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Prologue
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​Ben’s fingers hesitated above the keyboard as he remembered, decades ago, how he had tried to take the maelstrom of feelings in his heart and somehow put them into words. He’d been so incredibly young. And yet, he hadn’t felt that way at the time. Not when meeting him. And certainly not when living through everything that followed: The endless allure of love. The inevitable heartbreak of loss. The dreams that had come true and everything that he had never believed possible... Ben liked the idea of going back to relive it all. No matter how bad some of it would hurt. And so, haunted by the memory of a summer long since passed, he began to type.
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Chapter One
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My heart is lonely. I realize how ridiculously dramatic that must sound, especially for someone on the verge of turning eighteen. But it’s true. I’ve gotten into the habit of venturing out into the night all by myself, so I can wallow in the sensation, because yearning for love is the only way I get to experience it. Aside from the platonic variety. As I leave the confines of my bedroom, I hear my sister gossiping on the phone through the wall we share. She’ll be starting college soon, while living at home, which to me sounds like a fate worse than death. I can’t wait to get out of this town. Not because I have anything against it exactly. I just haven’t found what I’m looking for. What I need.

I pause after descending the stairs. A television is on in the master bedroom, a laugh track urging my parents to find humor in yet another banal sitcom, when really, they should be focusing on each other. I would. If I ever was lucky enough to meet another guy like me, I’d never stop looking at him, touching him, talking to him... I can’t imagine a TV show competing with that. And yet, as I stumble out into a humid summer night, I see more blue flickers in the windows. All down the street in fact, the hypnotic glow from electronic screens trapping the residents in a living slumber. Which is difficult for me to relate to, because I feel like I’ve only recently woken up. And not in the groggy kind of way that I’ll feel once school starts again. No, my awakening happened when my best friend moved away.

I’m not sure if I loved him. But I think I could have. We always had fun together, and he was handsome enough. I caught myself staring at him more as our bodies began to change. When he moved to another state with his family, that only made it worse, since I could pretend he missed me just as much. Without him there in the flesh, turning his head each time a pretty girl walked by, I could rewrite the past so that he had started to notice me instead. I convinced myself that’s exactly what had happened just before we’d been torn apart. And so I snuck on a bus that was headed to his new home, trying to pass myself off as the kid of another passenger. I didn’t even make it out of the station. My mom had to come pick me up. That’s when I told her. I didn’t put a title on it. Not at the time. But as we sat in the parking lot, I felt I at least owed her an explanation.

“He can come stay with us for a visit, honey,” my mom had said. “Or your father and I could drive you up to see him. Why would you try sneaking off like that?”

“Because I wanted him to know how I feel,” I’d replied from around a tight throat.

I suppose it was the grand gesture that appealed to me. The romantic notion of showing up at his door unexpectedly and having it stir in him what I had found increasingly difficult to ignore. Although these days I suspect that I was merely in love with the idea of love. If that makes sense. My mom had understood. I’m very lucky in that regard. Destined to die alone without ever knowing the touch of another man’s lips, sure, but at least my mom and dad are okay with me being gay. They don’t always get it. Neither do I. But they make me feel loved.

And yet, here I am, walking the streets like a junkie on the prowl for a different sort of fix, because the high I crave can’t be provided by my family. Or even my current best friend, as awesome as she is. I need him. My nameless lover who I have never seen. The man of potential who remains a shadowy figure in my dreams. Not the endless guys who fill my fantasies. I can picture them just fine and imagine them gleefully while jacking off. That always feels good, but it also isn’t enough. I want the impossible boy who lets me love him and—even more unlikely—actually loves me back.

And so here I am, walking down a suburban street in the middle of the night to be closer to someone who doesn’t exist. But the dream feels more possible here, away from all the distractions of modern life. No ringing phones, no television chatter, no seductive computer screens. Just the hum of cicadas in the trees and the gentle glow of lightning bugs drifting above the grass. I guess, like me, they’re out here seeking a mate. As I turn down a paved path that leads through a park, I can’t help but wonder what sort of insect I would be. What sound would I need to produce, what exotic dance would I need to perform, to attract another like myself? Do I need to figure out how to make my butt glow green? I laugh at the idea before I begin to sing. Like the feelings in my heart, the need often comes unbidden and is just as instinctual. I can’t remember learning how. For me it’s a natural extension of my voice. In the same way people graduate from crawling to walking to running. I had gone from gurgling to talking to singing, and according to my dad, I rarely ever stopped. Even when he wanted me to, which he only says with teasing affection. People tend to like the sound of my voice. When I’m singing anyway.

The cicadas provide the backing vocals as I really start to belt out a song. That’s another perk of going on these night walks. The world feels like it belongs to me alone. And the occasional dog walker. But for the most part, I can do silly things, like grabbing the chain of a playground swing to twirl in a circle, as if I’m in some sort of hokey musical. I’m still singing when I return to the paved path, getting so into it that I clench my eyes shut. That’s when the sound of a drum joins my song, a steady thump thump thump of percussion that grows louder until I open my eyes in confusion. My voice strangles to a halt, but the drum keeps pounding, matching the beat of my heart because I’m not alone. And he’s handsome!

The guy running toward me is my age. His black hair is short and spiky, his brown skin wet from exertion. Muscled arms continue to pump as wind-blown clothes cling possessively to the contours of his body, revealing tight pecs and a flat stomach with subtle ridges that my fevered imagination interprets as abs. The package in his athletic shorts bounces left and right, like a dog wagging its tail in greeting, but I don’t allow my gaze to linger there, even though it would like to set up camp... by pitching a tent next to his. I notice the dark hair on his legs before electric blue shoes capture my attention, but they’re unable to hold it, because I need to see that handsome face again. Which is a whole lot closer now.

I notice the way his strong brow furrows, thick eyebrows crinkling in the middle above silver eyes that make the breath catch in my throat when they meet mine. I can’t say anything, my voice rendered powerless as he jogs past me with puzzled concern. I finally manage to breathe in and can taste his sweat on the gust of air left in his wake. I stare openly while watching him go, desperately trying to memorize each detail as the shadows reclaim him. He passes by a lamp post, his shoes reflecting the light in fleeting flashes, distant blue dots that blink on and off like a new sort of lightning bug. If only I knew how to answer his call.

My chest is heaving, first with excitement, then with laughter. I’m such an idiot! I literally stopped in my tracks when noticing him and then stood there the whole time, gawping like a tourist. That’s just it though. I’ve never seen anyone like him before. I have an encyclopedic knowledge of the hot guys in our school. I can summon them up with almost perfect recall. If I had ever seen him before, the boy in the blue shoes, I never would have forgotten. Ever. And I won’t! I’ll be thinking of him on the way home, on the way up the stairs, on the way into my room, and especially when I’m behind a locked door. Because I might not have anyone to love, but at least now the shadowy figure in my dreams has a face. And an incredible body!

