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Previously at Pride High...

Anthony Cullen, no longer able to deny his lifelong crush on his best friend Omar, finally accepts that he is gay. He gets his first real shot at love when he meets Cameron, a sweet guy from his school. They begin to date, come out to their immediate friends and families, and enjoy their first time together during Christmas break. Their relationship starts to attract more attention, some of it unkind, so Anthony intends to come out to his school on his own terms. But how?

Omar Jafari feels like his dreams are coming true when he lands his first girlfriend, Silvia, who is just as secretive as she is pretty. After recording the story of how his grandparents immigrated to the United States, he learns that Silvia’s parents are undocumented. Meanwhile, his own parents pressure him to do something about his bad grades. After they insist he begin working for the family business, Omar gets a job at Archie’s Pizza Pie—a restaurant and entertainment venue—where he hopes to find an outlet for his true passion of cinematography. But it’s tough when all he really wants to do is spend time with his girlfriend while filming her instead.

Silvia Diaz has always kept to herself, hoping to fly beneath the radar to keep her family safe. This becomes more difficult when she begins dating Omar, but her trust in him is repaid when he helps spring her injured father from the hospital before anyone realizes his legal status. Silvia’s newfound love for Omar is thrown for a loop when she meets a girl named Keisha whom she can’t stop thinking about. Silvia begins to question her attraction to Omar and her own sexuality, which leads her to kiss Keisha experimentally. This backfires when Ricky, a boy she had helped during a medical emergency, witnesses her indiscretion. Silvia blackmails Ricky into remaining silent, not wanting Omar to get hurt, or to lose what they already have together.

Keisha Hart’s world is turned upside down when she meets Silvia during a school play. After realizing that Silvia had visited her family’s farm as a child during one of their holiday charity events, Keisha invites her to volunteer. They begin to spend more time together, an undeniable attraction developing between them, or so she thinks. After kissing Silvia—more certain than ever that they are about to explore their potential together—the other woman claims that she didn’t feel anything. This leaves Keisha confused and embarrassed but does nothing to hamper her determination that they are meant to be together.

Ricky Nishikawa moves with his family to Kansas, taking the heartbreak of a ruined relationship with him. His life doesn’t get much easier in his new town, since a hot bully named Diego keeps picking on him, and the guy he begins to crush on, Cameron, seems more interested in someone else. After his despair drives him to attempt suicide, Ricky realizes that he has more friends than he thought. And an admirer, because after forging a bond with Diego, they agree to be more than friends. But his love life is anything but certain, despite getting the kiss he so badly craved.

Cameron Huxley’s homelife has never been simple. His mother drinks too much, especially when his father is out of town. And even though his mother lovingly accepts him after he comes out, his father has the opposite reaction and is even more distant than before. Cameron seeks solace with Charles, a parental figure who is gender queer and who shares his passion for antiques. Cameron hasn’t confided in his boyfriend yet, still hiding the truth about his mother, although he finds a sympathetic friend in Mindy, whose parents have already gone through a divorce.

Mindy Beaumont never had much luck with boys until a new guy in town, Troy Mitchell, asks her on a date. He seems to be a nice guy, and they even kiss, but when he gets too pushy one night, she flees from his car to escape his unwanted advances. Mindy gets a ride home with Diego, whom she knows through her theater group. He’s very protective of her, as are the rest of her friends, making Mindy realize that she is loved. Even though she still longs for romance.

Diego Gomez keeps most people at arm’s length ever since his father committed suicide and his mother became mentally unstable. His faith in humanity was shaken even further when his childhood friends, Omar and Anthony, stopped talking to him when an accident caused a fire and he got the blame. After the guy he’d been picking on, Ricky, attempts suicide, Diego opens up to him, wanting to understand what his father went through. And despite being certain that his relationship with Ricky will come to a premature end, like so much else in his life, Diego can’t help but give in to the promise of love.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 1
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February 13th, 1993

Diego Gomez lifted his hips meaningfully. He was sprawled out on his back in bed, Ricky Nishikawa on top of him while attacking his lips. The boy sure liked to kiss! Diego liked it too. Almost as much as he enjoyed other things. He raised his hips again so they would press against Ricky’s weight and flexed his proudest muscle. Ricky noticed and pulled back. His mop of black hair was a mess, dark eyes glimmering as he sat up.

“You drive me wild,” Diego growled, thrusting against Ricky’s butt to make him bounce.

Ricky laughed and fell forward, bracing himself on Diego’s chest. Which was no accident. Ricky was always making excuses to touch his pecs, often gasping in appreciation. “The feeling is mutual,” Ricky responded with a squeeze. “As in the verb, not the noun. Get it?”

Diego cocked an eyebrow.

“Because we’re feeling each other?” Ricky tried before shaking his head. “I’ll tell Anthony. He’ll think it’s funny.”

“Oh, this is all some big joke to you, huh?” Diego asked, pulling him close before he rolled over. Ricky held on, wrapping his legs around Diego’s waist after their positions were reversed. Diego pressed against him again. “You got the big part right. But you won’t be laughing.”

As if to prove him wrong, Ricky giggled. “I can’t wait!”

“Obviously you can,” Diego said, “or I wouldn’t have chronic blue balls.”

“I asked my mom if that’s really a thing,” Ricky said. “Which it is, but it’s actually called epididymal hypertension. You can get rid of it by exercising to make the blood flow to other parts of your body.”

“When I’m around you, it only flows to one place,” Diego said, “and as much as your nerd talk turns me on, I don’t want to think about your mom right now.” He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Although she is hot. Maybe I do want to think about her.”

“Gross!” Ricky said while pushing on his chest. “Maybe you should think of your mom, because my blood is definitely flowing elsewhere.”

Diego grimaced and rolled off him. “Yeah, that works.”

Ricky sat up and cast around for his glasses. When he put them on, they sat askew on his face. That, combined with the hair sticking up in multiple directions, was enough to get Diego in the mood again. He leaned close for another kiss. Ricky reciprocated before pulling back to grin at him.

“Tomorrow is our first date.”

“We’ve been on plenty of dates,” Diego said dismissively.

“Our first official date,” Ricky said with flushing cheeks. “As boyfriends.”

Diego grinned. He liked how that sounded, which was good, because Ricky had been saying it constantly over the past few weeks. And they could have gone on a date ages ago, but Ricky wanted their “first” date to be epic. And special. If that wasn’t intimidating enough, he’d made them wait until freaking Valentine’s Day.

“What are we going to do?” Ricky asked, his eyes shining in excitement.

“I don’t know,” Diego grumbled.

“Is it a surprise?”

“Yeah.” To them both, because Diego hadn’t come up with a good plan. He’d already made reservations at different restaurants before canceling them. He couldn’t stand the idea of being surrounded by boring adults at some dumb steakhouse, and the mere thought of getting dressed up and having to put on a tie made his skin itch. He kept hoping a better idea would come to him, but it hadn’t, and now it was too late. Almost. He still had time to buy flowers and get Ricky a card. Ugh! That would be so lame. Why wouldn’t Ricky just tell him what he wanted? “What are you hoping for?” Diego asked as casually as possible.

He felt a little better when Ricky seemed to draw a blank. “I don’t know. I just want it to be romantic.”

“Romantic,” Diego repeated. What did that even mean? Was he supposed to say something poetic during their date? Or read an actual poem aloud? Diego had a few dirty limericks memorized. That was about it.

“Yeah!” Ricky said while beaming at him. “Romantic.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Diego said as he stood. “I gotta run. I have some things to take care of.”

“You aren’t working on a Saturday night,” Ricky said, as if that was enough to make it true.

Diego shrugged on his leather jacket. “If you say so.”

“That’s so unfair!”

Obviously. Life was always unfair. Diego didn’t bother telling him that he’d be working during the day tomorrow as well. “I’ll pick you up around dinner time. Okay?”

Ricky nodded eagerly. Diego felt a surge of affection for him that was dragged down by the sinking sensation in his stomach. He was certain that the date would be a disaster. Putting it off in the name of wanting it to be special somehow had only inflated expectations to an impossible degree. Diego would need a goddamn miracle to pull this off.

