
Copyright © 2025 Ron Trentham

Remembering Allen
A Life of Grace, Purpose, and Legacy

Published by Trentham Hicks Publishing

www.rtdixon.com

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition, 2025




Contents

Copyright

Prologue

Chapter 1: The Golden Boy

Chapter 2: The Weight of Secrets

Chapter 3: Finding His Voice

Chapter 4: First Kiss

Chapter 5: Meeting Marcus

Chapter 6: Building a Home

Chapter 7: The Drift

Chapter 8: Cracks in Paradise

Chapter 9: Confession

Chapter 10: The Diagnosis

Chapter 11: Healing in Fragments

Chapter 12: Coming Out

Chapter 13: Forgiveness

Chapter 14: The Letters

Chapter 15: Seeing the Invisible

Chapter 16: Twilight Hours

Chapter 17: Morning After

Chapter 18: What's Left Behind

Chapter 19: The Stories They Told

Chapter 20: The Memorial Service

Chapter 21: The Garden

Chapter 22: The Scholarship

Epilogue: The Light Multiplies

Author’s Note

Acknowledgments


Prologue

The wipers scraped across the windshield in a steady rhythm, each pass leaving thin streaks of water behind. Emma leaned forward, her hands tight on the wheel, her body stiff with the kind of focus that was less about driving and more about holding herself together.

October in upstate New York had never looked more heartless.

The trees on either side of the road were blazing with color, bright oranges, reds, and yellows so vivid it almost hurt to look at them. The world was showing off. The world was alive.

And her brother was dying.

She hated that cruel contrast. She hated that she could drive through so much beauty and still feel like everything around her was falling apart.

This road had become hers. Two weeks of it, every day, like clockwork.

She could name every landmark along the way now. Every distraction she clung to as if listing them would make the destination less heavy.

The old gas station with the broken sign that still promised coffee for ninety-nine cents.

The bakery that smelled like cinnamon in the mornings, even with the windows rolled up.

The white steeple of the small church at the corner, the bell long since cracked but still catching the light.

The elementary school where children in raincoats ran across the playground, voices rising above the drizzle, unaware of the grief filling the car rolling past them.

Her phone sat on the passenger seat, face down. The silence deliberate.

In the first few days she had answered every call, every text. Friends and cousins, neighbors, people who meant well.

How is he doing? Does he have long? Can we come visit?

Emma, patient at first, had tried to explain. He is tired. He is weaker. The doctors say not long.

But eventually their questions felt greedy. They wanted updates as if Allen's decline could be packaged neatly. As if the reality of his last days could be condensed into polite phrases.

So she had silenced them all.

Only her children got through now.

Tommy was eleven. Sharp and restless. Old enough to know the truth. He wanted straight answers, no sugarcoating. Was Uncle Allen better today or worse?

Sarah was eight. Soft-hearted. Still willing to believe the gentler lies. Could he come to her birthday? Would he be at Christmas?

Emma hated lying. But sometimes the small fictions were the only way to keep her daughter from breaking.

She caught sight of herself in the rearview mirror. Her own eyes startled her.

Red around the edges. Bruised with exhaustion. Lined deeper than they had been last month.

She had cried in the kitchen before leaving the house. Pressing her forehead against the counter while tears slid hot and fast down her face. It had become a ritual she did not plan but could not avoid.

Cry in private. Breathe. Wash her face. Fix herself enough to look like she could bear it.

Then drive.

The drizzle softened as she pulled into the lot. The building loomed plain and practical ahead of her.

Sunset Manor.

It did not look like a place where people came to die. If you squinted it could have been an office or a school. Ordinary brick and narrow windows.

Only the silence gave it away. No school buses. No workers rushing with coffee cups. Just the stillness that clung to every corner. The kind of quiet that seemed to know what it held inside.

She parked in her usual spot. Killed the engine. Sat still for a moment, her hands lingering on the wheel.

The silence inside the car pressed against her, heavier than the rain.

She closed her eyes and pictured the room before she stepped into it. She knew every detail now. The blue blanket folded on the chair. The flowers on the sill, wilting slower than her brother's body. The pile of student letters, each one a reminder of the lives he had touched.

The faint smell of antiseptic layered over by the sweetness of those flowers. The kind of sweetness that only highlighted the sterility of everything else.

She pictured Allen too.

His body thinner each day. His face sharper as the weight fell away. His voice rough with effort but his eyes still steady. Still stubborn.

Always stubborn.

He was forty-five. Too young for this. But Allen had always been older to her. Always the big brother who carried things heavier than he should.

Her hand slid to the canvas bag in the passenger seat. Heavier than it looked. Filled with a thermos of soup, books she thought he might want to hear, tissues she always needed more than he did.

The bag had become her shield. Her excuse to keep her hands busy.

She picked it up. Opened the car door. Let the October air hit her face.

Cold. Sharp. Honest in a way that made her want to flinch.

Inside, the halls smelled faintly of disinfectant and flowers. Volunteers smiled when she passed. The kind of polite smiles that asked nothing and offered nothing. She gave them the same in return.

Her shoes squeaked on the linoleum. Each step echoing louder than she wanted.

Room 237.

She paused at the door. The same pause she made every day. It had become part of her ritual too. The gathering of herself before she crossed the threshold into the place where her brother's life was shrinking into days.

He was awake when she entered.