— — —
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“What do you think?”

Allison holds up another shirt to my chest, but it barely registers. The door to the second-hand clothing shop has just opened, and in the full-length mirror, I see a dark-haired guy walk in. I perk up, certain this is the moment we’ll formally meet, but I deflate again when noticing how pale the newcomer is. My guy has a perfect tan or naturally brown skin, I’m not sure which, but I keep wondering because—

“Ben!” my best friend says in frustration. “I’m not doing this for fun, you know.”

My attention flicks to her reflection in the mirror, where her dark expressive eyes are slowly losing patience. “Sorry, Mom,” I tease. “I was thinking about all the school supplies we still need to buy.”

“I know exactly what you were thinking of,” Allison says, glancing over her shoulder as the guy walks behind us. She jiggles the shirt. “What do you think? Will your new boyfriend like this one? It matches your eyes.”

I consider myself in the mirror, not entirely disappointed with what I see. I always feel more attractive during the summer, when the sun highlights my brown hair, making it appear blond. My skin actually has some color at the moment, which is saying a lot, because otherwise I’m hopelessly white. Allison never fails to remind me of that, usually with a playful smirk. We’re quite the contrast in that regard, her ebony skin glowing with a natural sheen that I envy. Both of us are skinny, which works in her favor more than it does mine. I can only assume that, if I ever meet another guy like me, he’ll wish I had the same sort of muscles I long to squeeze. I never seem to put on weight, even when I try, and the only thing that push-ups inflate is my insecurity.

“Umm....” I say helpfully before shrugging.

Allison wraps her arms around me from behind. “You’re the doll I always wanted when I was a little girl. Let me find a few casual options and you can try them on for me. I mean, for him.”

I laugh, not worried about her having unrequited feelings. Allison loves me. I love her back. But thankfully there has never been anything more between us. Not that I would mind. If there was ever an exception to the rule, I’d want it to be her. Allison is wonderfully patient when helping me choose outfits. I still get the final say, but only after she has whittled down the options with her superior sense of style. I need all the help I can get, if I don’t want to end high school without having gone on a single date. I’m not ugly. I wouldn’t describe myself as hot. I’m just some guy in search of the same.

Which of course is on my mind as we begin the drive home in Allison’s ratty old car. The windows have been perpetually rolled down ever since the AC stopped working at the start of summer. Radio is the only option, the slightly bent antenna attached with duct tape by yours truly, so we at least have music to sing along to. That’s one of our greatest bonds. Allison has one hell of a voice. I like it better than my own. But together...

She grips the steering wheel tighter and looks over at me, her expression pure joy as we sing the chorus of an overplayed hit, our voices in perfect harmony. My duets with her are some of the only moments that I feel complete, the restlessness in me temporarily soothed. What more could I possibly need than another carefree afternoon with my very best friend? She’s pretty much my only friend, but that’s okay. Quality over quantity.

The song comes to an end just as we reach our neighborhood. Allison eases off the accelerator and turns down the radio. “Which street do you want to try today?” she asks.

We’ve been making little detours recently in the hope of finding Mr. Blue Shoes, as I’ve come to think of him. I’ve seen him a few times now. I go out every single night, instead of waiting until the mood strikes me, and on occasion it pays off. Whenever he jogs past me, it’s always in a different part of the neighborhood, making me wonder where he lives. For all I know, he could be the boy next door, or across the street, or around the block from me where Allison lives. I’m not sure. It’s hard to follow a guy home while he’s running. When people talk about the thrill of the chase, I don’t think they mean it so literally. But I still want to know. Not so I can peep in his windows like a perv, although a casual glance when walking by wouldn’t hurt. I’m simply desperate to learn more about him. Anything at all really.

“Let’s try the new subdivision,” I suggest, feeling guilty since it’s a bit more out of the way.

Allison is game as always. “So has Blue Shoes seen you on your skates yet?”

“First of all,” I say in mock sternness, “it’s Mister Blue Shoes. We’re not on a first name basis yet. And yes, my little scheme paid off just the other night.” I figured I’d have a better chance of keeping up with him that way. Suddenly taking an interest in jogging felt too obvious, so I dusted off a pair of skates my parents had given me for my sixteenth birthday. I’d told them I wanted wheels, but not a car, since I’m a terrible driver. Skates sounded fun. Unfortunately, they bought the inline variety, and I never really got the hang of them. Now I’m highly motivated to try again.

“Paid off how?” Allison asked after hitting the turn signal.

“It was incredibly hot,” I assure her. “I was skating down the sidewalk, and Mr. Blue Shoes was running toward me. When we got close enough to pass each other, I tried to swerve out of his way, but uh.. You know how I am. He ended up jogging through the grass to avoid me while I kept going, pinwheeling my arms like an idiot while trying to regain my balance. So what is that? First base? Second?”

Allison laughs. “Did you manage to turn around and follow him?”

“I can barely stop on those things. Turning around is beyond my abilities. But he was running in this direction so...”

We both look out the windows, as if expecting to see him. The neighborhood we’re driving through is full of newly constructed homes with three-car garages. I’m not impressed. The trees in each yard are thin and spindly, as if they’d been injected there, like a landscaper’s version of a hair transplant. Each house is a template, one of a handful of cookie-cutter shapes that are only distinguished by beige or gray paint. I suppose our own neighborhood isn’t so different, but decades of families living there while adding personal touches has given it charm and character.

“Do you remember when this was all a field?” Allison asks longingly. “We used to play here!”

“Yeah,” I reply, even though it’s a revised version of history that we both willingly adhere to. The truth is that Allison used to be friends with my sister, Karen. So yes, we were around each other as kids, and by default, we sometimes interacted or even played together. But it wasn’t until Karen started high school and decided that she couldn’t be seen with Allison—who was a year younger and still in junior high—that things really changed. Especially after my own best friend moved away. Ever since then it’s been me and her, and it feels so much better that it’s easy to forget our actual—

“Ben!” Allison says suddenly, grabbing my arm in excitement. “Is that him? It has to be! He’s got the shoes and everything!”

I see a guy mowing the lawn and instantly know that she’s right. I could have identified him by silhouette alone. My pulse picks up in excitement.

“Should I pull over?” Allison asks as the car begins to swerve toward the curb.

“No!” I slide down in my seat, as low as I can manage. “Keep driving!”

“What?” Allison asks in confusion. The car continues to slow. “How come?”

“Just do it!” I hiss. “Please!”

