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Poz

The Lives of Remy and Michael, Book One

C. Koehler


Poz is dedicated to the memory of Spencer Cox (March 10, 1968—December 18, 2012).

Spencer worked tirelessly as a member of ACT UP throughout the worst years of the AIDS epidemic to effect change and further advances in HIV treatment, working with the FDA to speed the approval of HIV medications, including the then-new class, protease inhibitors, which revolutionized the treatment of HIV. You can learn more about Spencer’s contributions in How to Survive A Plague (2012).

When I knew Spencer, I didn’t know he was a hero.Dedication


Prologue

APRIL

My senior year

 

“Hey, Remy,” Michael said as he walked up. “Coach says hands-on in fifteen.”

I looked up at my guy. The warm San Diego sun shone behind his head, giving him a halo to match the one I always saw when I looked at him, at least now. I can’t believe there was a time I couldn’t see how amazing he was. I smiled at him. I couldn’t help it. I tipped my head up, and he obliged. I lost myself in his kiss, my eyes closing as his lips brushed against mine, softly at first but with increasing ardor. He knelt next to where I sat, driving all thoughts of my homework right out of my mind as he held my face lightly.

“All right, you two. Get a hotel.”

We broke apart, foreheads touching and cheeks blazing. “Sorry, Howie,” I said.

Our cox’n rolled his eyes. “You two are so sickeningly sweet together, I can feel cavities developing. At least I know you’ll be relaxed and won’t rush the slide.”

“It’s not like I nailed him in the bathroom,” Michael said dryly.

“As hot as that visual is, I need you two to bring oars down to the beach. Then wait by the boat,” Howie said. “I have to go herd the rest of the squirrels.”

We each grabbed four oars and headed back down to the beach. We weren’t supposed to carry that many at a time, and if Coach Lodestone caught us, he’d huff and he’d puff and he’d threaten to blow the house down, but one of the things I’d learned over the last year was that his bark was far worse than his bite. Mostly he would grouse that we’d scratch the paint on the blades of the oars, but we were careful, Michael and I.

After we set the oars against the slings holding the boat, we scampered back up to where we’d stashed our gear, and never mind what Howie said about waiting by the boat. I’m on a fearsome cocktail of drugs, and I needed more sunblock before I was on the water. Naturally, Michael helped with those hard-to-reach places, like that spot right between my shoulder blades where my unisuit always managed to gape. I really didn’t want to take chances with a burn. The Crew Classic only had two kinds of weather: rainy and miserable or sunny and hot. Fortune favored us this year. It was sunny. During rainy years, boats sometimes filled with so much water they had to be pulled from the chop by the Coast Guard. Rowing shells were meant to keep water out, not hold it in. Crew Classic legend held that after one particularly bad year, a crew was forced to abandon ship right in the middle of Mission Bay. The cox’n, who was last aboard, stood in her seat and bowed to the referees’ tent and the jumbotron cameras before executing a perfect dive into the chop. Then the safety launch plucked her from the water. That was cox’ns for you.

Sunblock applied, we still managed to be back at the boat before Howie returned to our knot of rowers with the last of the stragglers. So did Coach Lodestone.

“Nice of you to join us, gentlemen.” Coach Lodestone looked over his sunglasses at the laggards as they joined our cluster. “I trust you didn’t make Howie look too hard for you.”

“No, sir.”

“Good, good, because I’d hate to inconvenience anyone by requiring punctuality for this race, the last of their high school careers for five of your boatmates.” Once he was sure he had their full attention, he continued. “This has been a good season for this lineup. Yes, we had some issues last fall, but head racing has never been our focus, and I think this spring has helped us—you—click as a crew. The weather is amazing, some of the best I’ve ever seen as a rower or as a coach. This is it. Make the most of it, and most of all, enjoy it.”

Coach Lodestone put his hand in the middle of the cluster. Nine other hands swiftly followed his. “The worst thing is to cross the finish line with regrets, so make yourselves proud, because I’m proud of you.”

“All right, enough chitchat,” Howie barked. “Find your places aaand hands-on! Ready…aaand up to shoulders! We’re rowing the Helena Sundstrom today. It’s a solid boat, so try not to suck.”