Ricky climbed out of bed before adjusting himself self-consciously. 

Which was good for Diego’s self-esteem. “I’ll show myself out,” he said with a smirk.

“See you tomorrow,” Ricky said after kissing him again.

“Yeah. See ya.”

Diego was lost in thought as he went downstairs, although he slowed when passing the kitchen. Mrs. Nishikawa—or Ami, as she insisted on being called—was standing in front of an electric mixer. She wore an apron, a dusting of flour decorating one cheek. The scene was so wholesome that it made him long for a time when home-cooked meals were still part of his everyday life. Both of his parents used to cook, before his dad had died. As a family, they used to sit down at the table together and eat. He used to squirm impatiently through each meal, always wanting to rush off and play with his friends. Now he’d give anything to return to that table. His mom tried to keep things going after his father’s suicide but often forgot a meal. Diego had responded by fending for himself as much as possible, wanting to take the pressure off her while hoping she would return to normal. Which had backfired. The more successful he was at taking care of himself, the more she had let go.

Ami turned off the mixer and noticed him.

“Diego!” she said with the same flushing cheeks that her son had inherited. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Sorry,” he said, intending to say goodbye and leave. His feet remained stuck to the floor. He had to know. “What are you making?” 

“Oh!” She leaned forward to peer into the living room, as if wanting to make sure it was empty. “It’s a surprise.”

Diego tilted his head. “You won’t know until you’ve finished?”

Ami laughed. “It’s a surprise for my husband. Pineapple upside-down cake is his favorite.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever tried that.”

“If you’re here tomorrow, you’re welcome to a piece. Ken can’t finish it all on his own.” She made a face. “At least I hope not.”

“So you guys are going to hang out here and eat cake all night?” Diego asked.

“I’m sure we’ll do more than just that,” Ami said before blushing again. “I didn’t mean—” She shook her head. “When you get to be our age, spending time together is romantic enough. Although he usually surprises me with something little, and I try to do the same. This cake is special to us.”

“Oh yeah?”

She nodded. “I made it for him on our first date. I knew he liked it because he used to go out with my roommate. When he invited me on a picnic—after they split up—I baked this cake to bring along. Ken still claims that the first bite is when he fell in love with me.”

“Huh,” Diego grunted. “What about Ricky? Does he like pineapple upside-down cake?”

Ami shook her head. “Not as much as his father. Ricky prefers cookies. Peanut butter are his favorite.” She must have picked up on his desperation because she asked, “Would you like the recipe I use?”

“Yes,” Diego said instantly.

“Wonderful! I’ll write it down for you.”

He walked closer and watched as she opened a cookbook and began writing down information on an index card. “Do you have any special plans?” she asked.

Diego was quiet a moment before answering. “I don’t know. It’s a lot of pressure.”

Ami looked up from her cookbook with a sympathetic expression. “Just be yourself. That’s all that matters. My favorite part about that first date with Ken wasn’t the food he worked so hard to prepare. I liked it best when he ran from the bees.”

Diego snorted. “What?”

“I mean it!” Ami said with a titter. “He wanted the picnic to be romantic, so he put a blanket between flower beds. Which was nice, although he seemed uncomfortable. He kept sweating as we started to eat. I thought he didn’t like the sun. When we had dessert, the bees around us were attracted to the sweetness. One landed on Ken’s head, and when I told him, he leapt to his feet and ran. And kept running, all over the park. I laughed so hard I could barely breathe. I thought it was adorable.”

Diego grinned. “So I just need to cover myself in honey and get swarmed by bees?”

“Just be yourself,” Ami repeated, “and make memories together. Anyone can buy candy and flowers. Do something that is special to both of you. Ken knew that I liked picnics and I knew that he liked cake. We met in the middle.”

“Something special to both of us,” Diego repeated, not feeling any closer to finding an answer.

“You’ll do fine.” Ami handed the index card to him. “A gesture is nice. But spending time together is all that really matters.”

Diego hoped that was true. Sooner or later, most people wanted more from him, and he never seemed capable of giving it.

“Call if you have any questions,” Ami said, nodding at the recipe.

“Thanks. Depending on how it goes, it’ll either be you or the fire department I call.”

He said goodbye, went outside, and got into his car. Diego started the Trans Am, intending to drive home so he could catch up on some repairs. Then he looked down at the index card, thought of the excited expectation he’d seen in Ricky’s eyes, and decided to stop by the grocery store along the way.

— — —
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From the passenger seat of a station wagon, Anthony alternated between peering through the windshield and shooting accusing glances at his boyfriend. He grew increasingly tense as they passed Main Street and continued to the southwest side of town, where there wasn’t much of interest. Not for two teenagers anyway.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

Cameron’s response was infuriatingly calm. “You’ll see.”

“I hope it isn’t a surprise,” Anthony said, analyzing every lip twitch and nervous darting eye for a clue. He continued to stare at his boyfriend’s face, even after he was certain he wouldn’t find the answer there. Anthony loved the kindness in his blue eyes, the helmet of chestnut brown hair, and the gentleness of his smile, which never wavered, even when Anthony scowled. “And it better not be romantic!”

“God forbid,” Cameron said easily. “What do you really have against Valentine’s Day? Did you not get enough cards when we used to build mailboxes back in grade school? Hey, is that done here in Kansas? Or was that unique to Maine?”

“You mean for cards?” Anthony remembered decorating an old shoe box before cutting a slit in it. “We did that too. It was fun.” He still had every single valentine Omar had given him, although he decided not to mention that fact. “It’s the grown-up version I can’t stand.”

“I know,” Cameron said hurriedly. “We talked about that already.”

“Love shouldn’t be commercialized,” Anthony continued regardless. “I hate the pressure and expectation. Like if you don’t buy someone a box of chocolates on this one particular day, somehow it means you don’t love them. Doesn’t matter how good you are to each other up to that point, or how long you’ve been together. My parents still celebrate Valentine’s Day and they’ve been together for ages!”

“Maybe that’s their secret,” Cameron murmured.

Anthony shook his head. “No way. It only proves that you can get married, have kids, and do everything right but still feel pressured to buy overpriced junk for your partner once a year. And don’t even get me started on flowers!”

“I wasn’t planning to,” Cameron said.

Anthony barely heard him. “I can’t think of a more depressing symbol of love than chopping off a bunch of roses so someone else can watch them slowly die.”

“You’ve got me there,” Cameron said. “It is a strange tradition.”

“Exactly! I refuse to be part of it.”

Cameron pulled into a parking space. “So I shouldn’t have gotten you flowers?”

“Definitely not!” Anthony said, crossing his arms over his chest. He’d been relieved, when Cameron picked him up from home, to see that he hadn’t been carrying a bouquet.

“Too bad,” Cameron said as he turned off the engine. He nodded through the windshield. “Because I got you flowers.”

Anthony blinked and looked around. He saw a sprawling park dotted with buildings made of glass that shimmered in the afternoon sun. Greenhouses, but not the kind used to grow flowers for misguided holidays. A wooden sign confirmed his suspicions: Lily Fae Botanic Garden.

“No flowers were harmed in the making of this Valentine’s Day date,” Cameron said. “Have you ever been here?”

“No,” Anthony admitted.

“I swung by the other day to make sure we’d like it,” Cameron said. “And I think you will. If you’ll give it a try?”

Anthony realized he was being ridiculous and finally relaxed. Nobody was forcing him to participate in anything against his will. As he stepped out of the car, he made himself recognize that it was a beautiful blue-skied day, the weather mild with the promise of spring. He could either rage against exploitative capitalism or focus on how much he loved his boyfriend. Easy choice.

They approached the first and largest of the greenhouses. Cameron insisted on paying for tickets, which was appreciated. Anthony didn’t have a source of income. His boyfriend restored and sold antique furniture, a money-making venture that he found incredibly hot to envision. Anthony often imagined him shirtless and sweating while sanding a table, Cameron’s tight muscles slowly becoming coated with a thin layer of dust that would need to be washed off. While he watched. Or helped.