The car moves back to the center of the lane, but as we pass Mr. Blue Shoes, Allison is staring openly. “Mm-mm-mm!” she says as if offered a slice of delicious pie. “I can see why you’re so obsessed. If he’s straight...”

“It’ll break my heart,” I tell her, pushing myself up to a normal height again.

“So what’s the game plan here?” Allison asks. “You’re going to talk to him, right?”

“Now?” I ask incredulously. “No way!”

She narrows her eyes at me. “So what are you gonna do? Wait until night and hide across the street from his house, so you can keep admiring him from afar?”

“We’ve gotten close before,” I say in my defense.

“Fine, so you’ve admired him from not-so far, which isn’t much better. Make your move!”

“How?”

The car pulls over to the side of the street. “I don’t know, but you’re about to figure it out.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, my panic already rising.

“I’m pushing you out of the nest,” Allison says, nodding at the door on my side. “Go on now.”

“But—” I try.

“I’ve been listening to you talk about this guy nonstop for weeks. And driving around so you can find him. I did not do all of that for nothing.”

“Okay,” I say, reaching for the door handle with a sweaty palm.

Allison puts her hand on my shoulder. “You’ve got this, Ben. You’re cute, you’re smart, and if I could turn myself into a gay man, you’d never be single again. I’m not the only one who will feel that way. I promise. You’ve just got to put yourself out there.”

“Thanks,” I say, feeling a surge of affection for her. “I love you too.”

“Call me when you’re home,” Allison says, “and tell me everything. No matter how late it is.” She waggles her eyebrows.

“I wish,” I say with a mad chuckle. Then, before I can second-guess myself, I open the car door and climb out. My legs are stiff as I hobble to the sidewalk. Allison drives away, reminding me of how vulnerable I felt during the first day of kindergarten, after my mom left me there. That had been scary, but I’m not a little kid anymore, so this should be easy. Right?

I straighten up and begin walking toward his house. I can see Mr. Blue Shoes mowing the yard, one row at a time. There’s not much left. In fact, he’s getting nearer to the sidewalk. I pick up the pace, figuring that might present the ideal opportunity. Like he’ll have to shut off the lawnmower to prevent grass from blowing all over me, since he isn’t using a bag, and then I’ll say... What, exactly?

I consider myself a creative person. I sometimes come up with my own song lyrics and have even tried to write stories. Without much luck. I’m starting to see why, because I’m drawing a blank. I could ask where he got his shoes. I’ve searched for them in stores without success. He probably bought them in a foreign country. I’m convinced that his family moved here from overseas. Italy or Spain, judging from the dark hair, or maybe he’s Middle Eastern, since his skin is so delectably brown. I can’t wait to see everything up close and in the daylight. My head is bowed to look at the sidewalk, when really, my eyes are tracking him. Mr. Blue Shoes turns at the end of the yard nearest me and begins walking in the same direction that I’m traveling. After a short sprint, I’m just a few paces behind him. He’s wearing a sleeveless gray shirt, and I’m absolutely captivated by his round meaty shoulders. They glisten with tiny beads of sweat, making me want to lick them clean. I don’t care how that sounds. If he turned around and asked me to, I’d shrug and start tonguing away. Why is he wearing a shirt at all? In this heat? And with that body? I’d be strutting around next to naked, if I was him. Oh god! He’s nearing the driveway, and when reaching it, he’ll turn around and we’ll be face to face.

The lawn mower sputters and stops. I’m just about to pass him and still don’t know what I’m going to say. I suppose “Hello” would be a good start. Yeah! I’ll be all like “Hey, are you new to the neighborhood? Let me show you around. Oh, is that an Italian accent I hear? I happen to love pizza. We have so much in common! Now about that sweaty body of yours, I have an unorthodox solution.” I watch as he swipes an arm across his forehead. So maybe it’ll be a team effort.

“Tim?”

My head whips around to find the source of that voice. A woman is standing on the front stoop of the house. Her hair is raven black, her skin an earthy hue like her son. She’s definitely his mother. The woman is too beautiful not to be. Her attention flicks to me and back to her son. “Come help me move the couch.” She does indeed have an accent, but before I can place it, my skin tingles with his response. 

“Yeah, okay.”

Just two words, but the voice is deep and kind of husky. I’m already enamored with it. I tense as he turns, just as I’m passing him, but his back remains to me. I keep walking, only daring to glance over my shoulder when I’ve made it to the next driveway, and see him disappear into the house.

Allison is going to be disappointed. I know she will, but I’m beyond thrilled, because I know where he lives now. I’ll know the sound of his voice when imagining him whispering seductive words into my ear. Best of all, I know his name. And it’s one of my favorites, more so now than ever before. I wait until I’m at the end of the block before I stop biting my bottom lip long enough to try it on for size.

“Tim.”
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Chapter Two
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“We finally made it,” Allison says after parking her car. She glances over at me and smiles. “We’re top of the food chain. Remember how terrified we were our first day as freshmen?”

“I’ve blocked it out,” I say, already scanning the school parking lot.

“This is a moment to remember,” Allison replies dramatically. “We’re seniors now. Every single day will bring us closer to college. We’re practically grownups!”

“I’m not in a rush,” I tell her when getting out of the car, because there are goals I would like to meet first. Like kissing another human being who isn’t a relative. Or my best friend. But that was only practicing and definitely didn’t count!

“I can’t wait,” Allison says. “I’m ready to be out on my own.”

My own problems recede long enough for me to shoot her a sympathetic wince. Allison’s home life is far from ideal. I worry about that. A lot. Especially the way she tends to shrug it off, like now. She sees my concerned expression and chooses to misinterpret it. “I mean until we’re out on our own. And living together.” As if there was any doubt. We’ve practically had it all planned since that first day of freshman year. Which is how I know she’s intentionally deflecting. Especially when she adds, “Maybe by then it’ll be three of us living together.”

“Planning on getting knocked up?” I tease, even though I know exactly what she means. The ploy to distract me works. As we go inside and navigate the school hallways, my eyes dart from face to face, trying to find one with stunning silver eyes, but Tim continues to elude me. Allison and I set out to find our new lockers and discover that they are across the hall from one another this year. Which is perfect, since it means we’ll see each other between classes. The only one we have together is choir, and that’s not enough for either of us.

“I’m off to U.S. Government and Politics,” Allison says with a weary sigh. “Although I suppose it’s necessary if I’m to become president someday.”

“I’ll be in gym class,” I say, “which is bound to be useful in my career as a professional basketball player.” That’s pure sarcasm, of course, because I only reach five foot eight on a tape measure by standing up really really straight. And I’ve always sucked at sports. Maybe if our school offered horse racing as an elective, I would have made a good jockey. Assuming I didn’t fall off constantly. I’m not the most coordinated guy.

