too!

Darian… I want to be your boyfriend, but we need to take things slow.

Really? You want to? I wasn’t sure. I was hoping but…. Yes, I’d like that.

R U sure? I mean slow. Like slow, slow. Like in reverse slow. I’m not ready 2 B out & everything. I just know I really like U & I want this 2 B more than friends. Not that friends is bad, I just want more. Ya know? R U OK with that?

Yes! Hell yes! YES YES YES!!!! I want to be your boyfriend, Jamie. We can go as slow as you like. I don’t care. I just want to be yours. :+)

:-]

Jimmy smiled as a warm wave traveled up from his toes. This felt good. This felt right.

I have English. If I don’t get an A, my mom may never allow me to go to my dad’s.

Then go. Get an A. I’m smiling.

Me too.

Good night.

Night.

 

 

MAY 15TH

Somehow I finished my paper. Between mowing the lawn, laundry, taking a run with Matt both mornings, and answering all Darian’s text messages, I finished it! I think it’s “A” worthy.

I am glad I asked Darian to be my boyfriend. It makes me feel all gushy inside, knowing he likes me too. He’s such a sweet guy. And like Dad said, he’s cute. Really cute. He’s funny and gentle. I love the way his hands move when he draws. I am feeling so good right now.

Darian likes me, and I’m walking on air.
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September 22, 2010

3:55 p.m.

 

MATT TURNED away from the daisies. He was angry but couldn’t explain why. “Jamie” was his. “Jim” was what everybody else got to use. He clenched his fists and suppressed the urge to chuck the vase across the room. He needed to punch something or yell at the top of his lungs, but neither choice was appropriate in a funeral home.

I need to leave, he thought, right fucking now!

Problem solved. He could leave, expel some energy somewhere, and then return for the next viewing time slot. If he hurried, no one would notice he was gone.

Matt tried not to make eye contact with anyone as he slipped from the room. He especially didn’t want his dad to notice, or he’d grumble about it. He wove his way around the sniveling guests and groups of relatives steeped in hushed conversations and slipped through the door. Once down the hall and out the front entrance, he took a deep breath of the warm, humid air. Autumn was here, and the trees were changing, but this week was calling for warmer temperatures.

Matt was planning on taking full advantage of these gorgeous days. Soon it would be cold all the time. Maybe he’d wash his truck this weekend? Jamie always liked Matt’s Dodge Dakota when it was all shiny.

His gut clenched. Everything he did seemed to produce a thought of his best friend and what he liked and what he’d think. Would it always be like this? Would he think of Jamie in every situation and feel his absence? Or would it only happen for a few months and then disappear like the seasons and melt away to the point where his heart would not remember the little things like shiny trucks and Mounds Bars?

Fuck!

Matt hoped that would never happen.

Today was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. Standing in that room was depressing—crushing even—but it was nothing compared to thinking how hard it would be when the funeral came on Friday. He’d promised to say a few words. But what the hell was he going to say? Burying his best friend was not something he’d planned on doing for another eighty years, and only then when Jamie was riddled with cancer: not now when he’d been in the prime of his youth and healthy as an ox.

Why do they use that phrase anyway? “Healthy as an ox.” Why not stallion or water buffalo? “What? Jamie?” Matt mumbled a pretend conversation. “No, he was healthy as a water buffalo!”

He took another cleansing breath and looked across the front parking lot, where he saw someone walking. A boy dressed in all black shuffled along the side street with his shoulders slumped and his head hung low. He was walking beside the row of parked cars. Matt watched him and felt his groin wake up. He couldn’t punch anyone, but maybe Matt could fuck someone. Sex would help relieve his tension.

Matt took a step and hesitated.

He couldn’t very well assume from this distance that the person was the sort prone to random hook-ups like Matt, but right now he was desperate. He needed to fuck someone bad! Taking a chance couldn’t hurt, Matt rationalized. He ditched his suit coat in the lobby and hurried to follow the stranger.

The guy Matt had his eye on looked emo. Maybe. Not every guy dressed in all black was emo, and not every emo guy was into anonymous homosexual activities, but in a few minutes Matt would figure it all out. He trusted his gaydar. He was just so angry right now—angry with Jamie on so many levels—he had to let it out. His mind, and dick, wouldn’t accept any other option. This guy was going to be fucked, whether it was a good idea or not!

He hustled across the street and then abruptly slowed to a casual stroll. No need to startle the guy, who was now seated on the curb in front of someone’s house. Matt needed this to look casual, spontaneous, and nowhere near stalkerish. There were no cars in the driveway or along the street in front, so Matt got a good look of the guy as he approached.

Definitely emo. Although, was it called emo once a guy got past his teens? Matt didn’t know. He’d go with emo for now. Tall and thin, the guy slumped forward with his elbows on his knees and face in his hands. His unnaturally black, collar-length hair obscured his profile. Matt slowly continued to walk right past him, attempting to look like just another guy walking up the street. His steps faltered as he passed by.

Was emo-guy crying?

He could have sworn he noticed the guy’s shoulders bob and maybe even heard a faint sob or a sniffle. Shit! He couldn’t very well fuck a guy who was emotionally troubled, could he? He didn’t take advantage of people like that. He took a few more steps and stopped. He pivoted around and meandered back over to his target. Maybe he would feel him out first.

He stopped a few feet away and took out a pack of cigarettes. He tapped the pack on his other hand and asked, “Cigarette?”

Emo-guy barely glanced up. “No, thanks. I quit last year.”

Well, at least this guy wasn’t freaked out by his approach. “Yeah, I’m trying to quit myself.” Jamie hated my smoking. Matt put the butt between his lips and fished a lighter out of his pocket. He gave a long drag and blew the smoke out slowly. “You all right? You look pretty upset.” His eyes slid over the guy on the curb, and he took another puff. Jeez, he probably weighs no more than one-thirty, tops.

“Bad day,” emo-guy quietly confessed as he sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.

Matt drew more smoke into his lungs and nodded. Okay, here it goes… “I know something that’ll make the pain disappear. If you’re interested.”

The guy looked up and gave Matt an inquisitive stare.

“Well, for ten minutes, anyway.” Matt grinned, trying to alleviate the tension with humor.

He sniffled again. “W-what d-do you have in mind?”

The guy’s voice sounded interested. Matt could only hope this stranger was thinking sex and not drugs. Sometimes one never knew until the zipper came down and the prospective trick freaked out. So, he gave emo-boy the sexiest grin he could muster. He stepped closer and tapped his foot against the guy’s shoe. “Come on,” Matt urged with a wink, lifting his chin and motioning to the house behind him.

They walked over to the residence Matt indicated and quickly scanned the layout for any possible spots. Next to the house was a wooden shed with Leyland cypress planted next to it. He waved for the guy to follow. “Here’s good.”

“Won’t somebody see?”

Matt liked how he wasn’t hesitating. This guy seemed as eager as he was. He stood there eyeing the side of the shed with his hands in his pockets, but he was in no way looking as if he’d bolt. “Not unless they walk between the houses.” Matt sucked one last deep breath of smoke through the cigarette and put it out with his shoe. “Come here.”

Matt pulled the guy casually into the space between the bush and the house and cornered him there. He forced the shorter emo-guy’s back up against the little shed while he ducked his face under his chin, tonguing his Adam’s apple and nipping. His fingers did fast work sliding over Emo’s thin body, exploring the contours of his ribs, hips, and ass. It was not long before Matt had the boy’s shirt untucked and his belt unbuckled, all the while licking and sucking the skin of his neck and nuzzling under his ear. Emo-boy moaned and squeezed Matt’s upper arms.

“Fuck, you smell good,” Matt rasped. He heard him gasp when he reached into the guy’s pants. He whimpered when Matt started palming his erection. Dude was rock hard, and Matt got even more turned on. If that was possible!

Good, he’s enjoying this. It’s better when they enjoy it.

Not that that ever mattered before. Matt had fucked plenty of guys without giving any thought to their feelings. Jamie was the one over the years who poked and badgered Matt about knowing the guy, about caring and connecting. Matt was about taking what he wanted.

Matt aggressively turned him around to face the wall and shoved his pants and briefs down enough to expose only as much as he needed. “Put your arms up on the wall to cushion your face.” The emo-boy complied without complaint, and when Matt moved in close and jacked the guy from behind, he let out another moan. Matt steadily stroked as he undid his own trousers with his free hand. True to his boy-scout motto, he came prepared. He was always prepared. Matt fished a pre-lubed condom from his pocket and ripped it open with his teeth. Sheathed, he slid himself up and down the guy’s crack, pulling one cheek wide and spreading the excess lube over his hole.

Just before shoving his way in, Matt whispered in his ear, “You’re okay with this, right? I just really need to fuck you.” He moved his nose into Emo’s hair. It smelled nice and it tickled.

“Yes,” the anonymous guy answered breathily. “Just do it.”

You’re breaking rule number one, his conscience whispered. Remember the proximity rule? Matt hesitated briefly. For one thing, he’d never tricked in this town, never in the adjacent one, and only a half-dozen times in the whole fucking state. It just wasn’t safe! He didn’t want to chance anyone he knew finding out he was gay. Only one person around here was privy to that information, and that one person was dead.

Still, in this moment, when he pushed the head of his cock beyond the tight ring of muscle, Matt forgot all the reasons he didn’t do this so close to home. The hot passage surrounding his dick and the breathy moans coming out of the guy he had pinned against the wall made the chance he was taking worth the risk. It felt soooo good. He didn’t give the guy much of a chance to adjust to the pressure, and he also didn’t apologize for the insufficient amount of lubrication required to maximize pleasure. He took what he wanted. Matt slid in and out slowly at first, creating a steady rhythm that matched the pumping of his wrist on the guy’s ample shaft.

Matt nuzzled his nose in the guy’s hair again. He smells so fucking good! The image of threading his fingers through the black hair played across Matt’s mind. Oh, man, to tug on his hair as he sucked me off…. “Ohhh,” Matt moaned. “You have such a sweet ass. So tight.” Matt nuzzled some more and found the soft skin of his neck. He kissed him there and picked up the pace of his thrusts.

“Harder,” the boy breathed.

“You sure?” Matt asked, as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

“Harder,” he pleaded.

Matt complied happily. This boy’s firm and eager ass milked him perfectly. It was exactly what he was seeking when he left the funeral home. His body needed release, and this emo guy was just the ticket. Nothing like fucking! Hard. Fast. Anonymous. Matt was getting so close.

He had to admit, the sounds coming from this boy’s throat were thrilling. Had others sounded like that before? He couldn’t remember. Matt wished he could see his face. He barely got a glimpse of it before he shoved him around to face the wall. He suddenly wanted to watch his expression. Matt wanted to see his pleasure flow over his features and darken his eyes, especially when he came. Matt felt the disappointment of anonymity for the first time. “Wh-what’s your name?” He had to ask. Deep down, he felt a peculiar need to find out who was giving him such a mind-buzzing experience.

“Dare-Darian,” the young man panted.

“Darian,” Matt softly repeated.

This inexplicable feeling must be what Jamie had tried to explain to him for years. Random people, random places, never a meaningful relationship. Jamie said these things would eat away at him and leave him feeling empty. Up until now, it’d been fine. Matt fucked whomever he wanted and came home to Jamie. Jamie fulfilled all his emotional and relational needs, and Matt never found a reason to seek those things out in the guys he fucked. Those guys were just that—a fuck. But now, here, in light of the fact that Jamie was not going to be there for him when he came down off his orgasmic high, Matt felt guilty. And yes… empty. This was wrong. He was using this poor guy to work through his issues and frustrations with no regard for his feelings or his obviously fragile state of mind. Matt was taking full advantage of Emo’s—Darian’s—weakness.

Matt’s thrill from the fuck dissolved.

He had to stop.

“Shit!” Matt exclaimed. He ceased moving. “I can’t do this,” he huffed in Darian’s ear. His cock pulsed and begged him to resume, but he held still, panting in Darian’s hair.

“Please,” Darian pleaded, letting his head fall back onto Matt’s shoulder. “I’m so close. Don’t stop.”

“But I don’t even know you. You looked so troubled before, and I don’t have the right to take advantage of you like this.” He couldn’t stop himself from rubbing his chin against the side of Darian’s face as he rested his head on Matt’s shoulder. For some unknown reason, Matt liked nuzzling this boy. He even let his tongue trace the side of Darian’s jawbone. Matt’s body wanted Darian, but his brain was in conflict with his testosterone.

“Please,” Darian pleaded again, nudging his rear and squeezing his asshole tight around Matt’s cock. “Finish me.” He brought his hand down and covered Matt’s hand, which was still on his throbbing erection.

Matt groaned. The pressure of Darian’s tightening muscles was enough to coax him. Matt muttered a curse and resumed thrusting. He shouldn’t be doing this. Jamie would not approve. He pulled on Darian’s erection, and within minutes they both found their release. Darian sagged back onto Matt’s chest. Matt let go of his flagging penis and gripped his waist with both hands, splaying his fingers across Darian’s belly, under his shirt. He felt his ribs. Matt kissed the side of his neck. Darian was much smaller than him, and Matt entertained the idea of wrapping himself around him, dominating Darian, bending his supple body into multiple positions. Darian’s skin was warm and smooth, and Matt wanted to lick and explore every inch of him.

Darian turned his face to look at Matt, and Matt tenderly—and uncharacteristically—leaned in and kissed his lips. Matt’s stomach quivered. His fuck-and-run tendency skipped town and left in its wake a deep desire to know more about this guy than just his name. He eased back and held the base of the condom.

“Sorry about your shirt, man.” He shrugged casually, masking his inner thoughts. He tied off the condom and placed it in the trashcan on the other side of the shed.