The blinds were half-open, the light slanting in and making dust shimmer in the air. He was watching the window but he turned when he heard her.

The nurse leaned close, tucking the blanket around him. "His kidneys aren't working as well as they should. We'll watch him closely."

Allen caught the words, and for a second he wanted to ask what that meant, how much time "not working well" really gave him, but he didn't.

"You're late," he rasped. Though his lips twitched like he wanted to smile.

"It's raining," she said. Setting the bag down on the chair. "Do you want soup?"

"I want a story." His voice cracked but his eyes held hers. Steady and unflinching. "I want the whole story. Before I run out of time."

Emma stopped moving.

She had been ready for small talk. Ready for him to ask about the kids. Maybe ready for him to make another joke about the food.

She had not been ready for this.

"The whole story?" she asked.

Allen nodded. Slow. Deliberate. His hand trembled when he reached out for hers and she felt the weight of the moment settle in her chest.

"Help me remember, Em."

Her throat tightened. She had been preparing for his death for thirteen years. Ever since his diagnosis.

She had not been preparing for this request.

But of course she said yes. She always said yes.

She pulled the chair closer and felt the warmth of his hand against her cold one. The rain tapped against the window. A steady, patient rhythm. As if the world outside was holding its breath.

"Where do you want to start?" she asked.

Allen looked at the October light. At the trees outside. At the rain streaking down the glass.

"The beginning, I guess," he whispered. "When I was still the golden boy. When everything was perfect. Before I understood what it meant to be different."

Emma nodded. Her eyes were wet but steady.

"Tell me."

And so he did.


Chapter 1: The Golden Boy

The afternoon light came through the window all wrong. Too bright. Too gold. Like something out of a painting instead of real life. Allen watched the dust floating in it, those little specks that just hung there in the air, and remembered being eight years old and Mrs. Patterson telling the class they were fairy dust.

Catch one and make a wish, she'd said.

He'd believed it then. Hell, he'd believed in a lot of things back when he was eight.

The clock said 2:47. Emma would be here any minute. She came every day now, ever since they'd moved him to Sunset Manor two weeks ago. She brought soup he couldn't stomach and stories about Tommy losing teeth and Sarah's middle school drama, and he loved her for pretending things were normal when they both knew he was dying.

But today he'd asked her to do something different.

Help me remember, he'd said on the phone that morning. Help me tell the whole story before I run out of time.

Allen shifted in the bed. Everything hurt these days. Not the sharp kind of hurt, just this deep ache that lived in his bones. The HIV had turned into AIDS six months back, and his body was giving up faster than anyone expected. Dr. Martinez said pneumonia, said maybe a few weeks. Maybe less.

His mind was still clear though. That was something. That was enough.

He heard footsteps in the hall. Emma's walk, he could tell. Quick and purposeful, like she was always headed somewhere important even when she wasn't.

"Hey." Emma appeared in the doorway with her canvas bag and a thermos. Rain dripped from her jacket. "You awake?"

"Yeah." Allen's voice came out rough. He coughed, tasted copper. "Been watching the dust."

"The fairy dust?" Emma smiled, shaking water droplets onto the floor. She set her stuff on the chair. "Mrs. Patterson's fairy dust?"

Allen nodded, his throat too raw to speak for a moment.

"You tried to catch them for like three weeks straight. Stood on your desk." Emma pulled off her jacket, draped it over the chair back. "Mom had to come in for a conference."

He laughed. It hurt but he did it anyway.

"I forgot about that part."

Emma moved to his bedside. She looked tired. Her hair had more gray in it than last month, or maybe he was just noticing it more. Forty-two years old and she was graying because her big brother was dying and there wasn't a damn thing either of them could do about it.

"How you feeling today?" She reached for his hand.

She always started with that.

"Like shit." Allen squeezed her fingers, feeling how warm they were against his cold skin. "But my head's clear. That's what matters."

She pulled the chair close, the legs scraping against the linoleum. Sat down hard like her legs were giving out.

"So." Emma settled into the seat, adjusting her bag at her feet. "You wanted to tell me stories."

"I want to make sense of it, Em. All of it." Allen swallowed. His throat felt like sandpaper. "Before I go. Will you help me remember? The whole thing, start to finish?"

Emma's eyes got wet but she didn't let the tears fall. "Of course. Where do you want to start?"

"The beginning, I guess. When I was still the golden boy." Allen looked out the window at the October trees, their leaves turning gold and red. "When everything was perfect. Before I knew I was different."

Emma squeezed his hand. Her fingers were warm against his cold skin.

"Tell me."

Allen closed his eyes. Let himself go back to that spring when he was eight years old and the world stopped making sense.

May 1986. He could see it like it was yesterday. Feel the warm air on his skin. Smell the fresh cut grass.

Spring. Late May. School was almost out and the neighborhood kids were playing kickball in the Johnsons' yard like they did every afternoon. The big oak tree was home plate. Someone's sweatshirt was first base. A rock marked second. Third was the birdbath Mrs. Johnson had put out last summer.

Eight year old Allen stood in the outfield, his sneakers untied, grass stains on his knees. The sun was hot on the back of his neck. He could hear his mom inside their house across the street, radio playing through the open kitchen window. That oldies station she liked. The Supremes, maybe. Or the Temptations.

Danny Morrison was up to kick. Eleven years old, tall for his age, the kind of kid everyone wanted to be friends with. He had three older brothers and knew how to throw a punch and never cried when he fell off his bike.