“I hope you get lucky,” Allison says with a broad smile.

I gasp as if scandalized. “Not on the first date!”

“You know what I mean,” she says. “See you at lunch!”

I do know. The potential has me buzzing. Tim might be in my gym class. Which will be absolute torture if he’s within range when I’m changing into the horrible school-issued athletic uniforms. I can hardly wait! For the first time in my life, I rush to the school gymnasium and am swiftly disappointed. I recognize a few faces—other freaks and losers that I’ll cluster close to for safety—but none of them are my dream guy.

On the way to my second period literature class, I search the halls with an earnestness only matched by a parent seeking a missing child. My gaze lingers on some of the more handsome boys, because I’m only human. And not married to anyone yet. Although I’m not against the idea if Tim insists. I soon regret not being more discreet when I notice Bryce, the biggest jerk in our school in both size and attitude. Irritatingly enough, he’s also extremely attractive. Bryce is one of the popular kids. He’s on the football team and has always looked older than he really is, like he’s already in college. I didn’t run into him over the summer, thankfully, but that lowered my immunity to his beefy muscles that have all too often drawn my attention. Like now.

“Look who it is!” Bryce says, having caught my stare. “It’s Ben Dover.” That is definitely not my last name. It’s a dumb joke. Bryce jostles one of his friends. “Hey guys, don’t drop the soap!”

I close my eyes and release a long drawn-out sigh before stopping to address him. “Those insults aren’t compatible,” I say. “You accuse me of bending over while also taking advantage of anyone who does the same. How would that work exactly? Do you think gay people bump their butts together when having sex?”

Bryce’s strong brow furrows up. “Huh?” He’s always been dumb as a rock. And just as brutal. “Are you making fun of me?” he says, taking a step forward while clenching a fist.

“I was trying to help you make fun of me more effectively,” I say, already walking away, because I might be recklessly brave at times, but I’m not suicidal.

“Hey, fuck you!” Bryce shouts after me. I don’t respond, which is probably why he feels the need to add, “Fag!”

That’s the shitty thing about my situation. Not that assholes exist. My dad assures me that they’re something to contend with at any age. He’s been great about coaching me on how to deal with them. My dad says it’s best to not let them see you react, no matter how they make you feel on the inside. But it bothers me that everyone knows the truth. I already came out of the closet. Or was outed, depending on how you look at it. Which I don’t regret exactly, but I got all the drawbacks with none of the benefits. Case in point...

When you’re younger, your social circles aren’t as defined. Learning that someone in your class has an exciting new video game or whatever can be enough motivation to fish for a sleepover invitation. It was on one such occasion that I first messed around with a guy. We played video games for most of the evening. After his parents went to sleep, he took out a nudie magazine hidden between his mattress and box spring. My initial excitement was replaced by disappointment when it offered only naked women.

“Where are all the men?” I had asked rather cluelessly.

I still remember how the guy looked at me as if I was crazy.

“It’s not like a porno,” he’d replied. “Check her out! Have you ever seen boobs that big?”

I’m always surprised that guys care about such things. To me it would be like going around and sizing up everyone’s ears to find the largest pair. Now when it comes to pecs, yeah, that makes sense! And of course, as I would learn that night, size could be exciting in other ways.

“Pretty hot, huh?” the guy had said, nodding at the open magazine. “The only problem is that it’s hard to jack off when your hands are full.”

I wasn’t completely naïve, even back then. I knew perfectly well that it’s easy to hold a magazine one-handed. Just fold the cover back. But luckily, I held my tongue long enough for him to suggest a solution.

“But I guess if we helped each other... And took turns. That would work. Right?”

“Let’s find out!”

And we did. Sort of. He wanted to go first, meaning I had to do all the work. Which was fine with me, even when he finished and became theatrically sleepy. “Maybe in the morning,” he’d promised. “I’m really tired.”

“Yeah, me too,” I’d replied, lying awake half the night before sneaking off to lock myself in the bathroom. That wasn’t the last time. Not with him. Or a few others, because word began to spread, and I was willing to do more than just use my hands. For a horny teenager, I was in absolute heaven. Even though the encounters were always one-sided, they helped me come to terms with myself, the emotional and physical impulses melding together into one simple concept: I’m gay. Rather foolishly, I thought those other guys would appreciate me clueing them in, like a course map sent from the finish line. I told each of them in turn, expecting to see their faces light up with the same realization.

Instead the opposite happened. No more sleepover invitations. My calls went unanswered. I was a ghost in the halls when they saw me at school. Then the rumors began to spread, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to pretend that I’m not gay. The cat was already out of the bag. I figured if there was a chance of finding someone like me, that it paid to advertise. So I came out. Whenever people made the accusation, I proudly confirmed it. "Yes, that’s right, I’m gay. So what?” Which is how I became Ben Dover. Bengay. Butt-fuck Ben. I’ve heard them all. And for the most part, I try not to care. But it sucks anyway, because there should have been a silver lining. Some shy guy who approached me when no one else was looking to say, “Are you really? Because I am too.”

My throat feels raw as I enter my Spanish class. I just want someone to love. So how come I get so much hate? I think of Tim again, a flame rekindling in my heart as I take a seat. I watch the door, hoping to see him enter. I’ve been thinking about his mom’s accent, which sounded Hispanic. And assuming that Tim can already speak the language, what teenager wouldn’t want the easy A? But alas, my rainbow dreams are too big for such a small gray classroom. The teacher shows up, shutting the door behind her, and with it, one more chance to find the companionship I so desperately crave.

— — —
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Allison has good news for me when we meet in the school cafeteria for lunch.

“I saw him!”

I grab her shoulders and attempt to throttle the information out of her.

“What? When? Where?”

She laughs and twists sideways to escape my grip. “In the same hallway as our old biology class. That has to be a sign.”

“I’d like it even better if it was chemistry,” I say with a grin. “What was he doing? And wearing? Did he seem like he was looking for anyone? As in me?”

She averts her gaze before glancing around for a table. “Where are we going to sit this year?”

“Same place as always,” I say dismissively. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Allison sighs. “Tim wasn’t alone. He was walking with Stacy and Darryl.”

I groan, because they’re two of the popular kids. As in, the most popular. Darryl looks like a toad, and if his family wasn’t filthy rich, would probably be at the bottom of the social pecking order like we are. Stacy is a drop-dead gorgeous brunette who is dating Bryce, but unlike her big dumb ox of a boyfriend, she’s viciously smart. And an overachiever. She used to give Allison hell, back before we both learned to avoid their clique.

“Maybe they were picking on him,” I suggest, already knowing it can’t be true. 

