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Chapter One

 


I am untouchable. When I’m
like this—just a shadow, just a ghost, just a whisper on the
breeze—nothing can get close enough to drag me down. I feel
invincible, which is why I find myself returning to this high over
and over again. Feet tapping pavement, each a brief reconnection
with the earth before I continue to fly. Even the wind can’t keep
up as my arms pump, as the sweat abandons my brow, as I find
perfect stillness in the midst of so much motion. Somehow, while
running, I manage to stop time. Silence. Solitude. Nothing can
touch me here, and yet… lately I find myself wanting to be
touched.

Kelly Phillips blinked and
turned his head slightly. Part of him did so unwillingly because
this meant breaking the spell. Then again, the figure he saw out of
the corner of his eye summoned up another sort of magic. Jared was
running beside him—or more accurately, somewhat behind him. The
thick jaw that normally jutted to the side when he smiled was now
clenched in concentration. Jared’s fists were balled, his muscles
tense as he tried to catch up, to overcome and pass before they
reached the white finish line. Kelly almost laughed, but not
mockingly. Even with his face screwed up, his blue eyes bulging,
and his brown hair in disarray, Jared was handsome.

But he would never win. Not
like that, all tensed up and stomping the pavement. Why was Jared
trying so hard? Running was akin to gliding across water, sliding
between blades of air, letting the world fall behind and disappear.
Kelly sighed. Time to come back down to earth. Keeping an eye on
his friend, he slowed his pace, hating how heavy his legs felt as
gravity took hold once more. Jared noticed the advantage and gave
an extra burst of effort, but even then Kelly had to restrain
himself lest he win the race.

Jared reached the white
line first, leapt over it and spun around with an expression of
exhilaration. “Yes!” he shouted, pumping a fist in the air. Then he
bent over and placed hands on his knees, panting to catch his
breath.

Kelly came to a much more
controlled stop next to him, smiling as he too worked on refilling
his lungs. “Not bad,” he said.

“Not bad?” Jared looked up
in disbelief. “I beat your sorry ass, didn’t I?”

“This time,” Kelly said.
“Care for a rematch?”

Jared panicked. “No! Ha! No
way. We’ve trained enough, don’t you think?”

Kelly shrugged and glanced
around at the empty track. Classes were over for the day, most
students having wandered off to begin the weekend. The normally
chaotic high school campus was now serene. With the oppressive heat
of summer finally at an end, Kelly was happy to get his body
sweating in a more enjoyable fashion.

“We’re done here,” Jared
said. “I’ve got it nailed anyway. Right?”

Kelly eyed him. “You need
to loosen up. Let your arms and legs do what comes naturally
instead of trying to control them.”

“What comes naturally
to you,” Jared
said. After a pause, he added, “You let me win.”

Kelly fought down a smile.
“You would have pulverized anyone else on this track. That’s what
counts.”

“Then I’m glad we’re not
competing.” Jared grabbed the front of his shirt and started
agitating the fabric back and forth to cool his chest.

This sent a whiff of sweaty
air to Kelly’s nose, one that must have been filled with
pheromones, because it made him heady. “You’re going to own this
triathlon,” he breathed. “There’s no competition.”

Jared raised an eyebrow.
“Only because you opted out. Not that I’m complaining.”

“I’m not much of a
swimmer,” Kelly said dismissively.

“Neither am I. I’ve got
biking down. You’re right that no one is faster than us, but I’m
still worried about the swimming part.”

Kelly scoffed. “How many
times did you drag me to the pool this summer? I don’t remember any
lifeguards coming to your rescue. Despite your best
efforts.”

“You mean when I pretended
to drown?”

“When you treaded water
while shouting ‘help’ a few times. Very convincing.”

Jared grinned. “Seemed
smooth to me. It’s not my fault she didn’t take the
bait.”

Kelly didn’t smile in
return. The lifeguard had been a forty-something blonde woman with
ridiculously big breasts. A poor man’s Pamela Anderson. He was
pretty sure Jared hadn’t found her attractive and was only trying
to be funny, but even the idea that he could be straight had made
Kelly jealous. Still did. Of course Jared probably did like women.
He certainly talked about them enough. Kelly knew his own fantasies
were hopeless but that didn’t dispel the increasing hunger inside
of him.

“Wanna hit the showers?”
he asked.

“Okay.” Jared led the way
back to the main school building. As he walked, he seemed lost in
thought. They were entering the locker room before he spoke again.
“There’s this guy…”

This guy I like. Who I
really really like. My best friend, actually. Kelly fantasized Jared saying these words. He kept quiet,
just in case he’d turned psychic.

“He’s on the swim team,”
Jared said instead. “Supposed to be good. William
something-or-other.”

“That’s an unusual last
name,” Kelly replied.

Jared snapped his fingers.
“Townson. William Townson. You know who I mean?”

Kelly checked his memory,
coming up with a foggy image of a scrawny guy with a mop of blond
hair. “I think I had a class with him in seventh grade.”

“Oh,” Jared said. “Well
anyway, people keep saying he’s going to win the
triathlon.”

“Because he can dog
paddle?” Kelly rolled his eyes. “All the distance, all the speed,
happens during the cycling and track segments. Splashing around in
water doesn’t count for much.”

“But that’s how the race
starts,” Jared said. “What if he gets a big enough lead? They want
us to do twelve laps.”

“Twelve?” Kelly asked as
he opened his locker. “Wow.”

Jared nodded, leaning
against the locker next to his. “Exactly. That’s why I asked for
your help. I’ll need to make up for lost time in the final
stretch.”

“You’ll overtake him on
your bike.” Kelly allowed his eyes to dart downward. “You’ve got
strong legs.”

“Thanks, but get this:
During lunch, someone told me he bikes to school every single
day.”

Kelly stopped digging
around in his locker and turned to face him. “William?”

“Yeah.” Jared’s face was
surprisingly vulnerable, like a kid convinced he wasn’t getting the
toy he wanted for Christmas.

“Maybe William is fast in
the water,” Kelly said, “and maybe he likes riding his bike, but
you know how hard
running is. Remember when we first started out? How winded we’d get
even over the shortest distance? Make it through the first segment
of the triathlon and William will be a fish out of water. You’ll
breeze by him while he’s floundering on the pavement.”

Jared grinned. “I want that
trophy so fucking bad!”

Kelly smiled back. “It’s
already yours.”

Jared studied him a moment
longer, slammed his fist against a locker, and nodded. “It’s
already mine!”

Kelly kept smiling, shaking
his head as he slowly got undressed and Jared went to do the same.
His happy expression soon faded as he listened to what took place
behind him. The rustle of fabric as a shirt was pulled up. Shoes
thunking on the floor as each was kicked off. The gentle plop of
shorts hitting the ground. The sound of bare feet padding toward
the showers.

Kelly followed a moment
later but waited just long enough that the shower water was already
running. He wouldn’t look. Kelly never looked. Not even a peek.
Just the thought of Jared naked—water streaming over the curves of
his body—was enough to make the blood rush to Kelly’s cock. So he
didn’t glance over at Jared or even let himself think. Kelly willed
his mind to go numb and went about showering, not even
acknowledging how his own hands felt when soaping up his body or
rinsing out his short-cropped hair.

Kelly finished first and
got dressed slowly, facing his locker and not responding to
whatever joke Jared made when he returned from the showers. Only
when he heard the metallic grind of jeans zipping up did he allow
his shoulders to relax. Then he turned around.

“You all right?” Jared
asked, pulling on a T-shirt. “You always seem so tense after a run.
Maybe you need to jack off or something.”

Kelly raised an
eyebrow.

Jared leaned toward him,
put an open palm next to his mouth, and stage-whispered, “Everybody
does it!”

“Now I know why you take
so long in the shower.”

“Hey, I only do it in the
safety of my bedroom. I even wait until my parents are
asleep.”

Kelly smirked. “How very
considerate of you.”

“I think so.” Jared pulled
on a fresh pair of socks. “So what’s going on this
weekend?”

There was no doubt they
would spend it together. They had done so ever since Jared moved
into town last year. Only recently had things become complicated.
Now being with Jared was something he needed instead of
wanted.

“It’s family night,” Kelly
said. “Tomorrow… I don’t know. Just hang out, maybe make a night of
it. Want to crash at my place?”

Jared nodded curtly.
“Cool.”