Tony Blake rolled the ball. Red rubber playground ball, half deflated. It bounced twice before reaching Danny.

Danny kicked it hard. The ball sailed over everyone's heads, past Allen, into the woods behind the Johnsons' house.

"I got it," Allen yelled, running after the ball.

He found it stuck in some bushes, thorns catching on his shirt. Grabbed it. Ran back.

But when he came out of the woods, everyone was standing in a circle. Talking in low voices. Not playing anymore.

Allen walked over, ball under his arm. His heart started beating faster without knowing why.

"Here."

Nobody took it.

"What's wrong?"

Danny turned to look at him. His face was weird. Not mean exactly, but not nice either. Like he was trying to figure something out.

"We're gonna take a break."

"Okay." Allen shifted the ball to his other arm. "How long?"

"I don't know. Just, we're done for today."

"But we just started."

"We're done." Danny's voice went flat, final.

The other kids were looking at the ground. At their shoes. At anything except Allen.

"Did I do something wrong?" Allen's stomach felt funny. Cold, like he'd swallowed ice water.

"You just," Danny started, then stopped. Looked at his friends like he needed backup. "You throw like a girl, man. And you're always, I don't know. You're just weird."

"Weird how?"

"Just weird. You don't get it. You don't fit in." Danny shrugged, but his jaw was tight. "My brothers said you're probably a sissy. So I don't think you should play with us anymore."

The word hung in the air. Sissy.

Allen knew what that meant. He'd heard Danny's brothers use it before. About a boy in their grade who liked art class more than gym. About a man on TV who talked funny. It wasn't a good word. It was the worst word.

"I'm not."

"Whatever." Danny turned away. "Just go home."

The other kids started walking away. Breaking into groups. Talking about something else, voices getting louder as they got farther from Allen. Like he wasn't even there anymore.

Allen stood in the Johnsons' yard holding the ball. The sun was still hot. The grass was still green. Someone's sprinkler was running somewhere. But everything felt different now. Wrong.

He dropped the ball and walked home.

His house was the white one with blue shutters at the end of Maple Street. His dad's car was gone. Still at work at the bank, wouldn't be home until six. His mom was in the kitchen like he'd thought. He could see her through the screen door, stirring something on the stove. Humming along to the radio.

Allen didn't go inside. He went around the side of the house, up the stairs to the back door, through the mudroom. Took off his sneakers. Padded upstairs in his socks, careful on the steps that creaked.

His room was at the end of the hall. Blue walls, bunk beds even though he was an only child at the time. He'd begged for bunk beds because they seemed cool. Now he only slept on the bottom. The top bunk was just storage for stuffed animals he was too old for but couldn't throw away.

Allen closed his door. Climbed onto his bed. Put his face in his pillow.

And cried.

Not loud. He couldn't let his mom hear. She'd come upstairs, ask questions, make him explain. And he didn't know how to answer them. Why did Danny say he was weird? What did it mean that he threw like a girl? Was he really a sissy?

He cried into his pillow until his eyes hurt and his nose was stuffed up and his throat was sore. Until his face was hot and wet and the pillowcase was soaked.

A knock on his door.

Allen froze. Held his breath. Tried to make himself smaller.

"Allen?" Emma's voice. Small. Five years old.

"Go away." Allen kept his face in the pillow, voice muffled.

The door opened anyway. Emma never listened. Her footsteps crossed the room, light on the carpet.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Leave me alone."

"You're crying."

"I'm not crying."

"Yes you are." Emma's footsteps came closer. "Your shoulders are shaking."

Allen lifted his face from the pillow. Looked at his little sister through blurry eyes. She was wearing her overalls, the denim ones with the rainbow patch on the knee. Her hair was in pigtails. She looked worried, her forehead scrunched up the way it got when she was thinking hard.

"Did you fall down?"

"No."

"Did you get in a fight?"

"No." Allen wiped his face with his sleeve, but more tears kept coming.

"Then what's wrong?"

Allen sat up. His chest hurt from crying. His whole body felt heavy.

"Danny Morrison said I can't play with them anymore."

"Why not?" Emma climbed up onto the bed without asking, the mattress dipping under her weight.

"Because I'm weird."

Emma sat next to him, her legs hanging off the edge. "You're not weird."

"He said I throw like a girl. And that I'm a sissy." The word tasted bad in Allen's mouth.

Emma's face got angry. Her cheeks went red. "That's stupid. You throw fine."

"I don't throw fine. I throw terrible." Allen's voice cracked. "Everyone knows it."

"So what? Who cares about throwing?" Emma swung her legs, heels thumping against the bed frame. "You're good at other stuff."

"Like what?"

"Like reading. And drawing. And being nice to people." She bumped her shoulder against his. "Danny Morrison is mean. His brothers are mean too. You're better than them."

"I'm different than them."

"Yeah." Emma looked at him, her five year old face serious. "Different's better."

"That's not what everyone thinks."

"Everyone's wrong then." She bumped him again, harder this time. "You're not weird, Allen. You're special. And being special is good."

Allen looked at his little sister. Five years old and she already understood something the rest of the neighborhood didn't. Something even Allen didn't understand yet.

"Thanks, Em."

"You're welcome." Emma hopped off the bed, landing with a thump. "You know what we should do?"

"What?"