That train of thought was leading to an awkward reaction, so Anthony made himself focus on their surroundings as they entered the greenhouse. Lush green foliage filled every inch that wasn’t dedicated to the path or the small winding creek. As golden beams of sunlight warmed his face, he could practically feel his skin greedily soaking up the rich moisture in the air. Anthony looked over at his boyfriend and realized that they were both smiling.

“This is really nice!” he said. “What a great idea!”

“I’m glad you like it,” Cameron replied. “I wasn’t sure if you would.”

How could he not? Although when he focused on the people instead of the plants, he was less enchanted. Numerous couples were strolling hand in hand, or stopping next to flowering plants to hug and kiss one another. Usually while other couples hovered nearby wanting to do the same. Which was dumb, because romance was supposed to be spontaneous, not something you lined up for. Whoever ran the botanic garden had a shrewd mind for business though. They had set up tables near the entrance that were covered with construction paper and art supplies, so kids could make Valentine’s Day cards. A couple of employees babysat them, leaving the parents free to sneak in a romantic moment or two.

“Each greenhouse has a different climate,” Cameron said as they began to explore.

“Have you seen them all yet?”

“Nope. I only checked this one briefly and was already blown away. Oh look! A cute little path.”

Small flat stones led around tall palms and thick ferns, diverging from the main trail. Cameron was wearing bedroom eyes as he took Anthony’s hand to lead him down the path. At the end of it, they found a stone bench on a small tile patio. A straight couple was sitting there while snuggling, so they quickly turned around to give them their privacy. Anthony held his tongue. This would have been the perfect place for a date on any other day, but as they continued to explore, the same thing kept happening. Anywhere private enough for a smooch was already occupied.

“Let’s try somewhere else,” Cameron said, perhaps having reached the same conclusion.

They walked across the grounds to another greenhouse, which was bursting with flowers and was even more crowded because of it. They stuck around long enough to check out some of the species on display, since many were like nothing they’d ever seen. The next greenhouse they tried was a tropical environment, birds flying from tree to tree while singing happily. Their joy was contagious as Anthony and Cameron stopped to watch a rainbow of fish swim through a pond.

Anthony was enjoying himself, although he could tell that his boyfriend was becoming frustrated by the lack of privacy. They were out to their friends and family but still had to be cautious in public. People weren’t used to seeing two guys touch each other. Not in a way as gentle as holding hands, so they chose their moments carefully.

Cameron seemed relieved when they went to a greenhouse dedicated to a desert climate. Very few people lingered there. Which was their loss, because the giant cacti and chunky-leaved succulents were excitingly alien when compared to the rolling plains of Kansas.

“This is so cool,” Anthony breathed. “I’ve never been to a real desert before. Have you?”

Cameron nodded. “My family took a trip to New Mexico when I was little. There weren’t any sand dunes. It wasn’t that kind of desert. But I remember beige dirt and empty sky for as far as you could see.”

“Sounds amazing.” Anthony sat on a rustic wooden bench so he could take it all in.

Cameron settled down next to him and squirmed restlessly before he dug into the pocket of his aviator jacket. “Are you hungry?” he asked when pulling out a plastic baggie. “We should eat these before they melt.”

Anthony looked down and saw that the baggie was filled with chocolate bonbons. The kind normally found in a fancy box of chocolates, which was on the list of things he’d told his boyfriend he didn’t want for Valentine’s Day, along with flowers and a card.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” Cameron said sheepishly. “It’s just a snack.”

Anthony stared into his concerned blue eyes and felt like a royal idiot. He’d only been focusing on his disdain for the holiday, while Cameron obviously cared about Valentine’s Day. Enough to find a way of giving Anthony flowers and chocolates without appearing to do so. He could imagine him emptying out a heart-shaped box in panic, just to avoid offending him. God he was sweet! And so was his offering. “Yum!” Anthony said with maximum enthusiasm as he chewed a bonbon. “These are really good. Thanks!”

Cameron seemed relieved. “You’re very welcome.”

“The whole day has been great,” Anthony said. “You’re better at this whole Valentine’s thing than me.”

“I always thought it was kind of nice.” Cameron said with a shy smile. “An entire day dedicated to love.” He forced the happiness off his face. “I get where you’re coming from though. The commercialization and—”

“Forget about all that,” Anthony interrupted, leaning over to give him a chocolatey kiss. “I’ll be right back, okay? I have to do something.” He grabbed another bonbon, popped it in his mouth, and stood.

Anthony hightailed it back to the first greenhouse they had visited and made a beeline for the table where kids were making a mess with the art supplies.

“Scoot over,” Anthony said as he squeezed between a chubby little girl and a grimy little boy.

“Hey, this table is for kids only!” the boy complained.

“I’m the same age as you,” Anthony said as he grabbed a pad of construction paper.

“Nuh-uh! You’re too big!”

“I take my Flintstones vitamins every day,” Anthony told him. “I was your size last week.”

“Really?” the boy asked, sounding intrigued.

“Yup!” Anthony assured him. He chose green paper and began cutting out leaf shapes. He managed to work in silence for a full minute before the little girl interrupted him.

“What happened to your hair?” she asked.

“I drank too much strawberry lemonade,” Anthony said. His hair was solid pink at the moment, which had nothing to do with the holiday. He simply liked how subversive it was. “I’m actually a redhead, so I’ll have to drink a bunch of orange juice to turn it back again.”

“If that was true,” the little girl said. “I’d never stop drinking grape juice.”

“That would turn your hair purple,” Anthony clarified.

“I know!”

He stopped working long enough to glance over at her. “You’re cool.”

“Thanks!” she said. “What are you making?”

“A card,” Anthony said. He folded a piece of beige paper in half, thought of a good line to write on the front, and then began gluing cut-out leaves around the words as decoration. The inside would be trickier, but he had an idea.

“Why are you drawing all those snakes?” the little boy asked.

“They’re not snakes. They’re branches.”

“How come they’re so droopy?”

“It’s a willow tree.”

The little boy furrowed his brow. “They look like snakes.”

Anthony glanced over at his card. A white circle had a face drawn on it with yellow yarn glued to the top for hair. “How come your card has a ghost on the front?”

“That’s my mom!”

“Then why does she look so pale? Like a vampire.”

The little boy looked down at his card, his face starting to crumple. “She needs color,” Anthony said. “Give her some blush on those cheeks so we can tell she’s still breathing.”

“Some what?” the boy asked.

“I can do it!” the girl said, moving over to help him.

That bought Anthony some time. Although when he folded a pale-green piece of paper and began cutting out tiny diamonds, it attracted the attention of the kids again.

“Are you making a snowflake?” the girl asked.

“They aren’t supposed to be green,” the little boy said.

“Watch and learn.” Anthony swept the tiny green diamonds into piles. He swiped a bottle of glue from a toddler who was slowly eating it and squeezed little dots all over the branches of the willow tree. Then he gathered up the green slivers of paper and stood, holding them above the card. “Are you ready for this?” he asked as the kids pressed closer around him. “Confetti time!”

He let the green paper diamonds rain down on the card, most of them striking glue dots and becoming leaves. He blew off the rest, causing scraps of paper to spiral through the air, some of them clinging to the toddler’s sticky cheeks. The kids around him cheered.

“Never forget what you’ve witnessed on this day,” Anthony said. “Your life may depend on it.”

He stood and turned around, surprised to see Cameron standing not far away while wearing a bemused smile.

Anthony walked over to join him. “I made you something.”

“A valentine?” Cameron said when accepting it. “But I thought you hated—”

“This isn’t about me,” Anthony interrupted. He nodded at the card. “It’s about us.”

He watched as Cameron read the front, which said, You won’t be-leaf how much I love you. His boyfriend looked up and already seemed on the verge of tears. “I always liked the dumb puns.”

“Me too,” Anthony admitted, feeling nervous about the inside.

Cameron opened it. He saw the willow tree first—their special place where they had first kissed, confessed feelings, and still cuddled up under to stay warm. Then his eyes moved to the left panel of the card, where Anthony had written more.