“Cool,” Kelly echoed, even
though what he felt was closer to warmth. “Just promise me you
don’t ‘relieve tension’ once I’ve fallen asleep. If I roll over
into a sticky puddle, you’re sleeping on the floor from now
on.”

Jared laughed shamelessly
and shook his head. If only he knew the truth: For the past month,
Kelly had lain in bed with open eyes, staring into the dark and
waiting for Jared to fall asleep first. His intentions were more
innocent, or so he tried to convince himself. Kelly wasn’t horny
and seeking release. Maybe his infatuation had started with such
thoughts, but now what he wanted from Jared was more than just
physical. Although some emotions were best expressed that way.
Kelly knew he was playing with fire. Getting caught could change
everything. But if the stirring in his heart was anything to go by,
tomorrow night he would risk it all again.

— — —

On Saturday afternoon,
Kelly yawned his way through math homework. His parents sat to
either side of him at the kitchen table, his mother flipping
through a magazine, his father playing Mario Party on a Nintendo DS. All
these diversions were infinitely more appealing than typing numbers
into his cell phone’s calculator, but Kelly was nearly finished.
Then he’d be free to meet Jared and really start his
weekend.

That was the deal with his
parents. Get good grades and he was free to do whatever he wished.
No curfews, no tedious rules—just one responsibility that he was
expected to uphold. The same work ethic was shared by his
parents.

Doug the plumber and Laisha
the bankruptcy lawyer. An odd combination, but his parents shared
one thing in common: Both worked their asses off. They did so with
the weekend in mind. Every Friday evening, their cell phones were
turned off and remained that way until Monday morning, regardless
of emergencies. His mother had an assistant to deal with such
occurrences, and his father usually had a reliable apprentice or
two. The focus of the weekend was spending time
together.

This began with a night out
on Fridays. Kelly and his younger brother Royal weren’t obligated
to join in, but with their parents in high spirits and feeling
generous, neither liked to miss out. Last night had been okay. They
went to the cinema and watched Captain Jack Sparrow swagger around
the screen, but all Kelly could think about was how much Jared
gushed about the movie when he had seen it during the summer. He
had gone with a neighbor girl, referring to her as a date before
they actually went. Afterwards Jared had only talked about the
movie, never mentioning the girl. Kelly had felt relieved by that.
Encouraged even.

“Your aunt called,” Laisha
said. “She wants to know what you want for your
birthday.”

“Money,” Kelly answered
immediately, not taking his eyes off his homework.

“You haven’t given us many
ideas either,” his mother continued. “I miss those lists you’d make
when you were little. Always in alphabetical order.”

“I can still do that,”
Kelly replied. He thought a moment and glanced up. “Cash. Followed
by gold, money, stocks, and wealth.”

“Why do you need so much
money?” his father asked.

“I plan on blowing most of
it on horse races. The rest will go to booze and rent
boys.”

Doug paused his game and
raised an eyebrow. “Rent boys?”

“Male prostitutes,” Laisha
said, “and before you panic, he’s kidding.”

“I sure hope so,” Doug
replied. “Gay or not, our boy is too handsome to pay for
it.”

Kelly shook his head.
“Awkward. Thank you, but seriously… Awkward.”

“Then tell us what you
want,” his mother said.

“I’m saving up for a new
camera lens. I need to buy it myself, since there are complicated
technical details and compatibility issues to keep in
mind.”

“Then maybe we’ll take you
shopping for one,” Laisha said.

“Or how about a nice
disposable camera?” his father suggested. “You use them once and
drop them off at the drugstore. No fuss, no muss.”

Kelly ignored him and
addressed his mother. “Telephoto lenses are expensive, but maybe we
could combine my birthday and Christmas presents into
one.”

“You won’t be sad, having
nothing to open on one of those holidays?”

“Absolutely not,” Kelly
said. “This lens is all I need. Seriously!”

Laisha nodded to his
homework. “You just keep working hard and we’ll see.”

Kelly grinned at her and
returned his attention to the task at hand. He felt doubly
motivated now. An awesome birthday to look forward to at the end of
the month, and—after a few more equations—a weekend spent with
Jared. The second he was finished, he slammed the book shut,
grabbed his phone, and sent a quick text message to his friend. He
sat waiting for a response, watching his father lose himself in the
latest Super Mario game.

“I don’t get it,” Kelly
said. “You work as a plumber all week. Why do you want to play one
on the weekend?”

“Mario isn’t just a
plumber,” his father said, continuing to hammer buttons. “He’s
practically the patron saint of this family.”

“Speaking of false
religions,” Kelly said, “I’m going to ‘church’ tomorrow. Jared is
spending the night, so play along, okay?”

Laisha shook her head
disapprovingly. “He’s your best friend. You should tell him the
truth.”

“That I’m gay? You have no
idea how wrong that could go.”

“And yet you came out to
us,” his mother continued. “We could have kicked you out or taken
you to some quack of a doctor. So much could have gone wrong, but
you were brave and did the right thing anyway.”

Kelly sighed. “Because I
know you guys love me. The worst that happened is Dad couldn’t stop
laughing.”

“I kept picturing when you
were eight years old and dressed in drag for Halloween,” Doug said.
“I thought there would be more of that.”

“It wasn’t drag,” Laisha
said. “He wanted to be a nurse!”

“In a wig,” Kelly admitted
sheepishly. “I could have been a male nurse, but no. I insisted on
wearing nail polish too.”

“And lipstick.” His father
fought down a smile. “So many people that night complimented me on
my pretty daughter. I felt oddly proud. In fact, I haven’t felt as
proud of you since. Maybe Nurse Kelly should make a comeback.” When
his wife glared at him, he quickly returned his attention to his
game.

“Anyway,” Kelly said, “I
knew you guys would have my back. Jared doesn’t share that
obligation, and school is miserable enough without broadcasting my
personal life.”

“Eventually he’s going to
notice,” Laisha said. “Or someone else will when they see you
together. Lately it’s hard to miss.”

Before he could respond,
the phone chimed. Kelly grabbed it and read the text
message.

what are we
doing

Kelly searched for a good
idea but came up empty, so he went with the default.
The mall?

on my way

Kelly pocketed the phone.
As he stood, he saw his mother’s worried expression. “There’s
nothing to tell. We’re just friends.”

Laisha considered him.
“When I was in college, your father kept saying the same thing.
He’d show up at my dorm room day after day with a bouquet of
flowers, and he’d always say—”

“Flowers for my best
friend,” Doug said. “You looked terrified each time. Somehow it
worked though.”

“Yes, but all you needed
to do was tell me the truth. Instead of flowers, I wanted to hear
how you really felt about me.”

His father appeared
puzzled. “But you liked the flowers, didn’t you?”

“Not as much as I liked
you showing up. And I wasn’t terrified. I was excited. And
nervous.”

Kelly watched his mother’s
eyes shine at the memory. A little persistence and a bunch of
flowers. If only it could be that easy for him, strolling up to
Jared and thrusting out a bouquet of roses that communicated
everything he felt. Or better yet, forget the flowers. Kelly would
rather speak those three magical words. What a way to come out! No
careful explanations, no awkward questions afterwards. Just the
truth, spoken aloud, carrying countless implications in so few
syllables.

I love you.

— — —

Jared was easily
entertained. Kelly couldn’t remember ever seeing him yawn, even
near bedtime. Thank goodness, because this was their third trip to
the mall this month and November was still young. They strolled
through stores long-familiar to them both, eyes scanning inventory
that hadn’t changed since their last visit. Neither was looking to
buy, so they mostly just talked.

“I can’t believe you
brought that thing along,” Jared said.

“Why?” Kelly asked,
reaching for the camera that hung around his neck.

“It’s so
nerdy.”

“The camera is awesome.”
Kelly lifted it to his face and clicked the shutter. On the display
screen flashed an image of Jared looking annoyed. He’d add it to
the collection. Kelly lowered the camera slightly and glanced
around for inspiration. “Grab that dress and hold it
up.”

Jared appeared puzzled
before taking a dress off the rack. He held it away from him,
looking like a bullfighter wielding a black flag covered in
sequins.

“Hold it
against you,” Kelly
said.

“You’re crazy!” Jared
guffawed, but did what he was told. “You’re not going to take a
photo, are you?”

Contrary to his words,
Jared was clearly amused by the idea. He even flipped the hanger
over so it couldn’t be seen, holding the dress fabric right up to
his neck. Like Kelly, he had a runner’s build, meaning he was lithe
enough that the dress might actually fit him.