Darian looked down. The bottom of his shirt was wet. “I don’t care. I have another one in my car.”

Well, thanks. It’s been fun…. The words went through Matt’s mind, but he didn’t have the power to speak them. His normal lines were obsolete. This situation was different somehow. And Darian held more of Matt’s interest than any other guy had held before. Matt was drawn to him, and he didn’t know why.

He did up his pants and re-tucked his shirt as Darian did the same. Then Matt looked him in the face. Darian’s eyes were puffy and red. He had been crying! Without thinking about it and what the ramifications would be if he did it, Matt stepped closer and took Darian into his arms. Something in those sad eyes told Matt that his day had been just as bad as Matt’s, probably worse. He caressed his cheek, and when Darian leaned into it, Matt smiled. This guy is adorable and submissive. And his eyes are fucking gorgeous! Matt melted into Darian’s deep brown pools of looming sorrow. He could see his hurt. He could see his need.

Suddenly Matt’s mind flashed to Lord of the Rings. He was clad in armor, standing atop a castle wall. Darian was on the ground before a minion of Mordor and about to be slain. Matt leapt in, thrusting his sword through the warrior’s chest. He knelt down and cupped Darian’s face with a gauntlet-covered hand.

Matt always wanted to be a knight, the one who rescued and protected the princess. Of course, in his queer version of any given fairytale, the “princess” would ultimately be a minstrel or court jester or some such character who was undeniably male. He and Jamie often played role-playing games, and Matt was always the one to rescue the damsel, where Jamie was the supportive character—Gimli or C3PO. Jamie was the one to assist the champion in his tasks of heroism and advise him in the mystifying realms of romance. Matt even remembered a conversation or two where Jamie asked him what his “dream guy” would be like….

 

 

“SO WHAT do you look for in a guy?” Jamie asked as he scrubbed his side of Matt’s Jeep.

Matt rolled his eyes. “Dude, what teen magazine are you reading? I’m not looking for anybody.”

“It’s just a question,” Jamie huffed.

“I don’t see why it matters so much to you.” Matt finished detailing the driver’s side rim.

Jamie tossed his rag in the bucket of water and stood with his hands on his hips. “It just does. So, you gonna answer me or not?”

Matt could see on Jamie’s face it was not a joke. His friend truly wanted to know and was not going to take “no” for an answer. Matt rolled his eyes and shook his head but gave in. He always gave in. He’d give Jamie the world if he asked, but he wasn’t going to tell him that! “I guess I’d want someone who needs me. Not necessarily helpless or weak, but someone… vulnerable, who needs protection. I could be his champion or knight in shining armor. I have all these muscles. I guess I’d like to use them for good.”

“You make your muscles sound like a ‘superpower’.” Jamie laughed.

“Well, I don’t have a sword like Legolas, and I can’t use the Force like Luke Skywalker. My manliness is all I got.” Matt proceeded to flex his biceps—first out to the side, and then he brought both arms sweeping down to bulge in front of him like the Hulk. Then Matt looked to the left and winked at no one. He stood up straight and puffed out his chest. He spoke metaphorically to his invisible “princess” in a fake-debonair voice. “That’s right, baby, I’ll protect you.” He kissed his bicep. “You want a piece of this?” Matt rubbed his groin. “You got it. Let me kill a few more Orcs before we ascend the spire steps to your chambers where I can give you a little… poke in the whiskers.” Matt wagged his eyebrows and winked again. “Does that sound good to you?”

“Oh, God!” Jamie shook his head and walked back to the other side of the car.

Matt chuckled. He thought he was funny, even if Jamie didn’t. He didn’t understand why Jamie was all inquisitive one minute and dropping the conversation in the next. He was the one who brought it up! Jamie was moody, and Matt learned over the years to go with it. Whatever. It wasn’t like Matt’s “princess” was out there anyway….

 

 

…MATT SHRUGGED it off at the time, but the conversation sat in the back of his mind for years after. Matt did like the thought of protecting someone. And here in this moment, Matt wanted to protect this boy, this young man. Whatever made him cry, Matt needed to kiss away his tears and hold him securely to his chest. He knew he could play the part way better than Orlando Bloom!

He didn’t even care that he was about to break rule number two.

Matt leaned in and kissed Darian. And then he kissed him again. And again. Tiny kisses at first. Kisses that built anticipation. They coaxed a soft moan from Darian’s throat. A quick swipe of his tongue awarded Matt with Darian’s willing mouth opening. Matt didn’t rush. He slid his tongue inside, set on enjoying every taste and texture of Darian’s mouth. They’d already fucked. The urgency was over. This was Matt’s first experience with what happened “after,” and he was not going to screw it up. It felt nice. Darian felt nice. And Darian’s tongue piercing…

Oh, fuck me, he’s got a tongue piercing!

…was all she wrote. Matt was done for. The thought of that tongue piercing gliding over other parts of his anatomy heated his groin again. He held the boy’s body, snug against him. One hand slid down, groping his rear, and the other clamped around his shoulders. Darian’s palms were crushed against his chest. Matt could feel Darian pinching his nipples through his shirt. He groaned into Darian’s mouth. He moved one hand up into Darian’s hair and tangled his fingers in the long strands. He tugged back, and Darian cried out.

Matt playfully nipped and blazed a trail of hot kisses over his throat and up to his ear. “I want you again, Darian. I need to have you in my bed.” He sucked his earlobe into his mouth while ignoring the tiny voice in his mind reminding him about rule number three. “I want you, but not like this. I want to take my time and get to know every part of you. Fuck for hours, and maybe talk after. Ya know?”

Darian froze in Matt’s arms. “I… I don’t… I can’t… I was just in… not ready for….”

Darian’s frantic sputtering flooded Matt’s heart. The knight in armor flashed before him again. He immediately changed his demeanor from lust and wanting to comfort and gentleness. “Shhh, shhh.” He instantly released his hold and cupped Darian’s face in both hands, caressing his cheekbones with his thumbs. “It’s okay. Shhh. I understand. No pressure.”

When Darian’s body relaxed, Matt pulled him into a tender hug. Just a hug—no seduction. “Shhh.” He softly rubbed his back. “My truck is just up the street. Let me take you back to my aunt’s house, and I’ll make you something to eat. Or maybe some tea. My aunt always makes chamomile tea. She says it’s good for the soul. Will you come with me?” Matt pleaded with his eyes.

Darian’s arms squeezed his waist, and he nodded silently.

“Okay?”

Darian nodded again and stepped back.

Matt melted into his forlorn eyes. Darian looked so lost and lonely. Matt had to comfort him. He led him by the arm back to the street. “My truck is parked right over there.” He pointed. “Are you sure you’ll go with me?”

“Yes,” he answered weakly.

Matt opened the door and helped him into the seat.

Matt then closed the door and walked around the back of the truck, muttering to himself. “What the fuck are you doing, Matthias Dixon? What the fuck are you doing? Now you’re breaking rule number four.”

His stomach trembled, his fingers were tingling, and his heart was beating a million times a minute. He was sure if he paused long enough to think about it, he’d surely vomit. This was out of character and completely inexplicable. Who the fuck is this guy that he’s slipped under my skin after one random encounter? Darian was like a sudden gust of wind out of a clear blue sky, and Matt was shaking in his dress shoes.

He nervously got in his truck and pulled it out of the parking spot. Darian was looking the other way, staring out the window. Part of Matt wanted to pull the boy into his chest for the ride, but that was getting downright ridiculous.

This guy had him all cattywampus.

Where did this nurturing impulse come from?

Jamie!

Fuckin’ Jamie and his probing questions! Fuckin’ Jamie leaving me with all these… these emotions! Fuck! This is Jamie’s fault for filling my head with girly notions of compassion. Why didn’t I stick with rule number one?

Matt drove, desperately, trying to rid his mind of all the disturbing touchy-feely crap. It didn’t work. No matter what he did, Jamie’s ideals had seeped in and stuck, and now Matt was trapped in his own role-playing fantasy!




10

 

 

JUNE 14, 2005

I’m waiting for Matt. I’m waiting for Matt, but all I can think of is Darian. We haven’t kissed yet, but gosh, I want to. My dad said to think hard about each step and make sure of my feelings first. I think my feelings are clear. I think I love him. I know that sounds silly, but I might. He makes me feel all tingly. I look at Darian, and I feel like I’d die if I looked away. He has the most beautiful eyes. They’re such a rich, dark brown. I know people think brown is boring, but I don’t. It may be the way his long lashes accent his eyes, but I think they are the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen.

I got to hold him, the last time I was at my dad’s. I guess it was our “first step.” I promised Dad I’d take things slow, and Darian agreed. Dad had to work that morning, and I asked if I could have Darian over to watch TV…

 

 

“AND YOU guys are just going to watch television?” his dad asked, as if he could not believe one word Jimmy said.

“Yeah, Dad, we are. I told you I’m not ready to decide anything yet. I told you I’d take things slow. Trust me. Nothing is going to happen.” Of course Jimmy hoped something would happen, but he also knew it was best not to push.

As soon as his dad drove off, he grabbed the phone. “Hey, Darian. My dad has to work for a while—do you want to come over and watch a movie?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll be right over.”

Jimmy hung up and sprinted up the steps to his room. “Coming right over” still meant walking, which would leave Jimmy about fifteen minutes to get ready. He yanked his shirt off and sniffed. He couldn’t tell. Another sniff. Washing his armpits couldn’t hurt. He dashed into the bathroom and turned on the sink. After wetting himself and lathering, he rinsed off and grabbed a towel. A little deodorant and….

Jimmy froze as he glimpsed Darian grinning at him from the doorway. “Getting all spiffy for me, are ya?” Darian teased in a silly voice.

“How’d you get here so fast?” Jimmy asked as he finished wiping off.

“I was already on my way over. I knew it was your dad’s weekend. I didn’t know if you already had plans, but I was willing to take the chance. You aaare my boyfriend, after all.”

Jimmy felt giddy. He did ask him that two weeks ago. He gave Darian a shy smile. “Yup. I am.”

Darian stepped closer and reached out. His finger traced a line down the center of Jimmy’s bare chest. “But if you really want to take this slow, I suggest you find a shirt. I’m not going to be able to resist touching you, otherwise.”

Jimmy felt his heart skip a beat. He gulped down air. “O-okay.” He hastily moved past Darian to get one from his room.

Darian followed him. “How about this one?” Darian asked, standing next to Jimmy as he sifted through his shirt drawer.

“Really?” Jimmy asked. “Not the black one?”

“No, I like the black one too. But this one is light enough that I can see your nipples through the fabric.”

Fuck! Jimmy’s heart palpitated. He knew he was blushing because his face felt hot. “Darian, you’re not making this easy for me.”

Darian sighed. “I’m sorry.” He reached out and slid his fingers down Jimmy’s forearm. “I just can’t stop thinking about you. You have no idea how sexy you are.”

Sexy? Me? You haven’t seen Matt! “Uh, no, but you could tell me.” Jimmy was nervous but so completely drawn to the fire in Darian’s eyes.

Darian didn’t smile, he grinned. His lips curved into a mischievous half smile, full of lust and desire. Jimmy swallowed hard, wondering if he would regret the answer. Darian stepped even closer. “First of all,” he started to say as he touched the side of Jimmy’s face, “you have the most unusual eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re green, yeah, but they change shade. Most people’s eyes change depending on what they’re wearing, but yours change depending on what you’re thinking.”

“I like… I like yours too.” Jimmy tentatively lifted his hand and touched Darian’s stomach.

Darian continued. “I like the way you laugh, and I like the way you smell, and I like the way you blush when you’re looking at me.” He slid his fingers down to brush over Jimmy’s still-exposed chest. “I like the way you pant when I touch you.”

Too much! Alarms were going off in his head. Jimmy backed up. “I’m sorry. I can’t. Not yet.” He tugged the cream-colored shirt over his head.

“Jamie, I’m sorry.”

“I’m not upset. I’m just not ready for all those things I see in your eyes.” He took Darian’s hand in his and looked at his fingers as he spoke. “I want what you want. I’m not stopping you because I don’t. But I promised my dad I’d take things slow.”

“You told your dad?” He sounded shocked.

“Yes. The day we went fishing. He knows I like you.”

“Really?” His shock pulled Jimmy’s attention up to his eyes.

“Really. My dad was so cool when I told him. He didn’t judge me. He only told me to be careful and think about my decisions. Once I’m out, I’m out.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“How did your parents take it? I mean… you don’t seem like you try to hide that you’re gay.”

“You’re right, I don’t. My mom rolled her eyes and hasn’t said a word about it since. I got the feeling at the time she thought it was some sort of phase. I don’t know. I hardly see her. I never knew my dad.”

Jimmy could see it bothered him to talk about it, but he wanted to understand. “What do you mean, you hardly see her? Don’t you live with her?”

Darian shrugged. “Technically. She works two full-time jobs to feed us all, so she’s rarely home. My older half-sister takes care of the youngest sibling. And the other two come and go as they please.”

Sounds depressing. “Jeez, and I thought my family was screwed up.”

“I told you I come from a fucked-up family. We just never discussed how bad.”

“I’m sorry I brought it up.”

Jimmy took Darian by the hand and led him down to the living room. They selected Ferris Bueller’s Day Off and then took a seat on the couch. This was more difficult than Jimmy thought it would be. He wanted to hold Darian, but sitting side by side was problematic. Shoulder to shoulder wasn’t enough contact. He could hold his hand, and Darian could lean his head on Jimmy, but that wasn’t what Jimmy was picturing. Darian could lie across his lap, but then he figured he’d just get a hard-on and be embarrassed. After several minutes of shifting positions, Jimmy stood up and looked at Darian.