"Build a fort. In the woods behind the Johnsons' house. Just you and me." Emma's eyes got bright, the way they always did when she had an idea. "A place where nobody can tell us we're weird."

"How do we build a fort?"

"I don't know." Emma shrugged. "But we'll figure it out."

Allen almost smiled. The first time all afternoon.

"Okay."

"Good." Emma headed for the door, already planning. "Meet me downstairs in five minutes. And don't tell Mom. She'll say no."

She disappeared out the door. Allen could hear her feet on the stairs. Going fast, taking them two at a time the way Mom always told her not to.

He wiped his face again. Took a breath. Felt a little bit better.

Maybe Emma was right. Maybe different was better.

Ten minutes later they were in the backyard shed. The door squeaked when Emma opened it, loud in the quiet afternoon. Inside it smelled like gasoline and grass clippings and metal. Allen's dad kept the lawn mower in here. Tools hanging on pegboards. Bags of fertilizer stacked in the corner. Old paint cans with dried drips down the sides.

Emma went straight for the back corner. Started dragging out pieces of scrap wood, grunting with effort.

"Where'd you get that hammer?"

"Dad's toolbox. He won't notice." Emma handed him a board, rough and splintery. "Grab that end."

They hauled the wood out of the shed. Four long boards, not quite the same size. A bunch of shorter pieces that looked like leftovers from some project. Some rope Emma found hanging on a hook. A tarp that was folded up and smelled like gasoline and dirt.

"How are we carrying all this?"

"We'll make trips." Emma was already walking toward the woods, dragging a board behind her.

It took them twenty minutes to get everything to the woods. The vacant lot behind the Johnsons' house where everyone said homeless people slept sometimes, though Allen had never seen one. Just trees and bushes and beer cans people threw out their car windows. Cigarette butts. A rusted shopping cart someone had pushed in there years ago.

Emma found a spot between two oak trees. Old ones, thick trunks covered in rough bark.

"Here."

"Here what?"

"Here's where we build." Emma positioned the first board between the trees. Held it up with both hands. "You have to hold this while I hammer."

"Are you sure you know how to hammer?"

"How hard can it be?" Emma pulled nails from her pocket. Big ones. The kind their dad used for serious projects. "You just hit the nail."

Allen held the board. Emma positioned a nail against the wood and the tree. Raised the hammer. Her tongue stuck out the corner of her mouth in concentration.

Swung.

Hit her thumb.

"Ow, fuck."

"You're not supposed to say that word."

"You're not supposed to tell Mom I said it." Emma shook her hand, her face scrunched up in pain. "Hold it steady."

She tried again. This time the nail went in partway. She hit it again. And again. And again. Her face getting redder with each swing. Until the nail was all the way in and the board was attached to the tree.

"See?" Emma wiped sweat from her forehead, breathing hard. "Easy."

They worked for two hours. Emma hammering, Allen holding things in place. They got three boards up between the trees. Sort of level. Sort of sturdy. The fourth board wouldn't fit right so they used it as a floor, laying it across some rocks to keep it off the ground.

Then Emma draped the tarp over the top. Used the rope to tie it to the boards, her fingers fumbling with the knots. It sagged in the middle and had a hole in one corner, but it made a roof. Kind of.

"There." Emma stepped back to look, hands on her hips. "It's a fort."

It looked terrible. The boards were crooked. The tarp was hanging weird, flapping a little in the breeze. The whole thing leaned to one side like it might fall over any second.

But it was theirs.

Allen crawled inside. Sat on the board floor. Emma crawled in after him, her pigtails getting caught on the tarp.

It was dim under the tarp. Cooler than outside. The light coming through was greenish from the trees overhead. Allen could hear birds somewhere. A car driving past on the street. The Johnsons' dog barking.

"This is perfect."

"I know." Emma pulled something from her pocket. Two cookies she'd stolen from the kitchen. Chocolate chip. Handed one to Allen.

They sat there eating cookies in their crooked fort. Not talking. Just being. The kind of quiet that's comfortable instead of awkward.

"Em?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for saying I'm special."

"You are special." Emma finished her cookie, brushing crumbs off her overalls. "And anyone who doesn't see that is stupid."

"Even if I'm different?"

"Especially if you're different." Emma looked up at the sagging tarp. "Different means you're not like everyone else. That's good."

Allen finished his cookie. Licked chocolate off his fingers. "I wish I could stay here forever."

"We can come here whenever we want." Emma leaned back against one of the boards. "It's our place."

They sat in the fort for another hour. Emma brought her Barbies down from the house, making them have conversations in weird voices. Allen brought a book, one of the Hardy Boys mysteries he'd read three times already. They didn't talk much. Just existed in their little space where being different was okay.

The sun was starting to set, long shadows stretching across the ground, when they heard the crack.

The board holding up the left side split right down the middle. A loud snap like a breaking bone.

The whole fort collapsed on top of them. Tarp and boards and rope all tangled together. Emma screamed. Allen yelled. They were trapped under everything, the tarp covering their faces, trying to push it off but it kept getting more tangled. A board landed on Allen's leg. Not hard enough to hurt, but heavy.

"Help," Emma yelled, her voice muffled under the tarp.

"We're stuck."

Footsteps. Running. Heavy and fast. Their dad's voice, loud and scared.

"What the hell?"

The tarp got yanked off. Suddenly they could see the sky, pink and orange with sunset. And their dad's face. Red. Angry. A vein popping in his forehead.

"What did you two do?"