“Looking good,” Kelly said
as he snapped a few photos. “I think we might have found this
season’s top model!”

Jared jutted out his hip to
appear more feminine. After a couple more photos, he reached for
the camera. “Your turn.”

“Not a chance,” Kelly
said, taking a step back. “My drag days are firmly behind
me.”

Jared snorted. “Just as
well. You know you can’t compete.”

“You’re probably
right.”

One of the salesclerks gave
them the evil eye, so they put the dress back, left the store, and
headed out to the mall corridor. Kelly flipped through preview
images on the camera as they walked. One was a close-up of Jared’s
face, and for once he didn’t look annoyed. Damn that smile was
gorgeous!

“Stop messing with that
thing,” Jared hissed.

Kelly glanced up at him,
then followed his gaze to a group of girls coming toward them. Not
wanting to embarrass his friend, he slung the camera around to his
side where it stood out less. Jared started strutting just as the
girls were passing, his head turning to follow them. Then he
pretended an invisible force was dragging him backward, like a
hooked fish. After hopping on one foot a couple of times, he winked
and resumed walking normally.

The girls giggled. Kelly
turned away from them with a grimace. Nothing confused him more
than the fairer sex. Did their giggles mean they thought Jared was
stupid? Were they mocking him? Or, like Kelly, perhaps they found
his antics more adorable than embarrassing.

“You’ve got to work on
your moves,” Kelly said once the girls were out of
earshot.

“They liked me,” Jared
said, oozing confidence. “Besides, I didn’t see you
trying.”

“I let the ladies come to
me.” Kelly instantly hated himself for pretending. He should be
brave like his mother kept insisting he was. Besides, what did he
have to gain by playing straight? If Jared was interested in him,
this little charade would send the wrong signal. Coming out would
be more strategic. That way Jared could do the same and they could
finally admit the truth to each other.

Yeah, right. Kelly sighed.
He already knew the truth. Jared was straight. There wasn’t a
chance in hell they could be together, but in the meantime, at
least he could pretend. As long as he never gave Jared an
opportunity to shoot him down, Kelly could keep dancing with his
own delusions.

“Sorry, man,” Jared said,
mistaking the reason for his exasperation. “I was only kidding.
Besides, who am I to talk? When’s the last time I got any
action?”

Kelly grinned. “When your
cousin tried to kiss you.”

Jared winced. “Don’t remind
me.”

They both laughed, but as
they kept walking, Kelly glanced over at Jared and wondered why his
friend was always single. Sure he had sort of a big nose and his
forehead was often a battleground for acne, but past these
imperfections, he was downright fine. If the ladies couldn’t see
that, it was their loss.

“Hey, we never go in
there,” Jared said, bumping against Kelly and forcing him to enter
a store.

A moment later Kelly found
himself surrounded by princesses, pirates, and animals wearing
human expressions. Disneyland had come to Texas, or at least its
gift shop had. He followed Jared, who picked up various items and
made snarky comments. Kelly barely heard his words, amazed by the
sheer amount of corporate propaganda stuffed into such a small
space. He lifted his camera and took a few photos, feeling like a
tourist at the actual theme park. When they circled back around to
the entrance, a pile of stuffed animals caught his eye.

Eeyore—the eternally
depressed donkey from the Winnie-the-Pooh books. As a child, Kelly
had always liked him best. Unlike the other maniacally grinning
characters in children’s stories, Eeyore seemed much more honest.
With his big fat back turned away from the world, he seemed to say,
“Prepare yourself, kid. Life sure can suck sometimes.” Here the
message was loud and clear. Eeyore the stuffed animal wasn’t even
allowed his individuality anymore, set among countless plush clones
of himself. Adding insult to injury was the sign above him
advertising seventy percent off the normal price.

“We don’t want him
anymore,” Kelly said, peering through the camera’s viewfinder.
“Take the miserable ass home with you.” He snapped a couple photos
and was steadying himself to take another when a concerned face
filled the lens.

An older man stood between
them and the display, an open palm raised as if he were a celebrity
trying to fend off paparazzi. “I’m sorry, but we don’t allow
photos.”

Kelly lowered the camera.
“Why not?”

“Company policy,” the man
said, hand still poised in the air.

“It’s just a bunch of
stuffed animals,” Jared replied.

“No,” the man corrected,
“it’s company property.”

“What if I bought one?”
Kelly asked. “Then it would be my
property and I could take photos of it all I
wanted.”

The man hesitated. “That’s
correct.”

“So then why does it
matter?” Kelly pressed. “If people can take photos of them at home,
it’s not like there’s some big secret worth protecting. You can
probably find hundreds of photos of these things on eBay right
now.”

The man dropped his hand
and glanced around helplessly. Then another idea must have occurred
to him, because he stood up straight and sniffed. “You can’t take
photos of the store,” he said. “Company policy.”

Kelly snorted. “Trying to
stop your competitors from stealing your amazing marketing
secrets?”

“Like putting sale items
by the entrance,” Jared said. “To lure in customers.”

“Or how the cartoons
playing at the back of the store get kids in the rest of the way,
dragging their parents along with them.”

“Or the impulse items near
the cash register,” Jared said.

Kelly nudged him playfully.
“Gosh, no one has ever thought of that before!”

The man glanced between
them, his face turning red. Finally he sputtered, “Do I need to
call security?”

“Don’t bother,” Kelly
said. “We were just leaving.”

Before they went, he took
one more photo, this time of the man’s blood-flushed
face.

“I had no idea how much
fun that camera could be,” Jared said as they continued walking
down the mall corridor. “It’s annoying when you point it at me, but
I never realized it would piss other people off. Let me
try!”

“No way,” Kelly said.
“It’s expensive. Besides, that guy was a big enough asshole to
actually call security. Let’s go before they show up and make me
delete my photos.”

They arrived safely at the
car without incident, which was almost disappointing. Then they
grabbed some fast food from a drive-through and cruised around
Austin as the sun set, not having a destination in mind and not
caring. Being free was enough. No parents, no school. No rules
except for traffic laws, and Kelly broke most of those at one point
or another. As long as the car was in motion, they were free. Jared
was DJ, choosing songs from the MP3 player connected to the car
stereo. Occasionally, when some random thought occurred to him, he
would turn it down and they would talk.

In other words, the perfect
night. On Monday when he was back at school, other people would no
doubt brag about a big weekend party or whatever. Kelly would
simply say that he and Jared drove around, but that didn’t
communicate just how amazing a time this was. Hanging out together
felt good. Simple as that. From the frequent grins Jared flashed
him, he felt the same way.

So maybe there was no
chance of them getting physical, but surely this was the reason
Jared was single. No girl could offer him companionship like Kelly
could. Aside from sexual frustration, Jared probably didn’t feel he
was missing much of anything. Kelly sure didn’t. Sex together would
be awesome, but they already had everything else.

The contents of the gas
tank dwindled to fumes as the night wore on. Neither of them had
cash for a refill, so they drove back to Kelly’s house. Hopefully
one of his parents would take the car out on an errand in the
morning and fill it up again. Otherwise he’d be pushing it anywhere
he wanted to go.

Once upstairs in Kelly’s
room, they watched TV, the queen-sized bed doubling as a couch.
After catching the second half of an instantly forgettable action
movie, they shut it off. Jared flopped onto his back and stared up
at the ceiling. Kelly sat cross-legged and watched him, resisting
the urge to grab his camera. The sole illumination came from the
off-white Christmas lights he’d hung in one corner. The shadows
cast across Jared’s face made him appear much more introspective
than usual, but when he spoke, his words didn’t suit the moody
scene.

“I wish I was the fastest
man alive.”

Kelly chuckled.
“Why?”

“Because I need to win
that race.”

“The triathlon?” Kelly
shook his head. “Why are you so obsessed with it?”

Jared rolled over to face
him. “Because winning a bunch of ribbons and medals isn’t
enough.”

Kelly glanced over at his
underwear drawer, where he’d carelessly stashed his own awards—all
of them first place except for the events he’d allowed Jared to
win. Both he and Jared were competitive, a trait that drew them
together. Kelly worried it could also tear them apart. Lately
Jared’s enthusiasm had begun to fade. The one time Kelly asked why,
Jared simply shook his head. All that changed once the triathlon
had been announced and Jared found his competitive fire once again.
But only after making sure Kelly wouldn’t be entering.