“This isn’t working,” he declared.

“What isn’t?”

Jimmy sighed heavily. Hands on hips, he scanned the room and came up with a brilliant idea. “Come here,” he said, grabbing Darian’s hand and hauling him off the sofa. “One sec,” he directed, holding up his index finger. Jimmy pulled his dad’s big, comfy chair until it was angled how he liked toward the television. He sat down, flipped the leg rest out, and held his arms out for Darian. “Sit here with me.”

Darian smiled his mischievous smile again, and Jimmy promised himself he’d be good. Darian crawled onto the cushion and sat back against Jimmy’s chest, nestled between his legs. He shifted around until he was comfortable: resting his head on Jimmy’s shoulder, back against Jimmy’s groin, and arms draped over Jimmy’s legs on either side. “I like how you think,” he cooed, rubbing his head along Jimmy’s jaw.

Jimmy swallowed hard for the hundredth time. Having Darian in his lap in this position was going to give him a boner anyway! Still, he enjoyed having his arms around him. He liked nuzzling his face on the side of Darian’s head and smelling his clean hair. He barely remembered watching the movie at all…

 

…Oh, man, what a day that was! I keep reliving it every night. I wanted to make out with him, but I thought my dad would be disappointed. Luckily Darian didn’t say anything about a “goodbye kiss” when he went back home. I may have given in.

Cool, Matt’s finally here!!!!

 

“Dude, where you been?” he asked as Matt came through the front door. Jimmy closed his notebook and jumped off the floor where he’d been sprawled, writing.

“Sorry, Jamie. Mom got a flat and called me. Dad was in a meeting and couldn’t help her. She had groceries and my brother and sister. It took a while for me to assemble the jack and put the spare on. Pieces of the jack were scattered all over the trunk. I don’t think it’s ever been used, so why it wasn’t in one piece I’ll never know.” Matt pointed at Jimmy’s notebook. “You still writing in that thing? It’s been over a year.”

Jimmy nodded. “Yeah. It helps. I find it… therapeutic.”

Matt chuckled. “There’s a psychotherapist’s term if I ever heard one. Therapeutic…. Shit! You ready to go to the gym? I thought we’d play some pickup basketball after a workout.”

“Sounds good.”

 

 

JIMMY AND Matt spent the day together. They hit the gym first, like Matt suggested, and then found some guys hanging around the basketball court to play a couple games of two-on-two. They were sweaty and exhausted when the sky began getting dark.

“I’m surprised your mom didn’t expect you home by five like usual.”

Jimmy shook his head as Matt watched the road, driving them back to his house. “Dude, I think my mom is bipolar. Or maybe schizophrenic.”

Matt laughed. “Why do you say that? Although I think you’re right.”

“Well, one week she’s all like, ‘Matt is a bad influence because he’s one of those Christians’,” Jimmy explained in a high-pitched mocking tone. “And the next thing I know she’s glad I have you to hang out with. I don’t get her, man!”

“Oh, my gosh. She wasn’t acting weird back in October, was she?” Matt steered onto Jimmy’s street.

Jimmy’s eyes went wide. “Yes. Do you know something?”

“Only that my mom’s been acting moody too. She brought Joan up a few times for ‘prayer’ since October. I heard her telling Dad that your mom stormed out of a ladies’ thing back in October because the message included something about divorce being a sin. Your mom got mad and wasn’t talking to my mom for weeks.” He parked the Jeep and turned to face Jimmy. “Women! They are so fucking emotional. Give me a guy any day!”

Jimmy grinned.

“Hey, I turn eighteen next month. You want to celebrate? Maybe go camping that weekend or something?”

“Nah, I might be at my dad’s that weekend. I’m hoping Mom will let me go more often over the summer.”

“What do you do over there? Your dad works, doesn’t he?”

“Only some of the time. We go fishing. Watch movies. Play video games. Stuff.”

“Sounds boring.” Matt looked at him skeptically.

“It’s not,” he replied. “It’s quiet. I like being away from my mom.”

“I can’t fault you for that. I’m gonna be joining the firefighter cadets in July. I can apply right after my birthday.”

“Wow, that’s cool.” He was truly happy for his friend. “You’ve been talking about being a firefighter for so long.”

“Yup. And after I go through the cadet stage, I can start my real training.”

“Where is the cadet thing at? I remember you said there wasn’t one around here.”

“Anne Arundel County.”

“Geez, what a haul.”

“But it’ll be worth it. Dad said it was a great opportunity when Mom griped about the gas.”

They both jumped when someone knocked on the window of the Jeep. Jimmy turned and found his stepsister looking at him. He rolled the window down. “What, Emily?”

“Mom wants to know if you’re coming in or staying in the Jeep all night with your boyfriend?” Emily snickered.

“Shut up. She didn’t say that.”

“No, I did.” She snickered some more. “You two are always together. I just thought you were boyfriends.”

Jimmy was not happy. “Well, we’re not. Now go back inside and tell Mom I’ll be right in.” When Emily walked away he rolled the window back up. “Boyfriends,” he scoffed.

“If they only knew, my friend, if they only knew….”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jimmy asked defensively.

“Just that your mom’s not gay-friendly. She’d shit a brick if she found out her perfect little son’s best friend is gay.”

Matt’s reply was innocent enough, but Jimmy still felt irritated. Matt continued to voice his opinion that Jimmy was straight, no matter his protests to the contrary, and now he was calling him the “perfect little son.” It had to stop! “I’m not perfect, Matt, and my mom hardly thinks of me that way. And you’re not the only one who’s gay in here.”

Matt’s head hung to the side, like he couldn’t be bothered to hold it up. “We’re not back on that again, are we?” he bellyached.

“Ya know what? Forget it.” Jimmy opened the door and jumped out. He grabbed his gym bag and shut the door.

He was one step from the front door when his phone buzzed.

Matt texted: Don’t get pissed. If you say you’re gay, then you’re gay! Come out clubbing with me on my birthday, and we’ll see how gay you are.

Jimmy rolled his eyes and texted back: I said I’m gay, not a man-slut like you!!!

That’s MR. MAN-SLUT! Get it right! Catch you later, Jamester. ;p

Later :-]

Jimmy showered. Ate. Had some obligatory conversation with his mom and headed up to bed. He was irritated with Matt but couldn’t blame him. He blamed himself. He had a boyfriend! So why didn’t he say so?

 

 

SO WHY didn’t I tell Matt about Darian? I don’t know. It was the perfect opportunity, and I had evidence. But then again… would that be using Darian to make my point to Matt? I don’t like the sound of that. I’m not using Darian. But why didn’t I say something?

I think I like having something that’s just mine. At least for now. This is the first time I haven’t shared something with Matt. I feel like I’m betraying him, but on the other hand, if I share, then Darian becomes “ours,” and I’ve never had a friend that was mine and Matt’s at the same time. There’s just me and Matt. I guess I have friends, but they’re mainly in school and not after the bell rings. I know Matt has friends, but he never ditches me to do stuff with them. And then there’s Darian, the enigma in my life.

I think about him all the time, but given the opportunity to brag about him, I cave. Maybe I’m afraid Matt would judge me. He’d say I’m going about it all wrong and guilt me into having sex the very next time I saw Darian. I don’t want to be like that. I’m not ready for sex. No matter how much I think about it, I’m not ready.

Matt, the man-slut, be damned!



11

 

 

JULY 15, 2005

I hate my job at Larson’s Garden Center. Fucking roses cut up my arms! I may have to quit. I don’t mind mowing lawns with Matt though. The work is easy, and the money is good. It gets me out of the house for a few hours too!

I’d rather spend more time with Darian than work, but it never seems possible. What’s worse is that I just got off the phone with Darian. He’s pissed. I can tell. His voice was calm, and he said he wasn’t mad, but I could tell he was. This is the first weekend where I ditched my dad’s turn and opted to stay home. ALL BECAUSE OF MATT’S BIRTHDAY. Which is the worst part. If it was some family thing, and I told Darian that I’d have to see him another weekend, he would understand. But I told him it was because I was going out with Matt to celebrate his birthday. The drop in his voice just about killed me. I tried to tell him nothing was going to happen between us, but I’m not sure he bought it. The rest of the conversation was way too clipped.

Fuck! It wouldn’t matter to me if I missed the “celebration” or not, but part of me worries about Matt. He’s all excited about turning eighteen because now he’s “legal.” I don’t really like the sound of that, but what am I supposed to tell him? He said he wasn’t limited to MySpace twinks anymore. Whatever the hell that means. I’m worried he’s going to get in over his head one of these days if he starts going for older guys. Like my dad warned: some guys don’t give a crap about your feelings.

I hope he doesn’t decide to take a walk on the wilder side while I’m with him Saturday night!

 

 

JIMMY WALKED through the front door of Darian’s house on Sunday. It was unlocked, like usual. They didn’t have anything worth stealing, so no one bothered to lock the door. He’d opted to drop in unexpectedly and hoped Darian wasn’t working.

When school let out, Darian got a job working part time in the deli department of a nearby Super Walmart. The deli wasn’t as mind numbing as some positions could be. They kept Darian busy, and he told Jimmy that working it made it easier to be away from him. Plus, he finally had some money!

Jimmy spied Darian’s half brothers playing Atari in the living room on their ancient television set. Darian said his mom found the Atari at the Goodwill, and the boys were thrilled it worked! No PSP or Xbox 360 in this house. The boys didn’t notice his presence, so he skipped up the steps.

The door to Darian’s room was cracked. Jimmy peeked in. The bed was a crumpled pile of blankets with a bare foot hanging off the mattress on one side. Jimmy grinned. He recognized that foot! He opened the door slowly and crept over to the bed. Darian lay there 99 percent buried. Only his foot and some of his hair could be seen. Jimmy knelt down and lifted the corner of the comforter, revealing Darian’s lovely face. He lay on his stomach, his arms tucked up to his chest with his hands curled by his cheeks. He was adorable. Jimmy carefully pushed the blankets back so they would not fall forward and then proceeded to lightly stroke his boyfriend’s hair. It was so soft. It was getting long too. Jimmy liked it the way it was when they met, when Darian’s hair was not quite shoulder length and layered, with slanted, shaggy bangs. Now it was all grown out and edging past his shoulders. Maybe he could urge him to cut it without sounding like he disapproved of his looks. Also, the eyeliner had to go. Jimmy didn’t see the need for it. Darian’s eyes were captivating.

A few more strokes and Darian began to stir. Here it was one o’clock in the afternoon, and Darian was still asleep! He needed to get up. Jimmy touched the side of his face. A smile curved his lips, and Jimmy knew he was awake, at least slightly. Then Darian sighed and stretched. His hand shot out and pulled Jimmy’s into the blanket heap. Jimmy giggled. He didn’t mind being practically in bed with him, as long as his bottom half was kneeling on the floor. He slipped his other arm under as well and caressed Darian’s bare shoulder.

“I can’t believe you’re still asleep,” Jimmy said.

“What have I got to motivate me to get out of bed? You said you weren’t going to be here this weekend,” he grumbled, his face resting on the mattress. “Why are you here?”

“Gee, nice greeting. I guess I’ll be calling my stepdad to come pick me up.” He tried to extract himself from Darian’s grasp but failed. Darian was not letting go of his hand. “Or not. Seems my hand is stuck.”

Darian chuckled. “And I’m not letting it go.” He opened his eyes and lifted his head to look at Jimmy. “In faaaact….” Darian gave him a wily expression as he lifted his body up on his elbows. He moved back as he pulled Jimmy forward, causing him to stretch across the bed.

“Darian, I don’t think this is such a good idea,” he protested.

“I’m not ready to get up yet; it’s all warm under here. Just lay next to me, I promise not to bite. Although I might nibble.” He winked.

Jimmy huffed in protest but climbed in beside Darian. “I still have my shoes on.”

“So kick ’em off.”

Jimmy did so and pulled the blankets over his fully clothed body. It felt strange. “So, now what do we do?”

Darian snuggled up to him, resting his head on Jimmy’s chest. Jimmy pulled him close, enjoying the feel of naked back under his palm. Darian had smooth skin. He was afraid to ask if all of him was naked.

“You tell me all about your clubbing adventures with Sir Cums-a-Lot.”

“Oh, God. Please don’t ever call him that to his face.”

“I won’t. If I even meet him, I will pretend I haven’t heard about any of his tawdry affairs. If being the pertinent word.”

Jimmy could tell his excuses were wearing thin. Darian had asked a number of times when he would meet Matt, but Jimmy was not so willing to make the meeting happen. “I told you. He works a lot. He mows lawns most of the summer. And now he’s joined a cadet program for firefighter wannabes. I don’t know when we can get together.”

“You haven’t told him about me, have you?”

Darian’s soft question made him feel guilty. “No, I haven’t.”

“I guess I shouldn’t ask why?”

“I don’t know, Darian. Every time we’re together at the gym or out for a morning run, I clam up. Matt has it in his head that I’m straight. He doesn’t think I could possibly like guys if my first thought isn’t about sex. He is such a slut; he really is! I’m not sure he’d know the difference between a trick and a possible life partner if his life depended on it. He doesn’t see guys as anything more than instant gratification. Last night proved it!”

“Really? Tell me about it,” Darian asked. He moved his hand over to Jimmy’s buttons and slowly undid his shirt. Jimmy felt what he was doing, but his mind was focused on Matt, so he didn’t gripe.

“We were somewhere in DC. That’s all I know. We got into some club where Matt knows the bouncer guy, and he let me in with no ID. I had to promise not to drink. Like I would? The place looked like a breeding ground for herpes.” Jimmy relayed the story in disgust. “After we were in the front door, Matt took his shirt off and flung it at me. He was gyrating with his crotch crushed up against some huge black guy’s leg. It was so vulgar. I can’t believe he does things like that all the time.”