"We built a fort." Emma climbed out of the wreckage, pulling a piece of rope out of her hair.

"With my good boards? And my tools?" Their dad looked at the mess, at the nails scattered everywhere. "Did I say you could do this?"

"No." Emma's voice got quiet, the way it always did when Dad was really mad.

"Then why did you?"

"Because we wanted to."

Their dad sighed. Ran his hand through his hair, making it stand up. Looked at the mess again like he couldn't believe what he was seeing.

"Get up. Both of you. We're cleaning this up right now." He pointed at the pile of boards and rope. "And then you're both grounded for a week."

Allen and Emma started gathering boards and nails and rope. Their dad picked up the hammer. Shook his head, muttering under his breath about kids and responsibility and what were they thinking.

"You could've hurt yourselves. Could've put a nail through your foot. Or had this whole thing collapse on your heads."

"It did collapse on our heads." Emma grabbed a piece of rope, coiling it around her hand.

"Don't be smart."

They hauled everything back to the shed. Put the tools away, hanging them back on their hooks. Their dad didn't say anything else. Just watched them work. His jaw was tight, the muscle jumping.

When they were done, he pointed at the house.

"Inside. Both of you."

Allen and Emma trudged up to their rooms. Allen could hear his mom asking what happened, her voice concerned. His dad's low voice explaining, getting louder as he went. His mom's disappointed sigh.

That night at dinner nobody talked much. Spaghetti and meatballs that tasted like cardboard in Allen's mouth. Allen and Emma got the lecture about asking permission. About safety. About not taking things that didn't belong to them. About how they could have been seriously hurt.

But later, after everyone was asleep, after the house went quiet and dark, Emma knocked on Allen's door. Soft, so their parents wouldn't hear.

"Come in." Allen whispered.

She climbed into his bottom bunk. Curled up next to him, her feet cold against his legs. The bed was small for both of them but they made it work.

"It was a good fort."

"It was a terrible fort."

"But it was ours." Emma yawned, her breath warm on his shoulder.

"Yeah." Allen felt sleep pulling at him, his eyes getting heavy. "It was ours."

They fell asleep like that. Two kids who'd built something that didn't last but mattered anyway.

Allen opened his eyes. The hospice room. The beeping machines. The October light almost gone now, just a dim glow through the window.

Emma was crying. Quiet tears running down her face, catching the lamplight.

"I forgot about that." She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. "The fort. How mad Dad was."

"He was so mad." Allen shifted, trying to get comfortable, pain shooting through his ribs. "But it was worth it. Those three hours where we had our own place."

"Where being different was okay."

"Yeah."

They sat quiet for a minute. The weight of that memory settling between them like something physical. Allen could hear someone's TV down the hall. A game show. People applauding and laughing.

"You want to hear about middle school?" Allen's voice was getting rougher, his throat raw. "When I really started to understand what being different meant?"

"If you're not too tired." Emma pulled a tissue from the box on his bedside table, wiped her nose.

"I'm dying, Em." Allen managed a small smile. "I'll sleep when I'm dead."

She almost smiled at that. Almost.

"Okay. Tell me."

Allen closed his eyes again. Let himself slip forward five years. To seventh grade. To the spring dance that changed everything.

April 1990. Roosevelt Middle School gymnasium.

The gym smelled like sweat and floor wax and the cheap perfume Sarah Phillips had sprayed on in the bathroom, so much that Jennifer Morrison had started coughing. Crepe paper streamers hung from the basketball hoops. Blue and gold, the school colors, already starting to sag. Someone had hung a disco ball from the ceiling that barely worked, throwing weak spots of light across the floor when it actually spun.

Seventh graders clustered in groups around the edges. Boys on one side, girls on the other, like there was an invisible wall nobody wanted to cross. A DJ set up in the corner played music from his laptop through speakers that crackled. Paula Abdul. New Kids on the Block. Stuff their older siblings had liked two years ago.

Twelve year old Allen stood in the corner by the bleachers. He was wearing jeans and a button up shirt his mom had made him wear, blue with thin white stripes. His hair was combed with too much gel. He'd borrowed his dad's cologne, which now seemed like a mistake because it was too strong and making his eyes water. Making him smell like an old man.

Around him, kids were trying to dance. Mostly they just shuffled back and forth, looking awkward, trying to remember the moves they'd practiced at home in their bedrooms. A few brave couples had made it to the middle of the floor. Allen recognized Tony Blake with his girlfriend Amanda. They were barely moving, just swaying with their arms around each other, looking uncomfortable.

The gym doors opened. Danny Morrison walked in with his girlfriend Sarah Phillips.

Allen's stomach clenched. He hadn't talked to Danny in five years. Not since that day with the kickball. They went to the same school but moved in different circles, different universes. Danny was popular, played sports, had a girlfriend. Allen was, well. Allen.

Sarah looked pretty. She was wearing a pink dress that sparkled under the disco ball. Her blonde hair was curled, probably done at a salon. She kept touching it like she was worried it would fall, checking with her fingers to make sure the curls were still there.

Danny said something to her. She smiled, laughed, touched his arm. They walked onto the dance floor together, confident.

The DJ put on a slow song. More couples joined them. Arms around waists. Heads on shoulders. The careful dance of middle school romance, everyone trying to figure out where hands were supposed to go.

Allen watched from his corner. He should feel something, he thought. Should want to be out there with a girl. Should be nervous about asking someone to dance. Should have sweaty palms and a racing heart.