“Do you resent me?” Kelly
asked. “I know I win a lot of events, but I didn’t
want—”

“It’s got nothing to do
with that,” Jared said. “Yeah, I wish I was as fast as you, but
even if I’d placed first in every event last year, it still
wouldn’t have made a difference.”

Kelly’s brow came together.
“Made a difference how?”

“To my dad. I thought he’d
be impressed, but when I tossed those medals on the table, he just
nodded and said ‘good job’. Then he started talking about Steven
again.”

“Your brother.” Kelly
nodded his understanding. Steven was two years older, currently at
the University of Texas on a football scholarship and playing for
the Longhorns as a wide receiver.

“I’m so sick of living in
his shadow,” Jared said. “I’m not strong enough for football, and
my hand-eye coordination sucks, but I can haul ass. I could leave
my brother in the dust, not that it matters to my dad. It’s all
Steven and his stupid pigskin. Especially now, with big-league
scouts chasing after him.”

Kelly’s eyes went wide.
“Seriously?”

Jared nodded. “Yup. Two
more years and he’ll probably be in the fucking NFL. But before
that happens, just once, I’d like to get my dad’s attention. Have
you seen the trophy?”

Kelly had, because three
weeks ago, Jared had dragged him to the front of the school to bear
witness. There, in one of the glass cases, was the trophy. Coach
Watson was campaigning to get the school behind an official
triathlon club, even pushing the sport as a potential elective.
Desperate to get as many students signed up for the race as
possible, he’d chosen a trophy that was an ornate disaster. Three
pillars rose up from a bronze plate, forming a pedestal, and on
this sat some ungodly version of the Holy Grail—a golden cup
complete with looping handles and three fake rubies.

“Exactly,” Jared said,
misinterpreting Kelly’s look of abhorrence as one of awe. “Just
imagine me slapping that thing down on the dinner table. It’ll blow
Dad’s mind.”

Few trophies, if any, could
compare with getting headhunted by an NFL scout, but Kelly didn’t
have the heart to tell Jared that. “I’m sure your dad is proud of
you already,” he said. “He’d be crazy not to be.”

“Maybe,” Jared said,
rolling onto his back again. “He’ll be way more proud if I bring
home that trophy.”

“And you will,” Kelly
promised him. “On Monday, it’s back to training.”

They mapped out a rough
plan of areas to strengthen. By the time they were too tired to
discuss it anymore, Jared was smiling again. After taking turns in
the bathroom, they stripped down to their underwear, just as they
always did. Once under the sheets and the room was dark, they went
to sleep. One of them did, anyway. Kelly remained awake, listening
to the sound of Jared’s breathing. When enough time had passed—more
than an hour according to the red digits on the nightstand—and when
he felt certain that Jared was deep asleep, Kelly shifted in
bed.

To an outsider, he hoped
this sudden movement appeared careless and impulsive, maybe a
reaction to a dream, resulting in his arm pressing along Jared’s
side and one knee nestling against Jared’s leg. Kelly remained
rigid, terrified as always that the body contact would wake his
friend. When it didn’t, he allowed himself to exhale and relax,
basking in how warm their skin became where it touched. Unable to
resist any longer, he moved once more, resting an open hand on
Jared’s back. This was all Kelly ever allowed himself, and frankly,
it already seemed too much. But he liked it. Only in sleep could
Jared be his unknowing lover, providing him with comfort impossible
in the waking world.


Chapter Two

 


When Kelly awoke the next
morning, Jared’s side of the bed was empty. This caused a jolt of
fear, accompanied by nightmare images of their bodies getting
tangled up during the night, Jared waking to find Kelly’s arms
around him. Then he heard the drone of television, the volume
turned down low. Nothing had happened last night. For better or
worse, everything was still the same.

Jared sat on the edge of
the bed, watching the original Terminator movie. At the moment, a
waitress with heavy-metal hair was locked in combat with an evil
Arnold Schwarzenegger. Jared, having put on his jeans, watched all
of this while chuckling under his breath.

“Laugh all you want,”
Kelly said, yawning and stretching. “It’s a true story. I’m
actually from the future. I was sent back to protect you because
one day you’ll save the human race. To do so, first you must win
the triathlon.”

Jared glanced back at him.
“You seriously need to get a Blu-ray player up here. Nothing sucks
worse than Sunday morning television.”

“Feel free to buy me one
for my birthday.” Kelly sat up and watched the screen, waiting for
his morning wood to go down. Once it had, he slipped on his jeans
and went to use the restroom. When he returned, the television was
off and Jared was putting on his shoes. “Leaving
already?”

Jared nodded. “You’ve got
church, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but there’s still
time for a bowl of cereal.”

“No thanks.”

Kelly blinked. Maybe
something had gone wrong in the night. “You sure? We’ve got Count Chocula.
Or Boo-Berry. Lady’s choice.”

“Definitely not. I’ve been
drinking protein shakes in the morning. Part of my training.” Jared
finished tying his laces and glanced up. “We still on for tomorrow?
After school?”

“Totally,” Kelly said,
relaxing a little. He walked Jared to the door, then strolled into
the kitchen to gather his breakfast. He ate while sitting on the
couch, watching his little brother play video games. Royal
challenged him to a round of Mortal
Kombat afterwards, which turned into a
multi-hour marathon lasting through lunch. Kelly wasn’t pulling any
punches, leaving his little brother sulking.

After one particularly bad
beatdown, Royal paused the game and glowered at Kelly. “Aren’t you
supposed to be at your gay-ass club?”

Kelly noticed the time,
tossed the controller aside, and gently smacked his brother upside
the head. “Don’t get lippy or the fighting will move from the
screen to this floor.”

“I’m shaking,” Royal said
sarcastically, smiling when Kelly failed to make him flinch with a
faux punch.

His little brother wasn’t
so little anymore. Not only was he growing at an alarming rate, but
he’d be starting high school next year. During Kelly’s final two
semesters, they would be passing each other in the hall. That was a
sobering thought.

“Have fun playing with
yourself,” Kelly said, hopping to his feet and heading
upstairs.

After a thorough shower and
half an hour in front of the mirror, Kelly felt as close to
perfection as he ever did. Not that it would matter. There were
guys he found attractive at most meetings, but for the last few
months, Kelly had been practicing celibacy. Sacrificing the needs
of his body added credence to the claims of his heart. Jared might
not ever know it, but Kelly was proving his dedication to him, no
matter how impossible the odds. How noble! How romantic!

How nauseating. Laughing at
his reflection in the mirror, Kelly flicked off the light and
headed downstairs. After saying goodbye to his father and kissing
his mother on the cheek, he hopped in the car and started
driving.

He really was going to
church. That much wasn’t a lie. There just wouldn’t be a service
when he got there. Kelly had first made the trek across town three
years ago when he was thirteen. He had gone by foot, a grueling
two-hour hike that concluded with him standing on the opposite side
of the church parking lot, too scared to go inside. At the end of
the meeting when everyone came outside, Kelly saw his first gay
people in the wild, stunned by how normal they all looked. Even the
two guys holding hands—a vision that made his heart flutter and
confirmed what he already suspected: He was gay, and this was the
life for him.

Two weeks later he
returned, this time by bicycle. Working up the courage to enter
hadn’t been easy, but Kelly had done so. His reward was
disappointment. The group leader, Phil, felt Kelly was too young.
Apparently the “youth” part of a gay youth meeting didn’t start
until age fourteen. Kelly had waited outside in the parking lot,
this time by the door, one of the older guys stopping to talk to
him briefly. That had been thrilling, and was enough for Kelly to
keep coming back sporadically, slowly getting to know the regulars
and tagging along for coffee a few times, even if he was the only
one who drank soda instead.

Then his fourteenth
birthday came and went, and Kelly brought along his birth
certificate, just in case Phil tried booting him out again. But he
didn’t, and it made all the difference. Being gay started to feel
normal. Guys loved guys, girls loved girls. Kelly had a chance to
see that every week, and to experience relationships, dating, and
all the complications and delights that came with them. Being gay
was no longer abstract or lonely, which made Kelly happy. Mostly.
Having a boyfriend again would be nice. One that lasted more than a
few weeks anyway.

Kelly made a slight detour
on his way to the church, pulling into a nearby neighborhood and
parking on the side of the street. He glanced over at the one-story
house, tapped his horn when he saw that no one was standing behind
the glass door, and started fiddling with his MP3 player. A few
minutes later the passenger-side door opened, and a slight figure
climbed inside, a whiff of men’s cologne accompanying
her.