“Sorry,” Allison says in sympathy as we begin walking toward our usual table. “Maybe he’ll figure out that they’re terrible people. You could be the one to tell him.”

“Yeah, you’re right!” I say, perking up again. I have a million horror stories I could share with Tim. Nobody in their right mind would still be friends with those jerks after learning the truth. Unless he’s cut from the same cloth.

“Of course, that means you’ll actually have to talk to him,” Allison presses.

“What should I do, go to his house after school as a concerned citizen?”

“If that’s what it takes,” she says. “Or maybe you’ll have a class together. You’ve got three more chances.” She’s fighting down a smile as we sit across from each other. “I umm... might have gotten lucky. Guess who chose to sit next to me in calculus?”

“Was it Tim?” I ask with a straight face.

“No! You have a one-track mind. It was Ronnie.”

I play dumb. “Who?”

Allison arches one of her eyebrows. “You know who he is. You had a crush on him too.”

Which still stings a little, because Allison had ended up dating him sophomore year. Not that I had a chance in hell. Ronnie is straight. He wasn’t one of the guys I messed around with. But that’s when it started to feel weird, because Allison had finally landed her first boyfriend, which convinced me that I would too. And yet, here I am, hopelessly single while she’s gone on to date other guys, my envy increasing with each.

“I thought Ronnie was too immature for you,” I say.

“He was. And maybe he still is.” Allison smirks and shakes her head. “But you should see the boy, because he has gotten fine as hell!”

“He was always hot,” I say with a sigh. Then I force a smile, wanting to support my best friend. “So what do you think? Are you going to make a move? Or give him another chance?”

We discuss the possibility before moving on to other subjects until the end of lunch. Tim isn’t in the following period, and I don’t really expect to see him in choir—although I’m sure he’d be a baritone—so anticipation is high when I reach my final class of the day, physics. Instead of individual desks, wide tables seat two. I watch the door, the chair next to mine remaining empty. It soon becomes one of the only available seats. Which I don’t take personally, because this is perfect. I can already imagine meeting Allison after school and getting to say, “I got lucky too!”

I’m still watching the door when someone I recognize finally shows up. My stomach sinks as a gangly guy with red hair stumbles on his way inside, his eyes filled with anxiety as he surveys the classroom. Danny seems relieved when noticing the empty seat next to me.

“Hi, Ben,” he says, clutching a backpack with two loose straps to his chest. “Can I sit here?”

“Yeah, of course,” I assure him, trying to hide my disappointment.

Danny drops his backpack on the table, the chair scraping loudly across the floor as he sits. I don’t have anything against him. He’s a fellow outcast, like me, although for different reasons. Danny is socially awkward. And he’s weird. I stare as he takes out a ridiculous number of pens and pencils and begins arranging them into rows. He notices me watching him.

“Did you have a good summer?” he asks.

“No,” I say, even though it was fine.

“Me neither,” Danny says with a sigh.

“What happened to your backpack?” I ask, pushing it and the loose straps pointedly toward his side of the table.

“Bryce grabbed it in the hall and swung me around.” Danny is rubbing his nose. “I hit the wall and it really hurt. So I’m just going to carry it from now on.”

“That guy is an asshole,” I mutter.

Danny’s head whips left and right, like he’s worried about getting in trouble for the foul language. Then he cackles. “Yeah, he really is! Bryce is a total idiot. I bet he’s got a super low GPA. The lowest in the whole school.” Which of course is a segue to Danny’s favorite subject. He’s always been grade-obsessed, competitively slamming his pencil down at the end of each test and quiz before looking around with gleeful pride. Which is annoying, sure, but I don’t get why people like him sink to the bottom while Bryce, Darryl, and the other jerks rise to the top. I try to imagine an alternate reality where people care more about the valedictorian than the prom queen and pep rallies are held before the chess club’s big game. As fond as I am of muscles, I’d willingly go without to be a part of that world.

So maybe Tim isn’t the guy for me. I glance at Danny. I don’t find him attractive. Nor do we have much in common. I’ve never been tempted to hang out with him after school. Am I just as bad as the rest of them? Prioritizing a handsome face instead of caring about the substance beneath? I’d be willing to find out what kind of person Tim is, if given the opportunity. I promise myself, the next time I see him, to finally make it happen. I picture myself waving him down while he’s mowing the lawn, just so I can introduce myself. If he’s the kind of guy I need him to be, Tim won’t mind. He’ll love me for it.

At the end of class, I meet Allison by her locker before we head outside. I’m searching the dispersing crowds when I finally see him. Allison does too. She nudges me before noticing that I’m already looking across the parking lot to where a group of popular kids are gathered around a sleek black sports car. Bryce, Stacy, Darryl, and yeah, Tim. He’s got this victorious grin on his face, like he’s just won the lottery, and I suppose he has. I’m certain he didn’t go to our school before—I’d bet my life on it—and yet on his first day he already ranks among the elite. I don’t question why. You’ve gotta be hot or rich to be popular, and I’m pretty sure he’s both. I watch Tim unlock the door to a sports car that sure looks new before he steps aside so the others can check out the interior. Even now, at a distance and surrounded by people I despise, I still find him incredibly attractive. When a thin blond girl named Krista bounds across the parking lot and grabs his arm, I’m not the least bit surprised.

“Oh well,” I say with a sigh. “It was a nice fantasy. I’ll add him to the list of all my other imaginary ex-boyfriends.”

“Give it time,” Allison says. “Once he figures out that his new friends are bastards, he’ll need a shoulder to cry on. And it’ll be yours.”

I appreciate her attempt to lift my spirits, but it’s way too late for that. “He’s one of them,” I say, turning toward her car. “Even if he was gay—which obviously isn’t true—he’d never notice someone like me.”

“He’d be crazy not to!” Allison says in shock. “I still think you should talk to him.”

“You don’t get it!” I growl. “You can flirt with any guy in this school without having to worry about getting punched in the face. It’s really freaking hard, okay?”

She looks wounded, but only momentarily. “And you don’t get what it’s like to be me,” she says, placing a hand over her heart. “Not entirely. There are plenty of guys who refuse to date a black girl. Which sucks. Especially when it’s someone I actually like. But I’d rather know upfront who they are than experiencing that gut-punch of disappointment later. Wouldn’t you?”

I look back to where I last saw Tim. He’s holding open the passenger-side door of his car. Krista clutches her hands together as if charmed before climbing inside. All I can do is swallow against the lump in my throat.

“Sorry,” I say, turning to Allison. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. Of course you understand.”

“Maybe I don’t,” she says, her tone sympathetic as she draws me in for a hug. “I get frustrated too. On your behalf, as corny as that sounds.”

“Same here,” I say, squeezing her before we let go. “Does this mean you’ll remain celibate until college so I don’t have to feel sorry for myself anymore?”

