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Chapter One

 


This is my coming-out
story. No, that’s too simple. This is the story of the man I fell
in love with, the hero who reached out to me all those years ago
and turned my life around. I first met Scott, my husband, at the
company Christmas party. Oddly enough, that party was my first day
at work. The ad agency had lost their top man to a corporate head
hunter and rushed me in mid-December to take his place. I was
scheduled to start the following week, but my new boss insisted I
attend the festivities. That’s where I met Scott.

Forget love at first
sight. My first impression was that I hated the guy. Scott kept
giving me the eye. I thought he was sizing me up, comparing me to
the executive I had replaced. After a few drinks, I felt ornery and
decided to stare back. And that’s when I knew. Maybe I didn’t call
it gay, homosexual, or anything else, but I knew I wanted to be
with him, and from the fire in his eyes, I could tell he wanted the
same thing. I’m not proud to admit it, but the first time I ever
had sex with another man was that night in the—

“Ready to go?”

Tim Wyman shoved the
magazine back on the rack just as his mother came around the
corner. He could already feel his face burning as she looked the
one place he wouldn’t—back at the rack. Luckily he was in the men’s
interest section, which aside from a few gay magazines was mostly
about working out, health, and fashion. Almost all the magazine
covers had shirtless men on them, so it’s not like the gay ones
stood out.

Unless he had put the
magazine back in the wrong place, or left fingerprints on the slick
cover. Shit!

“Find anything good?” Tim
asked her, successfully drawing her attention away.

Ella Wyman held up two
paperbacks, one thin, the other thick. Both had Spanish titles on
their covers. “Enough to make the trip down a little more bearable.
You?”

“No. I’ll probably just
listen to music.”

“Okay. Well, I’m going to
the register. Are you coming?”

“Yeah.”

As soon as her back was
turned, Tim glanced once more toward the magazines. The gay one was
where it was supposed to be, thank god. He glared at the cover
accusingly. The guy on the front was doing the classic “thinker”
pose, his body just as ripped as the famous statue. The thing was,
the model looked so normal.
That’s exactly what had piqued Tim’s curiosity.
Despite being a gay magazine, the cover model wasn’t feminine,
dressed in leather, decked out in drag, or anything else
outrageous. He was just a guy with an enviable physique.

Tim followed his mom,
browsing through a display of sketch books as they waited in line.
He chose a small one with a plain black cover and slid it on the
counter without having to ask. His mother knew he liked to paint
and assumed this passion extended to drawing as well. In truth, Tim
would probably use the book to write, which he did almost
exclusively in Spanish. He could speak it too, but often felt
self-conscious when doing so.

Once outside the store, Tim
scanned the parking lot, a habit he would be glad to leave behind.
He did this when entering and leaving every location, seeking out
people his age who might attend the same high school—people who
might have heard. With school out for the summer, his chances of
running into someone were high. That’s why the past month had been
spent mostly at home, but now hiding was pointless because today
was the last day.

“Can I drive,
Mom?”

“Of course.”

She fished a keychain out
of her purse, Tim taking it and pushing the button to unlock the
doors. A few minutes later they were cruising down the street
toward I-35, the very interstate that would soon get him the hell
out of Kansas.

“How long of a drive is it
to Texas?” he asked.

“Oh, twelve, thirteen
hours. Maybe longer depending on how often we stop to eat. It’s
going to be grueling on your father.”

“I can drive part of it,”
Tim offered, but he knew his father would never accept. Thomas
Wyman wouldn’t let his own wife be anything but a passenger. Maybe
his father found it too emasculating. Not Tim. He just enjoyed
driving and hadn’t had much chance lately while playing
hermit.

Soon his problems would be
left far behind, a thought that had him in high spirits—until they
pulled into the driveway. The garage door was slowly opening,
revealing walls of packed boxes on one side, when Tim noticed her
sitting on the steps.

“Oh, it’s your little
girlfriend!” his mother said.

Tim hit the gas too hard,
the car lurching. His mother made a quick plea to saints in her
native Spanish while he got the car under control, parking in the
garage without further incident. His hands were already clammy with
sweat when he took them off the steering wheel.

“I can carry the bags in,”
his mother said. “Go talk to Carly.”

“Carla,” he said
distractedly. The difference was one letter, but
Carly sounded much too
cute for her now.

Carla was still waiting on
the porch step when he came around the corner, which was so like
her. He should have just gone inside, let her wait there for
eternity instead of coming to her like an obedient puppy. Except
then she might ring the doorbell and talk to his parents, and lord
only knew what she might say to them.

Carla raised her eyebrows
and smiled demurely, cute as a baby doll.

Tim glared back. “What do
you want?”

“Nothing,” Carla said,
ignoring his gruffness. “I just came to say goodbye.” She stood and
offered a delicate hand.

Tim just stared at it.
“Why?”

“Why? Because we were
together for ten months. Because you were my first, and I’ll never
forget that. And because we love each other.”

“Carla, you told everyone
that I raped you!”

She shrugged, her fine
features betraying no hint of remorse. “All’s fair in love and
war.”

Right. And Carla won the
war long ago. Almost a year, to be exact. Tim had met her last
summer, swimming with friends at the community pool. Normally Tim
stuck to the pool in his backyard, but one of the girls from school
had recognized him walking by and called him over. Tim, along with
his former best friend Brody, had been happy for the chance to
flirt. A dozen or more girls were there celebrating a birthday.
Their eager faces had been a blur until Tim saw Carla, lithe in a
black bikini that matched her hair.

She knew exactly what to
say to Tim, how to stroke his ego just right to make him want to
give her more. And he had, emotionally and physically, and it had
never been anything but consensual.

“You still never told me
why,” Carla said. “You owe me that much.”

“That’s why you came? You
want to know why I dumped you? Fine. Because you’re so fucking
mean.”

Carla shook her head. “I
wasn’t back then. I was always good to you.”

Hardly. The truth was, she
had often demeaned him in front of her friends, like he was a
trophy she kept for bragging rights. At first that wasn’t too big
of a deal. Most of their time together was spent alone, and
in those moments
she had been kind. Socially, she would parade him in front of her
friends like a prized pet, which made him feel oddly proud, until
her comments became more critical than praising.

And of course there were
other reasons Tim had left her. Like her brother, who shared the
same dark eyes that were locked on him now, waiting for an
answer.

“You know what?” Tim
huffed. “It doesn’t matter why. You showed your true colors when we
broke up. You ruined my life!”

Carla rolled her eyes.
“Stop being so dramatic. It’s not like I went to the
police.”

“You might as well have. I
lost all my friends. The whole freaking school turned against me!
Even Brody won’t talk to me anymore.”

“Probably because he’s too
busy trying to get into my pants.”

“Yeah, keep twisting the
knife. Just because it’s true doesn’t mean you have to say
it.”

“Fine.” Carla took a step
closer and put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, okay? I was mad. But
this is our last day together. Do we really have to
fight?”

Her eyes moved across his
face, flicking down to his neck, shoulders, and chest. This was
something Tim was used to, not just from Carla, but strangers as
well. He owed a lot to his parents for the genes they had given
him. From his mother, he had inherited the Hispanic skin tone—light
enough to be mistaken for a tan—and his silky black hair. The
silver eyes from his father drew the most compliments. The muscular
build also came from him. Tim knew because next to her bed, his
mother kept a photo of Thomas in his college rowing days, pale as
ever and hair starting to gray even then, but his arms rippled with
effort. No doubt those muscles had won over his mother, just as
Tim’s physique had impressed Carla.

Right now Tim would trade
his looks for flab and acne. He couldn’t count the number of times
Carla had spoken about the children they would have, swapping their
traits around to design the perfect child. Her dark eyes, his olive
skin. His nose, her smile. For one chilling moment, he wondered if
that’s why she was here now. One last shot at tiny versions of
Carla and Tim. The hand on his arm was warm, almost hot, so he
pulled away.