Kelly inhaled. “Someone
smells good today!”

Bonnie crinkled her nose at
him. “Do you like it?”

“I do, but it’s such a
manly smell that I’m getting confused. I sort of feel like kissing
you right now.”

Bonnie raised a seductive
eyebrow. “Maybe I’ll let you!” She leaned over, but instead of
going for his lips, she gave him a harmless peck on the cheek. She
was laughing and about to pull away when she noticed the dashboard.
“Is that supposed to be lit up?”

Kelly followed her gaze and
swore. The gas light was on. So much for his parents paying for a
fill-up. He dug out his wallet and found a limp and lonely five
dollar bill. He held it up and shrugged helplessly, causing Bonnie
to moan. “Why can’t we be rich?” she cried. Lifting her rump, she
yanked on the thick metal chain hanging off her jeans, bringing her
own wallet into view. She managed to triple their income with ten
bucks.

“I’ll pay you back,” Kelly
promised.

“Don’t worry about it,”
Bonnie said. “You’ve been giving me rides for how long
now?”

Kelly whistled under his
breath as they cruised out into the street. “We must be getting
close to our one-year anniversary.”

“Really?” Bonnie flipped
down the visor and glanced in the mirror, brushing at the
short-cropped hair she had dyed cranberry red a few weeks back.
Already her dark roots were showing, but it looked cool. “We should
do something special. Maybe a candlelight dinner followed by
matching tattoos.”

“I’ve been thinking about
getting my lip pierced,” Kelly said.

Bonnie brightened up. “Even
better!”

“Of course such things
require cash. Bank robbery?”

“Hmmm. You willing to
change your name to Clyde?”

It took him a moment to get
the joke, but he laughed once he did. “We could get jobs together
somewhere.”

“Or maybe a rich girl will
be at group today. Someone who wants to shower me with gifts. And
affection.”

“You never know,” Kelly
said, pulling into a gas station.

As he stood at the pump, he
considered how the most exciting part of each meeting was the time
leading up to it. By now he knew all the regulars. Any guy he found
attractive—and who liked him in return—had already been his
boyfriend, or in a few rare examples, a casual hookup. The biggest
problem so far was finding someone he had anything in common with.
Being gay was only enough bond to get a relationship through the
first few weeks. That’s why Kelly looked forward to each meeting,
hoping someone new would turn his life upside down.

By the time he and Bonnie
arrived, the meeting had already started. Everyone was seated in
chairs lining the walls of the basement classroom, which made
scanning for a new face easy. Zip. Nada. No new love this
week.

“Mr. Phillips, Ms. Rivers,
please take a seat,” Phil said with a country twang, which suited
his appearance well, since he looked fresh from the county fair.
The plaid shirt, the thick mustache, the brown hair with feathered
bangs… He had an impressive physique too, leading to inevitable
crushes among the group, but Kelly had never quite seen eye-to-eye
with him. Not since that first meeting when he’d turned Kelly away.
“We were just starting a discussion on unrequited love.”

Once they sat down, Bonnie
leaned over and whispered, “What’s ‘unrequited’ mean?”

Kelly jogged his memory,
unhappy when the answer came to him. He turned a miserable
expression on Bonnie, enough for her to understand. “Oh,” she said.
“Straight people.”

“That’s a good example,”
Phil said, overhearing her, “and one of the most likely scenarios.
Every day we are surrounded by heterosexual friends, coworkers, and
peers. It’s only natural to develop feelings for someone you find
attractive. But what happens when that person is
straight?”

“Then you’re shit out of
luck!” lisped Layne, a younger guy who was always playing for
laughs.

“Language,” Phil said
warningly, “but you’re right. A heterosexual person can’t
reciprocate those feelings. No matter how much you love them, he or
she can’t feel the same way in return. That’s what ‘unrequited’
means.”

“Are you sure?” Lisa
asked. She was small and quiet, her voice barely a squeak. Bonnie
once had a fleeting crush on her, until their first date together.
Afterwards she said something about needing more fire. “Emotions
aren’t sexual.”

“Mine are!” Layne
declared.

“Lisa is right,” Phil
said. “Loving someone doesn’t require being sexually attracted to
them. But there is a difference between platonic love—which is what
you have for your family and friends—and romantic love, which
almost always involves sex. Unless you’ve been together as long as
my husband and I have. Ha ha.” No one else in the room laughed, so
Phil cleared his throat and continued. “How many of you have loved
someone who didn’t reciprocate your feelings?”

Most of the hands in the
room went up.

“I definitely did,” said a
chubby guy named Scott. “My best friend. I didn’t know I was gay
until I fell in love with him.”

That got Kelly’s attention.
“What happened?”

Scott blinked. “What do you
mean?”

“Did you tell him?” Bonnie
asked, realizing the significance.

“Yup!” Scott’s face lit
up. “All at once. I told him I was gay and got down on one knee. I
know! But it just felt right. Then I told him that I was in love.
With him.”

Kelly swallowed. “And
then?”

Scott fanned himself
dramatically. “He helped me to my feet and hugged me. I cried. It
was totally embarrassing.”

Kelly’s jaw was already
hanging open, so he used it to speak. “Are you guys together
now?”

“Yes!” Scott said happily.
“Oh! But not like that. He’s straight, but he’s been wonderfully
supportive. He never lets anyone say anything bad about me. He’s a
good friend. I couldn’t ask for more.”

Yes he could! Kelly slumped
back in his seat, imagining the same scenario playing out with
Jared and wondering if he could feel satisfied with friendship and
nothing more.

“So anyway,” Phil said,
taking control of the meeting again, “many of you have already
experienced unrequited love, and I’m certain not all of you have
had such a sympathetic response. Loving the wrong person can hurt,
which is why you should avoid it at all costs. When you notice
yourself becoming attracted to someone who isn’t gay, stop yourself
before things go too far. Don’t feed into any sort of fantasy or
false hope. You’re better off directing your attention and energy
elsewhere.”

“If it were that easy,”
Kelly said, “none of us would be here right now.”

Phil turned to him. “I beg
your pardon?”

Kelly crossed his arms over
his chest. “If we could choose who we love, none of us would be
here. We’d all be chasing after the prom queen or
whatever.”

This was met by an awkward
silence, which Layne eventually broke, but for once he wasn’t
kidding around. “I’m proud of who I am. I like being
gay!”

“Me too, but wouldn’t you
rather be able to date half the population? Aren’t you sick of your
options being limited to this room?” Kelly glanced around in
exasperation, seeing expressions both offended and—perhaps
worse—assenting. “Whatever. I need some fresh air.”

He stood and kept his eyes
down as he left the room. He heard someone following behind, which
made him tense. As he stepped into daylight and turned around, he
discovered it was Bonnie.

“You okay?” she asked.
“That didn’t sound like you at all. Well, the attitude maybe, but
do you really want a girlfriend?”

“No,” Kelly said, leaning
against the church and looking skyward. “I like being gay. I can’t
imagine myself any other way. But I want to walk into a mall or a
grocery store, look at every guy there, and know that I could have
any one of them.”

“Someone’s full of
himself,” Bonnie teased, “but I know what you mean. Some of my
straight gal pals have a new crush every week. All those different
guys they can choose from, and no matter how hopeless their
chances, at least they’re compatible at the most basic level. My
female friends like guys, and most guys like girls. Simple as that.
At least for them. Must be nice.”

“Exactly,” Kelly said. “I
don’t wish I was straight, but I do wish all guys were gay. Forget
propagating the species. Could you imagine if everyone at your high
school was a homo?”

“Absolutely,” Bonnie said
with a wistful sigh.

“Me too. I’ve thought
about it a lot.”

“And out of all those
guys, who would you choose?”

Bonnie already knew the
answer, but Kelly humored her. “Jared. I’d run right up to him and
just… everything.”

“Tell him!” Bonnie
pleaded. “You’ve been talking about this for months, but you
haven’t done anything about it. Stop running in circles and find
out, one way or the other.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kelly
said.

“Did you see how happy
Scott is?”

“I know,” Kelly repeated.
“God, that would be awesome! And sad. Ugh!”

“It’ll be bittersweet,”
Bonnie said. “If you love Jared, he must be a nice guy, so I don’t
think he’s going to freak. But you’re also hot as hell, and if
Jared was gay, he would have made a move by now.”