In my heart, I’m always celebrating Valentine’s Day with you.

The line was cheesy, but also reflected how he truly felt. The holiday didn’t make him believe in love. Cameron did. His boyfriend moved close. They both glanced around, relieved to see that nobody was paying attention to them. Anthony leaned forward to accept his kiss.

“I love it,” Cameron said, pressing the card to his chest before he examined it again. “I’m surprised how good it is!”

“You can thank the local public library for that,” Anthony said with a laugh. “And my mom for taking me there whenever they had an arts and crafts day.”

“You know what my favorite part is?” Cameron asked. “Seeing how good you are with kids.” His eyes darted to the side. “Although their parents might not thank you.”

Anthony followed his gaze. Most of the kids were making their own confetti now and tossing it into the air. The garden employees were exhausting themselves trying to contain the mess. “I’m sure it’s biodegradable,” he said with a smirk.

Cameron was still smiling at him. “You’ll make a great father.”

“Remind me to take another pregnancy test,” Anthony joked as they walked away. “Hey, I want to give you something else besides that card. What’s your idea of romantic? That uh... doesn’t cost money. I’m broke.”

Cameron thought about it a moment. “A massage would be nice.”

“You like those?”

His boyfriend shrugged. “I’ve never gotten one before. It just sounds good. And maybe a foot rub? For the same reason. I don’t know what I’m missing.”

Anthony laughed. “I’m not touching your feet unless they’re freshly washed.”

Cameron grinned. “What about the rest of me?”

Anthony pictured getting to squeeze and rub Cameron’s entire body. Even his feet. “Yeah,” he said, his voice squeaking. “I think we can manage that.”

And if the day kept going like this, Anthony would have to reevaluate his opinion of Valentine’s Day, because he was beginning to see more pros than cons.
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CHAPTER 2
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​February 14th, 1993

Mindy nudged her friend and pointed, which would have been rude under other circumstances, but the mall corridor was busy enough that nobody would notice. “Right there!” she said excitedly. “He’s desperate.”

Keisha leaned closer, as if using Mindy’s arm as a targeting sight, before she laughed. “He probably works here. In one of the department stores. He’s got an ‘I hate my job, but at least I’m on break’ expression.”

“He’s a last-minute shopper,” Mindy said, shaking her head. “You can tell from the way his dress shirt is partially untucked and his hair is messed up on one side.”

“Almost like he rolled out of bed and realized what day it is.” She narrowed her eyes when the man stopped in front of a jewelry store. “The only question is whose bed.”

“Even from here, you can smell his mistress on him,” Mindy said before covering her mouth. “Either that, or he’s been snuggling a bucket of old seafood.”

Keisha laughed. “Girl, you are bad!”

They watched the man enter the store and point at different items on display. He kept shaking his head each time the clerk checked the price. They couldn’t help laughing when he rubbed his temples wearily while his purchase was rung up.

“I hope he spent enough to get himself out of trouble,” Keisha said.

“If he’s really two-timing, I hope he didn’t!” Mindy countered.

This had easily been the best Valentine’s Day of her life. She usually stayed at home and felt sorry for herself. Not this year. Thanks to the terrible date she’d gone on with Troy Mitchell, Mindy knew there were worse fates than being single. So she had decided to spend the holiday with one of her only friends who hadn’t paired up recently. They’d had a blast so far, first by window shopping for clothes together. Keisha had such an amazing fashion sense—seemingly able to make anything work, from the bold bright colors that popped against her ebony skin, to the grungy faded flannels she sometimes borrowed from her brothers. Keisha had found a woven headband on sale that she currently wore in her buzzed hair. Mindy had tried it on while attempting to affect the same level of confidence but had grimaced when looking in the mirror. Once they tired of shopping, they treated themselves to ice cream and finished it while watching the various couples on display. Like they were doing now.

“That home is about to be wrecked,” Keisha said, nodding toward two couples strolling together. The girl from one pair was talking enthusiastically to the guy from the other while their respective partners appeared bored.

“They’re probably only friends,” Mindy said. “I could barely think of anything to say to Troy on our date. I’ve noticed lots of couples today who weren’t talking to each other. Maybe that’s just how it is. Friends are for good conversation. Lovers are for the rest.”

“My parents talk a lot,” Keisha said. “Mostly about me and my siblings. Or they talk at us, when we aren’t doing what they want. But I’ve overheard some of their private conversations. It’s never very juicy, but they sure seem to enjoy each other’s company.”

Mindy sighed. “I would love a guy who wanted to talk all day. Wouldn’t you?”

Keisha seemed to hesitate before answering. “If it was the right person, then yes.”

Mindy thwapped her friend’s knee in excitement. “Pretend we’re out of time and we have to find someone right now.” She glanced around at the available options, already searching. “We’ve only got five minutes until the world ends, and whoever you choose, you have to spend the rest of eternity with.”

“Hmm...” Keisha said, her head slowly panning left and right. “This is hard.”

“That one!” Mindy said, pointing at a guy with creamy brown skin and broad shoulders.

“He looks like he’s in college,” Keisha said, sounding surprised.

“I’m not going to spend the rest of eternity with someone who hasn’t graduated high school,” Mindy chastised. “I need a guy with deep thoughts. Did you notice that he’s carrying a bag from Waldenbooks? I bet he’s got a great big brain. Among other things,” she added with a titter.

Keisha chuckled. “Maybe you should find out what he’s got in that bag first, in case he bought a bunch of Sports Illustrated magazines.”

“Ew!” Mindy said, crinkling her nose. “Even so, at least he’s easy on the eyes. What about you?”

“I haven’t had any complaints,” Keisha drawled.

“I mean who would you choose?” Mindy said with a giggle. “Hurry! The clock is ticking!”

Keisha kept glancing around without reaching a decision, which was odd, because they were spoiled for choice. The mall was filled with people of all varieties. And yet, she never seemed to settle on anyone for long. “Ten,” Mindy said, deciding to motivate her with a countdown. “Nine. Eight.”

“Do they have to be available?”

“Nope!”

“Good.” Keisha pointed to a couple who were browsing a perfume kiosk.

Mindy blinked. They were both in their twenties. The man wasn’t traditionally handsome. He had a potbelly and acne scars on his cheeks, but he definitely had something going for him, judging from how pretty his girlfriend was. She had long dark hair and bronze skin. Mindy’s attention returned to the man. Maybe he had a great personality or was successful. That could be the point that Keisha was trying to make. Then again, they were playing a silly game and Keisha loved to joke around. When her eyes flicked to check on her friend, she sure seemed serious enough.

That roused Mindy’s suspicions, and not for the first time, because Keisha was normally so direct. Except when the topic of boys came up. Her responses then were often cagey and left room for doubt. As if she had something to hide. Some of their friends had behaved that way recently. Before coming out.

“I respect your choice,” Mindy said. Then she blanched. “Not that it’s a choice. Umm. Because I pressured you, I mean. Ha ha!”

Keisha raised an eyebrow. “Thank you?”

Mindy pretended to look elsewhere so her blush was hidden. How could she broach the subject discreetly while still showing her support? “Cameron is taking Anthony to the botanic garden today,” she said. “Isn’t that romantic? I used to have a crush on him. Cameron, I mean. Now l love him. And I’ve always loved Anthony. I’m so glad they found each other. What they have together is beautiful.”

“I envy them,” Keisha said evenly. “And I worry about them.”

“How come?”

“Because not everyone is so understanding about that sort of thing. Straight guys especially. Unless it’s two women. Then they think it’s hot.”

“I hate double standards,” Mindy said with a huff.

“So do I, but girls can be just as mean about lesbians. I guess people feel more threatened when members of their own tribe defect.”

“That’s so wrong!”

“Do you think so?” Keisha asked, turning to meet her eye. “Because I still remember how you pretended to gag when KD Lang came out.”

Mindy gasped. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

“That had to be back in junior high!”

“It was last year.”

Mindy placed a hand over her heart. “No! How stupid of me. I didn’t mean it, I swear! I love all gay people, even lesbians.”