“I won’t look back,” he
said. “As soon as I’m in Texas, I’ll forget you. By this time
tomorrow, you won’t even be a memory.”

“I don’t believe
you.”

“No? Why would I remember?
You never meant a thing to me.”

Carla’s face finally
registered anger, making it anything but pretty. He stepped past
her, wanting to get away before whatever venomous words she was
cooking up spewed out. He tried the front door. The stupid thing
was locked, so he jabbed at the doorbell.

“I guess I’ll just go over
to Brody’s,” Carla said.

She didn’t get a rise out
of him. Tim couldn’t care less who she fucked now. His mom peeked
out the side window, and he mouthed for her to open the door. Hurry
the hell up!

“Goodbye then,” Carla
said. “I’ll be sure to tell my brother that he was right about
you.”

Tim stiffened. His mom
opened the door and greeted Carla, who replied back in pleasant
tones that belied her serpent’s tongue. Tim was terrified that she
would say more, would drop a bomb that would follow him to Texas,
but he made it inside and shut the door before the worst could
happen.

“Are you okay,
Gordito?”

“Fine,” Tim said. His
mother smiled sympathetically, misinterpreting his distress. He
wanted to get away from her before she said something kind about
the witch outside. “I’m going to make sure everything in my room is
packed.”

Once he was upstairs, Tim
went to his father’s office and peeked through the curtains
overlooking the driveway. Carla had gone. Exhaling in relief, Tim
tried to force her from his thoughts, but those dark eyes came back
to haunt him once more. Then he realized that the penetrating gaze
in his mind didn’t belong to Carla, but to her brother
instead.

— — —

“You can kiss me if you
want.”

Tim paced his near-empty
room, frustrated by the lack of distraction. An inflatable mattress
his mother had bought for this occasion, a blanket, and a pillow
were all that remained. The only signs left of his world were scuff
marks on the blank walls and patches of pressed carpet where
furniture had once stood. He had nothing left to escape into. No
books, music, or TV—not even his studio. His home had been hollowed
out completely, empty now of all but memories.

Except the ghost of the
room Tim found himself in didn’t belong to this house. Memory
brought him to Corey’s room, a place on the brink of
transformation, just like its occupant. Childhood toys competed
with posters of bikini-clad girls on the wall. CDs of Disney
soundtracks were shuffled up with grunge bands. Stuffed animals and
designer clothing shared piles on the floor. Not the coolest place
to hang out, but Tim was happy to escape the party. And
Carla.

“Go upstairs and check on
my brat of a brother,” she had snapped at him when he offered to
get her a drink.

Tim happily complied,
because that night he felt he could hardly breathe. Her brother’s
room had been the perfect sanctuary. Fourteen years old, Corey and
his world still mostly revolved around video games and cartoons,
but he was changing. Most recently his glasses had been replaced by
contacts, revealing eyes that matched his sister’s, so dark that
the pupils were nearly lost.

With his parents out of
town and none of his friends allowed over, Corey had been glad for
the company. He even shut off his games and focused on Tim,
watching him with transparent admiration as Tim nursed a beer. An
hour passed easily. They bragged, laughed, and talked, Tim
wondering if this was what having a brother was like. Then Corey
spoke those crazy words that haunted him still.

“You can kiss me if you
want.”

Tim’s grin had abandoned
ship. Maybe the bass thumping from downstairs had affected his
hearing.

“Why would I?” Tim
replied.

Corey’s face had fallen,
which was enough to make Tim backpedal.

“I’m almost seventeen,” he
continued lamely, “and you’re— I’m dating your sister!”

“I won’t tell her.” Hope
lit Corey’s face, as if there was room for negotiation. “I never
tell anyone.”

Corey made it sound like a
game, a secret that guys kept. Like telling your best friend about
the girl you wanted to hook up with, or those shitty moments when
you cry or something vulnerable like that. But kissing each other?
That wasn’t a secret that guys kept. Was it?

Those dark eyes, so like
his sister’s, watched and waited for Tim to give the word. What if
he had said yes? Would Tim have leaned forward, or would Corey have
come to him? He would never know, because Tim had stood and walked
to the door. When he turned around, the hurt had returned to
Corey’s face, and Tim couldn’t leave him like that.

“Anyone would be lucky to
kiss you, Corey. It’s just… Your sister would never forgive
me.”

When Tim arrived back
downstairs, he nearly wished he had done it, just to spite
her.

“Where the hell have you
been?” Carla said with a withering glare.

“I was just upstairs,
trying to figure out if I want to molest your brother or
not.”

Of course Tim hadn’t really
said that. Memory could be toyed with, twisted to suit his needs.
As he flopped down on the inflatable mattress, Tim tinkered with
another memory. What if it had been Corey sitting on the doorstep
today? No parents at home, no ugly relationship with Corey’s
sister, just them alone, the crazy offer repeated one final
time.

“You can kiss me if you
want.”


Chapter Two

 


The small sketchbook pages
felt impossible to fill as the Oklahoma scenery whizzed by. Not
that scenery was an apt description, since there wasn’t anything to
see. Tim had grown up in Kansas, accustomed to horizons filled with
farmland, but also housing developments and strip malls. Oklahoma
seemed deserted by comparison, so Tim tried creating more
interesting worlds on paper, but sketching wasn’t his
forte.

When creating art, he found
the pen frustrating, its scratching ugly compared to the silken
motion of a paintbrush. Ink was stationary, permanent, and damning
once on paper. A thick glob of paint could be sculpted, scraped,
and moved. He missed the colors the most, the wet hues. Markers,
chalks, and various inks—Tim had tried them all, but none were
vibrant enough or spoke to his soul like paint did.

The SUV pulled to the
right, slowing as his father guided it down an exit ramp. Tim
tossed aside the sketchbook. He had managed a couple of drawings,
but they would remain chicken scratches until the movers showed up
with his art supplies.

“Where are we?”

Neither parent responded
from the front seat, so Tim looked out the window until he spotted
stores and car dealerships that incorporated the location’s name:
Oklahoma City. They had returned to civilization.

“That looks like a nice
restaurant,” his mother said at a stop light.

His father’s eyes met Tim’s
in the rearview mirror. What was he thinking? That they usually
dined out alone? That it would be awkward having Tim along for what
was normally a romantic occasion?

“Thomas,” Tim’s mother
prompted.

“We’re making good time,
Ella. After the tank is full, we’ll get some fast food on the way
out of town.”

“Well, stop there anyway
so I can use the restroom. At least it will be clean.”

Tim turned his attention
back to the outside world. When the car parked and his mother got
out, he found himself more comfortable people-watching than facing
the silence in the car. What would they talk about, anyway? Besides
sports, of course, but Tim wasn’t in the mood for that.

The radio clicked on,
voices babbling back and forth rather than singing. Thomas liked
talk radio, Tim’s mother tiring of it easily, so now was his
father’s only opportunity. The voices were prattling on about some
Defense of Marriage Act, a title that sounded ridiculous, like too
many weddings had been gunned down by mobsters and needed military
protection. Tim paid more attention when the debate became
heated.

“This isn’t a bipartisan
issue,” one voice on the radio
argued. “President Clinton himself said,
when interviewed by gay magazine, The
Advocate, ‘I remain opposed to same-sex
marriage. I believe marriage is an institution for the union of a
man and a woman. This has been my long-standing position, and it is
not being reviewed or reconsidered.’ So you see—”

Thomas turned down the
radio. “Maybe there’s hope for the Democrats yet,” he said as his
wife reached the car.

Tim didn’t
respond.

Next they cut across the
street to the nearest gas station. Only when Thomas finished
pumping gas and went to pay, did Tim’s mother turn around in the
seat to face him. She was always like that. Her husband was the
focus of her world. Tim admired her devotion, in a way, but it
always came at his expense. The irritation must have shown on his
face, because she responded to it.