“I don’t love you that much,” she teases. “C’mon. Let’s go hang out at my place until my dad gets home.”

“All right.” I decide to leave my self-pity behind. So some hot guy who is out of my league turned out to be straight. Big deal! Life goes on.

And yet, before getting into the car, I can’t help but sneak one final peek. My heart skips a beat when I do, because I swear he’s looking in my direction. I’m absolutely certain he is when Bryce nudges him, points at me, and says something I can’t hear. But I can guess. Tim stares a second longer before his new friends distract him again. I watch him get into his car as the others disperse, and despite all evidence to the contrary—even though it’s Krista sitting in the passenger seat instead of me—I still want him to be the guy that I’ve been waiting for.
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Chapter Three
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I’m pretty sure the universe hates me. The first week of school wasn’t great. Instead of having to search for Tim, it’s like he’s being dangled in front of me. I keep seeing him in the halls, Krista perpetually wrapped around one of his arms. Which I can’t even hate her for, since I would happily do the same. I decided not to go walking at night over the weekend, certain I would see them jogging together or something equally insufferable. I hung out with Allison instead, which was nice, even though she keeps talking about Ronnie. Who admittedly, has indeed gotten much hotter. She made us go to the fast food restaurant where he works so I could see for myself. And he did look very presentable in his work uniform. I was crazy about his mischievous smile and milk chocolate skin back in freshman year, not that I stood a chance then or now. Ronnie clearly has a thing for Allison, so it’s only a matter of time. I’m happy for her. Even though I’ll soon be the third wheel on their bicycle of love.

My nerves were strained further when she called on Monday morning to tell me her car had broken down. Again. She’s been getting a ride with her dad ever since. I refuse to take the bus, or have my mom drop me off, so I’m back on my skates. I’m really getting the hang of them too. I still have to slam into a wall or some other solid object when needing to stop, but I hardly fall down at all anymore. Showing up to school windblown and kind of sweaty isn’t ideal. I miss singing with my best friend each morning. But hey, I’ve nearly convinced myself that life is good, even with a lonely heart. Although I do wish the universe would stop testing me.

I’m sitting in Spanish class when a complete stranger walks through the door.

“Hello class,” the man says, peering at us through the glasses on his nose. “I’m afraid your usual teacher, Señora umm...” He flips through papers on her desk before looking to us for help. Nobody says a thing, of course. “Anyway, she’s had a bit of a medical emergency, so I’ll be stepping in for the time being. My name is Señor Langdon.” He looks young, reminding me more of the student teachers who sit in on classes to learn the trade, rather than an experienced substitute. Either way, like sharks smelling blood in the water, the class begins to turn on him.

“Is she dead?” a girl asks. “Or dying?”

“Not at all,” Señor Langdon assures her. “I’m sure she’ll be back before you know it.”

“Unless she has prostate cancer,” a guy supplies helpfully.

Señor Langdon raises an eyebrow at this. “That would be an excellent starting point for a lecture on human anatomy, which is sorely needed, it would seem. Unfortunately for you, this is Spanish class. Now then, Señora uh...”

“Vega,” I say, deciding that I already like him.

“Thank you!” Señor Langdon says, perking up. “Señora Vega is quite organized in her lesson planning, so you should still be on track by the time she returns. So if you’ll please take out your books and turn to page thirty-eight, we’ll get started. Interpersonal relationships are the theme. Each of you will choose a partner and write a short dialog, four lines each.”

The class doesn’t go as it normally would. A substitute always increases the temptation to misbehave, so when pairs of students are called to the front of the class to perform, the conversations are much sillier than usual. Señor Langdon rolls with this rather than scolding anyone, and it’s actually kind of fun. When a snickering girl says that she’s going to marry a circus clown, Señor Langdon steps in to ask what skills her fiancé has and introduces new vocabulary, like the Spanish term for balloon animal. Which has us all laughing. The grin slides off my face when Darryl and another guy are called to the front of the class.

“I heard you are getting married soon,” his partner says in Spanish.

“Yes,” Darryl replies with an exaggerated lisp. “To a man. I am a—" Darryl shakes his head and reverts to English. And his normal voice. “Sorry, sir. What’s the Spanish term for homosexual?”

“Homosexual,” Señor Langdon says, pronouncing the word differently than I’m used to hearing it.

“Thank you,” Darryl replies cordially. Then, reverting to Spanish—and the lispy voice—he says, “I am a homosexual.”

People laugh around me. And look in my direction.

“Settle down,” Señor Langdon says warningly. He nods at Darryl and his partner. “Let’s hear the rest.”

“Will your parents be at the wedding?” his partner asks.

“No!” Darryl places the tips of his fingers to his mouth in a way that’s a caricature of femininity. “They don’t get along with my boyfriend.”

“Why is that?” his partner asks in Spanish.

“Because my father called him a—” Darryl scrunches up his face, as if deep in thought, before addressing the teacher again. “Excuse me, sir.” His eyes dart to mine and away again. “What’s the best translation for the word faggot?”

“I’ll give you a hint,” Señor Langdon replies dryly. “It sounds an awful lot like detention.”

Darryl manages to appear convincingly surprised. “I only wanted to explain that my father was cruel to my boyfriend. Señora Vega always talks about the importance of learning colloquial Spanish.”

I sigh inwardly. Unlike his buddy Bryce, Darryl isn’t stupid. Which makes him dangerous in a completely different way.

“It still doesn’t seem appropriate to me,” Señor Langdon says, “but I suppose, for the sake of this exercise, you can use the term mariposa.”

“As in my father called him a mariposa? Am I pronouncing that right?” Darryl’s eyes meet mine. He doesn’t look away again. “Mariposa,” he repeats.

“Your pronunciation could use some work,” Señor Langdon says coldly. “Sit down. Both of you. Who’s next?”

My hand shoots up. My partner is taken aback, but I don’t care. Blood is pounding in my ears as we walk to the front of the class.

“I met a nice girl at the church who I think you would like,” my partner says in Spanish.

“No thanks,” I reply, having to improvise, which takes a lot, because this isn’t my best subject. “I am a homosexual.”

“All right,” Senior Langdon says with a sigh. “Very funny.”

“It’s not a joke!” I snap.

Señor Langdon considers me a moment. Then he nods. “Continue.”

“Umm...” my partner says, since I’ve gone off script.

“My parents love me,” I say in Spanish, my voice cracking. “And so does my boyfriend.”

The class is completely silent until my partner runs with one of the lines we had planned. “Then I’ll have you both over for dinner.”

“Please let me know when,” I finish lamely.

“A much better use of the subject matter,” Señor Langdon says with a nod of approval.