The junior crew of the Capital City Rowing Club had bought it off CalPac College last fall. It was no longer stiff enough for collegiate competition but still had plenty of life left in it, and we were lucky to have it.

The weather might have been perfect, but the water of Mission Bay still had a chill in it, pleasant in the heat of the afternoon. We waded out until we were knee-deep so we wouldn’t scrape the boat on the sand when we climbed in. We took our oars from the junior varsity rowers who had kindly volunteered to bring them to us.

“Bow pair in!” Howie called from the shallows once all the oars were in their oarlocks. The oars acted like outriggers, lending a certain stability to the boat. It wasn’t easy to roll an eight, but it could be done.

“Engine room, climb in.” The four rowers in the middle of the boat clamored in. That figured. They were meat that moved the boat, but could they not climb in without the racket? Just once?

“Seven, your turn! Hold it steady, bow six. We’ll tie in once we’re on the water. Stroke, if you’d be so kind?”

He meant me. Howie was tiny. He was the only one who could see where we were going, but he brought no power to the boat. He was supposed to be small. That said, this race standardized cox’ns’ weights. He had to carry a sandbag to bring him up to the minimum weight, and to prevent any cheating, race officials weighed all sandbags at the end of the race. What? Cox’ns bleeding sand out during the course of a race to give their crews an advantage? If they thought they could have gotten away with it.

So, while we rowers might’ve been knee-deep in the water, Howie was waist-deep. I carried him from the shallows and set him in the boat’s stern. He fiddled with his cox box, the small device that counted strokes and powered the boat’s sound system.

“Your turn, Remy.”

I climbed in last. Stroke didn’t have to be superstrong. I just had to hold a beat and not allow myself to be rushed by the seven people sitting behind me. I wouldn’t be, and I knew I had seven great rowers behind me, Michael among them at seven. Together we made the stroke pair, and did we ever take flack for that.

All traces of his snarkiness gone, Howie started issuing commands as the Helena pulled away from the beach. From now until the boat was washed and back in slings after the race, his word was law. It might sound silly or mystical, but I already felt the power coursing through the carbon fiber of the oars and the shell. It was Howie’s job to remind us how we rowed for the next thirty minutes of our warm-up and race, and he was brilliant at it. Soon we would click, eight bodies moving as one under the guidance of Howie’s voice, the oars creaking as we pulled them through the water, bending under the strain of our bodies.

My last thought as we sat at the ready, waiting for the countdown, Sea World in the background, was that I’d almost thrown all of this away.

We were in San Diego at the Crew Classic, the last and biggest race of my rowing career with the juniors program of the Capital City Rowing Club. It was the end of my senior year of high school, and everything was golden. It would become one of my favorite memories.

It wasn’t always like that. At one point during the previous year, I had doubted I would make it, and I don’t mean qualifying for a seat in a boat for San Diego. I didn’t say things like that out loud anymore because everyone told me I was melodramatic, and maybe I was. But that didn’t change the fact that it was true. I wasn’t entirely out my junior year, and I made a lot of stupid decisions that hurt a lot of people, most especially myself. I hurt Michael and my brother, too, and I didn’t think I would be able to make it up to them anytime soon. Or maybe I wouldn’t have to. They seemed to have forgiven me.

I still had to forgive myself.

This was something I struggled with every day.


Chapter One

APPROXIMATELY ONE YEAR EARLIER

The end of my junior year

 

When all this started, my older brother Geoff didn’t know I was gay, at least not to my knowledge. I’d called him “Goff” when we were really young because I couldn’t pronounce his name. He’d called me “Germy” because he couldn’t say Jeremy. He still calls me Germy, even though everyone else calls me Remy. I still called him Goff, so I guess that was fair.

Goff was thirteen minutes older—we were twins of the fraternal variety—and he milked that older bit like a Holstein cow. Thirteen minutes, but you would have thought it was thirteen years. Anyway, he played football. He looked out for me, or at least tried, but he was and is straight as a plank. We wrangled a lot, still do, but he saved me from a lot of homophobic hassling, sometimes at the hands of his own friends, without even knowing I was gay, which was pretty cool of him.

“Teammates,” Goff would say. “They’re not my friends, not if they’re giving you shit.”

He was a good guy when he wasn’t being an asshole.