“There will be other
girls,” Ella said. “I know leaving your girlfriend behind can be
hard, but you are young and handsome.”

Could she be more clueless?
Tim was sure he told her that he and Carla had broken up. As soon
as Carla had started spreading the rumors, all Tim had done was
mope around the house. How could his parents have missed that?
Hadn’t they sensed his relief when they announced the move to
Texas?

The timing couldn’t have
been better, not that the two events were related. His father
wanted to sort out the southern division of his company, the
regional manager having been dismissed under allegations of
embezzlement. Ella worked as a translator for a company that had
locations all over the country, so the move wasn’t inconvenient for
her. If his parents had wondered what Tim thought about being
uprooted halfway through high school, they hadn’t bothered to
ask.

“You know I hate it when
you look sad, Gordito.”

Tim sighed, his anger
draining away. His mom did
hate seeing him unhappy. When she wasn’t
preoccupied with her husband, like when Thomas was out of town for
business, she lavished attention on Tim. Her elegant lashes would
bat in his direction, like they did now, and she would smile until
he couldn’t help joining her. Then she would baby him like he was
still a kid and treat him like the most important person in the
world, Tim forgiving her for all the lonely days when he felt
ignored.

He forced himself to smile.
“I’m all right.”

“Moving can be hard,” Ella
said. “When I decided to come back here with your father—oh, my
heart nearly broke! You always see Mexicans on television eager to
get into the USA. Not me. It was the most difficult decision I ever
made.”

Tim could sympathize. His
parents visited Mexico City every couple of years, and for those
trips only, they actually brought Tim along. That had everything to
do with his grandmother, a leathery old woman who had spent a
lifetime in the sun. She insisted on seeing her grandson. The one
visit he hadn’t been brought along, his grandma had chewed out “The
American,” as she called his father in sarcastic and heavily
accented English. She was just as feisty and vital as the city she
lived in, and Tim adored them both.

“Too bad we can’t move
there,” he said. “Couldn’t Dad commute to work from Mexico
City?”

Ella’s eyes lit up with the
idea, and she laughed. Then the driver’s side door opened, and her
head turned back to her husband. His parents haggled over the
choice of fast-food restaurants, Tim forgotten until it came time
to order. He wanted his burger without pickles or onions, and when
they got to the window, they were told to pull forward to wait
while their order was prepared. His father’s eyes met his again in
the rearview mirror, seeming to blame him for the inconvenience,
until Ella filled the silence.

“We have to pray before we
keep travelling.”

“We did before we left.”
Tim complained.

“And it got us this far
safely.”

Ella closed her eyes and
bowed her head, her husband doing the same as she launched into her
favorite Spanish prayer. Tim watched her. She wasn’t pushy about
religion. Her devotion was so strong that she assumed everyone
shared her belief. No one needed to be converted to Catholicism
because in her mind, everyone already belonged to God, one way or
another.

Even when Tim refused to go
to church anymore, she simply said she would pray for them
both—that God was always with him no matter where Tim did or didn’t
go. To his mom, even the interior of an SUV could become a church,
the beige leather seats transformed into pews, the dashboard an
altar.

What the hell. Just for
her, Tim closed his eyes and bowed his head.

— — —

The rhythm of the tires
changed, Tim jarring awake in response. He smacked his mouth and
pulled his head away from the puddle of drool. Not the best
treatment for leather seats, but oh well. The car stopped, the turn
signal clicking. With any luck, they had finally arrived. His
mother kept murmuring how beautiful it all was. Tim remained
reclined until his head cleared and his hard-on subsided. Then he
sat up and took in his new home town.

The Woodlands. The name
sounded like a country club, not a city. What sort of place started
with “The”? Inspiration for the name was obvious: trees, trees, and
more trees. Aside from the occasional shopping center sign, they
could have been in the middle of a forest.

“Doesn’t look like much is
here,” Tim said loud enough to be heard in the front
seat.

“There’s plenty,” his
father responded. “It’s all behind the trees. I couldn’t find a
thing the first time I visited. The offices are just through
there.”

The street split off to the
right, and for a moment they could glimpse a parking lot and a
generic office building before the camouflage of trees returned. As
they drove farther into town, they saw some areas that were more
exposed. Man-made lakes, for instance, nestled up against parks and
housing developments.

One thing was for sure—and
Tim hoped this was the last time the damned saying would spring to
mind—he wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Everything here was flat, the
horizon hidden. The sensation was almost claustrophobic, but he
soon took to the idea. He had wanted to flee his former life. What
better place to hide than a city that couldn’t be seen?

The neighborhood they
pulled into fit the anonymous theme, its houses soullessly new.
Some didn’t appear lived-in yet, a handful still under
construction.

“¡Muy
hermosa!” his
mother said in approval as they pulled into a driveway. The
three-car garage meant room for both cars—once Ella’s was
transported down—and his father’s boat. To the left, entryway
windows stretched up to the second story, a huge iron lamp hanging
over the front porch. For one Twilight
Zone moment, the house looked so similar
to their previous home in Kansas that Tim thought they had returned
there. He knew this one didn’t have a pool, which sucked, but he
hoped his room and the studio space in the basement were
decent.

He helped his dad get the
luggage out of the back and followed him to the garage entrance.
Tim expected the inside of the house to be hollow like the one they
had left behind. Instead he found a half-furnished home. A dining
room table without chairs was already decorated with fabric
placemats and a floral centerpiece, even though no one could sit
there.

The other rooms were in a
similar state. The living room had curtains and a couch, but
nothing else. Toward the back of the house, down a hallway and past
the guest bathroom was another room with a leather sofa that
smelled new. A big-screen TV dominated one wall. To the side, a
built-in mini bar was just begging for someone to mix a
cocktail.

“Please tell me this is my
room,” Tim said as his mother entered.

“Uh-uh. This is your
father’s den, as he calls it.” She snorted. “Like he’s a
bear.”

“So where’s my
den?”

“Upstairs, first on the
left.” Ella considered the walls and tsked impatiently. “The
decorators didn’t hang a single thing!”

He left his mother to fuss
over some frames leaning in one corner. Returning to the front of
the house, Tim grabbed his suitcase and sprinted up the stairs.
Everything had that brand-new feel only found in model homes.
Nothing had been used yet, like all of this was part of some weird
museum exhibit, forever preserving what life was like in nineteen
ninety-six.

Tim checked the other rooms
first. The largest was obviously the master bedroom, another had a
stylish writing desk in it, and one was completely empty. Finally,
Tim went to his room, feeling more excited about the move as he
opened the door. Inside was a bed, already fully made, and an
entertainment center/dresser combo where his TV should fit. One
long window provided a view of the backyard, and best of all, he
had direct access to his own bathroom. No more darting through the
hall in a towel every morning.

Tim sat on the bed. For
the first time in his life, he had a blank slate. He could reinvent
himself, become something more. His life was the canvas now, empty
and begging for lines and color, direction and depth. This room, a
simple space and four walls, would be the center of his new world,
beyond it a city and people unknown to him. No more familiar
streets burdened with names of old friends and tired memories. Just
fresh potential for him to breathe in and revitalize himself with.
Tim was on the verge of something exciting and new. Life would be
better, more than it had been before. He would be better.

Tim sprang off the bed and
swung his suitcase onto the mattress. He dialed in the combination,
the locks clicked open, and the suitcase opened to a whiff of air
from another state. Hello, Kansas. Goodbye, Kansas. Opening a
dresser drawer, he started shoveling in his clothes, taking extra
care when he got to the T-shirt with the porn magazines wrapped
inside. Not wanting the movers to discover them, Tim had packed
them himself, but now he felt seedy unloading smut from his
suitcase, like a desperate travelling salesman. Something about a
long drive always made him horny, probably the constant vibration
of the road. In fact, he wouldn’t mind a quick—

The door to his room
opened. In one smooth motion, Tim tossed the contraband-stuffed
shirt into the drawer and shut it. His mom strolled in none the
wiser and gave a cursory inspection.