My face is burning with indignation as I return to my seat. I glare openly at Darryl, who is wearing a serene smile. “Mariposa,” he mouths almost inaudibly as I pass.

I continue to hear the slur after class. I already know that it’ll accompany me the rest of the year. They can add it to the pile. I don’t care. Or at least, I don’t want to.

My heart is heavy at the end of the school day. I feel beaten down, despite my defiance, like a dog snarling and barking at the end of its chain. I start to question if it’s worth fighting anymore. Maybe I should switch schools. Stay in the closet. Allison could come with me and be my fake girlfriend. I’m seriously tempted. I could finish my senior year anonymously instead of being a constant target. But I can’t. It’s just not in me. And it wouldn’t be fair to my best friend, who has to deal with racist shit without being able to hide who she is, even if she wanted to. So I won’t either. Fuck the haters!

I keep Allison company until her dad comes to pick her up, ignoring the way he glares at me. Then I walk with my skates to the edge of the parking lot and continue down a sidewalk, making sure I’m clear of the school before I sit to pull them on. I might be proud of who I am, but I don’t need to give my detractors fresh material to work with, and there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’ll fall when getting to my feet. I don’t today. But I do decide to be someone different, just for a little while, to get it out of my system. I head in the opposite direction of my house, wandering into an unfamiliar neighborhood. I skate around while choosing the house I want to live in, pretending that I’ve already graduated from college. I’ve begun my career as a marine biologist—an occupation that has never appealed to me, but that’s the point. And while I’m out there saving the whales or whatever, maybe I’ll see someone lost at sea, a handsome and sweet guy clinging to the last vestiges of his sunken ship. I’ll rescue him of course, and he’ll insist on taking me out to dinner in gratitude.

I let myself slow and gently collide with a tree to stop, all while shaking my head. I’m hopeless. I know who I am and what I want. People can hate me for that. It won’t make a difference. They can lock me up somewhere, or beat me to a pulp, but it won’t change how I feel inside. I’m going to love someone or die trying. That’s a real possibility because I have a brave heart that refuses to be silenced. Anyone who makes the attempt is in for one hell of a fight.

I notice that the sun is beginning to sink and decide to go home. I’m feeling a lot better by the time I near my own neighborhood. High school might be a bust, but college is where people experiment and figure out who they really are. I’ll be there to assist any confused straight guys, and after I’ve blown through enough of them (ha!), chances are that I’ll find a pearl among the oysters—another frustrated gay guy like me who is ready for love. My soaring spirits take a tumble when I notice someone jogging on the paved path ahead of me. It’s him. Of course it is. Tim’s alluring arms are on full display, thanks to the sleeveless shirt, and his butt looks ridiculously pert tucked into the tight nylon shorts he wears. These details annoy me more than they tempt me. It doesn’t help that we’re in the same park where I first saw him. The very place where this stupid obsession began.

My instinct is to stop somehow and turn around, so I can take a longer route home to avoid him. Then again, why should I? I’m tired of making concessions for people who have already inherited the earth. Movies and TV shows are full of heterosexual couples. Their love is celebrated in song and immortalized in art. They can hold hands in public, kiss each other without being attacked, and don’t have to fear being fired from their jobs or rejected by their families for responding to their natural urges. So why do they unleash so much grief on people like me when they already have it all? How petty can you get? Like a king who resents the patch of strawberries growing behind a peasant’s hut, when he gorges himself on a feast three times a day. Or exactly like the stupid popular kids—high school royalty—who give the rest of us shit when they should be the most benevolent of all, since they’ve got it easy. But no, the ones on top always kick at those beneath them, not wanting to share the sunlight, even though there’s plenty to go around.

I’m done. I don’t care how hot Tim is, or how bad I still want him. He makes me hate that side of myself. I wish I could switch it off, so I don’t have to feel it for the wrong person, but I can’t. And it pisses me off. I tuck my arms close to my body before lowering myself to pick up speed. The world refuses to make room for me? Fine. I’ll cut my own path.

“Get out of my way!” I growl.

Tim looks over his shoulder. Then he turns to face me, his silver eyes widening with panic. He’s blocking the path and getting closer by the second. I want him to scurry out of my way in fear, but he seems frozen in place.

“Uh oh!” I say, my arms beginning to pinwheel. “Watch out!”

Tim tries to dive into the grass, but it’s too late. I slam into his side just as he leaps, sending him twirling through the air before I lose track. I’ve bounced off him and am rolling backwards. My skates finally leave the pavement, where I fall onto my rump.

“FUCK!”

I wince, expecting to hear a barrage of insults. Instead the swearing continues, seemingly without direction.

“Shit, shit, shit! Aw man... Damn it!”

I scramble onto my hands and knees, so I can see what became of him. A slope on one side of the paved path leads down to a narrow drainage ditch. Tim is near the bottom, rocking back and forth on his butt while holding one of his legs aloft.

“Sorry!” I cry. “Wait right there. I’ll help you!”

I manage to stand but my skates slip on the grass and I lose my balance. I slide down the slope until I end up on my back next to him.

“My hero,” Tim grumbles, his eyes widening as I take off the bike helmet that makes me look like a mushroom, but I figure it’s better than turning myself into Bryce by accident. “Holy shit!” he says in shock. “You’re the gay stalker!”

My mouth falls open. “The what?”

“Nothing,” Tim says with a shake of his head. “I mean the night stalker.”

That’s not much better, but I don’t get the chance to tell him, because he winces in pain and groans. I notice the blood dripping down the leg he’s still gripping. How did he get so hurt? We both fell on soft grass. Unless a bone snapped on his way down and pushed through his skin.

“Did you break something?” I ask.

“Huh-uh,” Tim says. “Feels more like a sprain.”

“With that much blood?”

He seems to notice something. I follow his gaze to a jagged rock sticking out of the grass.

“Oh,” I say with a guilty swallow.

“It’s just a scrape. I’ll be fine.”

I watch him lower the leg experimentally, but as soon as his heel touches the ground, he lifts it back up again with a grimace. I’m making the same face in sympathy.

“Hold on,” I say, pulling at the straps of my Rollerblades. “I’ll help you up.”

“You’re the one who did this to me!” he shoots back.

“Yeah,” I say sheepishly as I unshoulder my backpack to get at my shoes, “but that was an accident.”

Tim’s brow furrows. “It sure didn’t look that way to me!”

And he sure looks handsome, even when wearing an incredulous expression. “Umm....” I say in my own defense. Smooth as always!

Tim has gone back to testing his leg anyway. I get my shoes on and hang my skates off my backpack, serenaded the entire time by whimpers of pain. “Maybe we should call an ambulance,” I suggest.