But he just felt separate. Like he was watching a movie instead of being part of the scene. Like there was glass between him and everyone else.

The song ended. The DJ put on something faster. Kids broke apart, started doing actual dance moves. Some good. Most terrible. A lot of arm flailing and awkward jumping.

Then it happened.

Danny pulled Sarah close. Right there in the middle of the dance floor, in front of everyone. Leaned down.

Kissed her.

The boys near Allen started cheering. Whistling. Slapping each other's backs like Danny had just scored a touchdown or won something important.

Sarah's face went bright red. She pulled away, laughing, embarrassed, covering her mouth with her hands. Danny grinned, that cocky smile he'd had since elementary school.

Allen couldn't look away.

"Did you see that?" Tommy Blake appeared next to Allen, practically bouncing on his feet, grabbing Allen's arm. "Danny just kissed Sarah right in front of everyone."

"I saw."

"Man, he's so lucky." Tommy shook his head, still staring at Danny and Sarah. "Sarah's so hot."

"Yeah." Allen said it automatically, the response expected.

"I'd kill to kiss her." Tommy gestured vaguely at his chest, trying to be subtle and failing. "Those lips, you know? And she's got, like, really good, uh."

The other boys around them were all talking now. Voices getting loud, excited. About Sarah. About how lucky Danny was. About what they'd do if they got to kiss her. Getting more graphic, more crude as they fed off each other's energy.

Allen listened. Tried to nod at the right times. Tried to look interested, to join in. To be one of them.

But all he could think about was Danny.

The way he'd grinned after the kiss. Confident. Sure of himself. Like he owned the world. His dark hair falling across his forehead. His stupid letterman jacket that his brother had given him, too big but he wore it anyway.

Allen's chest felt tight. His hands were sweating. His heart was pounding but not in a good way.

Wait, he thought. Wait, no. That's wrong.

He was supposed to be thinking about Sarah. About her pink dress. About her blonde hair. About her lips that Tommy couldn't shut up about. About her body that all the boys were discussing like she wasn't a person.

But he wasn't thinking about Sarah at all.

He was thinking about Danny. About how his stupid grin made Allen's stomach flip. About how he'd looked walking across the gym with that confidence Allen would never have. About the way his shirt stretched across his shoulders.

About how Allen wished he could be the one Danny kissed instead.

The thought hit him like cold water. Like jumping in the lake in April when the ice had just melted.

No. No no no.

"You okay?" Tommy was staring at him, his brow furrowed. "You look weird."

"I'm fine." Allen's voice came out strangled, too high. "I just, I need to go to the bathroom."

He pushed through the crowd. Past the dancing kids. Past the DJ. Out into the hallway where the air was cooler and he could breathe.

The hallway was empty. Fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Lockers lining both walls. A water fountain dripping.

The bathroom was at the end of the hall. Allen went inside. It was empty, thank fuck. Smelled like industrial cleaner and something sour. He went into a stall. Locked the door with shaking hands. Sat on the toilet lid.

His heart was pounding. His hands were shaking. His whole body felt wrong, like his skin didn't fit anymore.

He wanted to kiss Danny Morrison.

Not Sarah Phillips. Danny.

The thought kept repeating in his head. Getting louder each time. Impossible to ignore.

He was gay.

That's what this was. That's what this had always been. Why girls never interested him the way they were supposed to. Why he'd rather read books than play sports. Why he felt different from the other boys. Why he could never quite fit in no matter how hard he tried.

He was gay.

Allen put his head in his hands. Tried to breathe. Tried to make sense of this new information about himself that wasn't really new at all.

This was bad. This was really bad.

It was 1990. He knew what people said about gay people. About men who loved men. The jokes Danny's brothers made, loud and cruel. The way kids at school used it as an insult, the worst thing you could call someone. You're so gay. That's gay. Don't be gay.

And AIDS. Everyone was terrified of AIDS. Rock Hudson had died three years ago, all over the news. The television full of stories about gay men dying, getting sick, being quarantined. About it being some kind of punishment, what they deserved.

Allen sat in the bathroom stall, twelve years old, and understood that his life had just gotten a lot more complicated.

A lot more dangerous.

Voices in the hallway outside. Getting closer. Allen held his breath, tried to make himself smaller.

"Where'd Allen go?" someone asked. Tommy, maybe.

"Don't know. He looked like he was gonna puke." Another voice, muffled through the bathroom door. "Probably went home."

"He's so weird. Just stands there staring at everyone like a creep."

"Yeah, total weirdo."

Their voices faded. Walking away. Going back to the gym probably, back to the dance.

Allen stayed in the stall for another ten minutes. Waiting. Making sure they were really gone. Then he washed his face with cold water. Looked at himself in the mirror.

Same face as this morning. Same brown eyes. Same messy hair that wouldn't stay flat no matter how much gel he used. But everything felt different now. Like looking at a stranger.

He went back to the gym. The dance was almost over. Parents were starting to arrive, standing by the doors. Kids were grabbing their jackets, saying goodbye, making plans for later.

Allen found his mom's car in the parking lot. Got in the passenger seat, slumped down.

"How was it?" His mom started the car, the engine rumbling.

"Fine."

"Did you dance with anyone?"

"No."

"Well, there's always next time." His mom backed out of the parking space, checking her mirrors. "Maybe next dance you'll be braver."