“I told them the cranberry
comforter, not brown. Why in the world would the decorators choose
brown? Cranberry would have looked so nice next to your dark hair.”
Ella’s gaze swiveled between Tim and the comforter, trying to
decide if they matched or not. Depending on how expensive the
comforter was, Tim wasn’t sure if it would go or he
would.

“Hey, where’s the basement
door?” he asked. “I want to check out my studio space.”

His mother shook her head
distractedly. “There aren’t any basements down here.”

“What? Why wouldn’t they
have basements?”

Ella looked puzzled.
“Because there aren’t as many tornados, I guess. No tornados, no
need to hide in the basement like rats.”

“Well, where am I going to
paint?” Tim huffed.

“We’ll find you a
space, Gordito, don’t worry.”

“What about the empty room
up here?”

“Don’t be silly. That’s
the guest room. Your old bed is going in there.”

Tim stared at her. When did
they ever have guests? His parents didn’t have friends, aside from
his father’s business associates and their spouses. None of them
would stay over for some sort of grown-up slumber party. He tried
picturing his father having a pillow fight with some other old guy
in a business suit and couldn’t.

“If they think that’s
cranberry, they’re color blind,” his mother said, her attention
back on the bed.

Tim spotted his jogging
clothes in the suitcase and grabbed them. If he wasn’t going to
find release sexually, this was the next best thing. He went
downstairs to the guest bathroom, which was completely bare and
should be safe from his mother’s inspections, and stripped off his
clothes. After flexing his muscles in the mirror to satisfy his
inner narcissist, he pulled on the navy shorts and gray Kansas
University tank top. He made a note to toss the shirt in the trash
later, rather than the laundry hamper. Then he sat on the toilet
and slipped on his blue running shoes. Half a minute later, Tim was
outside pounding pavement.

This. Oh god, this! There
was nothing that made him feel so centered, so calm, as running
did. Not at first, of course, but as he warmed up and his breath
found the right rhythm, all his worries melted away. He’d heard
people talk about endorphins, and maybe that was part of it, but
there had to be more. Jogging was like meditation on the go. How
monks could meditate while sitting on their butts, Tim had no clue.
He needed to move, his body completely occupied, skin covered with
sweat, hair sticking to his forehead. Only then could silence fill
his soul.

He slowed to a trot, almost
unwillingly, and stopped. Between two houses was a paved trail a
bit wider than the average sidewalk. In the summer dusk, he
couldn’t see much except the path leading into the shadow of trees
ahead. Fences lined either side, meaning it couldn’t belong to the
neighboring homes. Still panting, Tim ran toward the darkness to
see what he would find.

— — —

What Tim discovered over
the next month is that the trees of The Woodlands hid more than
just buildings. Winding throughout the city like a miniature
network of roads were bike paths—as the natives called them—that
snaked through neighborhoods, connecting everything from shopping
centers to public parks.

Tim explored them with
caution. The only downside to the bike paths going everywhere was
that if he wasn’t careful, he could end up anywhere. Those nearest
his home led to a small park—not much more than a playground and a
small lake. Tim always began by jogging around this body of water,
returning the same way. Each time he would run a little farther,
explore the paths a bit more before retracing his steps. If he
tired of a route, he would choose a different fork and begin
again.

With his things unpacked,
his room set up, and summer drawing to a close, Tim found himself
glad that school was starting soon, if only for the chance to
socialize. Exploring his new surroundings was becoming dull, and
with both his parents working, Tim longed for something
more.

Of course, he still
couldn’t paint. A week before his birthday, Tim decided he’d had
enough. He set up an easel in the guest room and grabbed a canvas
he had made a rough sketch on. No one had been in this room since
his mother finished decorating it. His hands shook with excitement
as he squeezed paint on to the palette, but grew steady again when
he dipped in his brush. Sometimes he worked cautiously, every
stroke bringing his vision into reality. That had been his
intention today, but as soon as the brush touched canvas, his joy
was too great.

Like fevered sex after a
long period of abstinence, Tim gave into instinct, letting passion
dictate his every move. He started with greens, browns, and whites,
thinking of the trees he’d been running past and the way light
filtered through their leaves. Then he went for purple, just for
the sheer hell of it, dragging it through this world of branches
over and over again and creating segments, each separated by dark
borders like stained glass. A forest of stained glass… stained
wood. He liked that.

“Tim.”

He spun around. Usually his
mom was the first one home, but not today. His father eyed the
surroundings, the mess Tim had made, everything but the painting
itself. “Your mother is going to be furious.”

And that was that. Thomas
left the room, not needing to say more. Tim looked around, noticing
paint splatters on the carpet. He should have put down newspaper
first.

“It’s not like anyone ever
comes in here!” Tim shouted after him, but there was no
reply.

He considered the painting
once more. For a first try, it wasn’t bad. He’d have to go over the
purple with midnight blue to pull in the theme of sky, but it had
potential… if he ever found a place to finish it.

— — —

As if to prove him wrong
about the guest room, Tim’s aunt and her husband came to visit the
following week. As aunts went, Emily was all right. She was usually
good for a laugh, unlike her stoic brother, but as the
24th of August rolled around, Tim began to worry. Like a rare
eclipse, his mother’s obsessive focus on her husband ceased briefly
on one special occasion, but his aunt’s visit threatened to ruin
that.

As it turned out, he had
nothing to fear.

On Tim’s birthday, balloons
and streamers invaded the house, turning the perfect décor garish.
There was cake and ice cream and only one present—but holy shit—it
was a big one! The wrapped gift was no larger than a ring box, and
inside was a key. Tim knew what that meant. He was out the front
door in seconds, his family close behind.

“Oh, wow!”

The car was sleek and
black, its curves designed for minimum wind resistance. The three
diamonds on the hood screamed Mitsubishi, and that company made
only one sports car this boner-inducing: The 3000GT!

Tim jumped and punched the
air. “I can’t fucking believe it!” His mom’s eyes went from bright
to flat in the fraction of a second. “Oh, sorry, mom. It’s just so
fu- freaking awesome! Thank you!”

“Happy birthday!” Aunt
Emily chirped. “We pitched in on the rubber floor mats. They’re a
godsend on a muddy day, believe me. Oh, and the air freshener. Ha
ha!”

“Just be careful,” his
father warned, but his cheeks were flushed, perhaps from the memory
of his own first car.

“Thank you so much!” Tim
opened the driver’s side door and jumped in. He couldn’t get the
key turned quick enough. The engine roared to life with a ferocity
that would make a lion piss its furry britches. Tim checked out the
dashboard and was about to adjust the seat when he remembered his
family standing outside. Finding the right button, the passenger’s
side window lowered.

“Wanna go for a ride?” he
shouted.

He watched them debate over
who would go, surprised when his father got into the car with him.
He hadn’t let Tim drive him anywhere since a few basic lessons last
year.

“I have an errand to run,”
Thomas said.

Tim grinned. “Hold on
tight!”

He put the car in gear and
hit the gas, the car’s engine more powerful than he was expecting.
He nearly ran over some guy who was gawping at him instead of
walking his dog. Tim couldn’t blame him. The car was pure sex. He
turned the steering wheel before committing involuntary
manslaughter, then zoomed down the street and around the corner,
laughing with mad power. When he looked over, his father was
holding on to the door handle for dear life, complexion even paler
than usual.

“Let’s take it easy,
son!”

“Sorry.”

Tim brought the speed down
before turning on to the main road. This was too cool! Maybe his
parents were a little preoccupied most of the time, but they sure
knew the right way to compensate.

“Thanks,” he said again.
“I honestly wasn’t expecting this.”

“I hope not,” his father
said, but added, “A man should have his independence. Turn here. I
need to go to my office.”