Keisha looked away.

“I’m serious!” Mindy said, grabbing her hand. She was surprised by how sweaty it was, when Keisha normally kept her cool in most situations. “I’m really sorry.”

“For what?” Keisha asked, turning to her with a guarded expression.

“If I offended you. For any reason.”

Keisha searched her eyes before she sighed. “Silvia told you, didn’t she?”

Mindy’s eyes went wide. “Told me what?”

Keisha matched her expression. “Nothing.”

Mindy’s jaw dropped. “Wait, you came out to her before me?”

Keisha rolled her eyes. “So she did tell you!”

“She didn’t tell me anything, I swear!”

Keisha stared at her a moment. “Are you really okay with it?”

“Yes! Oh my god, are you kidding?” Mindy leaned against her friend while squeezing her hand. “I love you just the way you are. Which you still haven’t said out loud. Not to me, anyway.”

Keisha leaned close with half lidded eyes, like she intended to show Mindy exactly what she was. “I’m a lesbian.”

“Good,” she said, her cheeks flushing in response. “I’m not, but you make me wish I was.”

Keisha smiled and pulled back. “That’s just about the nicest valentine I could have hoped for. And for the record, I only told Silvia first because I thought...” She sighed. “Actually, it was the most embarrassing moment of my life.”

“What happened?”

Keisha released her hand and stood, nodding toward the flow of traffic. “I had a terrible crush on her. And still do.”

Mindy hurried to follow her, the pieces clicking into place. “So that’s why you two finally started hanging out after all these years! But wait, Silvia isn’t... I mean, I wondered sometimes.”

“She’s not,” Keisha confirmed. “But I was into her enough to convince myself otherwise. Even though she has a boyfriend.” She shook her head at herself. “Love is blind. And has a big mouth.”

“Wait, you told Silvia how you feel about her?”

Keisha winced, as if in pain. “I thought it was going to be our big moment. I bared my heart, expecting her to do the same. Instead she got distracted and wandered off. I wish I was exaggerating, but I’m not.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mindy said. “If it makes you feel better, I’m always falling for people who aren’t interested. Even one of my best friends—who is a lesbian that I fully support—chose some other girl over me.”

“Are you kidding? You’re all sorts of hot!”

Mindy felt a thrill race up her spine. “You really think so?”

“Yeah!” Keisha stopped walking, her brown eyes mischievous. “You’re the stuff of dreams, girl. The ginger hair that always smells like strawberries, all those kissable freckles on your cute little nose, and the way you nibble your bottom lip when nervous... Smoking hot! Don’t get me started on your body. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Especially if you truly support me.”

“Of course I do!” Mindy said. “You’re the coolest girl I’ve ever met. That you actually find me attractive is the best valentine that I’ve ever gotten.” She threw her arms around Keisha’s neck and kissed her on the cheek.

Keisha laughed, and after offering her arm, they continued down the mall corridor. “I’ve been wanting to tell you,” she admitted. “Ever since Anthony and Cameron came out.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I’m not ready to go public yet. And even if I’d known you’d been cool with it, I figured Silvia would need more time before taking that step. I imagined us having a secret relationship and didn’t want to rouse anyone’s suspicions. If people knew the truth about me, they would start to wonder about the woman at my side. Or so I imagined.”

“That’s so considerate,” Mindy said. “You’d make a great girlfriend.”

“Thank you.”

Mindy struggled with a question before deciding to voice it. “Do you drink tap water?”

“Hmm?”

“Tap water,” Mindy repeated.

“Sometimes,” Keisha said. “Why? Is that code for something?”

“No,” Mindy said. “It’s just that... There are a lot of gay people in Pride. I’m pretty sure Ricky and Diego are an item.”

“Diego Gomez? Really?” Keisha’s surprise was replaced by a slow smile. “Wait, you think there’s something in the water?”

“In stories, it’s always the well that’s poisoned,” Mindy said before laughing at herself. “In fact, I’m going to start drinking tap water every day. If it works, you’re taking me to prom.”

Keisha chuckled. “I don’t think Pride has more than its fair share of gay people. We just hide easier than most. The way I see it, everyone is afraid to be their true selves to some degree. If we all got comfortable with that fact, and agreed to simply be who we really are, just imagine how much happier the world would be.”

Mindy liked that idea. It meant the town she lived in was a happier place—a gayer place—than average. And she was happier too, because Mindy was now a little closer to one of the people she loved most.

— — —
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Silvia wasn’t sure what to expect when arriving at Omar’s house. He answered the door wearing a black dress shirt, and he smelled like cologne, which was fine. Although she preferred his natural scent, since there was always a hint of sweat, reminding her of carefree summer days. Omar’s dark hair was freshly cut a few inches above his shoulders. His smiling eyes sparkled when he saw the red dress she wore. Silvia had bought it for her quinceañera, or her “sweet fifteen” as Mindy translated it. The dress wasn’t the elaborate ball gown tradition demanded, but for her, wearing a dress at all was a special occasion.

“You look amazing,” Omar breathed. “I mean, you’re always stunning, even without the dress on.”

His eyes became unfocused as he probably imagined exactly that. Silvia shook her head and kissed him back to reality. “You’re very handsome, even with those pants on,” she teased.

“They feel weird,” he said, pulling at the slate-grey fabric. “My mom bought them for me when my aunt got remarried.”

She had never seen him in anything but black jeans and T-shirts—aside from his work uniform—but the fancy clothes lent him an air of maturity that was often absent. Not that she minded. They always had fun together, and she hoped Valentine’s Day wouldn’t be an exception.

“I have so many plans!” Omar said while ushering her inside. “I made a reservation at the Charred Pig, since we both like barbeque. I already went by the movie theater and bought tickets for Groundhog Day. I’m so glad you’re into Harold Ramis movies. Vacation is a comedy classic. Oh, and if the weather stays this nice, we can go for a walk at one of three locations I picked out so you can choose. I’ve got them circled on a map upstairs. But before we go up there—”

“Mamani would like to see me?” Silvia interjected.

Omar laughed. “Yeah. I guess you get the drill by now.”

His grandmother, who was affectionately called Mamani, often sized her up when Silvia came to visit. She always did so as warmly and casually as possible, seeming more concerned about how her grandson conducted himself than with Silvia’s behavior. But it was clear that she wanted to make sure they wouldn’t run off to Vegas or anything crazy.

“She’s chilling downstairs,” Omar said. “Let’s go.”

He led her to the basement, which was one of the few parts of the house Silvia hadn’t seen yet. On the way down the stairs, she noticed a rail near their feet, and when they turned a corner, a chair attached to it at the very bottom.

“Don’t ask,” Omar said. “Everyone wants to ride that thing, but you can’t.” In a whisper, he added, “Not while she’s home at least. Me and Anthony used to compete to get the best speed up and down again. He always won. Probably because he doesn’t weigh as much. I bet you’d be fast too.”

“I’ll try to resist the urge for now,” Silvia murmured as she glanced around.

The basement was fully finished and divided into multiple rooms. They were in a hallway with a pair of doors to either side. Music drifted out from a large open space ahead that Omar led them toward. Silvia saw a bathroom and a tidy bedroom, already certain that her entire family could live down here with room to spare. And in more luxury than she was used to. Was that real wood flooring beneath her feet? The amount of natural daylight was impressive. Omar’s family must have dug the window wells deeper than usual. And why did the music sound so familiar?

They entered a spacious living room, which was filled with the pleasant powdery scent of a grandmother. A large carpet dominated the center of the floor, with a U-shaped couch that was covered in colorful pillows and busy fabrics. An older woman sat in the center while watching a large TV with the volume turned down. Information scrolled along the bottom of the screen as newscasters did a poor job of lip-synching to the record that played nearby.

“Ella Fitzgerald!” Silvia exclaimed in excitement.

“You’ve discovered my secret identity,” Mamani said, getting to her feet with the assistance of a cane. “Please don’t tell anyone. This is the only place I can unwind when I’m not on tour.”

Silvia laughed. “She’s an amazing singer. Are you a fan of jazz?”