She drove home. Talked about her day. About something his dad had done that was funny, some story about the bank. About needing to go grocery shopping tomorrow. Allen barely heard her. Just nodded when it seemed like he should, stared out the window at the dark streets.

That night he lay in his bottom bunk, staring at the slats of the top bunk, and tried to figure out what to do with this new information about himself.

He was gay. He was twelve years old and gay and living in a small town where that was the worst thing you could be. Worse than being weird. Worse than being different.

He couldn't tell anyone. Especially not his parents. They'd lose their minds. Send him to counseling or worse. Try to fix him.

He couldn't tell his friends. They'd stop being his friends. Start making jokes about him. Calling him names.

He couldn't tell anyone.

So he'd have to hide it. Learn to pretend. Learn to be normal, or at least look normal from the outside.

Allen stared at the ceiling until the sun came up, light creeping through his window. By morning, he'd made his decision.

Nobody would ever know. He'd date girls. He'd talk about which ones were hot, join in the conversations. He'd laugh at the jokes even when they hurt. He'd be exactly like everyone else.

Even if it killed him.

Allen opened his eyes. Back in the hospice. Emma was staring at him, tissues clutched in her hand, mascara running down her face.

"That's when you knew." She wiped her nose with a tissue. "Really knew."

"That's when I knew." Allen's voice was hoarse, barely more than a whisper. "And that's when I started hiding."

"For how long?"

"Nine years. Until I told you in college."

Emma squeezed his hand, holding on tight like she could keep him here through touch alone.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry you had to carry that alone for so long."

"It's okay." Allen squeezed back, his grip weak. "I survived."

"But you shouldn't have had to just survive." Emma's voice broke, cracking on the last word. "You should've gotten to live."

"Eventually I did. But yeah, middle school through high school, I was just surviving." Allen paused, breathing hard. "Just getting through each day."

The light outside had changed. The afternoon slipping toward evening, the room getting darker. Allen felt the familiar tiredness creeping in, heavier than before. But there was one more memory he needed to share today.

"There's more," Allen said, his eyelids heavy. "One more story before I rest."

Emma wiped her face, smearing mascara across her cheek. "Okay. What?"

"High school. When I met someone who almost made me believe I wasn't completely alone."

"Who?" Emma leaned forward, her face close to his.

"David Chen. Mrs. Chen's son." Allen closed his eyes again, gathering strength. "He was a year younger than me. Sophomore when I was a junior."

October 1994. Roosevelt High School.

Sixteen year old Allen sat in study hall, fifth period, trying to concentrate on his geometry homework. The classroom was mostly empty. Maybe ten kids total, scattered around like they were trying to stay as far from each other as possible. Most of them sleeping with their heads on their desks or pretending to read while actually texting under their desks.

Allen preferred study hall to lunch. The cafeteria was too loud, too performative. Everyone trying to be seen with the right people, sit at the right tables, say the right things. Study hall was quiet. Safe. Nobody bothered him here.

He'd claimed a desk in the back corner by the windows. Good light for reading. Far enough from everyone else that he could disappear, become invisible.

Movement caught his eye. A kid at the desk two rows over. Younger, maybe fifteen. Allen had seen him around but didn't know his name. Asian kid, skinny, black hair falling in his eyes. Always wearing headphones, the big over-ear kind. Right now he was bent over a sketchbook, pencil moving fast across the page, his hand almost a blur.

Allen tried to go back to his homework. Failed. He couldn't stop watching the kid draw, mesmerized by the movement.

Five minutes later, Allen got up to get a book from the shelf. Walked past the kid's desk, trying to look casual. Glanced down.

The drawing took his breath away.

It was the school building. But twisted. Dark
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. Wrong in a way that made it more real. The windows looked like eyes. The entrance like a mouth screaming. The whole thing had this nightmarish quality that was somehow more honest than any photograph could be.

Allen stopped walking. Just stood there staring.

"That's really good."

The kid looked up, startled. Pulled out one earbud, Kurt Cobain's voice leaking out.

"What?"

"Your drawing." Allen pointed at the sketchbook. "It's incredible. Like you're showing what school actually feels like instead of what it looks like."

The kid stared at him. Like he was waiting for the punchline. For Allen to laugh and say just kidding, it's terrible, it's messed up, what's wrong with you.

But Allen didn't laugh. Just stood there, genuine.

"You really think so?"

"Yeah. Seriously." Allen moved closer, studying the details. "It's like something out of a Tim Burton movie. Or like, I don't know, German Expressionism maybe."

The kid's face changed. A small, careful smile, like he wasn't used to smiling.

"You know about German Expressionism?"

"Read about it in an art book. The whole distorted reality thing to show emotional truth, right?"

"Yeah. Exactly." The kid's smile got bigger, more real. "Most people just think it's weird."

"Weird is good." Allen surprised himself by saying it, actually believing it for once. "Normal is boring."

The kid's smile became a grin. "I'm David."

"Allen."

"I know. You're in my mom's English class. Junior year."

"Mrs. Chen is your mom?" Allen felt his face get hot. "Oh shit, sorry. I hope I didn't, like, do anything stupid in class."

Allen paused in his story, his voice giving out for a moment. He leaned back against the hospice pillows, chest rising shallow and uneven.

Emma reached for the water glass on the tray, held the straw to his lips. He took a sip, then shut his eyes like even swallowing cost energy.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Yeah," he whispered. "It just feels real again, like I'm sixteen and back in that room."