“No!’ Tim says with intense reluctance. “I’m fine! Just...” He hooks one of his arms, like he has it around an invisible man. That’s where I’m supposed to go. I’m staring at the empty space when he holds out his hand. “Help me up.”

I swallow, my own hand trembling slightly as I reach for his. His palm is soft when it slides across mine, but his grip is strong as he begins shifting his weight. I lean back, using leverage to pull him to his feet and imagine what would happen if I yanked so hard that he tumbled into my arms. I’m brought back to reality when Tim shakes off my hand and slings an arm around my shoulders.

“Just get me back to the path,” he says. “I’ll be all right.”

Except it isn’t that easy because he can only use one leg and has to hop up the slope, even with me supporting him. The first time he starts to slip, I wrap my arm around his torso, my hand ending up on his stomach, but thankfully I don’t lose myself in another fantasy. After a struggle, and more swearing from Tim, we make it back to level ground.

“You can let go of me now,” he says pointedly.

“I don’t think I can,” I tell him, and I mean it. I’m not trying to be a creep. “Your house isn’t far away if we cut across the park, but you can’t hop there on your own.”

Tim is looking at me funny. Oh. Right. I don’t have a good excuse for knowing where he lives. All I can do is offer an encouraging smile. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah,” Tim murmurs. “Straight to the cops.”

My face is burning as we begin lurching toward our destination. Now that we’re on even ground, I’m painfully aware of everywhere our bodies connect. The bare skin of his bicep is pressed against the back of my neck. Tim’s shirt has pulled away from his waist, my pinky and ring finger touching warm naked flesh. I like the way he smells, and how his sweat is soaking into my clothes to join mine. I’m going to lock myself away after this and never show my face in public again, because I’m more of a monster than I realized, but for now, I can’t help but revel in being this close to him. Although when I glance over and see the grimace etched onto his face, it’s enough of a cold shower for me to say, “I’m really sorry. I suck at skating. I haven’t got the whole stopping thing down yet.”

His silver eyes dart over to mine and away again. “I’ve noticed,” he says. “You’re a lethal weapon on those things.”

Right. This isn’t the first time I’ve run him off the path. And that means he remembers me from at least one of those night-time jogs. For better or worse.

“It really was an accident,” I say, wanting to assure him that I’m not completely insane. “I’ll wear sleigh bells while skating from now on, so people can hear me coming.”

Tim snorts in amusement, which delights me more than it should. “This way?” he asks when we reach a shallow row of trees.

“Yeah,” I say with a squirm. “Your street is the next one over.”

“Uh-huh,” he replies, tightening his grip on me as he hops across last year’s fallen leaves. “What else do you know about me?”

“Your name,” I admit. “Do you know mine?”

He’s quiet for a moment. “A version of it.” 

That’s my confirmation. He’s definitely heard all about me from his new friends. I might as well run with it. “Most people call me ‘that gay guy’ or ‘what are you lookin’ at homo’ or on a good day, ‘hey, there goes the fag.’ Take your pick.”

He scowls as we maneuver around a tree. The expression remains. I bet he can’t wait to get away from me. “I thought your name was Benjamin,” he says at last.

“Almost,” I reply, ignoring the pitter-patter of my heart. “Well, I mean, yeah, technically it is but—”

“Hey!” Tim interrupts. “You weren’t kidding!”

I glance up. The trees have thinned out enough to see the backyard of someone’s house.

“That’s our fence over there,” Tim says, hopping toward it so fast that I struggle to keep up. I regret suggesting the shortcut. A little more time with him would have been nice. Especially considering the steep price it’ll cost me. When his friends learn about this, I’ll never hear the end of it.

“Have you lived here long?” I ask, wanting to at least confirm my theories.

“You mean you don’t already know?” he teases.

I laugh. “I’ve never seen you around before so...”

“We moved here during the summer,” Tim says.

“From where?” I ask.

He glances at the horizon, orienting on the setting sun before he jerks his head to the right. “About a twelve-hour drive that way.”

“Oh. That’s far!”

“Yeah. But I could still make it there on my own.”

“Do you want to go back?”

“Sometimes,” he says. “But not really.”

Once in his driveway, we avoid the stairs leading up to the front door by circling around them through the yard.

“Your parents are going to adore me,” I say sarcastically.

“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “They’re out of town.”

“Really?” My guilt intensifies, because this type of situation is when I want my parents the most. My dad for the practical stuff, like bandaging up a booboo, and my mom for the love and comfort she always provides. They can play either role, and have, but that’s been my preference ever since I was little. “Both of them are gone?”

“Yup,” Tim says, pulling at a beaded chain around his neck. The really basic kind made up of linked balls, like what Army nametags usually hang from, except his has a key at the end. He attempts to brace himself against the front of the house before giving up and handing it to me. I unlock the door and push it open.

“Nice meeting you, Benjamin,” Tim says, grabbing the door frame and hopping out of my grasp. “Make sure you get those sleigh bells, and if you’re really good, maybe Santa will make you one of his reindeer.”

“Wait!” I say, “I can’t leave you on your own!”

“Sure you can,” Tim says. “I’ll be fine. See ya.”

“Okay.” The door swings shut and I’m on my own again. “But for the record, it’s just Ben,” I murmur.

I’m about to leave when I hear a crashing sound. And then more swearing. How am I supposed to walk away from that? Especially when he’s all by himself.

“This is ridiculous,” I say after opening the front door. “You need my help!”

I glance around and then down at the floor, where Tim is lying on his side. A small decorative table is next to him along with the ceramic shrapnel of a former vase.

“Yeah, all right,” he says with a sigh. “Just get me to the couch.”

“I hope that wasn’t expensive,” I say, because even a quick glance around has convinced me that his family is wealthy. The entryway is grand, the height spanning both floors. Stairs lead up to a landing that merges with a hallway. I can see a spacious living room in the direction Tim was attempting to go, and the pristine white couch that was probably his goal.

“Back on your feet,” I say, pulling on both his hands this time. Tim catches himself on the wall once up and resumes his struggle. I follow him into a living room that reminds me of the decorating magazines my mom reads. She’s the type of interior designer who likes to incorporate the personality of her clients into her work, so they are represented in their surroundings. Everything here feels too prim and proper and in its place. Like there isn’t much actual living that goes on. To be fair, Tim’s family hasn’t been here long. And they have good taste. Although I’m already eyeing the couch with unease.

“I don’t think blood is a good accent color for this room,” I say.

“Huh?” Tim replies. “Oh. Good call. Grab a blanket or something, will ya?”

I prop him against the wall and follow his instructions to a basket of neatly folded blankets. I spread one over the couch before helping him reach it. Tim sinks into the cushions with a sigh of relief.
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