Tim was dying to gun it,
but he didn’t want his dad to regret giving him such a souped-up
car. He stayed on his best behavior all the way to the generic
office building where his dad’s company was located. The parking
lot was empty on the weekend, so he pulled right up to the door.
Tim wanted to wait in the car while his father went inside,
unwilling to be separated from his gift. Hell, he might even sleep
in the backseat tonight! But his father wanted him to come along,
so Tim grudgingly killed the engine.

Once inside, they walked
past the reception area and a row of cubicles to a hallway where
the real offices were. When they reached a door as nondescript as
the others, Thomas dug a key from his pocket and handed it to
Tim.

“As I said.
Independence.”

Tim’s stomach sank. His
father was giving him a job. He could see through the window in the
door that the room beyond was empty, but he took the key and used
it anyway.

“This is more a necessity
than a present,” Thomas said.

Tim opened the door and
stepped inside, unsure what to say. His father filled the silence
for him.

“This was your mother’s
idea. I had the carpet taken out so you wouldn’t get paint on it.
We can always lay it again when you move out, but try not to get
paint on the walls.”

A studio? Tim felt so
relieved that he laughed. He wasn’t against getting a job, but he
didn’t want to work for his father. “Cool! So I can move all my
stuff in?”

“Anytime you
want.”

Tim turned in a circle,
viewing the space in a new light. “Can I cover up the window in the
door? I don’t want people looking at what I’m doing.”

“That would be
fine.”

Tim stopped short of asking
if he had the only key. He could always go through his father’s
keychain sometime and snag any duplicates. Tim was never fond of
showing his paintings to other people, and he was planning one that
would raise uncomfortable questions if anyone saw it.

“Ready?” Thomas
asked.

“Yeah. Thanks. This is
really good.”

They talked cars on the way
home, conversation coming effortlessly. Once back home, the adults
poured drinks and discussed subjects that bored Tim to tears, but
this made it easy to slip away.

Loading up his car with
painting supplies, and feeling more free than ever, Tim headed
toward his new studio. He could hardly wait. There was so much he
needed to get out of his head, ideas that hounded him until they
were released on canvas. Or in some cases, images that he needed to
exorcise for his own well-being.

In the backseat was a
canvas with a rough sketch. The dark eyes were apparent, but the
shape of the face around them was drawn in light lines hard to see.
If someone were to look close enough, they would discover the
features were male, even though they shared traits with his
ex-girlfriend. Except in the drawing Corey was older, enough so
that when he made a pass at Tim, it wouldn’t have felt like his kid
brother was hitting on him. Old enough that Tim might have given
Corey a different answer.

 



Chapter Three

 


Tim shifted in the hard
plastic seat and resisted moaning in miserable boredom. Had he
really wished for the school year to begin? At the front of class,
a thin woman with wiry gray hair read passages from a book. The
idea was to entice them, since they were about to read it
themselves, but so far nothing much of interest seemed to happen in
Holden Caulfield’s life.

The words blurred together,
Tim’s mind turning to sex as it always did when he was bored. When
his brain checked out and left his body in charge, it only ever
wanted a few basic things. This class was almost over, and getting
hard now would be inconvenient when the bell rang, so Tim tried to
find something else to occupy his attention.

He covertly eyed the other
students. The guys didn’t look so different from those back in
Kansas, except for a handful who dressed like cowboys. The hats
weren’t there, at least not in class, but the picnic-patterned
shirts and massive belt buckles were. Girls in Texas favored more
makeup and often wore their hair up. Literally. Hairspray must be
in constant short supply here because a lot of the
hairdos—especially the bangs—were sculpted to defy
gravity.

Tim felt someone watching
him and caught them in the act. A girl, and a pretty one at that.
She had a little of the heavy makeup and sprayed hair, but it
worked for her. Ramrod thin with pale blonde hair, she wore an open
expression that made her appear timid, like a woodland creature.
Their eyes still locked, Tim gave a tentative smile. She smiled
back, adorable as a doe.

Beyond her was a bear, a
hulking package of muscle squeezed into his desk chair. The guy
looked like he belonged in college, maybe as a linebacker on the
football team. He seemed annoyed at the exchange Tim and Little
Miss Doe had shared. The guy had blond hair and green eyes too—not
the same shade as the girl’s, but he could be her brother. Or
boyfriend, since they didn’t share any family resemblance. Tim
returned his attention to the teacher, keeping his eyes averted
even when the bell rang and he left the class.

Time for lunch. Tim
strolled around the cafeteria, checking out the vending machines
full of sugar-free drinks. He got a lemonade, and though he was
hungry, he didn’t line up for food, not wanting to be the pathetic
new guy sitting alone at a table. Making new friends was more
daunting than he’d expected. In Kansas he’d been around the same
people all his life and knew who everyone was, even if he never
interacted with them. And he had been popular. Here, he was a
nobody.

But that anonymity was what
he wanted. Tomorrow he would swallow his pride and sit alone, but
today he went outside and walked around the school, enjoying the
weather. When the bell rang, he went back in for his other classes.
In U.S. History, the teacher didn’t seem interested in starting the
year quite yet and let them “get settled,” as he put it. This meant
everyone could talk. Tim had a conversation with a girl who was
nice enough, but her cheeks kept flushing like they were on a first
date or something. They didn’t have much in common.

When the school day finally
ended, he was eager to get to his car and head home. The new house
was close enough that he could make the trip a long walk or a short
jog, but today Tim had driven. He wanted to make a good first
impression, and this didn’t go unnoticed.

“Nice car.”

Tim turned, his hand on the
Mitsubishi’s door handle. The guy eyeing his car like it was a
naked woman was stocky, bordering on chubby. But his clothes were
all designer-label, and his hair might have been highlighted, since
it was darker underneath than on top. One thing was for sure: No
common barber had ever touched those locks.

“Thanks. Just got it for
my birthday.”

“Sixteen?” the guy
asked.

“Seventeen.”

“Ah. Well, that’s what I
got for my sixteenth.”

The guy pointed to a
cherry-red Porsche. Several people were gathered around it, most of
them watching Tim and the guy talking. Little Miss Doe was there,
as was her huge companion and a number of other beautiful people.
High school royalty. Farther away was their court, the people not
quite in their inner circle but desperate to be.

“You new here?”

“Yeah. Just moved down
this summer.” He held out his hand, giving the other guy a firm
grip. “Tim Wyman.”

“Darryl Briscott. Hey,
we’re having a party to help wipe today from our minds. You want to
come?”

Tim nodded. “When and
where?”

Darryl’s smile was smug.
“My place, right now.”

Before they went anywhere,
Darryl walked Tim over to the group for a round of introductions.
His woodland creature was Krista Norman, the tower of muscles Bryce
Hunter. Definitely not brother and sister then. The other names and
faces Tim would have to catch on the sly because he had already
forgotten most of them.

He followed Darryl’s
Porsche to a neighborhood that made his own look destitute. A lot
of his friends in Kansas were rich, so his mind wasn’t blown, but
for the first time in his life he wondered if he was going to make
the cut. This invitation was obviously the beginning of an
interview. Tim had the looks and he had the car, but there were
still plenty of ways to fall out of grace, as he had learned back
home.

Three other cars were in
their convoy, and once parked, Darryl’s driveway looked like a
sports car showroom. The inside of the house was spacious. Rich
homes either had a ton of rooms or scaled-up versions of the normal
amount. Darryl’s home was of the latter variety. Every room was
like a cathedral, the ceilings so high they could have easily
supported an additional floor halfway up.

“This way, my man,” Darryl
said.

He led Tim through the
house to a room that nearly made his jaw drop. He supposed it
wasn’t so different from his father’s den, but taken to a whole new
level. Instead of a big-screen television, the room had a movie
screen and a projector built into opposite walls. Beneath the
projector was a long L-shaped couch that could seat at least
ten.