That said, Goff never understood a fundamental part of me, at least not until I came out to him. I guess that was my fault though. How could he when I’d never told him I was gay? But how could I when I couldn’t have borne losing my brother? He was my twin, the person I was closest to in the world. Losing him would’ve meant losing a part of me. We fought like cats in a gunnysack and it drove our parents crazy, but they never understood that we went to the trouble of irritating one another because we loved one another. We certainly weren’t going to tell one another that. We were (and are) teenage males. Dad was a shrink. Dr. Babcock should’ve gotten that but didn’t.

So anyway, Goff missed a major piece of who I was and everything that went along with it. Now I wouldn’t say all teenage boys were sex-obsessed, just every one I’ve ever encountered. But he had all the sex he wanted and had no idea what it’s like not getting it. For me, it was not being gotten. So, I was horny as hell in high school and about to burst. That was the start of all my problems, I guess.

Our family lived in Davis, an über-liberal organo-groovy college town about seventy miles from San Francisco. Davis had bought into Cesar Chavez’s grape boycott, which I read about in history class; it made itself a nuclear-free zone, which was kind of a joke when UC Davis boasted a particle accelerator of its very own. Besides, what good would the declaration of being a nuclear-free zone have done? Protect the city if the US and the USSR had nuked each other? There were three major Air Force bases around the city during the Cold War. There’d have been a bright-blue flash and then nothing. Good luck with that nuclear-free zone. The city was also a declared sanctuary for undocumented immigrants. I could go on, but why bother? A homecoming prince even brought his boyfriend to prom one year. As a gay kid, I should’ve been golden in a city and high school like this.

But someone forgot to send my parents that memo, or at least my mother. Mom was a smart woman—she majored in chemistry in college and went on to become a drug rep for a pharmaceutical company after she decided getting a PharmD wasn’t for her—but she was oblivious sometimes, especially where Goff and I were concerned. Of both our parents, she was the louder with the compulsory heterosexuality messaging, things like telling me I was morally obligated to take some unpopular (read: fat with braces) girl to the prom. She said it was my “gentlemanly duty” or some such bull, but Goff and I both knew it was because she herself had been fat with braces in high school. She wasn’t doing it deliberately—trying to make me miserable—but she succeeded admirably.

Women in Mississippi had taken their girlfriends to prom, or at least tried. Hell, even in Davis a few years ago, the aforementioned homecoming prince took his boyfriend, but my mom? She thought I had to make life better for every desperate and dateless girl out there, just to restore some cosmic balance because her life sucked during high school. Why didn’t she get that this was my life, my one-way ticket through high school, not her do-over?

When I said things like that, her response was, “I think you can take one evening out of your life to make a difference in someone else’s.” Given the essentially obligatory service hours necessary to get into college these days, I thought I already had.

My boyfriend could’ve plowed me on the table at Thanksgiving, and she would have still said that. If I’d had a boyfriend. Well, there was Mikey Castelreigh. He wanted to be my boyfriend. I thought of him more as a kid brother even though he was only a year younger. I felt like there was a big difference between a sophomore and a junior in high school, however. Mikey looked like he missed the puberty train. I had a left hand. What I needed was a close friend who was gay. Mikey fit that bill very well.

Even at good ol’ tolerant, GSA-sporting Davis High, it wasn’t easy being different. We were still teenagers. Being smacked on the ass with the gay wand when I was born didn’t change that. I wanted to think Mikey understood that. I think what Mikey didn’t get was why we couldn’t be friends with benefits. Uh…because it would have been like blowing my brother? If I had a brother who swung that way. But then, as has been pointed out to me many times, I also saw what I wanted to see and not always what was really there. Or boats. I saw rowing-related things very clearly. It was life that tripped me up at every turn.

But telling my parents? Like that would ever happen. Hear that flapping noise? That was the pigs flying out of my butt, which would happen right before I’d tell my parents I liked the cock. I never got the best vibe off them where that was concerned. Sure, they had gay and lesbian, even trans, friends, but it was different when it was their kid, you know? They were on a need-to-know basis where my life was concerned. Coming out? Survey says: No!

Goff told our parents about a lot of things that went on his life—whereas I told them very little—but then he and I had very different relationships with them.