“I don’t know. Sounds like it could be fun. Like if you were the one gyrating up against my leg.” The buttons undone, Darian opened Jimmy’s shirt and caressed his skin softly.

Jimmy shivered at his touch but kept talking. “Yeah, I guess that would be different. But that’s what I mean—Matt didn’t talk about anything but sex. When we left he didn’t know any of their names. He didn’t know where any of those guys worked or if they’d be interested in dating. The only information he remembered was how long their dicks were and if they could deep throat him or not. I think I counted seven times he went to the bathroom with a different guy in tow. It was disgusting.”

“Seven?”

“Three—whatever,” Jimmy gruffly corrected his use of hyperbole.

Darian’s hand moved up to his exposed nipple. His finger circled the nub, making it harden. Jimmy heard Darian’s sigh of pleasure. The finger disappeared and came back to that spot, slick and cold with saliva. Jimmy’s heart rate increased as he sucked in a quick breath. “Darian,” he rasped, “what are you doing?”

“Enjoying myself. All the sex talk got me thinking.” Darian moved off Jimmy’s shoulder and slid down his body a few inches. After opening Jimmy’s shirt all the way, he dipped down and started licking Jimmy’s other nipple.

Jimmy shuddered. He panted at the pleasure that was rolling through his body. Darian was nibbling with his lips and swirling his tongue around Jimmy’s very erect right nipple while his fingers played with the other side. His fingers pinched the nub and made Jimmy whimper. “Dare-Darian… ohhh…” His head was spinning. Darian was doing things that felt so good. It was as if he knew just the right amount of pressure to apply with his teeth for it to be erotic but not too painful.

Darian smoothed his palm over Jimmy’s stomach, rubbing almost to the point of tickling, but not quite. He moved his mouth up to lick across Jimmy’s throat and kiss his way over to Jimmy’s other nipple. Jimmy was helpless to move, arrested by Darian’s erotic ambush. He knew he was moaning, but he had no ability to stop himself. Darian’s tongue was making him feel so good. Then he felt Darian’s palm slide southward. He was rubbing Jimmy’s erection through the fabric of his shorts.

“Dare… don’t… please… stop….”

Darian nipped his earlobe. “Let me suck you, please?”

Jimmy burned with need. If Darian kept rubbing the front of his shorts he’d blow his wad in a minute. This had to stop. He grabbed Darian’s hand under the blanket. “Stop.”

Darian did not resist his stilling grip. “You don’t sound very convincing.”

Jimmy opened his eyes and looked into Darian’s questioning gaze. “I know. I want to, but I’m not ready. You sucking me off reminds me of Matt’s bathroom appointments. I don’t want to think of you in the same context. You’re not a slut.” Then the statement begged the question. “Are you?”

Darian shook his head.

“You don’t look very convincing.” It was Jimmy’s turn to question Darian’s conviction.

“I’ve done some things you’d consider slutty.”

“Like?”

“Sucking some guys off in the toilets at school.”

“Really?” He was shocked.

“Yeah. I’m not proud of it. Back when I came out, I used to get picked on more. A few times I said I’d suck the guy off if he left me alone. It worked.” His expression fell. “Are you disappointed to hear that?”

“No. I guess not. Have you… done it?”

“Done it? Oh, it! Once. A baseball jock. He sheathed up and shoved his way in, and it hurt like hell. I didn’t even get hard by the time he was done.”

“Do you still—”

“No,” Darian was quick to answer. “Not since… not since I met you.”

“Oh.” Jimmy liked hearing that. He smiled.

Darian returned the question, “Have you?”

“Nooooo. You’re the first boy I ever kissed.”

“Um, Jamie, I hate to inform you like this, but we haven’t kissed. We’ve cuddled. And now I’ve practically made you cum in your shorts, but we haven’t kissed.”

“Oh,” Jimmy replied. Thinking about it for a nanosecond, he decided to remedy the situation. He flipped Darian gently onto his back and leaned over him. “I can fix that.” He closed his eyes as he brought his lips down on Darian’s.

The kiss was soft and controlled. He lingered there, moving his mouth around like he saw in the movies, where the guy looks like he’s nibbling away at the girl’s mouth. No tongue, just lots of relaxed, open-lipped smooching. When he was sure the first-kiss experience was a done deal, he leaned back. “How was that?”

Darian’s expression was pure serenity. “Mmmm, perfect. I want more.” He lazily opened his glassy eyes.

“Okay. Only go brush your teeth first.”

Jimmy’s bluntness was embarrassing, and Darian blushed. He rolled over, groaning into the pillow.

Jimmy laughed.

 

 

SUMMER WEEKS were slipping by fast. Jimmy was thoroughly taking pleasure in every visit to his dad’s. Somehow he’d managed to convince his mom to consent to every other weekend until school started, which meant two more visits on top of the whole week he got the second week of August! They fished, sometimes with Darian and sometimes alone. His dad showed him how to put up drywall, and the two of them put an addition on the farmhouse. They patched up the rundown areas and laid new linoleum on the floor in the kitchen. Jimmy learned some very useful skills that summer.

He also learned you can have a wonderful time with your boyfriend without having sex. Intellectually speaking.

Jimmy enjoyed every second with Darian, however fleeting those moments were. Between Darian working and Jimmy helping Matt mow lawns, and trying to coordinate trips to his dad’s when his mom could drive him, it was still less than he would have wished for. They talked a lot and texted, but nothing compared to holding each other on the comfy chair.

Jimmy also learned he was addicted to Darian’s tongue. Man, could that boy kiss! He was incredibly good at swirling that muscle around Jimmy’s mouth and pressing the ball of his tongue piercing on parts of Jimmy’s skin in the most erotic ways. It didn’t take but a few months for Jimmy to reconsider Darian’s offer to suck him off.

 

 

TWO MONTHS into the start of senior year, Jimmy was back to the “one weekend a month” visits to his dad’s. Luckily, his dad had made a lady friend over the summer and didn’t mind sharing his time with Jimmy one bit. His dad spent time with Cheryl, and Jimmy got to hang out with Darian.

 

 

“ARE YOU sure your mom won’t come home?” Jimmy nervously asked one night in November as Darian walked him backward into his room. Darian’s arms were locked around his waist, and his lips were attached to Jimmy’s neck.

“Nope. She’s out with Jerry,” Darian answered between kisses.

“Wow, this one’s lasted at least three months.”

“Yup, they’ve even mentioned marriage.” Darian slid his hands under Jimmy’s shirt and pushed it up, finding his nipples and pinching.

Jimmy yelped and then gasped. He pulled his shirt off the rest of the way and tugged on Darian’s, who was quick to allow its removal. Once shirtless, the boys pressed their bodies together and kissed hard and long. They fell backward onto the bed. Darian straddled Jimmy and expertly devoured his mouth.

When Darian finally moved his lips to Jimmy’s neck, Jimmy asked, “Is your offer still good?”

Darian sucked hard and left a mark. “Offer?” More slurping ensued.

“To suck me off?”

Darian froze. He sat up and looked at Jimmy as if he could not believe his ears. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah. I thought about you doing it for months, and next week is your birthday and everything, and I didn’t know what to get you….” He didn’t need to continue. Darian was sliding down his body and rapidly undoing his jeans.

“Lay on the bed properly, so I’m not half on the floor,” Darian instructed.

“Are you sure no one will come in?” Jimmy asked as he got situated.

“I’ll make sure they won’t.” Darian got up and locked the door. “How’s that?”

“Better. Are you sure you want to—”

“Yes! Oh, yes. Ever since I met you, in fact. And that weekend we went swimming in the pond, I’m surprised you didn’t notice how… glad… I was to see you shirtless. I’ve been dreaming about getting my mouth on you all summer.” Darian pulled Jimmy’s jeans and briefs down his legs and dropped them on the floor. “Glorious,” he mused.

Jimmy wanted to blush as Darian ogled him, but he wasn’t embarrassed. He was turned on. The lust in his boyfriend’s eyes was for him, only him. Darian got onto the bed and settled between his legs. Jimmy closed his eyes and relished the kisses Darian planted on his legs from his ankles to his inner thighs.

Matt will never understand how awesome it feels to know who it is doing the kissing!

“Ohhh,” he moaned as Darian took him in hand. “Ahhh,” he whimpered with the first swipe of Darian’s tongue. “Holy shit!” he cried out when Darian took him to the back of his throat.

The pressure in his groin was mounting. He tingled and burned all over from the pleasure Darian was giving him. Why did I wait for this so long? Jimmy wasn’t sure. This was pure heaven. His entire body felt like it was alive with dancing electricity.

No wonder Matt can’t stop. This is incredible!

His mind swirled. He was so close. Darian kept moving on him. Jimmy grasped his hair and tugged. He could feel the vibrations from Darian’s throat as he chuckled. Jimmy was so close.

Jimmy squeezed his eyes shut as he pushed his hips upward into that beautiful, wet heat. “Ohhh, Matt.” The pressure exploded.

Darian jumped back just as Jimmy started spurting. “What did you call me?”

The attitude in Darian’s voice was lost on him. “Dare-Darian.” Jimmy’s body jerked. He was only slightly disappointed that Darian pulled off before he came. This was the best orgasm of his life. He sighed, contented.

“No! You didn’t!” Darian picked a shirt up off the floor and pulled it over his head. He unlocked the door and hastily left the room, leaving Jimmy lying naked on his bed.

Jimmy sat up and grabbed the nearest piece of clothing to wipe off his sticky stomach. He found his underwear and pulled them on.

Why the hell is Darian so pissed? He couldn’t figure out what went wrong. He felt amazing! I thought the greatest thing would be to hear his name in the throes of orgasm…. Oh shit! It finally hit him that he didn’t gasp Darian’s name—he’d said Matt’s.

Jimmy snatched up a shirt as he dashed out of Darian’s room. He found him in the bathroom, brushing his teeth. Tugging the shirt on, he scrambled to apologize, “Darian, I—”

He was cut off by a death glare. Darian spit into the sink. “Save it.” He took a swig of water and rinsed, then spit again. “Just get your clothes and leave.” Darian wiped his mouth and left Jimmy standing by the sink.

When he entered Darian’s room, Darian thrust his jeans into his hand.

“Darian, please….”

“I said, just leave.” He was very stern.

Jimmy pulled his pants on and found his shoes. Guilt squirmed in his gut. What could he do to make this right? He’d made the worst mistake of his life. How could he possibly explain that he didn’t mean it? “I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did!” Darian cut him off again. “I always knew you had a thing for Matt, but I kept hoping anyway.” Darian stood defensively, with his arms crossed, facing Jimmy as he finished tying his shoes. “I’m so stupid.” He turned away.

Jimmy arose and approached him. He placed his hands on Darian’s shoulders and felt him tense up and attempt to pull away. Jimmy turned him. “Darian….”

Darian pushed at his chest. “Stop.” He struggled again, but his efforts were weakening. “Go away.” His voice cracked. “I want you to leave.” Tears pooled in the corners of his eyes.

“Darian.” Jimmy’s voice was soothing. He knew he was in the wrong. When Darian stopped pushing on his chest, he wrapped his arms around him and kissed his lips. Darian didn’t resist long. In seconds he opened to Jimmy’s beckoning tongue. Jimmy groaned as he invaded that wonderful mouth and explored. Oh, how he loved that tongue! He kissed and moaned and moved his hands to grip Darian’s posterior.

Darian pressed his groin to Jimmy and rocked his hips. Then he pulled back suddenly. “No. I can’t. I’m still mad that you said Matt’s name. Just go.” He hung his head and turned away.

Jimmy complied, heavy hearted.

 

 

NOVEMBER 5TH

I don’t think I’ve ever done anything so brainless. Damn my stupid mouth! I can’t blame Darian for being mad. I’d be too. I only hope he decides to forgive me soon. Christmas is coming up. I was hoping to do something special for his 17th birthday, and I completely blew that! All I can think of right now is trying to make him realize I love him, not Matt.

Fuck! Why didn’t I tell him? I am such a twat. Now if I say “I love you,” he’ll just think I’m trying to get him to forgive me. It won’t sound sincere. Shit. I am such an asshole.
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September 22, 2010

6:50 p.m.

 

DARIAN WESTON was not prepared to get fucked out of his mind when he numbly agreed to go back to the stranger’s house—or rather, to the stranger’s aunt’s house. He’d been in a daze since he’d gotten the news about Jamie’s death. He was weak and tired from lack of sleep and food, as well as from vomiting constantly. He was purely going through the motions of putting one foot in front of the other, hoping to make it through to the funeral on Friday.

Then this guy showed up and suggested he could “make the pain go away.” Secretly Darian had been hoping for drugs, but the prospect of sex roped him in just as easily. He’d never been fucked by a random hook-up. (Even the ones in high school weren’t exactly random.) He was numb, lonely, and not thinking about what he’d feel afterwards.

As he got into the guy’s truck, Darian felt the panic start. What have I done? Guilt rose up, screaming in his ear about betraying his only love. How could he do that to Jamie? He had no answer. He wasn’t thinking. There’s your answer, Dare, you weren’t thinking. You just wanted to escape, run away and hide. He came along at just the right moment and offered you a moment of escape. Darian knew now he should have refused—hindsight being 20/20 and all.

The promise of warm tea and possibly some comforting conversation—or a stranger’s shoulder to cry on—sounded really good as well. Again, he should have refused, but Darian needed comfort. He had no one, no one but Dan. Darian wasn’t ready to face Jamie’s dad. It would make his death become too real. Darian didn’t want real. He wanted escape.