Kelly looked her square in
the eye. “You’re just trying to cheer me up.”

“Is it
working?”

He thought about it and
nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Now let’s go back
inside and make peace. You’re not getting me kicked out of the one
place where I—where both of us—actually have a chance of meeting
someone.”

Kelly sighed. “Show me a
gay pride parade and I’ll be right up front, waving a rainbow flag
and twirling a glittering baton.”

Bonnie slapped him on the
ass on the way in. “Attaboy!”

— — —

Chasing after Jared. Kelly
had been doing so for months, except now the situation had become
literal. Ahead of him on the track, Jared sprinted, limbs stiff
like a Barbie doll. Despite this, he was still fast. Kelly needed
to exert little effort to keep up with him, but he was certain
Jared had untapped potential.

“You need to relax,” he
shouted.

“I’m running!” Jared
shouted back. “Who the hell relaxes when they run?”

Kelly would have shrugged
if he hadn’t been in motion. The runner’s high felt pretty good to
him. Afterwards, all tension purged from his body, he always felt
relaxed. Jared, on the other hand, seemed to get more knotted up
the longer he ran. Time for a new strategy.

“None of this matters,”
Kelly panted, catching up with him. “Right now we’re just
practicing, right? So let it go.”

“Let it go?”

“Unclench your
hands.”

Jared did so, making him at
least appear less rigid.

“Good, now take a deep
breath.”

Jared glanced over and
laughed. They were already huffing and puffing, but he forced
himself to breathe deeply, at least once. His limbs became somewhat
more fluid.

“Now pretend you’ve
already won,” Kelly coached. “The triathlon was yesterday. You
totally nailed it. The trophy is at home, sitting in the middle of
the dining room table, and it’s all your dad can talk
about.”

Jared smiled.

“Right now you’re just
running for fun,” Kelly continued. “And you feel so damn good about
winning that you’re faster than ever. You’re unstoppable. Everyone
knows it. Even me.”

Jared’s smile became a wild
grin. Then he shot forward, not just in a short burst of speed, but
in a long stride, his feet flinging behind him one after the other.
Kelly stared in shock for a moment before he raced to catch up. And
he struggled to do so. The finish line was just ten yards away, and
Kelly wasn’t holding back anymore, but he was still behind. He gave
his absolute best, and only managed to get shoulder to shoulder
with Jared as the lap came to an end.

“Holy shit!” Kelly panted
as they jogged to a stop.

“Holy fucking shit!” Jared
amended. “Did you let me win that time?”

He shook his head, letting
the surprise remain on his face.

Jared chuckled. “Looks like
you’ve finally got some competition.”

“Good,” Kelly said, and
meant it, because he knew he would push himself even harder—maybe
become even faster—now that there was someone to outrun. “If you
can do that next Friday, you’ll be done with all three events while
everyone else is still climbing out of the pool.”

Jared appeared cocky before
growing somber again. “I saw William today.”

Kelly shook his head in
confusion. “Who?”

“The swimmer guy. People
keep telling me he’s hot shit, so I had someone point him out. I
figured I could intimidate him a little, so I went up to the guy
and told him he was going to lose.”

“You said
that?”

“Yeah. I got all up in his
face. Said he didn’t have a chance, that it was
hopeless.”

“Wow.” Kelly raised his
eyebrows. “You’ve been watching too much fake wrestling on
TV.”

“Maybe.”

“So what
happened?”

“That’s the worst part,”
Jared huffed. “The guy just smiled at me. It wasn’t even a sneer or
whatever. He just smiled like I’d said ‘good morning’ or something
friendly. The dude wasn’t shaken. Not at all. It’s like I didn’t
even matter to him.”

Kelly clenched his jaw.
“Where did you find him?”

“After lunch outside
Biology. Why?”

“Because I want to see
what we’re dealing with.”

Jared exhaled. “He’s big.
Lots of muscle.”

“Which will only make him
slower.”

“Or give him more power
when he swims. Or bikes.”

“Maybe,” Kelly said.
“Don’t worry about it. You keep running like you did just now, and
you’ll have the advantage. He’ll never catch up with
you.”

“You think so?” Jared
asked.

He looked so vulnerable
that it made Kelly’s heart melt.

“I promise.”

— — —

Kelly wandered down a hall
stuffed with students, occasionally stopping to stretch up on his
toes to get a better view. He was beginning to suspect he was
wasting his time. The school had a lot of science classrooms, and
tons of people were coming and going. He barely remembered what
William looked like, and what Jared had described didn’t mesh with
the scrawny beanpole Kelly had once known. He made one more trip
down the hall and was about to give up when he did a
double-take.

Leaning against the wall
next to a classroom door was a figure with strong arms and a meaty
chest. The primary-green polo shirt detracted from the sex appeal,
as did the khaki pants. He was dressed more like a teacher than a
student. His face eventually lured Kelly’s attention away from the
impressive physique. Like a detective searching for a missing
person, Kelly aged the image in his mind. Melt away some baby fat
from the cheeks, add definition to the jaw and easy smile, thicken
the eyebrows above the amused eyes, and make the nose just a little
wider… Yup, this was their man. Their enemy.

Kelly reassessed the scene
and felt somewhat disappointed. William had his back to the wall
more than he was leaning against it. He held a book clutched over
his stomach, like he needed to protect himself, but the only person
interacting with him was a skinny girl with long red hair. William
was nodding along with whatever she was saying and appeared to be
slowly inching his way toward the classroom door.

Really? This was their
competition? An overgrown boy who still got nervous when talking to
girls? Kelly snorted and pushed past a few students to reach him.
“William.” Kelly said the name loud enough to make the girl turn to
see who had spoken. Kelly swiftly took her place, nudging her aside
to stand directly in front of his prey. He stared hard into those
green eyes… and didn’t see any fight there. Just confusion, and
perhaps a little concern.

“Uh,” William
said.

“Do you know who I am?”
Kelly asked, arching one eyebrow.

“Kelly… Right?” William
searched his face, brow furrowing. “Yeah. Kelly
Phillips.”

Okay. The question was
meant to be rhetorical, which threw Kelly off, but he found a way
of squeezing in his next line anyway. “Wrong. I’m the fastest guy
in school. No one can outrun me. No one’s ever come
close.”

William glanced around.
Students were gathering, feeling the building pressure. Already the
word “fight” was being hissed excitedly. Now the green eyes filled
with worry. “Are you saying you want to race?”

“I’m saying there’s no
point,” Kelly snapped. “You’d never keep up with me. I thought no
one could, but yesterday, Jared Holt beat me.”

“Jared Holt,” William
repeated. Then recognition dawned. “The guy from
yesterday?”

“That’s right. So when he
came up to you and said you’d never win, you should have listened.
Don’t even bother showing up next week, because—”

Someone shoved Kelly from
behind, probably hoping to trigger a fight. Kelly spun around, but
there were too many leering faces to see who. When he turned back
around, William was also eyeing the crowd uneasily, which was
surprising because he really had a lot of muscle beneath that dopey
polo. He could imagine William taking on the whole mob and coming
out victorious. No wonder Jared was so intimidated!

“You might be good at
swimming,” Kelly said, “but most of this race is on
foot.”

William frowned. “I’ll keep
that in mind. See you at the finish line.”

“I won’t be there,” Kelly
said, “but Jared will. He’ll be waiting for you.” Glaring again for
good measure, Kelly turned and pushed his way out of the crowd. He
glanced back once more when he reached the end of the hall. Most of
the crowd was still swirling around William as he tried to explain
what had happened. One thing was clear: William was upset. He’d be
stewing over this encounter in the coming days, letting it eat away
at his confidence. Hopefully, this would give Jared the advantage
he needed.

— — —

“Fuck.”

One word, and hardly
elegant, but it summed up the situation nicely. Kelly sat on the
metal bleachers near the school’s track. Jared was next to him, but
he wouldn’t sit. He stood, using the metal steps to give him extra
height so he could see better. For the last twenty minutes, they
had remained silent while watching William run. Circle after
circle, lap after lap, William was running. The pace was
controlled, the movements graceful. Like a swimmer. A lot could be
done to improve his form, but two things were abundantly clear:
William had endurance, and William had determination.

Kelly swallowed and tasted
guilt. William wouldn’t be here right now if not for the
confrontation earlier. Jared wouldn’t be freaking out either.
Yesterday had been so positive. Now they were back to square one,
and Kelly couldn’t bring himself to tell Jared that this was all
his fault.