“So how’s that working for you, Goff?”

“Shut it.”

I smiled, but it was really more of a smirk. “Still think having the olds know every single detail’s harmless?”

“You’re really kind of a dick sometimes, you know that?”

“Everybody has to be something, I guess.”

“Really? I thought you were more of an asshole.”

He had no idea what he was doing to me with this conversation. I mean, the homoerotic subtext was barely sub. Sure, Mikey and I were going to die laughing about it later, but right then I had to bite my tongue, and that was kind of painful.

I looked at him for a few moments, totally expressionless. Just long enough that he’d gone back to his homework. Just long enough to make him squirm. “What? You’re creeping me out.”

“I could’ve sworn I heard you say stop sleeping in your bed when you sneak out to see your girlfriend.”

Mom and Dad never checked on me. Ever. I never gave them a reason to. Goff? Too many. Neither of us was stupid enough to think pillows under the blankets would fool them, but me in his bed? Physically we were nothing alike, but at least I made breathing sounds. We had a Jack and Jill bedroom setup where our rooms met in a common bathroom. We locked the bathroom door leading into the hallway and put the pillows in my bed, I moved to his, and he was out of there. He always showed his gratitude.

“You… That’s harsh, man.”

“Times are hard.”

Goff threw down his pen. “Why’re you doing this?”

“Because it’s almost summer, which means fall’s not that far away, which means neither is the prom, and it’s never too early to present a united front.”

“You’re really twisted, you know that?”

I shrugged. “And you know she’ll try to get you to take someone besides your girlfriend, since you quote, unquote haven’t been dating that long.”

“They’re not that bad,” Goff said, sighing.

“Have it your way, but don’t come whining to me when Mom does exactly that.” It’s not that I was smarter than Goff. I wasn’t. But I was smarter in different areas, like sneaking. It was like he didn’t have an ounce of guile in him. Apparently, I received both our shares. Somehow, and despite getting him into endless trouble when we were children, he still trusted me. Maybe it’s because as we grew older, I got him out of scrapes, at least when I knew about them in time.

Maybe I shouldn’t have complained. Goff got the same kind of nonsense from our parents, too, and never mind that he had a girlfriend. She wasn’t even a cheerleader. She was supersweet and amazingly intelligent. He met Laurel because I brought her home to study for AP Biology I. It took him a few months of whining like an Irish setter, but they eventually took to studying each other’s biology. I knew this because Goff was too chickenshit to buy his own condoms, so I had to buy them for him.

Speaking of shit of whatever species, Goff was in it because a teammate was caught dealing molly. Goff’s friend slash teammate was busted by the cops at a team party. Oddly enough what our parents freaked out about was that Geoff had alcohol on his breath. He blew a 0.12 as a matter of fact. I think that was half again the legal limit. Yeah, hi, Mom and Dad, he was at a party where the host was busted for dealing Ecstasy. You maybe want to focus on the larger picture? Or maybe they were, because I knew for a fact my brother didn’t and wouldn’t take drugs. Anyway, Goff couldn’t fart without them breathing down his neck for a while.

But if I’d known about the party, I’d have told him to watch his step, because rumors of drug-dealing by members of the football team had been flying around school for weeks. At the very least, he might’ve limited himself to a beer or two instead of getting trashed. Then Goff could’ve told the olds, “Sorry, Mom and Dad, I know it showed bad judgment, but I planned to call Germy to come and get me.” And I’d have absolutely covered for him. For that matter, he could have gotten trashed, and I’d still have picked him up if he had warned me in time to cover for him.

Weirdly enough, they were totally permissive where I was concerned. They thought I was a late bloomer and hoped the talks they gave Goff about sex applied to me, too, because they made me sit down and listen to every single one of them, not that they contained anything I needed to know. But the last one? I couldn’t take it anymore and I cranked up the sarcasm. It bugged Dad, I knew that for sure, and I was pretty sure I managed to irritate Goff, and never mind the fact that he was sick of those talks too. Goff already knew not to get his girlfriend pregnant and to make sure he was in charge of his birth control.

Except for the condom buying. I was in charge of that.

“Could you maybe shut up, Germy? This is bad enough without your sniping.”