He felt so lost.

Stepping inside the house, it seemed to Darian that the stranger wanted to comfort him. He brought the tea he promised. He let Darian cry on his shoulder without asking why. But when that incredibly hot-looking guy started rubbing his back and kissing his hair and face, Darian lost himself again with the need to feel something other than pain.

He whimpered and leaned into the guy’s expert touch.

The next thing he knew, they were naked on a bed, and his nipple ring was being tugged on by the man’s talented tongue. He writhed beneath him and begged to be fucked. Darian could not recall a time he’d felt so desperate.

At least he’d managed to ask the guy’s name between moans and coming for the third time. Matthias. Darian felt a surge of “something” go off in his head, like a warning, but it was dashed aside when Matthias’s fingers twisted inside his canal, causing him to moan louder.

That was hours ago.

The naked god next to Darian leaned over and looked at the clock. “Shit! Ten of seven.” He rolled back and gazed at him with a totally forlorn expression. “I’m sorry, Darian. I hate to seem so cold, but I’ve got someplace I need to be.”

Darian shrugged as Matthias flung the sheets back and strutted his absolutely gorgeous body into the bathroom. “It’s okay. I have to go too,” Darian lied. Even if there was a second viewing time today, there was no way in hell he was going to it. It had been hard enough the first time. Maybe he could work up the nerve tomorrow. For now, he just wanted to bask in the after-sex euphoria.

He watched Matthias leaning over the sink, washing his face. He was grateful to have such a nice view from the bed. It gave him all the more reason to stay right where he was for just a few more minutes. Matthias was incredible. Darian had never experienced such mastery in bed before. Jamie had been a wonderful lover, for sure, but this was… this was… well, there wasn’t a word for what this had been! Darian could barely feel the lower half of his body. He was completely wasted.

The way this guy could swivel his hips to reach just the right spots inside of Darian was astounding. He knew how to use his fingers and his tongue, everywhere! Darian didn’t know such pleasures existed. Discreetly, he pulled the sheet up and stroked himself leisurely, thinking about the things they’d done.

His eyes studied Matthias’s perfect butt. It was tight and all muscle, rounded enough to give plenty to squeeze but not so much as to be called a “bubble butt.” Perfect! He stroked a little harder. His eyes moved from the curve of Matthias’s ass to his muscled thighs. I bet he runs a lot. Legs like that! Matthias was the epitome of physical perfection.

Darian closed his eyes as he neared orgasm again. One more twisting stroke and… cum shot across his belly. He panted a second and moved to rise off the bed. Matthias was standing right there, watching.

“Niiice. Very hot.” He sat on the bed and swiped his finger through the cum on Darian’s stomach, then seductively put that finger into his mouth.

Darian groaned. He sat up and forcefully claimed a kiss. Matthias didn’t resist. He gave Darian all he wanted. He groaned into his mouth and climbed atop Darian as he pushed him back onto the pillow. Darian felt Matthias’s erection slide over his hip. Matthias nudged his legs apart with his knee and positioned them for another round. He broke their kiss and reached for a condom, then froze when he looked at the clock.

“Fuck!” Matthias’s head bowed in defeat. “I can’t do this right now. I am so, so sorry. As much as I want to be inside you again, I don’t have time.” He slid away and reached for his underwear. “You are so fucking addicting!”

Darian liked the sound of that. Me? Addicting? He never thought of himself like that before. He wanted Matthias to be addicted. Darian needed the high Matthias gave him, the tingling in his body and coherent thought draining away. Soon enough the feeling would fade, and he would be left with pain and self-loathing for what he’d done. If Matthias didn’t have to go, he’d be begging again to be pounded breathless.

He watched Matthias get dressed as he slowly gathered his clothing from around the floor. Would Jamie mind? Darian closed his eyes briefly, trying to will away the guilt. How could I do this to Jamie? I was desperate. I was alone. Jamie left me alone. Matthias was a rebound fuck, but deep down Darian hoped it would last beyond tonight. He couldn’t deal with being completely alone. He longed to be touched, and Matthias was a wonderful diversion. Darian loved the strength in his hands and confidence in his dominance. Darian liked being submissive.

Jamie had never taken advantage of Darian’s penchant for submission. He’d liked things simple and routine. Jamie was a gentle lover and partner, except for that one time on the bed at his mother’s house. He believed in mutual and reciprocal love. Jamie liked making love with the covers over them and the lights dim, the way he saw it in the movies. But Darian wanted more. Secretly he hoped to work some kink into their relationship as the years progressed. Now Jamie was gone. He’d never get the chance. He didn’t regret one day with his former lover, but now that Jamie was gone, should he deny his own needs for fear it was too soon?

Jamie had just died. He should be mourning. He was mourning. But the electricity that traveled through his body when Matthias touched him was undeniable. He craved how Matthias made him feel. It was all he could do to keep his hands at his sides and not reach for Matthias again right then.

Matthias tucked in his shirt and smiled. “I’ll go see if my aunt has bananas or something. I need a bite before I leave. You want one?”

“Sure.”

Matthias left the room, and Darian finished dressing. He was missing one shoe. He got down and looked under the bed. Ah ha! He walked to the other side and picked up the shoe. Tying it, he could not help but notice the picture lying face down on the nightstand. He remembered seeing Matthias turn it over, but with all the groping and kissing, he’d dismissed it.

Darian reached over and picked it up. He nearly dropped it once he saw who it was.

Darian carried the picture into the kitchen with him, each step an effort as his legs wanted to give out at any moment. “Matt?” he shakily asked.

“Yeah,” came the casual reply he expected.

When Matt turned around, he held the picture out to him. “Matt, as in… Jamie’s Matt?”

Matt’s eyes narrowed. “Uh-huh. Where’d you hear that name? Did you know him?”

Darian’s stomach seized. Guilt with the strength of an angry lion roared in his ears. “He was my boyfriend.” His voice came out like a whisper. “We were going to get married.”

Matt’s expression was hard to read, but confusion was Darian’s guess. “What? Wait,” Matt said, holding one hand up and covering his forehead with the other, as if he was overcome with a sudden headache. “Are your initials D. W., by any chance?”

“Yes. Darian Weston.”

“Fuck!” Matt cursed, his face going green.

Darian was equally ill at figuring this all out. It was bad enough feeling like he’d betrayed his lover and fiancé by allowing the first guy he happened across to fuck him. Not just a one-time deal behind a shed, mind you, but hours of ecstasy that took Darian to places he’d never dreamed of reaching—places he wanted to soar to again. But the ecstasy was with Jamie’s best friend!

His stomach muscles convulsed. Darian crumbled to the floor, and Matt’s chamomile tea came back to visit his aunt’s linoleum floor. He vomited again and felt Matt’s warm hand on his back. He was kneeling beside him, soothing him, telling him, “It’s okay. Let it out.” Darian wheezed as he tried to catch his breath. He hated throwing up, truly he did, and in the last couple days, he should have become an expert. He hadn’t, and breathing and heaving did not mesh well together. He retched one more time, but this was only phlegm. He sat back.

Matt handed him a dishtowel and pulled him to his chest. Darian wiped his mouth and started to cry. He hated how weak he was, but there was no force in hell that could have stopped the tears from flowing. He sobbed heavily and clung to Matt’s strong body. He felt Matt hugging him securely, kissing his head, and massaging his back. Darian let everything out, and Matt allowed him to.

Neither one of them said a word for a long while. When Darian was composed enough to stand, Matt led him to the couch, where the two of them sat nestled together in silence. Darian leaned his face against Matt’s neck and laced his fingers through Matt’s. He should be angry with himself. He should storm out and be angry with Matt, but he wasn’t. Being in Matt’s arms was comforting. It felt safe. He could not deny it, no matter who Matt was. Darian lacked any strength to pull away.

“We should probably talk about this,” Matt said at last.

Darian shook his head and pressed himself closer to Matt’s body. He didn’t want to talk.

“Darian, we need to.”

Why? Why do we have to? This was too hard. Darian couldn’t possibly voice the shame he felt.

Matt stroked the hair on his arm and kissed his forehead. “Dare, ignoring this won’t make it go away,” he urged. “You and I had sex, lots of sex. I can’t regret that.”

Regret. The word triggered Darian’s response. “I’m sorry,” he cried. Fresh tears poured from his sore eyes as he clung to Matt, balling Matt’s shirt in his fist. “I didn’t know. I wasn’t thinking. You must think I’m a horrible person for treating Jamie like that. I feel so awful. I couldn’t stand the pain. I—”

“Shhh,” Matt silenced him, hugging tightly with both arms. “You’re not a horrible person. You’re not the only one who was in that bed. I couldn’t cope either. I am as much to blame, if not more, for what happened between us. When I saw you, I knew you weren’t in a stable frame of mind, but I went ahead and pressed you into having sex.”

“No, you—” he started to protest. Sitting back, he noticed fresh tears in Matt’s eyes.

“Darian, stop, let me finish,” Matt insisted. “You were vulnerable, and I took advantage. I was angry and frustrated, and I took it out on you.” He grinned and added, “More precisely, on your ass.”

Darian gave a thin smile in reply. Matt was really trying to soothe him, and Darian was touched. And seeing Matt cry, even slightly, made his comfort genuine.

Matt wiped his eyes. “This was my fault.” He stroked Darian’s jaw and looked deeply into his eyes. “I’m the asshole. I also should’ve noticed you were wearing the cross I gave him.” He lifted the chain from Darian’s shirt and fingered it. “And… this is how non-observant I am….” Matt took Darian’s wrist and turned it over, exposing the tiny spider tattoo. A black widow. “I should have realized this tattoo matched Jamie’s. I’m sorry, Darian.”

It made sense. Matt was looking for relief too. But Matt said he didn’t regret the sex. Did Darian? He wasn’t sure. It was all confusing. Darian sat there, looking into Matt’s eyes as if they held the answer.

Matt’s fingers closed over his hand. “I don’t know what to say. I guess we both screwed up. But as I see it, it was inevitable. Jamie left us both. I can’t speak for you, but I’m frustrated as hell, and I have no one to talk to about it.”

“Me neither,” Darian whispered.

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through. He was your boyfriend. Holy shit! If I’m not thinking clearly, your brain must be toast!”

Darian could not deny how close to the truth that was. “Pretty much.”

“Maybe this doesn’t have to be about what went on in there.” Matt pointed toward the hallway where the bedroom was. “Maybe it can be about needing each other right now?”

Darian nodded. His head was swirling with possibilities. What should he do? Trust Matt? Maybe they could spend some time together? Maybe Matt would make his pain go away? Maybe Darian would find relief in Matt Dixon’s arms? He had to admit the notion seemed appealing.

Wait.

Matt Dixon.

Matt Dixon, Jamie’s best friend. Matt, the guy who fucked anything and didn’t believe in commitment. Not that Darian was ready for any kind of commitment, but he also wasn’t ready to be used and discarded on a whim. Darian slipped off the couch and stood with his back to Matt. “I don’t know. Jamie talked about you all the time. I feel like I already know you. We already made one mistake. I don’t think I could stand another.” Regret roared in his mind. He shouldn’t have done this.

Matt’s voice was directly behind him, pleading. “Darian, please don’t walk away without giving this a chance. I don’t think I can go through this alone.”

Darian bowed his head. The word “alone” resounded through his mind a hundred times, filling his ears like echoes in a canyon. He didn’t want that either, anything but that! He felt Matt’s hands on his shoulders. A shiver went down his spine. Being with Matt was like playing with dynamite. Darian’s sexual attraction to Matt was strong, and resisting his lips would not be easy. He knew Matt’s reputation. He had even nicknamed Matt “Sir Cums-a-Lot,” much to Jamie’s chagrin. What if he started to really care for Matt? He’d only be setting himself up for more hurt.

In his silence, Darian felt Matt step closer. He could feel the heat of Matt’s chest against his back. His fingers massaged Darian’s shoulders, and Matt’s breath was in his ear. “Darian, I don’t pretend to know what you’re thinking,” he whispered soothingly. “I don’t even know what’s going on in my own fucking head. You have to believe me, no matter what you heard about me, this is different.”

“Yeah,” Darian answered sarcastically. “Okay. Different.”

“No, it is,” Matt stressed, squeezing Darian’s shoulders affectionately. “Oh God, I don’t know how to convince you.”

“I don’t know.” Darian had more doubts than he could count.

Matt let his arms drop to his sides, like he’d given up. “Darian, I don’t know what Jamie told you, but I’m not known for doing a guy twice. I don’t kiss, and I never bring a guy back to my place.” Darian heard his frustrated huff, but remained still, listening to the rest of Matt’s argument. “Hell, Darian, 99 percent of the time I even use a condom when I blow a guy! And I have never, ever, had my tongue in a guy’s ass! It’s like I became a completely different person with you. I want to get to know you.”

Darian turned to face him. Over the years, Jamie told him the very same things, and it encouraged him that Matt would be this honest.

Matt went on before Darian could comment. “Jamie never approved of my lifestyle. He told me I’d lead an empty life, and maybe I have. But until now it didn’t matter; I always had Jamie.” Matt sighed. “Now he’s gone. You’re all I have left of him.”

“I do remember him saying more about you than the one-night stands. He had some nice things to say, too.” He smiled, trying to encourage Matt since he looked so dejected. “A lot of nice things.”

“Oh, thank God!” Matt looked relieved. He stepped into Darian’s personal space and pushed his hair over his ear. “Darian, I don’t know what to do.” Matt touched his face gently. “I just know I can’t leave you like this. Especially knowing you’re Jamie’s fiancé. I feel horrible for you.”