Instead of a mere wet bar,
the far wall looked like it had been stolen from a British pub and
teleported to Texas. Set against a giant mirror were shelves and
shelves of liquor bottles, all lit tastefully from
below.

In front of this was an
ebony bar with brass accents and half a dozen empty stools. Tim
happily plopped down on one. Darryl played bartender, switching on
some music as everyone got settled. Then he turned to Tim and asked
a question that sent his mouth watering.

“What’ll it
be?”

“A beer.”

“A beer man, very good.”
Except Darryl didn’t open a fridge and pull out a bottle. Instead
he grabbed a mug, held it tilted under a nozzle, and pulled a
handle. Tim died and went to heaven. They actually had beer on tap!
In their home! He needed to have a serious talk with his dad. Of
course his father wouldn’t be cool about it, even as a
joke.

Darryl set the glass on the
bar, but it was only two-thirds full. “Beer isn’t very strong,
especially for the first day of school. Ever had a
depth-charge?”

Tim shook his head. Darryl
grinned and grabbed a bottle of whiskey. He filled a shot glass
full before dropping it straight into the beer mug. The beer fizzed
and foamed, but didn’t overflow. Pushing the mug toward him, Darryl
started taking other orders. He certainly knew his stuff. He
whipped up everything from cocktails to daiquiris, always knowing a
way of making the requested drink stronger. No wonder he was
popular!

“What do you think?” he
asked, nodding toward Tim’s beer.

The foam had died down
enough for Tim to take a sip. It tasted like someone had pissed in
his beer, but he nodded appreciatively and lied. “Fucking
delicious!”

Darryl was having the same
and clinked mugs with Tim before nodding to the room. “Looks like
you have a fan.”

Tim turned around. A dozen
other people were there, but he only remembered the names of two.
Doe-eyed Krista Norman was staring at him, but laughed and looked
at her friend like she hadn’t been. And that friend of hers was
something else! Krista was pretty, but the brunette next to her was
beautiful. Dangerous too, judging from the power Tim felt behind
her gaze. Unlike Krista, the brunette offered no bashful
flirtation. Instead she sized him up in seconds and looked away
again. Tim, feeling a little uncomfortable, did the same. He spun
back around in the stool, catching a hulking giant glaring at him
as he did so.

“A fan, huh?” Tim said.
“You mean Bryce?”

Darryl guffawed. “Don’t
worry about him. Not only is he big as an ox, but he plays like one
too.”

“Football?”

“That, and women.” Darryl
gestured to the room with his mug. “He thinks all these cows belong
to him.”

Charming.

“The problem is,” Darryl
continued, “everyone here has dated everyone else. Some of us have
a harder time letting go, is all.”

“So you talking to me is
making Bryce jealous?”

Darryl laughed again. “He’s
nothing to worry about. He’s with Stacy Shelly now, and believe me,
she’s the kind of girl who keeps you in line.”

“The brunette?” Tim asked
as if disinterested.

“Yeah. That’s Krista’s
best friend. Speaking of which—” He nodded over Tim’s shoulder.
“What do you think?”

“Krista? I think she’s
hot.”

“So do I, but no one ever
gets anywhere with her. She’s a prude.”

“Or maybe none of you guys
have the right moves.” Banter. It was so damn easy.

A cocky smile spread over
Darryl’s face. “All right. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

They went to join the
others on the couch, Darryl telling people to move over, making
room for Tim to sit next to Krista. When Tim put his mug on the
long coffee table, he noticed it was more than half-empty. That
explained the warm feeling inside.

“Hey,” Tim said, focusing
on Krista. She turned bright red, like he had asked to see her
panties.

“Hi,” she
managed.

Stacy leaned forward on the
couch to get a better view of him. “So, Mr. Tim Wyman, where
exactly are you from?”

Tim managed to meet her
gaze, but only just. “Kansas.” He could see her tallying the points
in her head. Had he been from somewhere cool, say California, he
would have earned more.

“Trying out for any of the
teams?” she asked next.

“Yeah. Not sure which,
though.”

“How about football?”
Bryce said.

Right. Like Tim was looking
forward to getting crushed beneath him during practice. Tim had
given football a shot in freshmen year and hated it. People in
Kansas were fanatics about high school football, especially the
teachers. While it was an easy way to get good grades—since failing
meant the team lost a player—Tim hated the intense pressure.
Basketball was out too, since being six feet tall didn’t amount to
much on the court. That left cross country in the fall, which they
probably wouldn’t care about, but in the spring…

“I’m thinking about
baseball,” he said.

“Wait, there’s a baseball
team?” Darryl said sarcastically.

Stacy played off this,
sounding bored. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of one.”

“Trust me,” Tim said,
looking her in the eye. “When I’m on the team, it’s all you’ll ever
hear about.”

Most people chuckled at his
joke, but Stacy’s eyes lit up with scored points. Darryl hopped up
to get more drinks, and the rest of the party was much more
relaxed. Tim was in. For now. They would never stop watching and
judging him, but that was high school. The wine flowed like wine,
and so did the depth-charged beers. Considering he had skipped
lunch, every beer felt like two, maybe four including the whiskey.
Soon enough, Tim had his arm around Krista, and she was either
flushing or giggling in response to everything he said.

At some point Darryl’s
parents were mentioned, which was the alarm that sent everyone
scurrying for their cars. Tim knew he shouldn’t drive, but he
couldn’t crash at Darryl’s place. The streets were a distorted
blur, and he managed to get lost a few times, but an army of
exhausted guardian angels guided him home safely. The last of them
helped him up the stairs and to his bathroom. Tim barely managed to
get the toilet seat up before he puked his guts out.

All in all, a fairly normal
first day of school.

— — —

“Timmy!”

Krista Norman darted down
the hall and put a hand on his arm. Funny how first impressions
could be so wrong. Last week Krista had seemed so shy. Now she
never stopped talking. Not that Tim minded much, since it meant
less effort on his part. Usually he would daydream about other
things while she rattled on.

And Bryce, who had seemed
so big and scary before… Well, he was still both those things, but
he had warmed up to Tim, probably because he’d kept his distance
from Stacy. And maybe Bryce didn’t worry about Tim getting anywhere
with Krista, since more people than Darryl had since told him she
was a prude. That was fine by him. Horny as Tim might be, he still
felt shell-shocked from the rape rumors in Kansas.

“Hey, faggot!” Bryce
rumbled.

Tim looked up and followed
his gaze. The intended target was obvious, since he was the only
guy standing still as everyone else hurried to class. Brown eyes
stared at him from below perfectly styled blond hair, and for one
moment, Tim thought of Corey.

“He really is, you know,”
Krista said in a stage whisper.

The guy’s face turned red,
but he seemed more angry than embarrassed. He glared at Bryce, even
though he was skinny enough to be crushed by one of those ham
fists. Then he waved sarcastically at Krista, imitating her snobby
body language. The guy had guts! Finally he looked at Tim, as if he
was still unsure about him. Tim returned the wave, which didn’t
seem to please him, since he spun around and stalked off down the
hall.

“Who was that?”

“Brian Bentley,” Krista
said, rolling her eyes.

“No, it’s Benjamin,” Bryce
corrected, “as in bend over!”

The joke didn’t make sense,
but for Bryce it was probably his wittiest moment.

“Walk me to class?” Krista
said.

“Yeah,” Tim answered
distractedly.

He said goodbye to Bryce
and let Krista guide him down the hall. Krista started talking
about a shopping trip or something involving shoes, Tim nodding
along until they reached her class. Then he interrupted
her.

“How does anyone know?” he
asked.

“What?”

“That Benjamin guy. How
does anyone know he’s gay?”

Krista looked repulsed.
“Because he told everyone.”

“Seriously?” Tim
considered this in surprise. “That takes balls.”

“More like he’s crazy. Who
cares anyway? He’s just some loser.”