“I certainly am,” Mamani admitted as she shuffled toward the record player. “Western musicians are often too predictable for me. Not enough improvisation and always the same beats. Jazz reminds me of the rich music I grew up with.” She lifted the tone arm, just as a song came to an end. “And today is all about making music together.” Mamani turned to them with an air of authority as she leaned on her cane and focused on Silvia in particular. “Love is in the air, but so is teen pregnancy. Have your parents spoken to you of such things?”

Silvia felt a surge of affection for the woman. She had only ever talked to her grandparents on the phone and could only hope that they were half as cool as Mamani. “That’s near the top of their worry list, so yes, I’ve had the talk.”

Mamani turned to Omar. “So has my grandson, but I wonder if he paid attention. You know how to use a condo?”

“A condom,” Omar corrected. “And yes, dad showed me how to put it on a banana. My only question is if I’m supposed to eat the banana before or after we have sex.”

Mamani’s face remained perfectly impassive as she swept at his feet with her cane. Omar barely managed to leap backward to avoid it. “Such a smart mouth,” she said evenly. “Have a seat, both of you, because you are spending Valentine’s Day with grandma.”

“What?” Omar cried. “No! I was only kidding. We have reservations. And movie tickets!”

“Then I will go with you,” Mamani said, but she had a twinkle in her eye as she turned to Silvia. “Or perhaps we should leave him at home and have a girls’ night out?”

“I honestly wouldn’t mind,” Silvia said. When she saw how crestfallen Omar became, she added, “although some other time, if that’s okay. I’ve never had a boyfriend on Valentine’s Day before. I’m looking forward to our date, but umm, nothing else is going to happen. I’m not that excited.”

Mamani nodded in approval. “I am pleased that your head remains attached to your shoulders.” She smiled broadly. “Such a beautiful pair you make. Come. Let me take a photo and then you can go have your special day together.”

She hobbled over to a side table to pick up a disposable camera. Omar had opinions about the best light in the room, and the direction they should face. Silvia felt like she was about to embark on a prom date instead of going up to his room.

“Do you think your mom is going to frame that photo as well?” Silvia teased as they went upstairs again. There was an eight-by-eleven-inch portrait of them in the living room that made her cringe each time she saw it. Even though they did make a striking couple.

“My mom gets a little over-excited sometimes,” Omar said, playing it off like he was any different. He stopped in front of his bedroom and slicked back his hair. Then he flashed a bashful smile and opened the door before stepping aside so she could see. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

Silvia walked into his room and was thoroughly confused. The bed was lined with floating heart-shaped balloons, half a dozen on each side. The disturbed air made them bump into each other and sound like muted bongos. At the end of the bed, a small folding table had been set up and held a vase filled with a dozen red roses. Silvia stared for a moment, resisting the urge to laugh. Especially at how it all surrounded the bed, as if she would be laid to rest there. She imagined people having to push through the line of balloons just to pay their respects. She turned around for an explanation.

Omar was watching her with worry. Then his shoulders slumped and he sighed. “So this wasn’t my original plan,” he said. “I was hoping to get you a ton of roses. A dozen of a dozen, but you’d be surprised how expensive they are. I still wanted to go big though, so I upped the amount of balloons instead.”

Silvia turned to consider the scene again. “When I am ready to lose my virginity, please don’t decorate the bed.”

“That’s not what it’s supposed to be,” Omar said, hurrying forward. “I tried putting the balloons in one big group, but they kept getting tangled up, and I wanted you to see how many there really were. So I lined them up and uh... Crap. It does look like some sort of sacrificial altar.”

She watched him try to gather the balloons, which refused to behave. Just as he said, they kept getting tangled up until he was stuck somewhere in the middle of them all. Silvia laughed. She couldn’t hold back. And she wanted to sigh affectionately when he put on a hangdog expression and asked, “Do you like it?”

“I love it,” Silvia assured him. “But next year, you don’t have to go big. A little gesture is enough.” She walked over to admire the roses. “These are lovely.”

“Yeah?” Omar asked with a grin.

“Yes. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “I just feel so much for you that it’s hard to find a gift that can represent it enough.”

Silvia smiled in appreciation. “It really is the thought that counts.” She reached for the backpack she favored over a purse and pulled out a small box. “I hope.”

“You got me something?” Omar said, coming over to see. “I love it!”

“You haven’t even opened it yet!”

“Doesn’t matter. This is the nicest little black box I’ve ever seen.” He looked up in surprise. “Wait, is this a ring?”

Silvia snorted. “No.”

Omar shook the box, which jingled with the sound of metal striking metal. “It is!” he said. “Shouldn’t you be down on one knee for this? Or do you want me to be?”

Silvia swatted his arm playfully. “Just open it. And be careful.”

He tore at the box flaps but was more cautious when shaking out the contents. A simple fishing lure fell into his palm. “Hey, it’s a spinner!” he said.

“Flip it over,” Silvia suggested. The lure consisted of a multi-pronged hook attached to a flat piece of metal that had words engraved on it. Omar noticed and read them aloud.

“‘You’re a great catch.’” He guffawed before grinning at her. “I freaking love it!”

“Good!” she said, feeling genuine relief, because she had experienced the same pressure to express herself through a gift. “It’s meant to be symbolic. I doubt that’s a good lure, but it is a promise of more fishing dates. If you like the idea.”

“Babe, you know I love fishing with you. If it was warmer out, we’d be sitting on a boat right now.”

“Not the inflatable raft I bought for your birthday. Come to think of it, that was also supposed to be symbolic, so at least your plethora of balloons was an original idea.”

“First of all,” Omar said with bedroom eyes, “we’re making that raft work, you’ll see. We’ll take it out on Lake Integrity. Secondly... I love you.”

He swept in to kiss her before she had a chance to respond, but she made sure he knew after they were finished. “I love you too,” Silvia said. “Next year we really will keep it simple.”

“Sounds good to me,” Omar said. “An entire year of us being together, I mean. You’re right that all this stuff only gets in the way.” He swiped at a balloon, the ribbon tangling around his arm until he shook it off. “How are you going to get these in your truck?”

“I have no idea,” Silvia replied while eyeing them. “I guess we could tie them to the bumper like we just got hitched.”

“Or we could tie them to other stuff,” Omar said, going to a dresser drawer and digging around inside. He held up a little green army man. “And then let them go.”

“That would be fun,” Silvia said carefully, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “Just one of them maybe?”

“Hell yeah!” Omar was already moving toward the balcony attached to his room. “Aliens have been sighted in the sky,” he said to the little plastic man. “We need you to defend the Earth’s airspace. Do you accept this mission, soldier?” He looked over his shoulder. “Choose a balloon, babe, because he says yes!”

She adored his imagination. They could have simply removed the plain plastic disc that weighted the balloon down and tied the soldier to it, but Omar kept briefing the little figure, inventing details on the spot that made her realize how creative he could be. Not a complete surprise, considering how often he filmed silly sketches, but his improvisation skills were impressive. She joined him in a countdown and saluted the soldier as it slowly floated away across a landscape of suburban rooftops.

“That was fun!” she said.

“Yeah, it really was,” Omar replied.

They looked at each other suddenly.

“One more?” Silvia asked.

“Yes!” Her boyfriend replied, clenching a fist in excitement. “Let’s see what else we’ve got!”

One by one, they tied various things to the balloons and set them free: A key so old that Omar no longer remembered what it went to. Slices of bread so birds would get an in-the-air treat. Or her favorite, a Milli Vanilli cassette tape that a clueless relative had given Omar as a gift. They removed it from the case and tied two balloons to it, one through each spool hole, which was just enough lift to make it skid down the street before an updraft sent it soaring.

“Last one,” Omar said, reappearing on the balcony with the balloon in tow. It was red and heart shaped.

“Can I keep it?” Silvia said.

“Of course, it’s your gift! I’m just glad we managed to have a good time with the others.”

They really had. Omar had kept her laughing as they released each balloon. When they returned inside to his room, the roses were much easier to appreciate. She was admiring them again when she noticed him watching her with a lopsided smile.