Matt looked deeply troubled. Maybe he really did care? He seemed sincere. Darian didn’t understand why all this was happening, but taking refuge in Matt’s offered embrace was logical enough. If Darian was Matt’s last link to Jamie, surely seeing Matt in the same context made sense. Darian knew how much Jamie cared for Matt.

As he was thinking over his conflicting impulses, first to run and now to stay, Matt leaned in and softly touched his lips to his. “I need to kiss you,” Matt said seductively. Darian felt his arms slide around his waist. As was true this whole night, Darian was powerless to resist when Matt’s mouth was touching him. He whimpered. Matt swiped his tongue over Darian’s lips and pulled back suddenly and smirked. “Okay, maybe not at the moment, since you need to rinse your mouth out.”

Darian covered his face from embarrassment. “Oh, sorry.” He stepped away. The tender moment was sufficiently squelched.

Matt followed and grasped his chin. “Stop.” He kissed him lightly one more time. “Vomit or not, I’m addicted to your lips.” He stroked his cheek and winked.

The soft look in Matt’s eyes pulled on his heart, and it made this situation even more confusing. He didn’t know what to feel. Darian started toward the bathroom but stopped. Turning, he asked, “Are you going back to the funeral home?”

“Yeah, I have to. I don’t want the wrath of my family. You going?”

“I don’t know. Not sure I can.” He felt so weak he leaned on the wall. “But if I muster up the strength, at least I’ll have you—” he started to say but caught the panic in Matt’s eyes. “But you aren’t out. And people seeing us together wouldn’t be good.”

Matt confirmed his assessment. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I can’t have people knowing. I also can’t have people thinking there may be something between us.”

“But we could talk. Right? We both know—knew—Jamie. Everybody talks at viewings, don’t they?” Darian asked, hoping to hear that was a possibility. He didn’t want to go there alone.

“Sure, I guess that’s fine. It would be natural for me to talk to you. You knew Jamie and we are—for all anyone there will know—meeting for the first time. I would naturally have a million questions. I know absolutely nothing about you. Yeah, we could talk the whole time. Why are you looking at me like that?”

Darian’s jaw dropped. “You know nothing about me?” The statement hit him hard.

“No,” Matt answered simply.

“But… Jamie and I have been together for almost six years.” Darian was flabbergasted. “Jamie didn’t mention me in all that time?”

Matt walked over to him. “No. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the gerbera daisies you sent, I wouldn’t have had a clue. I saw you referred to him as Jamie, and I wondered who the fuck knew that nickname besides me. It made me angry.”

It was all falling into place. “Angry enough to fuck the first guy you saw,” Darian lamented. Just when Darian thought he couldn’t feel more despair, more information was added to the crap heap. Matt was angry enough to fuck him, and he was desperate enough to be fucked. “Just forget it.” He waved Matt off.

“No, Darian, wait…. Yes, that’s why I did it, but that was before.” Matt tried to refute the facts, but there was nothing to argue. “Look, Darian, I—”

Darian held up his hand. “Don’t. Please. I need time. This is just too much.” He turned away and walked down the hall into the bathroom, and this time Matt let him go. His head was spinning. What happened here? Darian felt sick, but at the same time he was too empty to even think of heaving his guts again.

How could Jamie not have mentioned him to Matt, his best friend, in all these years? Why? Why would he hide that information? Was he ashamed of me? Darian hoped that wasn’t true. They were going to get married. Jamie had promised to take him to Washington, DC, since the President passed the same-sex marriage law. Jamie had said he was going to finally tell his mother. Jamie had said they could live anywhere Darian wanted. Jamie had promised them a life together. What went wrong?
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DECEMBER 10, 2005

Darian hasn’t talked to me in weeks. Even when I went to my dad’s, Darian “conveniently” had shifts at Walmart. I asked dad to drive me to see him, and Darian ignored me. He told me he had to work. I left feeling totally dejected. Calling him Matt was the biggest mistake I could have made. I am so mad at myself, but what can I do? What’s done is done.

On another note, I am feeling pretty good about being gay. Saying Matt’s name aside, being with Darian that way felt so right. I thought I’d be embarrassed about letting him see me naked. I wasn’t. I thought maybe I would regret it later if something like a blowjob happened, but I didn’t. Being with a boy, that boy, was the rightest thing I could have done.

I’m gay.

See, it feels good saying it!

What kind of “gay” am I? I’m not flamboyant, that’s for sure. I don’t give a crap about my looks or how I dress. I’m not into fashion, theater, or dinner parties. I definitely don’t want to dress up in drag.

Oh God… that reminds me of how I found out about Matt. LOL—that was hilarious. I walked in on him in his mom’s room when he was wearing her makeup and a dress. I about died, but so did Matt. He was so embarrassed. But after the initial shock, he realized it was just me, and that I didn’t care. He was still my best friend, even if he liked dressing up as a girl.

I wonder if he still does that? I think it was a phase, but you never know. Matt does all kinds of things we don’t talk about. Sometimes I get details, but I never push for them.

So, since I’m gay, do I need to define myself? I don’t have a definition. I like boys. I like Darian. I love Darian. I would do anything for him. Like right now, I’m giving him space to be mad with me. He better get over it soon, though. I want to give sucking him a try.

 

December 16th

So much for me convincing myself I don’t feel anything for Matt. I dreamt about him last night. This was the most erotic dream I’ve ever had! Who knew things like that went through my brain? I think I was sleep-blushing. Point being, if things like that are in my head at night, who knows if I would call out “Matt” again when I’m with Darian? Even if we do get back together, I think I’m going slower. I can’t risk that happening again.

 

 

JIMMY WALKED into Darian’s house like he owned it. No one noticed. It was as disheveled as it normally was, but the smell in the air had changed. It was almost sweet. Marijuana? Jimmy didn’t know for sure, but he suspected. He climbed the steps to Darian’s room. It was vacant. Defeated, he turned to go, and there stood Darian in the doorway.

“What are you doing here on a weekday?” asked Darian.

“Gee, nice greeting. Hi, Darian. How’ve you been? It’s nice to see you,” he mocked.

Darian’s stern façade softened despite the sarcasm. “It is nice to see you.” He came into the room and stood in front of Jimmy.

Jimmy could see Darian was torn between staying angry and caving in. Jimmy thought to give him a nudge and see which way he’d fall. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered.

“I have too,” Darian said as he melted into Jimmy’s arms, clinging to him.

Jimmy hugged him back and thanked his lucky stars. Well, at least I know which way he’s leaning. “I can’t stop thinking about you. I need you. I want you,” Jimmy confessed.

“I want you too.” Darian groped Jimmy’s backside and kissed his neck. He ground his groin against Jimmy’s as he enthusiastically left a mark on his throat.

Jimmy pulled back. “Darian, I need to go slower,” he said into Darian’s confused face. “I know you said before I had a thing for Matt, and although I really think I don’t, I’m not chancing a repeat of November.”

“Fair enough,” Darian reluctantly agreed. Moving away from Jimmy, he took a seat on the bed. “I’d really end up hating you if all you did was scream out Matt’s name when we were having sex.”

Jimmy sat next to him. “Exactly. And I’ve… I’ve dreamt of him a few times.”

“You have? Why are you telling me this?”

“Don’t be mad, please? I just want to be completely honest with you.”

Darian worked up to a grin. He hesitated, but ended up leaning into Jimmy. “I forgive you,” he whispered.

Jimmy hugged him. “I’m glad. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t ever want to hurt you.” After a few minutes of holding each other, Jimmy said, “I have something for you.” Darian sat back. Jimmy dug into his pocket and pulled out a tiny silk bag. “I didn’t wrap it, it came like that.”

“Okay.” He opened the bag and dumped the contents into his hand. It was a purple titanium barbell for his tongue. “Awesome!” He looked to Jimmy, glowing.

“I know you like changing jewelry. I didn’t think you had purple.”

“I don’t, thanks!” Darian threw his arms around Jimmy’s neck.

“Merry Christmas.”

“It is now!” He squeezed Jimmy one more time and let go. “Let me get yours.” Darian jumped up and went to his dresser. He brought back a flat, rectangular gift. “It’s not much, but I thought you’d like it.”

Jimmy ripped open the paper and stared at a framed chalk portrait of Darian. “It’s just like the one you did of me; chalk, I mean.”

“Yeah, I know it’s lame. Mom’s been using more and more of my money for food and the electric bill. I didn’t have much left this month.”

Jimmy warmed as he looked at the exquisite replica. “I love it. I’ll hang it in my room at my dad’s, next to the one you did of me.”

“You really like it?”

He turned and smiled wide. “Yes, Darian, I love it.”

“Cool! Stay here. I’ll be right back. I’m gonna put this new one in.” Darian dashed out of the room.

Jimmy sat there patiently, looking into the chalk drawing’s brown eyes. Darian returned and stuck out his tongue. The ball sat right in the center, an inch or so from the tip. Jimmy felt a shiver run through him, remembering what that ball felt like on his dick. “L-looks good,” he squeaked out.

Darian got a sly look. “You like my tongue piercing, don’t you?”

Jimmy nodded nervously.

Darian grinned. “You don’t have to look so scared. I’m not going to make a move on you. You want slow, we do slow. I’m not reliving the last few weeks again. It was hell. I hate being away from you.”

“Me too. I may get to see you more often.” He got off the bed and put his arms around Darian. He kissed him softly.

“How do you mean?” Darian lazily kissed back, arms around Jimmy’s neck.

“I got a car.”

“What!” Darian exclaimed.

“I did. It’s an old Ford Taurus, not a Mustang, but it runs. As long as I get all my chores done and keep my grades up, I’ll be able to drive wherever I want without telling Mom every detail. She’s told me that much. That’s how I got here tonight.”

“Awesome! We could like, maybe, sometime, go out on a date?” Darian wondered out loud.

Jimmy knew they could not hide their relationship forever. They were both seventeen, and come June they would graduate. What came after that? College? Living together? A date would be a logical first step toward those things. “Yup. Okay. I’ll take you on a date, but it can’t be here. I’ll do some research online and see if there are places in the neighboring towns that are more gay friendly, and we’ll start there.”

“I heard there’s a restaurant about thirty minutes south owned by a gay couple. Can we go there?”

“Sure.”

Darian squeezed so tight, Jimmy thought his shoulders would crack.

 

 

JOEY TAYLOR strutted to the lunchroom table opposite Jimmy. Jimmy felt his blood boil in anticipation of a fight. Joey never looked smug unless he was going to start something. He was looking at his friend Butch, not Jimmy, which was the only positive note to go on.

“Butch, did you hear about that gay kid over at Winter’s Mill? My friend Tim told me he got the shit kicked out of him again,” Joey reported proudly.

“No, really? Damn! What a way to start the new year. I guess he deserved it. Dumb fuck. What? Did he cop a feel on somebody, or was this a random ‘because-you’re-gay’ shit kicking?” Butch asked.

Jimmy listened intently. His hands were shaking. He only knew of one gay kid at Winter’s Mill.

“He was showing his belly button to some girl on the volleyball team, and her boyfriend didn’t like it. He called him a little fag and told him to take his piercings someplace else. I think the skinny fag actually tried talking back. That’s when Tim said the punching started.”

“The fag hit the guy?”

“No, dumbass, the boyfriend clobbered the fag.” He shook his head at Butch. “Punched his lights out and kicked him. Serves him right. Stupid fag.”

Joey barely had a chance to turn his head before Jimmy was clobbering him. His right-hook smashed right into Joey’s jaw. Blood splashed the lunch table. Jimmy swung two more times before Butch stepped in, delivering blows.

In seconds, the cafeteria was screaming with teenage boys gathering around the ruckus. Jimmy was swinging, kicking, and biting, but he was outnumbered, five to one. Teachers descended and blew whistles. Other teachers pried the boys apart.

Minutes later, six boys lined up, ragged and bloody, in the principal’s office, awaiting their parents.

Jimmy knew he was in a hell of a lot of trouble.

 

 

“IT HAD to be today, didn’t it?” his mother grilled him. “You had to pick today to get into a fight and pull me out of an important meeting. I was promoted today to Branch Manager. This was a big day! I have loads of responsibilities, and here I had to drop everything to pick up my son from school for fighting.”

“I’m sorry, Mom.” Jimmy hung his head.

She glared daggers. The tires screeched as she made a turn too sharp. Jimmy knew better than to comment on her driving, but her lead foot was scaring him.

“Sorry doesn’t cut it, Mister,” his mom hissed. “I’m just going to have to make things tougher on you. You obviously have too much time on your hands. Too much time for idle thinking and getting into fights over… what was it all about? Oh, never mind, I don’t care what it was about. From now on things are going to change. I’ve been too lax about letting you do whatever you want. From now on, you are going to church with me.”

“Church?” Since when does my mom go to church?

“Yes, church! I’ve been going with Linda Dixon for a few weeks now. I really like it. I think I’ve found something there that I haven’t felt in a long time. Their views on divorce aside, it’s a fine church.”

“All right. Is that all?” Jimmy wondered.

“No, that’s not all, Mr. Smarty-pants!”

Shit, I think I irritated her more.

“You will also give me your keys. There will be no driving for a month!”

“But, mom! I just got the car,” he protested.

“Too bad. You should have thought about that when you were beating that poor kid up today. And this is your senior year! You are months from graduating. Did you even think about what this could do to your transcripts?”

“No.”

“Of course not!”

Jimmy’s stomach got queasy, and it was not purely from his mom’s driving. He was remembering why the fight had started. He was beating Joey up for talking about Darian—the gay kid. Darian had gotten beaten up! He needed to go see him right now. But Mom took my keys.