“Fuck,” Jared
repeated.

“Would you stop saying
that?” Kelly stood. “Staying here isn’t going to help. Let’s get
out there and show him how it’s really done!”

Jared didn’t move. Instead
his eyes followed William as he made another loop. He came to a
stop just in front of the bleachers, grabbing a towel and a bottle
of water. As William took a swig, his eyes briefly moved to where
they were, then flicked away. After slinging the towel over one
shoulder, he turned and walked away.

“Fuck,” Jared
whispered.

“Come on,” Kelly said.
“Enough freaking out. Show me what you did last time.”

Jared was tense, but after
some coaching from Kelly, he loosened up and hit his stride. Kelly
caught up, matching his pace, surprised when he saw the scowl
plastered on Jared’s face. Anger seemed to be his motivation now.
That was good. Kelly was the same way. Why sit around feeling
miserable? Get up and actually do something! Burning in anger’s
inferno was always better than drowning in sorrow’s dark sea. Jared
pushed himself harder than ever, and once they were headed back
toward the locker rooms, Kelly was no longer worried about
William’s performance on the track.

Despite all of this,
Jared’s mood hadn’t improved. He resisted any attempt at small talk
and was still fuming as he got undressed, slamming the locker door
shut as he stomped off to shower. Was this how he’d behave for the
next week? They were getting dressed again when Jared finally
spoke.

“You just had to open your
big mouth, didn’t you?”

Kelly’s shoulders tensed.
“What do you mean?”

“You think I don’t know?
Everyone is talking about it. Some even said there would be a fight
after school.”

Kelly stared into the
shadow of his locker. “Obviously there wasn’t.”

“What the hell is wrong
with you? Seriously!”

Kelly put on his shirt and
shook his head. “I was doing the same thing you did. I thought we
could psyche him out.”

“Fine, but I don’t need
you fighting my battles for me. It’s fucking embarrassing! You
think you’re my big brother or something?”

Kelly spun around, ready to
retort, but Jared was wearing only his jeans. His chest was
heaving, his wet hair plastered to one side of his forehead. Kelly
lowered his eyes, but even the bare feet made him feel stupid
things inside. “I was trying to help.”

“Well, it was creepy. You
don’t wanna know some of the stuff people are saying about us
now.”

“Screw them!” Kelly said,
raising his head. “Let them say whatever they want! I don’t care.
We’ll be the ones laughing when you win next week.”

Jared studied him a moment
before the strained expression faded. “You’re crazy, you know
that?”

“Yup,” Kelly said. “I’m
proud of it too.”

Jared chuckled as he put on
his shirt, a smile on his face when it popped through the neck
hole. Okay. Crisis averted. Kelly felt so buoyed by this, so
certain that they could overcome anything together, that it seemed
like the right time. He didn’t let himself overthink it. He simply
let the words come unhindered.

“What if it was
true?”

Jared sat down on a bench
to pull on his socks. “What?”

“The things people are
saying about us now. If it was true, would that really be so
bad?”

Jared laughed. “You’re
sick.”

“I’m serious,” Kelly
responded.

Jared’s brow furrowed as he
yanked on a shoe and tied the laces. Then he reached for the other,
repeating the process. All of it seemed to take an eternity.
Kelly’s mouth had gone dry. He couldn’t think of anything else to
say. The truth was out. All he could do was wait for a
response.

Once both shoes were tied,
Jared stood and looked right at Kelly, his expression reassuring.
“You’re not gay. Don’t worry about it.”

Kelly didn’t hide his
puzzlement. “I’m not worried that I might be. I know.”

“No,” Jared said as if it
were his decision to make. “Come on, man. It’s bad enough that
you’re black.”

Kelly’s jaw dropped, his
head feeling light. “That I’m black?” He raised his arm, looked at
his flesh as if seeing himself for the first time. Of course he was
black! His skin tone was so dark that it left no room for doubt.
But what the hell did that have to do with anything?

“I don’t mean it like
that,” Jared backpedaled. “I just figured that’s why you never have
a girlfriend. Most people around here are white, and you’d be
surprised how many of them are racist. Just because a lot of girls
won’t give you a chance, doesn’t mean you need to turn
gay.”

“That’s what you think I’m
doing?” Kelly asked incredulously. “You think I’m so desperate for
a date that I decided—out of the blue—to start sucking dick? I
don’t see you going on a lot of dates, and you’re not black. If
your luck doesn’t improve, do you honestly see yourself turning
gay?”

“No!”

“Then why do you think it
works that way for me?”

Jared chewed his lip. “I
don’t know. I don’t understand any of this.”

“Well you got one thing
right,” Kelly said, grabbing his backpack. “It is surprising who
turns out to be racist. Especially when it’s your best
friend.”

“Hey, wait!”

Kelly ignored him as he
rushed out of the locker room. Once he was in his car, he slammed
his fist against the steering wheel and screamed. How could he have
been so naive? Why didn’t he keep his mouth shut? Kelly gritted his
teeth, started the car, and began the drive home, wishing he could
tear his stupid heart from his chest and throw it out the
window.

— — —

A person who is racist is
invariably ignorant, but a person who is ignorant is not always
racist. Kelly’s grandmother had first told him this when he was
little. She had served as an ambassador in three different
countries and believed strongly in the value of peace. As Kelly got
older—and angrier—she often reminded him that not all people were
beyond redemption. Change was possible, but it took patience and
understanding.

Kelly had very little of
either. He always feared Jared would reject him for being gay, but
what hurt most was that one twisted little sentence.
It’s bad enough that you’re black.

As the night wore on and
Kelly’s rage began to weaken, he tried to disarm the phrase, clip a
few wires to make it less explosive. Isn’t
it hard enough being black? Or
maybe: Don’t you already face enough
prejudice as a black man? But those were
questions, requests for information as to how Kelly felt about who
he was. Ignorance rather than racism. Jared had uttered a
statement. A judgment. It’s bad enough
that you’re black.

What little sleep Kelly
found that night was fraught with nightmares. In each he faced a
new conflict. Fist-fighting William in the hall, being chased
around the track by the leering faces from his high school, Jared
yelling at him—his words complete gibberish but the emotions behind
them unmistakable. When the alarm clock buzzed, Kelly welcomed it
for once, despite still feeling exhausted.

He spent longer in the
shower than usual, trying to decide what to do. Play sick? Skip
school? He sighed and pressed his forehead against the tile. He
needed to hear what Jared had to say. They were best friends, after
all. Or had been. Maybe they could get through this. At the kitchen
table, Royal begged him for a ride so he wouldn’t have to take the
bus. Normally Kelly teased him and said no, but today he wished he
could bring his little brother to school and cling to him like a
teddy bear. For so long, seeing Jared had been the highlight of
every day. Now that prospect filled him with dread.

Once he’d dropped Royal
off, Kelly drove to school and parked in one of the spots farthest
from the building, just like he and Jared always had. This allowed
them to get the same spots almost every day, or at the very least,
park next to each other. Kelly stayed in the car, tensing up when
from the corner of his eye he saw a vehicle pull up next to his. He
kept his attention forward until he heard a tapping on the
glass.

He glanced over, Jared’s
face apologetic. That was a start. Kelly’s heart shoved anger aside
so love could take the lead. Sighing, he opened the door and got
out of the car.

“I’m not racist,” Jared
said. “I totally fucked up what I was trying to say.”

Kelly crossed his arms over
his chest. “Then try again.”

Jared looked wide-eyed to
the horizon for a moment. “I honestly thought girls weren’t giving
you a chance because of the color of your skin. I don’t care that
you’re black. Wait, African-American.”

“Black is fine,” Kelly
said. “It’s not like I call you a whatever-the-hell-you-are
American.”

“Half-Polish, half-German.
Oh, plus a little French and Irish.”

“Right,” Kelly said. “I’ve
got Spanish blood on my great-grandfather’s side, so I’m more than
just African, and I’m more than just the color of my
skin.”

“I know,” Jared said. “If
it mattered to me, I wouldn’t be your friend.”

“Just because you’re
friends with a black person, doesn’t mean you can’t be
racist.”

“I don’t care what color
you are!” Jared insisted. “I was trying to say that other people
do, and that sucks. I’m sorry.”

Kelly considered him for a
moment. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Jared looked
relieved. “Good.”