“I’m so lucky,” he said.

He certainly knew how to make a girl feel loved. And he looked so damn handsome, with his dark hair wild and windblown from their time out on the balcony.

“How much longer until that dinner reservation?” she asked.

“We’ll have to leave in about an hour.” 

“And you parents are still out?”

“With my sister, yeah. They used to drag us both along on their dates. I think it’s weird.”

She nodded, but not in interest. “And isn’t it around this time that Mamani takes her nap?”

“Yeah,” he said. Then his eyes got a little wider. “How come?”

Silvia shrugged. “Remember when you told Anthony that I gave you a blowjob?”

Omar squirmed. “Technically, I only let him believe that it was you, but I’m still really sorry about—”

She raised a hand to stop him. “I don’t want to talk about the things we never did. I want to do the things we’ve never really talked about.”

Omar squinted. “Huh?”

She tried again. “I want to make you an honest man.”

“Oh, so you would...” Omar went rigid. “Oh! For real?”

Silvia nodded. She grabbed one of the canvas chairs and dragged it closer to him. “Sit down,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am!”

She pretended to be thrilled over some unexpected discovery, and clutched her hands together in front of her chest. “Aren’t you Omar Jafari?” she said enthusiastically. “The big shot director that all of Hollywood is talking about?”

“Yes I am,” Omar said, making his voice sound deeper. “I suppose a beautiful young lady like you is hoping to land a role in my next movie.”

“No, I’m not here to sell myself,” Silvia said with a gentle shake of her head before she resumed her role. “I’m just an adoring fan who wants to express her appreciation for your art.”

“Then you’ll want my autograph,” Omar said, patting the pockets of his slacks. And the space between them. “Hmm. I know I have a big fat marker around here somewhere.”

“I can help you look,” Silvia said, getting down on her knees.

She slowly undid the buttons of his slacks, thinking of the handful of times they had gotten off in front of each other in recent weeks. She had even grabbed it once, while they were making out. This would be much more involved, and she didn’t know if she could do it right. But she was eager to try, because the hunger in his eyes had her seriously turned on.

“What’s your favorite movie of mine?” he asked while lifting his hips so she could shimmy his pants and boxers down.

“Record Store Girl,” she replied, referencing the project they had worked on together.

“That one came straight from the heart,” Omar said in a strained voice as she took hold of him.

That he managed to be sweet, even in the intensity of the moment, only made her love him more. Silvia smiled up at him before she leaned forward. Omar gripped the arms of his chair. Then he began stifling moans as Silvia slid a hand between her legs. Next year they could definitely skip the presents, because as far as she was concerned, this was a much better way of expressing their affection for each other.
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​CHAPTER 3
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February 14th, 1993

Ricky was increasingly confused as Diego drove them outside the city limits of Pride and into the darkness beyond. He glanced over, the thick features of his boyfriend’s face cast in crimson from the red dashboard lights, and was reminded of just how intimidating he could be. He looked like some sort of demon. A huge super-hot, leather-jacket-wearing devil who would have no trouble convincing Ricky to sell his soul, because even now, he was willing to let Diego take him anywhere he saw fit. Although when they turned down a country road that was little more than two faint tracks in a shadowy tunnel of trees, he began to have second thoughts.

“If you’re going to murder me out here,” Ricky said, “could you at least make it romantic?”

“How exactly would I do that?” Diego asked without dismissing the idea.

“I don’t know.” Ricky shrugged. “Maybe you’d say that I’ll always be a part of you and then kiss me just before the knife slides into my gut?”

Diego studied him a moment longer before returning his attention to the road—or lack thereof. “If anything, I should be scared of you.”

“Probably, because in all seriousness, it wouldn’t be the worst way to go.”

Diego’s brow furrowed. “Don’t make jokes about you dying. I don’t like it.”

“Sorry,” Ricky said, mentally kicking himself. Diego had already lost his father. Of course he didn’t find such things funny.

“Besides,” Diego said, shifting in his seat. “I’d rather be taking you from behind when I slit your throat.”

Ricky laughed. He couldn’t help it. To his relief, Diego did too. 

“Where are we going?” he asked, and not for the first time.

Diego shook his head. “You’ll see.”

“It’s just that you said not to eat anything.”

“We’ll have dinner, don’t worry.”

“And to dress warm.” Ricky was wearing a thick brown sweater that made him appear bulkier than he really was. “So are we going to be outside all night?”

“Nah,” Diego said. “I’ll take care of you. Don’t worry.”

God he loved the sound of that! The Trans Am slowed as the road curved to the left and ended. They had reached a small clearing just large enough for a vehicle to turn around in. They parked to one side. Diego shut off the engine. In the dark of the interior, he was reduced to a sinister silhouette. Which only turned Ricky on that much more.

“This is a great spot,” he said, crawling over the gap between their seats and attempting to kiss his boyfriend.

“We’re not there yet,” Diego said, holding him at bay.

Ricky returned his attention to the world outside the car. The clearing was ringed by trees, their leafless branches like skeletal fingers that clawed at the waning moon. “That’s okay,” he squeaked. “I like it here.”

“You’ll like it better where we’re going,” Diego said before leaving the car.

Ricky slipped out right behind him so they would remain close. He glanced around and shivered before following Diego to the trunk. “You’re not going to leave Frankenstein out here all by himself, are you?” He intentionally referenced the car’s nickname to remind Diego of his affection for it.

“He’s not scared of the dark,” his boyfriend responded. “Are you?”

“No! Of course not.”

“Good.” Diego opened the trunk and took out a huge backpack, the kind that hikers used... complete with a rolled up sleeping bag.

“Not at all,” Ricky added as he imagined what they might need it for.

“Then let’s go.”

Diego shouldered the pack and walked them to the edge of the clearing, where a narrow path disappeared into the night.

“Wait,” Ricky said, fear making his knees not want to bend. “I am kind of scared. I don’t like being in the woods.”

Diego snorted and took a step forward. “Right.”

“I mean it,” Ricky said, grabbing his arm to stop him.

Diego looked over his shoulder before turning to face him. “Why would you be scared of a bunch of trees? If you’re worried about wild animals, don’t be. All the noise we’re making will scare them off.”

Ricky swallowed. “It’s not that either.”

Diego shook his head, not understanding. “I’ll keep you safe. Okay?”

Ricky nodded, but when he looked toward the woods again, he froze. Until he felt the warmth of a big strong hand envelop his own.

“I promise,” Diego said.

“Thanks.”

Ricky moved closer, wanting to cling to his arm, but the path was too narrow. Diego didn’t let go of his hand. Even when they were forced to walk single file. Ricky held on to him like a lifeline as the woods closed in around them.

“So if it’s not the dark,” Diego’s voice rumbled from ahead, “and it’s not animals, what are you scared of?”

“Getting trapped here.” Ricky said, the air thin in his lungs. “I used to have recurring dreams when I was a kid. They would always start in a clearing. And I’d feel safe there, but only at first. This slow panic would come over me until I’d feel the need to run. Not because of anything in the clearing with me. It was more like if your house was on fire and you had to escape. And I would try, but the woods never seemed to end. No matter how far I ran, but in the end, I’d always end up in the same clearing. And the trees would close in around me, or grab me if I tried to escape again, but I’d fight against them until—”

His voice strangled to a halt.

Diego stopped and turned around without letting go of his hand.

“I’m sorry,” Ricky said. “It’s stupid.”

“What about caves?” Diego asked. “You ever have bad dreams about those?”

Ricky blinked in confusion. “No.”

“Good. Come here.” He pulled on Ricky’s arm, and before he knew what was happening, he was swept up into Diego’s arms.

“What are you doing?”

“Carrying you. I know where I’m going. We won’t get lost.”

“But you’ve already got a massive pack on!”

“You help balance it out. Now close your eyes.”

“No way!”

“Do it,” Diego said as he resumed walking. “Imagine somewhere safe.”

He pictured them back in Frankenstein, where he always felt secure. Although when he leaned his head against Diego’s chest, that was all he needed to chase away his fears.

“This is nice,” he murmured.