Emma brushed a tear from her cheek. "I can see it. The way you talk about him, it's like he's still sitting beside you."

Allen's voice thinned again, but then he pushed through, his eyes fixed on some point beyond the room. When he spoke next, it wasn't to Emma but back to the memory itself.

"Nah, you're fine." David closed his sketchbook. "She says you're one of the good ones. Actually does the reading instead of using SparkNotes."

"Your mom's a really good teacher."

"She's okay." David shrugged, trying to look casual. "Little intense about literature sometimes. Like, way too into Shakespeare."

"Can I sit?" Allen gestured to the desk next to David's.

"Sure."

Allen moved his stuff over, his geometry book and calculator and pencils. They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes. David went back to drawing. Allen tried to focus on geometry but kept sneaking glances at the sketchbook, watching shapes emerge from nothing.

"You can look if you want," David said, not looking up from his drawing.

"Really?"

"Yeah." David slid the sketchbook over, trusting.

Allen flipped through the pages. Every drawing was like the first one. Dark. Twisted. Beautiful in this way that made his chest ache, made him feel something he couldn't name. Buildings that looked alive, breathing. People whose faces showed too much pain, too much truth. Trees that seemed to reach out like hands, grasping.

"These are amazing. Have you shown them to anyone?"

"Like who?" David took the sketchbook back, protective now. "Art teacher said they were too depressing. Guidance counselor asked if I was okay, like I needed therapy or something. My dad wants me to draw normal stuff. Pretty landscapes. Bowls of fruit."

"This is better than normal stuff."

"You're the first person to say that." David looked at Allen, really looked at him. "Besides my mom, I guess. She gets it."

"Well, your mom has good taste."

They talked for the rest of study hall. About drawing. About books. About how much they both hated Mr. Palmer's history class and his monotone voice that could put anyone to sleep. When the bell rang, Allen realized he hadn't done any homework. Didn't care.

"Same time tomorrow?" David asked, packing up his stuff, shoving the sketchbook in his backpack.

"Yeah. Definitely."

The next day, Allen got to study hall early. Claimed the desk next to David's, putting his books down to save the spot. David showed up five minutes later, grinning when he saw where Allen was sitting.

"Hey."

"Hey." Allen pulled out his book, nervous suddenly. "Brought something for you."

He handed David a graphic novel. Sandman. Neil Gaiman. The cover was worn, pages dog-eared from multiple readings.

"What's this?"

"You said you liked Tim Burton. This is kind of like that but darker. More philosophical." Allen felt nervous suddenly, worried David would think it was stupid. "I thought you might like the art. But if you don't, that's cool, I just."

"This is awesome." David flipped through the pages, his eyes getting wide. "Can I borrow it?"

"Keep it. I've read it like five times."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah."

David looked at the book. Then at Allen. Something passing between them, unspoken.

"Thanks."

"No problem."

They fell into a routine after that. Every day in study hall. David would draw. Allen would read. Sometimes they'd talk. Sometimes they'd just exist in the same space, comfortable silence between them.

Allen told David about feeling disconnected from everyone at school. About going through the motions without feeling like any of it was real, like he was playing a role in a play he hadn't auditioned for. He didn't say why. Couldn't say why. But he thought David understood anyway, could see it in his eyes.

David told Allen about being half Chinese in a school that was almost entirely white. About his mom having expectations he didn't know how to meet, wanting him to be perfect. About feeling like he was supposed to be someone he wasn't, like wearing a costume that didn't fit.

"Everyone wants me to be normal," David said one day in November. They were sitting by the windows, watching rain streak down the glass, the sky gray and heavy. "Like if I just tried harder, I could fit in."

"But you don't want to fit in."

"I don't even know what that means. Fitting in." David set down his pencil, staring at his half-finished drawing. "Like, I'm supposed to join sports teams? Talk about girls all the time? Care about pep rallies and homecoming?"

Allen's heart started beating faster. "You don't talk about girls?"

"Not really." David shrugged, his shoulders tense. "Don't see the point."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, everyone's so obsessed with who's dating who. Who's hot. Who's not. And I just don't get it." David looked out the window, his reflection ghost-like in the glass. "It all seems fake to me. Performative."

Allen wanted to ask more. Wanted to know if David meant what he thought he meant. But he was too scared, the words sticking in his throat.

"I get that," Allen said instead, his voice careful. "The fake thing."

"Yeah?" David looked at him, hopeful. "You feel like that too?"

"All the time. Like I'm watching everyone else be normal and I'm just pretending I know how."

"Exactly." David's face lit up, animated. "That's exactly it. Like everyone else got the handbook on how to be a teenager and I missed that day."

Allen paused in his story again, his chest rattling with a cough that left him trembling. Emma steadied his hand until the fit passed, then waited in the silence that followed.

"You really loved those afternoons," she said softly.

"They saved me," Allen rasped. "One hour a day where I wasn't hiding. One hour where I could breathe."

Emma squeezed his hand. "Sounds like he gave you more than friendship."

Allen gave a tired smile. "He gave me proof I wasn't the only one."

He closed his eyes for a second, then opened them, gaze drifting past Emma as his voice slipped back into the memory.

They sat there looking at each other. Something passed between them. Understanding. Recognition. The feeling of finding someone who spoke the same language, saw the same things.
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