“Well, if nobody cares,
then why pick on him?” Tim had never understood the way popular
kids picked on those who weren’t. He got along with everyone,
really. But here, just like back in Kansas, being on top seemed to
require making everyone below you miserable.

Krista rolled her eyes. “Do
you want me to get you his number or something?”

“Why would I want it?” Tim
said forcefully enough that she blanched.

“I was just kidding.
Geez.”

Tim glared at her. “Why
would you even joke about that? Huh?”

Krista grasped for words
and for once couldn’t find any.

“I’ll see you during
lunch.”

Tim sulked his way down the
hall. He had only asked a simple question. Krista didn’t need to
jump to conclusions like that. Just because he didn’t hate someone
for what they were, didn’t make him the same thing. He felt
irritated at himself for even broaching the stupid subject. But
once he was in class and had calmed down, part of him couldn’t help
smile that there was someone crazy enough to stand up to Bryce
Hunter.

— — —

Tim waited in line for
lunch, the smell of greasy cafeteria food making his stomach growl.
Bryce’s stomach roared back, echoing the sentiment. They did this
every day, grabbing two trays each and bringing them back to Krista
and Stacy like waiters on a date. Tim only started doing it because
he enjoyed the quiet that came from leaving Krista at the
table.

“I’ve got this
one.”

They turned in unison,
puzzled at Stacy’s presence.

“What?” Bryce
asked.

“Today I’m bringing you
your food. Go sit down.”

Bryce shrugged and did as
he was told, leaving Tim and Stacy alone for the first time. Tim
knew this had never happened before because he made sure it didn’t.
As hot as she was, Stacy scared the hell out of him. Maybe because
she was as mean as Carla could be, except Stacy usually didn’t
bother playing nice.

Not that she couldn’t, when
she wanted. A male teacher had once come up to her in the hall and
asked why she had missed class. Stacy went all giggling dingbat,
her every movement adorable and flirtatious. The teacher had
forgiven her pretty quickly and headed down the hall, probably so
no one would notice the growing tent in his pants.

“Double date tonight,”
Stacy said with a calculating smile. “Or at least, it was supposed
to be.”

“The four of us?” Tim
asked.

Stacy nodded. “Don’t you
think it’s time you make it official? I know Krista is an idiot,
but believe me, there are benefits to dating someone so
stupid.”

Tim didn’t
reply.

“You’re a very careful
person,” Stacy said. “Why is that?”

Tim shrugged and gave an
easy smile. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“I didn’t say you did.
Look, Krista thinks you’re mad at her. Something about Ben Bentley,
the gay guy.”

Tim played dumb. “Oh, is
that his name?”

There was a long pause
before Stacy answered. “Yes. Yes, it is.” Forget Bryce. She was way
scarier. What a monster couple they made! The beauty and the beast,
but it was Stacy’s intelligence that made her dangerous.

“Yeah, well, that guy
smarted off to Krista,” Tim huffed, “and I wanted to know who he
was. It pissed me off, that’s all.”

Stacy searched his eyes,
but seemed satisfied. “You like her, and she likes you,
right?”

“Obviously.”

“Then ask her. Dinner and
a movie, tonight. Unless you want people to start asking why you’re
still single.”

Stacy walked away. A minute
later, her boyfriend was sent back over to wait in line with
him.

“I don’t understand
women,” Bryce huffed.

Tim did. He understood them
all too well.

 



Chapter Four

 


Krista, as it turned out,
made a decent girlfriend. Sure, she talked a lot, but when Tim did
have something to say, she listened with rapt attention. She
laughed at all his jokes and was so slender that she made Tim feel
as big as Bryce. He liked that. He also appreciated that she had
none of Carla’s meanness. Occasionally she could be a bitch, but
only when she was following someone else’s lead, usually
Stacy’s.

Mostly she was just as
happy and dumb as the doe he first pictured her as. Like today,
when he hadn’t been in the mood for company. Instead of driving to
school, he had walked. He forgot to tell her until the end of the
day. When he mentioned he was jogging home, she didn’t mind having
to find a ride. Carla would have chewed his head off, but Krista
simply went with the flow.

Tim was starting to realize
she was safe. As he ran along the bike path on the way home, the
fabric of his shorts feeling good against his package as it bounced
around, Tim considered taking things further with her. He couldn’t
be celibate his whole life, just because of what happened in
Kansas. Krista didn’t seem the type to spread lies. With his
parents out of town for the next two weeks, now was the perfect
opportunity to get—

Boom!

Weight slammed into Tim
from behind, knocking him off the path. Unfortunately, this
particular path ran along a drainage ditch, a deep ravine which
left him nowhere to go but down. Tim tumbled, rolling over and
over, thankful that the ditch was grass and dirt and not hard
concrete—until he skipped into the air at the end and landed on one
leg with a crunch.

Pain! It seared up from his
leg and into the rest of his body, his brain burning as he swore
out loud. He managed to roll off the leg, easing his suffering, and
raised the limb into the air. Blood covered one shin. As bad as
that hurt, the source of the worst pain throbbed from further
down.

Tim carefully lowered his
leg, putting pressure on it. A fresh wave of hurt washed over him.
This wasn’t good.

“Oh, god! I’m sorry. I’m
sorry!” Someone slid down into the drainage ditch with him. Whoever
it was, they were to blame!

“What the hell happened?”
Tim spat.

“I don’t—I’m just a
klutz.”

The guy acted like he was
going to pick Tim up and carry him to safety, which was ridiculous
because he was so scrawny that Krista could probably take him in a
fight. In fact, he looked familiar. They went to the same school,
if Tim wasn’t mistaken.

“Is your leg
broken?”

“Leg’s fine,” Tim looked
back at it. “It’s my ankle that’s jacked.”

The guy dropped to his
knees to examine it, like he could fix it with a little tape and
glue. Tim stared. Now he recognized him! Benjamin Bentley,
shameless homosexual and brave glarer at Bryce. He had inline
skates on his feet, which presumably had propelled him into
Tim.

“We have to get you to a
doctor,” Ben said. “Can you walk?”

Tim tried putting weight on
his leg. Even though the worst of the pain had receded, walking on
it now would bring it all back again. “You’re going to have to help
me.”

“Wait.” Ben flopped on to
his rump and started undoing his skates.

Tim watched him work. There
wasn’t really anything feminine about him. Aside from being a
little small he looked just like any other guy. Except apparently
he couldn’t skate without leaving behind a wake of destruction.
With the skates finally off, Ben dug in his backpack and pulled out
a pair of shoes. Jesus, how long was this going to take?

“Right.” Finally dressed
for the occasion, Ben stood. “How do we do this?”

Tim looked up the hill he
had fallen down. “You pull me up there, I guess.”

“Pull you how?”

Ugh! Tim would die down
here before he got this guy to do anything. “Just grab me under the
arms and pull. I’ll help as much as I can.”

Ben scuttled behind him,
and Tim lifted his arms. After another uncertain pause, Ben’s arms
hooked beneath his and pulled. Tim moved half an inch. Maybe. Now
he was sure Krista could win that brawl. Ben pulled again, and this
time Tim kicked with his good foot. Now they were getting
somewhere! After some grunting and no doubt a ton of grass stains
on his backside, they made it to the top.

They both panted from the
effort before Tim asked for help standing up. Ben handled this much
better. Soon Tim had an arm draped over Ben’s shoulder for support.
His ankle was still too sensitive for any pressure. Tim could kind
of hop along with assistance, but it was slow going.

“Okay.” Tim sighed. “I
guess we make it to the nearest house and have them drive me
home.”

“Your house is really
close if we cut through the trees there.”

Tim tensed. What the hell
was that supposed to mean? If Ben had only known his name, Tim
wouldn’t have been surprised. That was one of the perks of being
popular. But how could Ben know where he lived?