Dad nodded. “Please listen to your brother. I get that you may be too old for these, but you’re not making this easier on any of us. If you stop, I promise this will be the last one.”

“You’ve said that every time, Dad. Yet here we are, another ho-hum day in paradise listening to these riveting talks,” I said acidly. “I think we’ve got a lock on the prevention of premature grandparenthood. Not much else, but babies are definitely one sexually transmitted parasite we can rule out. Maybe someday we can move on to spirochetes.”

“Jeremy…” Dad said in that warning tone of his. It held a hint of a threat, but what did I care? I’d heard it all my life and it had long since ceased to have the desired effect. It was more proof that I was the changeling, the odd Babcock out.

These things were so stupid. Take today’s lecture. Please. Dad actually had the nerve to refer to the labia as a butterfly. How the hell was I supposed to keep a straight face when confronted with that? Dad was going on about female anatomy again, trying to help Goff—and presumably me—locate the G-spot. I would never need to know, and based on the noises issuing from Goff’s room of an evening, he already knew exactly where to find it. What I needed—what we both needed—was basic information on sexually transmitted infections. Anatomy had been covered in eighth-grade sex ed.

Yet this was vintage Dad, blithely charging ahead, with Goff in tow more or less willingly and me digging in my heels every step of the way. I could not say Dad never heard, if only because sound waves did stimulate his auditory nerves. It never changed his behavior, however, and trying to persuade Dad was like arguing with the wind for all the good it did, at least not once he had a notion fixed in his mind. Mom had some facility in managing him, but then, she had more experience. Goff and I were only teenagers, so what did we know? I was convinced that was how Dad’s thought processes ran. The bizarrissimo part of it all was that Goff was the good twin whereas I questioned everything, fighting anything I thought absurd with tooth and claw. I had even overheard Dad say as much when he thought he was unobserved. Yet Dad—both parents, really—kept Goff on a shorter leash.

I thought this different treatment was because of our different sports, I really did. Football? Sure. Everyone knew the deal or thought they did. What they really knew was the reputation that came from a bunch of idiotic movies. Goff sure wasn’t like that, and most of his football friends weren’t either. But crew? They had no idea about crew, not really, and never mind the stupid amounts of parental involvement my club required. No, when Mom and Dad were in college, rowers were pale, muscular gods and goddesses who walked the campuses, ate obscene amounts of food after their early-morning practices without gaining a pound, and stuck mainly with their own kind. They told me as much. That my club’s juniors program practiced in the afternoon must have thrown them off my scent, because I had a tan despite the sunblock.

Seriously, I got away with murder. Or at least I did the summer before my senior year, and the person I killed—or almost killed—was myself. After that? I lived on Cellblock Q.


Chapter Two

Spring went in either direction in the Sacramento Valley, sometimes on a daily basis. One year we had to wear parkas into June because it kept raining, but other years the weather was a mixed bag with warm weather one week and thunderstorms the next. That year, lightning and hail added a certain zest to rowing. It definitely gave me an appreciation for what crews in the Midwest and Southeast routinely put up with. This year, we lucked out. Spring was springlike: cool in the morning but warming up nicely by lunch.

I sat outside at lunch with the rest of the rowing geeks, or at least those of us from Cap City’s junior crew who did not assort themselves into some other clique. There weren’t that many of us, and we fit on a couple of picnic tables under some trees on the quad. I never felt like I belonged anywhere else, so I sat with my crewmates by default. I lacked Goff’s popularity. Seriously, my brother could go anywhere and be welcomed. He was a jock and top of the heap in that group, so yeah. He earned good marks, too, so other than the hardcore geeks and LARPers who hated jocks as part of the order of things, he always had a table with the brainiacs. Sometimes they were not sure what to make of him, but his outgoing personality smoothed the way.

I wished I could be that kind of chameleon. The jocks could not figure me out, because crew did not fit into their canned hierarchy. Or maybe they just took their cues from some of the coaches who disliked the fact that there were jocks they did not control. I was just a rower; I did not want to get involved in the politics. I couldn’t. As long as my coaches kept me from having to take any kind of mandatory PE, I was happy, and I got enough exercise at the boathouse, thanks all the same.