They pulled into the driveway and got out. Jimmy’s mother kept on talking without skipping a beat. “You’re father and I…” Stepfather, Jimmy mentally corrected, “…have dinner plans tonight. The girls are already with your Aunt Debbie, and the baby is with Margie. I’m going to go out on a limb and trust you to stay home tonight. No walking over to Matt’s. No calling people for a ride somewhere. I will call to check up on you.”

“What if I’m in the shower?” he blurted out.

Joan glared. “You’d better not be.”

As soon as his parents pulled out, Jimmy went into his room. He pushed his bed over, flipped up the soccer poster, and opened his secret stash hole in the drywall. Jimmy stuck his arm in the small door and fished around for the spare car keys he’d had made. He had to see Darian at all cost!

He drove as fast as he dared. Getting stopped for speeding would only make the trip over to Darian’s longer. He tried to think logically, even though his mind was screaming to see his boyfriend.

He entered the house. The smell of marijuana was unmistakable this time. He noticed Darian’s mom passed out on the couch and a guy, who he assumed was Jerry, sitting on the floor smoking a bowl. They were too high to notice his presence. Jimmy slipped up the steps and into Darian’s room.

“Darian,” he said quietly.

No answer. Jimmy crept to the bed. Darian was curled up in his blankets. Jimmy sat on the edge of the bed and touched his hair. He stirred.

“Jamie?” he asked weakly.

“Yeah, it’s me. What happened today?”

“Some asshole broke two ribs,” he answered.

“What? Oh my gosh. Are you okay?”

“I’m in pain, but Jerry gave me something. He said Percocet was too wimpy. Said he had strong drugs. I like strong drugs.” Darian rolled onto his back and smiled stupidly.

Jimmy finally noticed the bruises on his face. In the dim light of the bedside lamp, Jimmy could see the purple patches and stitches on his swollen lip. “Oh, Dare, look at you!” He gingerly touched his face.

“It’s okay, Jamie. I’m fine. I just need a few weeks off to rest. Doctor said I’ll be fine.” He stretched and winced.

“Your ribs hurt, don’t they?” Jimmy didn’t know what else to say.

“Only a little. I told you Jerry gave me something.”

“Yeah, about that. Did you know he’s smoking marijuana downstairs right now? And your mom is passed out on the sofa?”

“Yeah, they do that a couple times a week. He let me have a hit last Friday; it felt nice.”

“Darian, I don’t think it’s a good idea. Drugs are bad news.” Worry descended upon him like a raptor, claws extended for a death grip. This was not going to be an easy conversation if Darian did not see things the same way.

“Oh, Jim,”—he waved off Jimmy’s concern—“don’t be so cautious all the time. Jerry said that marijuana can be used medicinally. I need medicinal. I’m in pain. He made the pain go away. It’ll be fine. You worry too much.”

“And you just called me Jim. You’re not thinking clearly. I’m gonna go. Don’t take any more of Jerry’s drugs. Okay? Please? Take what the doctor prescribed.” Jimmy touched the side of Darian’s face. “I’m grounded, so I’m not sure when I can sneak back over. You need to rest and heal. Okay?”

“Okay, baby. Anything for you.” Darian gave a weak smile.

Jimmy leaned down and kissed his forehead. He was worried, but he couldn’t very well do anything about it. Darian lived eighteen miles north of where he lived. He couldn’t walk. He could only risk driving over on rare occasions, or his mom might figure out he had another set of keys. He was stuck. He’d have to trust that Darian was going to be fine in his absence.

He caressed his cheek and reluctantly left.

 

 

JANUARY 11, 2006

This is going to be a hard few weeks. I guess I’m limited to calling often and hoping Darian isn’t gonna get hooked on marijuana or whatever else this Jerry guy is giving him to take away the pain. I hate feeling trapped.

 

 

JIMMY DID not sleep well for days.
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January 19, 2006

 

TEXT FROM Matt: What the hell, man? Why’d you fuck up Joey again?

Jimmy huffed as he stared at his phone. Personal reasons.

And you did this last week? While I was in New York? Why’d you not tell me?

I dunno.

You were doing so good. I thought you were over fighting. What happened?

Joey said something I didn’t like.

Jamie, I can’t be there every moment for you, especially now that I’m graduated. You have to think about your actions!

“My actions?” Jimmy said out loud. “How hypocritical of you to say, Mr. Dixon.” He said it, but he didn’t text it back. Instead he wrote a less cynical response. You’re right. Now I’m grounded for life.

Shit! Can you come running with me? When are you off suspension?

I’ll go back on Monday. No, I can’t go running.

OK. This sucks, dude. I heard about all it from Butch’s brother’s girlfriend’s sister. Did you really pop Joey ’cause he dissed a gay kid?

Yes. You know where I stand on that.

There was a long pause. I guess it’s good I wasn’t there. I woulda had a hard time holding back. I don’t want 2 B out, but I also don’t like others taking a beating 4 being gay.

Me neither. I just snapped. Now my mom is all over my ass. I should have waited until after school. She took my keys.

I thought you made another set?

I DID, but if she finds out or catches me driving then I’m done for.

Good point. I guess lay low. Do what she wants. Suck up big time.

Jimmy grinned. “Thinking alike,” he muttered. I am. Believe me, I am!

Good. I’m pullin’ for ya! We’re in this together.

Thanks. She’s coming. I gotta go.

Jimmy shut his phone and shoved it into his pocket as soon as the door to his room opened.

“Are you ready?” she asked, hand on hip, as if he knew what he was to be ready for.

“Ready for what?” he asked as sincerely as he could.

“To go see a counselor. I arranged a meeting to talk about your fighting.” She walked in and started picking up clothes off the floor and looking around.

“Moooom, I don’t need to see a counselor.”

“Of course you do. There is certainly some reason for these outbursts.”

“But I haven’t popped Joey since the end of sophomore year. I was doing good. Besides, he deserved it.”

She stood there looking at him as if the cogs were turning and she was conjuring up an even worse plan than seeing a counselor. “True, it has only been the one fight.”

Relief washed over him.

“I just worry this is over something… something that we rarely speak about.” She placed the stray clothes she’d picked up off the floor onto the desk chair. “Joey’s mother’s sister works at Target, and she told my friend Rachel the fight was over… homosexuality.” She whispered the last word.

“What?”

“You’re not… gay? Are you? I found a great Christian counselor to talk to you about it.”

“No! No, Mom, I’m not… gay. Why would you think that?”

She took a deep breath and sighed noisily. “I don’t know, dear. Rachel sometimes gets the facts wrong. She said it was about that gay kid at Winter’s Mill. I didn’t know what to think.” She sat on the bed next to him and patted Jimmy’s hand. “I never see you with girls. You’re always with Matt. I was just wondering if I should be worried about you. You’ve always had an angry streak in you.”

“No I haven’t, Mom.”

“James. If you’re confused and angry with your father for leaving, that’s normal. The counselor I know can talk to you about your issues with a lack of a father figure and how to bond with Kevin in a more meaningful way. You shouldn’t doubt your sexuality because your father was a bad example.”

“What? Mom, what are you talking about?” Jimmy got off the bed and gawked at his mother. He had no idea where her thoughts were coming from, and it was very hurtful. “Dad has nothing to do with this. Joey was being an ass. I punched him because he thought it was funny that kid got beat up.”

“So it was over the gay kid?”

“Yes…. No… I mean… Joey made me angry, and it didn’t have anything to do with Dad’s example of a father figure. I don’t know where you come up with that.”

“I’m just saying that boys who lack a strong father can become… confused. I’m just glad you hang out with such a good boy as Matt. I’m sure he knows some girls you could call. In the meantime, I think seeing Pastor Dennis would help you straighten out your thoughts. He’s very good.”

“The counselor is a pastor?”

“Yes.” She looked very pleased with herself, and Jimmy was not liking where the conversation was going.

“I’ll think about it.” He turned and rubbed the back of his neck nervously.

Joan got up and placed her hand on his lower back. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’m here for you, James.” She patted his back before walking to the door. “Just try to stop fighting. I’m hoping colleges will overlook this one incident. You need to be careful, or you’ll lose your chance at a scholarship.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

 

 

“LOOK WHO’S back, the gaaay lover.” Joey did not miss the opportunity to jump on Jimmy’s case as soon as they lined up for gym class. He bounced the basketball across to another student and kept his eyes on Jimmy.

“Shut up, Joey.” Jimmy took his turn at a lay-up and stepped to the back of the line.

“What’s wrong, Miller? Can’t take a little heat? A little jibbing about loving… the gaaayys?” Joey gestured with a flip of his flopping wrist and the batting of his eyelashes. Some other boys giggled.

“Shut up. You’re only picking on me because Matt’s not here to kick your ass. You know you couldn’t take the two of us.”

Joey hopped backward and covered his mouth with his fingers. “Oh, Matt.” He continued in his mock-homosexual flamboyance. “Sthtop it.” He faked a lisp and flicked his limp wrist again toward Jimmy. “I bet the problem here is that you miss your boyfriend.”

“What?” Jimmy stopped dead at the accusation, and the basketball, which was passed to him, bounced off the side of his face. Several boys laughed.

“That’s it!” Joey announced proudly. “He misses his big, strong protector, My-thigh-ass Dick-son.”

“I hear he’s training to be a firefighter,” one boy piped in.

“So?” Joey shrugged. He looked back to Jimmy. “Is that why the two of you are always together? You’re queers. I bet you blow him, don’t you? Cock sucker!”

“Stop, Joey.” Jimmy was getting hot and more nervous than he was in his public speaking class. Joey was not letting up, and this was not a conversation Jimmy wanted to have, especially not in gym class.

“Or what?” he pushed. “You’ll go and get your firefighter boyfriend to beat me up? I don’t think so.” He stepped closer and shoved Jimmy.

“Stop it.” Jimmy shoved him back.

“You boys having some trouble shooting lay-ups?” the teacher called from across the gymnasium.

All the boys in Jimmy’s group fell automatically in line and started shooting hoops. “No sir, Mr. Greshem,” one boy called back.

As soon as the gym teacher looked back to the other group he was instructing, the insults started again.

“I bet Jimmy’s dad’s gay. Maybe that’s why he left Jimmy’s hot mom.”

“Good one!” Joey high-fived Kenny for his stellar observation.

“My dad is not gay,” Jimmy replied sternly.

“Is that why he works in the women’s underwear department?” a boy asked from Jimmy’s left.

“He does not!” Jimmy sneered through gritted teeth.

“Yeah, I bet he tries them on in the break room,” another boy threw in from Jimmy’s right. Loud guffaws ensued.

At this point, all the boys were jesting and coming up with wild stories about what his dad was doing at Walmart: cross-dressing, sleeping with the owner, Manny Shilhiem, and other things that made Jimmy’s blood boil. He was vaguely aware that they’d stopped talking about him and Matt, but their turning onto his dad was not welcome either.

Everyone was laughing, except Jimmy.

“Hey, Miller, maybe your dad could get you a lifetime supply of condoms for when you and Dixon butt fuck each other!” Joey doubled over, laughing at himself. He was clutching his sides and nearly fell off his feet.

Jimmy stepped over and helped him.

Before any of the others realized their mocking had taken a turn for the worst, Jimmy hauled back a fist and brought it down on the side of Joey’s head. He went down instantly, and Jimmy dropped to his knees, swinging.

The other six boys’ eyes popped out of their skulls before they took the initiative to rush in and stop it. Two boys grabbed Jimmy’s arms, and another one got kicked in the face as Jimmy flailed. He wrestled his way free and swung at whoever was close enough to hit. He punched Kenny in the nose and heard a distinct crack. Blood poured down the boy’s face, but Jimmy didn’t care. He swung again at the person who grabbed his shoulder from behind.

Mr. Greshem took a fist to his jaw but wasn’t fazed. He grabbed Jimmy’s wrist and flipped it painfully behind Jimmy’s back. “Okay, Mr. Miller, I think there’s been enough punching for one day. Mr. Taylor, you and the rest of your cronies can get dressed and meet me in the office. I think Principal Dell would like to talk to each and every one of you before he calls your parents.”

The very capable gym teacher escorted Jimmy from the gymnasium and straight to the principal’s office. He was not normally hard on the kids, but he was also not one to take any nonsense. As soon as the principal looked up, Mr. Greshem was explaining things. “Mr. Dell, I think Jimmy needs to spend some more time at home. It seems a few days wasn’t enough to straighten him out.”

“Thank you, Mr. Greshem.” He eyeballed Jimmy. “Mr. Miller, do sit down.”

Mr. Greshem left the room, closing the door, and Jimmy felt the doom and gloom approaching as if he was awaiting a jail sentence.

 

 

“AGAIN? REALLY, James, I can’t understand what is going on in your head. And this time you hit the teacher!”

“It was an accident! He grabbed me from behind, and I thought Joey was—”

Joan crossed her arms. “I don’t care why poor Mr. Greshem got hit. I only care that my son cannot control his outbursts. You obviously have mental issues that need to be addressed, and I am forced to have you see a professional.”

“But Mom… Joey said my dad was gay and that he—”

“So we’re back to the… homosexual talk, are we? I think I’ll make an appointment with Pastor Dennis, after all.”

It irritated him how she whispered the word homosexual, like it was too horrible to speak out loud. “I don’t need to talk to him, Mom. I was just mad that Joey would talk bad about my dad.”

“Your father has not been a good influence on you, has he? Shacking up with that woman, filling your head with ideas that it’s okay to fight in school.”

“Mom, he hasn’t done anything.” Jimmy was trying to defend himself and his father, but his mother’s thought process was hard to follow.