“Let’s go, then,” Tim
said. The sooner he got home, the sooner he could forget this had
happened.

Ben held tightly to him as
they made their way through the trees, and for a moment Tim
imagined himself being led to some pit dug in the woods where no
one would see him again. Instead they reached a privacy fence. Left
and right, that’s all there was—one long row of fences.

“Fuck,” Tim swore. “How
much further would it be if this fence wasn’t here?”

Ben looked away, ashamed at
having been called out. “Half a block.”

Tim hopped toward the fence
and grabbed its top. If they couldn’t get around it, they would go
through it. “Support me,” he said. Tim yanked on the plank, muscles
flexing with effort. Ben grabbed him just as the board came loose.
Cheaply built, the fence only had two nails holding it in place.
The plank fell to one side, so he worked another free, and then a
third. Now they had plenty of room to squeeze through. If the
owners saw them and came running, at least they could give Tim a
ride the rest of the way home.

As it turned out, the place
was empty, not having been lived in yet. They were close to his
neighborhood, all right. In fact, when they made it to the street,
Tim saw they were just a few houses away.

“Which one is yours?” Ben
asked.

“You tell me,” Tim
snapped. A little late to play coy, stalker boy. He glared at Ben,
who was staring at the ground, cheeks red. The rest of his skin had
a nice tan, the edges of his blond hair bleached platinum from the
sun. Tim’s hair never changed color like that. A sheen of sweat
covered Ben’s upper lip, either from the heat or the exertion of
supporting him. Was it the pain that rendered everything in such
stark detail? Maybe they should head to the studio instead. Tim
watched in fascination as Ben’s mouth formed a sentence.

“Is anyone
home?”

“No.”

“Then shouldn’t we drive
straight to the hospital?”

Which would involve his
parents being called, and them being angry with him, like last
time. Tim turned his attention back to the goal. “I just need to
take the weight off my leg.”

The front door was
unlocked, the cold air inside already feeling good on his ankle.
Thank god for air conditioning! Tim had left the curtains closed
last night to keep the house cool. By this time of year, Kansas was
usually dropping hints about fall, but summer seemed to reign
eternal in Texas.

He flipped a light switch
and headed for the couch in his mother’s living room. That’s how he
thought of it, since it was just as flowery and dainty as his
father’s den was masculine. After lowering himself to the couch,
wincing with every inch, he told Ben to fetch a washcloth and first
aid kit from the bathroom. Once he got his leg cleaned up, it
should be a lot easier to see the damage.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t
go to the hospital?” Ben held out a washcloth and a little first
aid kit. “Or call a doctor at least?”

“No need. Same thing
happened to me freshman year.” And that was the other reason Tim
wasn’t interested in football. “I still have a brace upstairs. A
couple of days with that on, and I’ll be fine.”

Ben was staring at him with
saucer-sized eyes overflowing with guilt. “It’s just—”

Tim cut him off. “Thanks
for helping me get home.” Ben took the hint. Well, first he
apologized about ten more times, but then he finally headed for the
door. Tim was about to sigh in relief when Ben turned
around.

“Are you sure you’re going
to be all right? When do your parents get back?”

“In about two weeks.
They’re in Switzerland.” Tim worked on wrapping a cloth bandage
around his shin. He made sure not to look up again until he heard
the front door close. Then he leaned back on the couch and
sighed.

What a weirdo.

Tim sat there, breathing
deeply and forcing himself to remain calm. The pain receded a
little, but seemed to have reached its minimum level, which
unfortunately still hurt like hell. Last time the doctor gave him
pills that not only killed the pain but made him feel drunk. Some
of those would be good about now.

Tim sat upright. The movers
had packed absolutely everything. Maybe that included old
prescriptions. Unless things had changed, his mother kept those in
a kitchen cabinet. Tim considered several ways he could get there.
Finally he sat on the floor and used his three good limbs to move
himself backward. That way his leg could drag along the floor
without getting hurt. In theory. His ankle still bumped against
things and made him suffer for it, but Tim got to the kitchen,
pulled himself up on one of the counters, and opened cabinet after
cabinet.

His reward was a vintage
bottle of pills from 1993. After grabbing a Coke from the fridge,
he doubled the recommended dose, chugged them down with half the
soda, and started back to the couch. It was that or lay on the
kitchen floor. When he made it to the living room, he noticed the
clock. He had spent half an hour doing what would normally take a
minute. Those pills better work miracles, or he was royally
screwed.

In a way, they sort of did.
Soon Tim was feeling pretty damn good. His body thrummed with
pleasure, even though the pain was still there below the surface.
Trying to stand brought the pain back with a vengeance and had him
shrieking until he sat down again. Then the opiate haze resumed,
soothing him, but he clearly needed help. Tim lay on the couch,
wondering what to do and zoning out occasionally until the doorbell
rang.

Help had come! He heard the
front door open before someone said, “Hello?”

Crap. It sounded like Ben.
Then again, help was help. “Hey,” he shouted. “Come in!”

Sure enough, Ben came in
the room, still looking guilt-ridden. “Good that you’re here,” Tim
said, hoping to bolster his spirits. He needed action, not more
apologies “The ankle might be worse than I thought.”

“Yeah.” Ben held up a
thick tome with a diagram of human anatomy on the cover. “I think
you have a third-degree sprain. Either that or it’s broken. You
really need to get to a hospital.”

Tim didn’t need a book to
tell him that. He kept a straight face and said as solemnly as
possible, “Probably should.”

“Er, I know this is a
really stupid question, but are you all right?”

“Yeah. After you left I
dragged my ass into the kitchen and remembered some pills from last
time. They’ve got me feeling…” Floaty? Cosmic? Rainbow flowery? “Oh
man,” he said instead.

“I’ll call an
ambulance.”

“No, fuck that. I’m not
dying or anything. We’ll take my car. You can drive,
right?”

“Um… Yes?”

“Well, get me up and we’ll
be on our way.”

Setting aside the book and
approaching the couch, Ben wrapped an arm around his back. He was
still warm from being outside, and his touch felt good on Tim’s
cold skin. Lying on the couch for so long in his jogging clothes
probably hadn’t been the best idea, but soon they were standing
outside in the heat.

“Actually,” Tim said when
he saw his beloved car, “just get me seated and I’ll
drive.”

“With one
foot?”

“Yes,” Tim said slowly.
“That’s usually how it’s done.”

Ben shook his head. “You’re
too doped up.”

“And you can’t rollerblade
without killing someone,” he countered.

“You’re not dead yet,” Ben
said defiantly.

Tim laughed. This guy
really was crazy. “All right, fine. You can drive. But be careful.”
He wasn’t laughing for long. As soon as he was in the passenger
seat, Tim braced himself for disaster. He even flinched when Ben
jammed the key into the ignition, as if he could make the car
explode just by doing this. Instead, the engine growled like it
always did.

Tim relaxed into the seat,
but his repose didn’t last for long. Ben drove like he was in a
dream, Tim suffering the experience like a nightmare. Ben made
casual conversation, twisting the wheel at the last second to avoid
bikers, pedestrians, or oncoming traffic. Maybe an ambulance would
be taking him to the hospital after all, but only after Ben wrecked
his car. Now it was all too clear how he had managed to crash into
Tim while rollerblading.

By some miracle, they
reached the hospital without creating extra victims to bring with
them. Ben pulled up to the emergency entrance, where he jumped out
of the car and snagged a wheelchair. That was a welcome
convenience. Once inside, Tim expected a team of concerned doctors
and nurses to rush him down hallways on a gurney, like they do in
the movies. Instead they sat in a waiting room with other
despondent souls and struggled with paperwork.

When a nurse finally called
his name, Ben wheeled Tim into another room… where they waited some
more. But first she and Ben helped Tim onto the examination table.
He was getting sick of being so helpless. The nurse took his vital
signs and promised the doctor wouldn’t be long.
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