Because I displayed actual muscle development, the people in my AP and honors classes could not make heads or tails of me either. I took the same classes. We studied together sometimes. But other than Laurel and a few of her friends, I could not get the time of day from that crowd. Even then I had to be careful because if I spent too much time with Laurel, Goff would think I was putting the moves on her. It was another reason to come out to him. I thought some of the athletes from the more intellectual sports like cross-country or swimming might be able to deal, but no. It was me and the other rowers, even if the majority of them were JV. Most of the guys in my boat went to other schools, which sucked. I wished I could say I got tired of their mangy butts, but when I was on my own at school, I had to admit I missed them.

Or maybe that was just the nature of high school, and I was melodramatic. Or maybe I was socially awkward? Regardless, I hung there in the background like wallpaper, basically invisible unless I did something tacky, in which case everyone noticed me, but not in a good way.

I’d never admit this, but I kind of envied Mikey. For starters, he was a lot more social. Or maybe he was a lot more grounded? He knew who he was, never mind that he was only a sophomore. Some people were like that. I didn’t begrudge him that, but I wished I could figure out who I was. I think Mikey sat with me so I did not sit by myself. He told me I was the only person he knew who could be so alone in a crowd. Or maybe he had a crush on me. It could’ve gone either way. The motives of sophomores were dreadfully obscure, so I was not inclined to argue.

As I listened to people chatter, I wished I could tell Goff about me. I was pretty sure he knew something was up. What was worse, it was starting to come between us. Goff sensed something. He had to, if only because I was out to my team and rowers gossiped like there was a prize for it. I knew I was the sensitive twin, but he was not stupid. The thought of telling him scared the crap out of me. My parents were worthless, so he was all I had. What if I told him and he freaked? Then I’d be alone. We had been there for each other since before we were born, and I couldn’t face things without him. Couldn’t face life without him, really. But if I didn’t tell him, that might happen anyway.

“You’re quiet,” Mikey said.

Caught red-handed. “Just thinking.”

He nudged my shoulder. “About?”

“My History Day project.” Junior year in California meant US History, and since Davis was basically Lake Wobegon—all the children were above average—we had to participate in History Day. If we made an A on our projects, it went in the grade books as a double A, meaning we could skip a test—including the final—or replace a grade. Not bad.

Mikey made a face. “Is this what I have to look forward to?”

“Only if you take honors US History.” I said that, but we both knew he probably would. People who didn’t live here didn’t really understand what it was like. Parents didn’t apply academic pressure. They didn’t have to. We internalized it and did it to ourselves.

“What’s your topic again?”

“The Fourth Amendment’s protections against unreasonable searches and seizures in the electronic age, specifically whether or not the police need warrants when it comes to using text messages as evidence in criminal proceedings. You see—”

“That’s enough.” Mikey held up a hand. His smile took the sting off it. “Anything about the NSA? That’s topical and sounds like it relates.”

I shuddered. “Oh God no. For one thing, the legal analysis is all over the place. For another, federal judges are issuing contradictory rulings. It’s just not something I want to touch.”

For a lie to avoid telling him what I was really thinking about, History Day wasn’t bad. It helped that I actually had to work on it.

“I was going to ask if you wanted to hang out after practice this weekend…”

I thought as much. “We can always do homework. Your place or mine?”

“Let’s play that by ear, ’kay?” Mikey said. “Whichever house is quieter.”

I bumped his shoulder. “We need to go. Weight training, remember?”

“Like I could forget.” Mikey rolled his eyes. “Tons of fun. Oh wait!” he said as I rose from the picnic table. “Are you driving today?”

“Yep. You need a ride?” We went through this ritual almost every day. I always drove to practice because the boathouse was in West Sacramento, about fifteen miles away. Goff and I shared a car, but his practice was at school, so I drove to practice and then drove back by school to pick him up. That had been one of the conditions of Mom and Dad buying us a car. If Goff had already gotten a ride home, he texted me. Mikey didn’t live that far from us, and he always chipped in for gas.

“Yeah.” Mikey sighed. “Until I get my own car… I’m sorry to keep mooching off you.”

“You’re not mooching, and besides, our coaches keep hassling us to carpool, right?” It was true, they were all over that, and besides, between Cap City, UC Davis, and CalPac, parking was at a premium. Cap City’s junior crew was the low spot on the totem pole. The more people we crammed in our cars, the less we had to listen to Coach Lodestone bitch about it.