“I’m going to make some calls.” She waved him off. “Go, go on, off to your room. If you are going to be stuck here for two weeks, I’m going to get you some professionals to talk to who can straighten up that brain of yours. And when it snows in February, you’ll be shoveling the neighbors’ driveways for free!”

“Free?”

“Yes, as a community service payment for fighting in school. Mr. Dell and I came up with that one.”

Jimmy huffed and stomped up to his room. As soon as he flopped onto his bed, his phone buzzed.

Dude! Not again. Katie’s friend Andi told me you decked Joey, Kenny, AND the gym teacher. What the fuck?

Jimmy rolled his eyes. Hyperbole in high school gossip was hilarious. Although not so much when it was about him. He texted back: NO! Just Joey. I broke Kenny’s nose, and Mr. Greshem nearly broke my arm when I accidentally clocked him.

Are you mental?

NO!! Joey was insinuating my dad was gay, and that you and I were boyfriends. He said we butt-fucked each other. I just lost it.

Matt texted right back: Dude! You have to chill! I can’t have people guessing that about me, especially when it’s true.

Jimmy knew he meant “true about being gay” but it was hard to block the mental image of Matt fucking him. What if that was the “true” part? Jimmy felt heat roll down his chest and into his groin. Don’t worry. Your secret is safe.

How can you be sure? You flipped out over the gay shit again. You can’t be doing that if you’re really considering being gay. This is NOT the time and place to take a stand.

Jimmy keyed in another question. What do you mean?

Matt texted back: This is not New York or San Francisco. If you want to take a stand on what you believe, then wait until you’re eighteen and out of your mom’s house.

Jimmy didn’t understand what difference that would make. Huh?

Wait until you can safely be who you want to be. If you try pushing the boundaries now, you’re going to get your ass stuck in counseling.

“You couldn’t be more right!” he commented as he texted back what his mom had already threatened. Mom said I gotta talk to Pastor Dennis about my rage.

Pastor Dennis? As in the pastor of MY church, Pastor Dennis? Shit! See what I mean? This is NOT good! He knows we’re friends. He’s gonna ask shit.

So?

SO?! I can’t have him prodding you about being gay. You’ll cave. I can’t be outed, Jamie. I can’t!

I’m not gonna say anything.

You better not. I was All State in track. Captain of the basketball team. I’m training to be a firefighter. I am NOT queer in the eyes of all those around me.

Before Jimmy could respond, he got another message: I don’t know any gay firefighters, or maybe this would be different. I don’t know what they’d do. I can’t be in a burning house and have my fellow firefighters leave me there to burn, just because I’m gay. I don’t know if it really happens, but I’ve heard of cops being left without backup because they were gay. Men die in my chosen profession. I don’t want it to be because I choose to sleep with men. I’m not bothering anyone. What I do, or any gay man does, behind closed doors is their own fucking business. You gotta be with me, Jamie. Please. Don’t out me.

The desperation Matt felt came through even in a text message. Jimmy got it. This was more than just taking a stand for what he felt, this was also about taking a stand in light of what Matt felt. Matt feared rejection. Matt chose a “closeted life,” and Jimmy had to respect that, even if he disagreed. I’ll chill, I promise. No more fighting. No more talk about being gay.

Thanks. Look, if you’re gay and you want to come out, just do me a favor and wait.

Sure.

I’m planning on moving in with my aunt in October. She’s fine with my sexuality. If I can just live someplace else and put some distance between me and my folks, maybe you being gay won’t come back on me.

Jimmy was starting to get a headache. Was his friend really that self-centered? Was this all about Matt? Dude, I thought we were talking about me here. I’m the one who’s grounded for life. I’m the one who has to talk to your pastor and shovel driveways this winter for free.

I know. I’m sorry. I was freaking. Sorry. Really.

Okay. Fine. I won’t say anything about you. I promise. For some reason, Jimmy felt the need to lie. This would all be easier if he lied. He texted again: And I’m not gay, so you have nothing to fear about me being out and inadvertently “outing” you.

Really? You admit it. You’re straight?

Yes. “No, I’m not, but it’s easier this way,” Jimmy grumbled at his phone, wishing he had the balls to tell Matt the truth.

I knew it!

Can we drop it now? There’s nothing going on that the pastor will get upset over.

Yeah, sure. I gotta go anyway. Mom’s done at the hairdresser’s. Talk soon.

K. ttyl

Bye.

Jimmy grabbed his notebook.

 

January 23, 2006

I don’t know why I can’t just be myself. Why did I lie to Matt? I guess I just want to make him feel like he’ll be okay and that no one will ever know about him. I don’t understand why he’s so paranoid. Why does it scare him that bad? So what if someone found out? Wouldn’t it be easier than trying to live a double life?

Although… I guess Darian would not see his life as any easier to deal with.

 

The phone buzzed. Jimmy picked it up. A text from Darian: I miss you.

Jimmy grinned. I was just thinking about you. I miss you too. How do you feel?

Great. Wonderful. Blissful.

Jimmy narrowed his eyes at the phone. What? No pain? I thought your ribs were broken.

Jerry made the pain disappear.

Jimmy’s stomach clenched. Jerry is giving you drugs, Dare. You need to stop taking them. They’re dangerous.

Nooooooo. They’re fine. Jerry said a little wouldn’t hurt. He said the pills would help me heal.

Please stop taking whatever it is he’s giving you. Please. For me.

There was a long wait for the next text. Okay. For you. I love you.

As much as Jimmy relished hearing that phrase from Darian for the first time, it was anticlimactic. First of all he was texting it, second he was under the influence of some unknown narcotics. Jimmy’s heart hurt when he texted back: I love you too. This was not the way he’d planned to tell his boyfriend how he felt. He wasn’t even sure Darian would remember in the morning.

When the texts stopped coming, Jimmy picked up his notebook again.

 

I don’t know what the hell I am supposed to do. I’m afraid Darian is getting in over his head. Jerry is clearly NOT a good influence. But I’m here and he’s there. I can’t drive over again, or Mom might catch me. Text is all I have.

Matt is the other problem. I don’t want to “out” him. That would be wrong. No one outs someone else; it’s rude. I can be careful. I can make this all about my dad, and no one would even bat an eye. Joey has made fun of my dad for over a year, and me beating him up for it would seem normal. I’m not even worried about talking to the pastor. He doesn’t know me. And my mom is just weird. She’s been all over the board with comments and emotions, so I can use that to my advantage if this “Pastor Dennis” questions me too much. He’s bound to know my mom is a little off.

And lying to Matt….

I don’t know why I lied. I’m not straight. I have a cute boyfriend!!! Maybe I’m just as afraid as Matt is about being “out.” Darian’s life is a testimony to the difficulties that can arise. I’m going to wait, like Matt said. I’ll be graduating soon. Life will get better. It has to!
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September 22, 2010

8:00 p.m.

 

MATT WAS smart enough to know when to stop talking. There was too much on the table to work through in one evening. Darian needed time, and so did he. Matt was already angry with Jamie for leaving him. Now he was angry with Jamie for not mentioning Darian! How much harder was it for Darian? Matt was Jamie’s best friend; Darian knew this. Matt had to believe that, whatever he was feeling, Darian was feeling a hundred times worse.

On top of it all, Matt felt the most bizarre emotions he’d ever experienced in his life. He didn’t get why he felt so strongly connected to Darian. Sure, there was their mutual link to Jamie, but his “connection” started long before he knew who Darian was. He wished he knew how to hold onto Darian long enough to sort it out.

When it was obvious that Darian was done talking, he’d brushed his teeth and asked to go back to his car. He was silent the whole way back. Matt wanted to hold him but knew it was not the time. Jamie had told Darian all kinds of things, apparently, about his past. He’d have to prove his sincerity, or this was not going to develop into anything, even friendship. Matt could easily lose his last bit of Jamie! So when Darian hopped out of his truck after he parked it and started walking up the street, Matt quickly followed.

“Darian, wait up.” Darian didn’t look at him, but he did slow his pace. Matt stepped in alongside him and went with him to his car. “Will you at least give me your phone number?” Matt asked. “I don’t want to push, and I know you have a lot to think about, but please don’t push me away. I really like you, Darian. I want to get to know you. I want to hear about the side of Jamie you knew.” Which was true! He desperately wanted to know who Jamie loved enough to marry.

Darian looked up. Matt felt the flutter of desire flow through him. Those brown eyes were just so darn beautiful! Matt loved his long lashes and the curve of his cheekbones and the way his lips begged for Matt to touch them with his fingers. Matt realized how difficult it was going to be, keeping his prick in his pants. He seriously wanted to fuck him again! But Matt could not bear the thought of losing Darian because he took him to bed every time they were together. He had to force himself to talk—like normal people.

Darian’s words were barely audible. “Just give me time. Okay? I’ll be here tomorrow at seven and for the funeral.”

Matt ached for him. The sorrow in his voice was too much to bear. “Space. Got it. Will you at least give me your number? I won’t call and bug you, but I might text.”

“Okay.” Darian gave in. After Matt took out his phone, Darian proceeded to tell him his number.

“Thanks. No pressure, I promise.”

Darian nodded. Matt leaned in, and Darian moved back, eyeing him suspiciously.

Matt looked around, “What? There’s no one here.”

“I thought you didn’t kiss.”

“Did I say that?” Matt smirked. Leave it to Darian to remind him of his own rules. “Maybe I just never met someone worth kissing. Did Jamie like to kiss?” An odd question but it popped into his head all the same.

Darian nodded.

Matt wanted to ask if he kissed better than Jamie, but that would have been rude and inappropriate. Thankfully he didn’t blurt out his thoughts. Instead he asked, “Just one kiss? Please.” Darian stared at him as Matt pleaded with his eyes. He slowly responded with a thin smile, emboldening Matt to lean in again and kiss him. Soft, yet unwavering, Matt conveyed in one kiss all the emotion he felt gurgling up inside him. He held his tongue in check—there was no need to be overzealous—and moved his lips over Darian’s like he was making love to Darian’s soul. He moved his arms around him securely and threaded his fingers in Darian’s hair, sighing against his lips. Darian was the sweetest candy dipped in the strongest liqueur. Matt felt himself falling, yearning, becoming victim to all the reasons he gave before as to why he never kissed. It was too intimate. But with Darian, he yearned for intimacy. He just didn’t understand why. Darian’s lips tugged at his heart, and Matt knew in that moment he was helpless to resist. His entire body tingled, from his lips down to his toes.

When he finally let go, he plopped a kiss on Darian’s nose. “I have a feeling my life is never going to be the same.”

“Mine either.” Darian blushed.

His reply gave Matt hope. “Go.” Matt stepped back, motioning toward Darian’s car. “I’ll text you. We’ll get through the next few days and then think about what happens next. Okay?”

Darian nodded and Matt left.

 

 

INSIDE THE funeral home, things had not changed. Family and friends gathered, talked, and sobbed. The weight of it all fell on Matt again.

What the hell happened? Why did Jamie do this?

Matt took a deep breath, hoping it would steady his nerves. It didn’t. Suddenly he felt like Darian was not the only one with a rebellious stomach. He inched forward. He had to look into the casket tonight. He had to! Darian would be here tomorrow, and he didn’t want him to see him weak like this. Matt had to say his goodbyes now.

Everything looked the same. The polished wood, the baby-blue satin, the spray of roses over the casket. Matt took the last step and peered in.

Jamie looked ghastly. His skin was pasty from the embalming process, and he looked as if he was wearing makeup to artificially give him color. Jamie didn’t need color when he was alive, Matt thought. He had great skin. Although not as clear as Darian’s. Jamie’s cheeks would get red for no reason at all, and his freckles added character. He even had great lips. Pink enough to kiss but not red enough to look like he was wearing lipstick.

“Shit, Jamie. Now I’m thinking about your lips! What the fuck?” He spoke to Jimmy like he was listening. “Must be all the kissing I’ve done lately.”

This situation was so surreal, as if he’d been transported into another dimension. Truly this couldn’t be his life? Matt’s life did not exist without his best friend. “I can’t do this without you, ya know?” Matt whispered. “I don’t know what to do without you telling me. You’re my rock, Jamie. My safe house. I need you.”

Tears leaked from his eyes.

“I have something to tell you.” Matt swallowed and looked around nervously, hoping no one was listening in. Of course no one was. “I… I slept with Darian. I’m sorry. I didn’t know who he was beforehand, I swear. I didn’t know you had a fiancé. I didn’t know you’d been with him for six years. Why, Jamie? Why couldn’t you tell me?”

Matt stepped closer, as close as he could, and looked at the closed-eyed body. It was still and morbidly unsettling. Even though the body looked fake and made up like a wax dummy from Ripley’s Believe It or Not Wax Museum, Matt felt surrounded by an eerie foreboding that Jamie would open his eyes any second and tell him it was just the worst nightmare he’d ever had. That it wasn’t real.

Silent seconds passed, and Jamie didn’t move.

Matt glanced around. No one was looking. He reached in and touched Jamie’s hand. It was hard and cold. Still, he could not pull his fingers away.

“I knew you were lying that time. You know? Years back when you told me you were straight. I knew you were gay. I don’t know why I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I was glad you were like me on some level and scared for you on another. It hasn’t been easy for me, and I guess I didn’t want you to go through the same things.

“My parents have no idea. My coworkers have no idea. My church has no idea. People treat me like just one of the guys. Like any other guy. I like that, but at the same time it kills me to know who I am inside. I wish I could be straight on the inside or gay on the outside. You know what I mean? Not flamboyant and shit, that’s not me, but someone who isn’t afraid of being ridiculed and shunned, or looked at like a hedonistic sinner. But Jamie, I don’t know what else to do. They don’t make a ‘straight pill’ or I’d take one! Maybe. I guess. Oh, hell, I don’t know!
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