“Yeah.” Diego’s voice sounded strained. “Why don’t we do this more often?”

“I bet you give great piggy back rides. Hey, we could try that! I’ll put the backpack on so you don’t have to carry it.”

“I don’t think that would help,” Diego grunted. “The pack is the only real issue. You weigh about as much as a wet towel.”

“If you put me down we could carry it together.” Ricky opened his eyes and could swear that branches were reaching for him. “Although I would have to walk with my eyes closed,” he said, squeezing them shut again.

“What do you imagine?” Diego asked him. “When you want to feel safe.”

“Being with you,” Ricky said. “In your car.”

Laughter rumbled against his ear. “I like that. Frankenstein does too.”

“Next year we can just park somewhere.”

“Or go on a road trip.”

Ricky lifted his head, despite keeping his eyes closed. “That would be so cool!”

“Yeah. I hope you like this too.”

“Like what?” Ricky swiveled his head around, trying to orient on a new sound. He heard running water!

“You’re not scared of creeks, are you?”

“Nope! Just creaking trees.”

“Good, because we’re there.”

Ricky risked opening his eyes and saw that the scene had changed. The woods were behind them and to the left. The land in front gave way to a creek with a strong current, judging from the shimmer of reflected moonlight. On their right was a craggy wall of exposed rock, a few bare bushes and spindly trees growing where it leveled out ten feet above their heads. The sky beyond was inky black.

“This is...” Ricky said, trying to find flattering words. “Umm.”

“Are you okay here?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” Diego set him down. Then he began walking along the stone cliff face. He led them to where it disappeared into a line of trees, but he didn’t venture into the woods themselves, thankfully. Although his relief was short-lived when Ricky noticed a gaping maw in the rock large enough for them to step into. Which seemed to be Diego’s intent.

“Is that a cave?” Ricky asked.

“Yeah,” Diego said. “Wait here.”

“What!?”

Diego glanced around. “You said you’re okay here.”

“Yeah, but now I’m worried about you! Does Kansas have bears? Or wolves?”

Diego shrugged. “I’ll be right back.”

And with that, he disappeared into the darkness. Ricky stared after him until certain that his eyes wouldn’t adjust. Then he slowly turned and hugged himself for the comfort while wishing he was still safe in Diego’s arms. The shadows seemed to lengthen and stretch toward him. He noticed something flapping around and rustling in a distant tree and hoped it was only trash that had gotten caught in the branches. Although it could just as easily be leathery wings.

“What about bats?” Ricky called over his shoulder. “Kansas must have those!”

No answer.

A breeze blew through the clearing. He heard skittering. Was it leaves? Or some sort of creature rushing toward him? He thought of The Wizard of Oz, when the trees came to life and harassed Dorothy and the Scarecrow. 

“This has been really fun,” Ricky said, beginning to back away. “But I think I’m ready to go home now.”

He bumped into something and shrieked, but it was only the rocky wall. He began laughing at himself before a voice made him yelp.

“You all right?” Diego asked.

Ricky pressed a hand against his thudding chest and nodded. “Is this where you stash your weed or something?” he asked.

“Nah. Come see.”

Ricky turned toward the cave incredulously and was surprised that a warm orange glow came from inside. Which was such a welcome sight compared to the chilly darkness surrounding them that he eagerly moved toward the flickering light. A narrow passage cut a diagonal line through the stone before opening into a small chamber the size of his bedroom, although the glistening ceiling was lower. A fire had been built in the center. Placed around the perimeter of the chamber on rocky shelves and the cave floor were candles, each with a dancing flame. The moisture on the walls caught the light and reflected it back, the heat from the fire already chasing away the clammy cold. Ricky’s heart started pounding for another reason as he spun around and saw Diego looking uncertain.

“It’s beautiful,” Ricky told him. “I love it!”

A smile tugged at Diego’s cheek, even though it failed to manifest. “All the comforts of home,” he said, kneeling next to the pack. He had already unrolled the sleeping bag near the fire. Now he pulled out a battery-powered radio, a Tupperware container, a six-pack of beer, a two-liter bottle of cola, and filled plastic bags from a grocery store. Ricky moved to help him. “Are we having a picnic?” he asked when sorting through everything. “In a cave?”

“Isn’t that what people do on Valentine’s Day?” Diego asked with a smirk.

“No, but they should,” Ricky said with a wild grin. “This is going to be amazing!”

“Yeah?” Diego studied him before looking satisfied. “Cool.” He tore open one of the plastic bags. “We’ve got potato salad, buns, some hotdogs to roast over the fire, stuff to put on them...”

“Are we going to do s’mores too?” he asked.

“Nope. I uh... I actually made something for dessert.” Diego nudged the Tupperware container toward him with a guarded expression.

Ricky opened it, expecting to see more pot brownies, like he’d gotten for Christmas. Instead the most wonderful scent reached his nose. “Peanut butter cookies!” he cried happily. “I love these!”

“I know,” Diego said with a casual shrug.

“You really made them?” Ricky didn’t wait for an answer. He shoved an entire cookie in his mouth and began chewing while moaning in pleasure. “Wow!” he said after swallowing. “These are almost as good as my mom’s!” There was a funny aftertaste that he couldn’t place, but it wasn’t bad exactly.

“Yeah?” Diego asked.

“Yeah!” To prove it, he shoved another cookie in his mouth.

Diego looked concerned. “You might want to slow down there.”

“Don’t worry,” Ricky managed to say before he resumed chewing. Then he swallowed. “I’ll still have room for dinner. When my mom makes these, I usually sneak a few before meals. I prefer starting with dessert.”

“I don’t mean your appetite,” Diego said, taking the Tupperware container from him. “It’s your tolerance I’m worried about.”

“Tolerance?” Ricky repeated.

“Yeah. They’ve got weed in them.”

His eyes went wide in disbelief. “You’re joking, right?”

Diego snorted. “Of course not. I wouldn’t give you a lame present. They’ll get you high.”

“I thought that was only possible with brownies!”

“Nope. The weed goes into the butter, and the butter can go into anything. You’ll be all right though. How many brownies did it take for you to get high?”

“I don’t remember,” Ricky lied, because he hadn’t really eaten any of them. He’d nibbled the corner of one, offered some to Diego whenever he came over, and threw the rest away when they got stale.

“Just don’t eat more for a couple hours.” Diego popped one in his mouth before returning the lid to the container.

“How did you find this place?” Ricky asked while glancing around. He did his best to ignore the handful of small tunnels just big enough for animals to scurry into. “Have you been here before?”

“Yeah,” Diego said with a grin. “I used it to hide from the cops once.”

Ricky stared. “Really?”

“Yup. Nobody ever comes out here. I saw a guy fishing the creek once. That’s it.”

“Why were you on the run from the cops?” Ricky asked.

“I was speeding and wanted to see if I could get away.”

“Diego!” Ricky chastised. “That’s dangerous!”

His boyfriend merely shrugged, like it didn’t matter.

“And they never caught you?”

“Nope. Good thing they didn’t run my plates before they started flashing their lights.”

Ricky shook his head in disapproval. Then he remembered the time Diego had shown up in class with a bruise on his cheek and burn marks around his wrist. At the time, he had admitted the marks were from police handcuffs but refused to say more. Of course, that was before they were dating.

“Have you ever gotten arrested before?” Ricky asked.

Diego averted his eyes before answering. “Yeah.”

“For what?”

“I don’t want you to freak out. Or worry all the time.” 

Ricky already felt himself growing concerned. “About what?”

“I got busted selling weed.”

Ricky worked his jaw before he could get any words to come out. “But you only sell to your dad’s old friends. You said it was safe!”

“It is!” Diego glared before he seemed to reconsider. “Normally. It didn’t happen here in Pride. I was halfway to Texas. There were these guys at a gas station in Oklahoma. One of them smelled weed on me and offered to pay for a tank of gas if I hooked him up. So I did. It would have been fine if an off-duty police officer hadn’t noticed and called his buddies. They pulled me over and got me into cuffs before I decided to get the hell out of there.”
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