Now they could walk
together into the school. They’d take the main hall to their
lockers, which were side by side. They had talked a freshman into
trading lockers at the beginning of the year, just so they could
have a few more minutes together between classes. They would meet
for lunch like they always did and no doubt laugh about the whole
dumb misunderstanding. After school, they would focus on the
triathlon again. Everything would be perfect, just as long as Kelly
didn’t push his luck.

The silence in the air was
thick. Neither of them had moved, both sensing that the next move
was Kelly’s. All he need do was keep quiet. Just this once… and any
other time his heart started feeling funny. Like now.

Kelly took a deep breath.
“What about the other thing?”

Jared looked pained. “Just
drop it, okay?”

“No,” Kelly said, keeping
his tone neutral. “I know that there can’t be an
us. Not like that. But I
need you to be okay with it.”

Jared looked
away.

“I’m gay,” Kelly said.
“You’re straight, I get it. That’s cool. I’ll respect that, but I
need you to respect me.”

Now Jared was glancing
around, as if worried they would be overheard. When he saw they
were alone, he looked to Kelly again. “Are you going to tell
everyone?”

Kelly shrugged. “I’m not
going to keep it a secret.”

“Yeah, but people are
already saying things about us.”

“So what? Tell them that
they’re wrong. I’ll tell them too.”

Jared licked his lips. “But
they’re not wrong about you.”

“No, they aren’t.” Kelly
was apprehensive about where the conversation was heading. He
struggled to find some reassuring words, but his mind was filling
with a very specific fear, one that Jared verbalized.

“Maybe we should keep our
distance. You know, just until the rumors blow over. I don’t want
anyone getting the wrong idea about me.”

“What about the
triathlon?” Kelly said. “Our training plans?”

“I think I’ve got what I
need.” Jared took a couple steps backward. “I’ll be okay without
you.”

Kelly watched him turn and
walk away. Under his breath, in a voice so weak he barely
recognized it as his own, he said, “I wish I could say the
same.”


Chapter Three

 


Everything was different
now, and not in a way that Kelly had ever imagined. Jared didn’t
meet him at their lockers between classes. During lunch he didn’t
sit at their usual table. When their track teammates asked if he
was sick, all Kelly could do was shrug. Maybe Jared had gone home
just to avoid him. Maybe he would enroll in another school rather
than let anyone think he was gay. Of course Kelly had imagined all
of this going wrong before, but he’d always assumed that he’d be
the one left on the outside, the one eating lunch in some lonely
hallway to escape ridicule. Somehow this was worse. That Jared
would willingly abandon their mutual friends just to avoid being
near him…

The thought left Kelly
thoroughly depressed until the end of sixth period. When the bell
rang, he felt one more pang of hope. Nothing mattered more to Jared
than winning the triathlon, and while he might have said this
morning that he didn’t need Kelly’s help, his confidence rarely
lasted. Half the task of coaching him had been keeping his ego
upright and stumbling along. So Kelly felt nearly certain that
Jared would be waiting for him at the track.

When Kelly arrived there,
the empty arena matched the feeling in his chest. It was over. No
more hope. No chance of reconciliation. His best friend was a
homophobic coward. Jared could have let him down gently and taken
Kelly’s unwanted affection as a compliment. Instead he turned his
back completely, all because someone loved him who he couldn’t love
back. Was that so wrong? Even if the feelings couldn’t be
reciprocated, didn’t it feel good knowing someone out there
cared?

Clenching his jaw, Kelly
headed toward the track. He hadn’t changed clothes, still wearing
tight jeans and a light hoodie. Regardless, as soon as his feet
crossed the white line and touched the rubbery track surface, he
broke into a run. His shoes were heavy and his clothes restricting,
but Kelly ran anyway. No more holding back. No more coaching. Just
him and the wind, moving too fast for all those ugly events to keep
up. Kelly ran until his clothes stuck to his skin, until sorrow
released its hold and tumbled away into the distance. As he jogged
to a stop, only one emotion remained.

Anger.

Fuck Jared! Damn right he
wasn’t going to be a part of Kelly’s life anymore! This was a
divorce, and Kelly was keeping the house and kids and car. He
snorted at the thought and turned back toward the school. That’s
when he noticed a figure approaching. For one second, all the anger
and determination caught in his throat. But it wasn’t Jared. Of
course it wasn’t. William was back for more practice. Kelly’s anger
rose up again, eager for a target.

And yet, everything was
different now. His friend had become his enemy, and his original
enemy was nothing at all. What point was there in hating William?
If anything, Kelly should be cheering him on instead. Not that he
stood a chance. Or did he?

Giving in to curiosity,
Kelly made a u-turn and headed back to the bleachers. By the time
he sat, William had reached the track and begun practicing.
Eventually he picked up the pace, gaining a respectable speed, but
he still looked like a man out for a brisk jog. This continued for
the next twenty minutes. Those impressive arms and legs were
pumping with the patient rhythm of a swimmer, but William was more
like a speeding bus than a Porsche. Too bad, because seeing Jared
lose would have been revenge served piping hot with an extra
portion of suffering.

“Any pointers?”

Kelly glanced up to find
William standing in front of him. His chest was heaving, his
normally blond hair closer to brown now that it was drenched in
sweat. He wasn’t glaring. Nor was he smiling. The question didn’t
seem to be rhetorical, so Kelly decided to answer it. “Go home and
watch YouTube.”

“Funny,” William said,
shaking his head and starting to turn away.

“I mean it,” Kelly said.
“Search for videos of sprinters running in slow motion. They look
like they’re leaping over and over again. It’s practically ballet.
Do the same with distance runners. Notice how they move their arms
and hold their bodies. Running isn’t just practice. It’s
form.”

William, hands on his hips,
considered the words and nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

“No problem.” Of course, a
lot would have to change if William hoped to keep up with Jared.
Even if Kelly decided to coach him, skills like these weren’t
learned overnight. William’s only hope was to get a large lead
during the swimming portion. “Shouldn’t you be focusing on your
strength? You don’t want to fall behind.”

“Swimming?” William asked.
“I do that every morning. I’m not going to forget how.”

Snarky! Kelly liked that.
“Where do you practice? The school doesn’t have a pool. Do you fill
up one of those plastic kiddie pools to flail around
in?”

“Something like that,”
William said, appearing amused. “There’s a public pool down the
road. They set aside certain hours for the school. Not in the
morning though, which is when I like to swim, but the YMCA not far
from here opens nice and early. Thanks for the pointers. I gotta
get to work now.”

“Wow,” Kelly said. “When
do you find time to sleep?”

“That’s what class is
for.” William winked. “See you around.”

He turned and strolled back
toward the school. Kelly watched him and shook his head. Nice guy,
not that it would matter. He remained convinced that Jared had the
advantage. Maybe not in the water, but he’d be lighter on the bike
and thus faster. And when it came to running, there was only one
person in school faster than Jared.

Oh.

He considered the idea. Why
not? Just entering the triathlon would unnerve Jared enough to
cause his defeat. Unless anger spurred him on like it had last
time. Regardless, Kelly stood a very good chance. At least when it
came to the running segment of the event. He hadn’t ridden a bike
since he’d gotten his driver’s license, and when at a pool, he
played around instead of doing laps. He’d have to start practicing
right away. Or early tomorrow. Kelly watched the quickly receding
figure in the distance and smiled.

— — —

The morning remained dark
in all but the easternmost sky, where an orange glow hinted of the
day to come. Kelly stood outside the YMCA and shivered. Arriving
here so early had seemed humorous, since it meant he might run into
William. Fitting revenge for him encroaching on Kelly’s territory.
Now, glancing around the parking lot, Kelly realized he had no idea
what William’s car looked like, or if this was even the right YMCA,
since Austin had more than one. With only forty minutes remaining
until class started, he adjusted the backpack slung over one
shoulder and went inside.

“Good morning!” said the
woman behind the reception desk.

Kelly winced at her
enthusiasm. How could anyone feel so cheerful this early in the
morning? “Hi,” he managed to respond.

The woman scrunched up her
nose and smiled. “What can I do you for, hon?”

Ugh. “I want to
swim.”

“Great! Are you a member?
No? Well, the good news is that your first time here is free. After
that, the daily rate is eight dollars, so the membership pays for
itself very quickly. If you enjoy yourself, I highly recommend it,
but today we invite you to go exploring and see everything the YMCA
has to offer.”
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