Mikey smiled shyly. “Great, I’ll meet you by your car after seventh period.”

“What about weights? I’ll see you in about ten minutes.”

“Then too.” I could only smile and shake my head as he walked away.

*

The state required PE through the tenth grade, but rowing counted for independent study PE and got the junior varsity crews off the hook. After that, no one had to take PE, but I rowed so I might as well have gotten some credits for it. All any of us required was our coach’s signature on some form for the athletic department and we were covered. Easy peasy, right?

Wrong. Some of the coaches of other teams resented the fact that we existed. That was the only reason I could think of for their opposition. Naturally, the coach who oversaw weight training for all the independent-study athletes was one of the noisiest in his opposition. I thought he should take it up with Coach Lodestone. Instead he made passive-aggressive comments during weight training.

Whatever. It was not like I was all that fond of weights. I only lifted to make the boats move faster. It was funny. I had a goal. I lifted for a reason. But every day I trudged to the locker room, quashing my fight-or-flight responses. It was not much of a mystery. It was the locker room. Actual hell for the high school closet case was any place with naked guys. I wanted to look. No, I had to look. I couldn’t help it. It was a biological compulsion. I kept my head down, trained on my locker, my duffel bag, my feet, anything but the guys around me, all of them smokin’ hot. I couldn’t look, not openly. I was afraid, because if I looked, I’d react, and my own flesh would betray me. I knew there were other gay guys at school, if only because my best friend was dressing out the next row over. I’d even sensed other eyes on me when I dressed out for PE, but I could never look around, because if I did, I’d get hard at the wrong time and then someone would know.

I was out to the guys on the crew, so I wasn’t a total closet case. Mikey certainly knew, but I didn’t look at him. It would’ve been like looking at my brother. Kind of. Anyway, I didn’t look at them, they didn’t hassle me. We were all friends, and you don’t perv on your friends. The moral economy of the boner and all that. Besides, our lockers were in different rows. As for the other guys who lifted this hour? I had excellent peripheral vision, and some of them had starred in my fantasies this whole school year. Living on the edge, you know?

“Hey, man.”

I met Francisco’s eyes on the way out of the locker room. “Hey.”

“More hoops. Couldn’t you just squeal?” Francisco was as enthusiastic about this as I was. Cisco was a good guy and one of the other varsity rowers at Davis High from my boat.

“If we pull anything this close to the Crew Classic, Lodestone will kill Robertson.”

Coach Robertson, our babysitter for the next hour, wanted us to warm up by shooting hoops.

Cisco grinned. “From your lips to God’s ears. I’m so ready for all this to be over.”

“No kidding.” And I wasn’t. Overtraining was no joke. After the Crew Classic, I was either going to sleep for a month, get sick, or both.

With that cheerful thought, we put minimal effort into the warm-up. We both knew there was a better way to warm up, and it was called an ergometer, the specialized rowing machine that dominated our sport, and we accepted no substitutes. Also, that would’ve been functional training for us, and I wasn’t exaggerating. The Crew Classic was in two weeks, and all the rowers were hovering on the edge of overtraining. Lodestone knew it was a fine line, and he was being ultracareful. The question was, was Robertson?

After that warm-up, we shuffled into the weight room to do our thing. The cool thing about this section was not only that it was full of rowers, but it was full of all the rowers, both boys’ and girls’ junior crews. A lot of the men’s crews looked upon the women’s crews as prime dating material, and I didn’t blame them. I’d noticed that rowers stuck to our own kind when dating. Who else understood the demands on our time? “I can’t, I have crew” didn’t sound like an excuse or a cop-out when you said it to another rower. Me, I regarded the presence of the women as the social hour. I didn’t think my teammates realized how many of the ladies liked the other ladies. Oh well, they’d figure it out. Maybe.

At least resistance training was somewhat mindless, so long as we watched our form. At this point, I and my fellow rowers were using weight machines rather than free weights because the machines made it a little easier to let go. Machines may not have provided as good a workout as free weights, but this close to the biggest spring race, we were as strong as we were going to be. We weren’t trying to build, just trying to maintain and avoid injury.
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