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Chapter 1




Rider

December 1st




The phone rumbled and fell off the desk as Ninety-Nine Red Balloons echoed around the room, signaling to Rider that it was 11:00 a.m. The song distracted him from the video playing on the laptop, instead turning his thoughts to Cam. It had been five days since Rider had last seen his boyfriend, having been dragged to his aunt and uncle’s for Thanksgiving, but he had missed Cam so much. Just thinking about the blond jock helped Rider finish much faster. Throwing the device off his chest, Rider grabbed for the tissues on his desk just as there was a knocking on the front door. Shit! Cam was early, they weren’t meant to be meeting till 11:30.

“I’ll get it,” echoed his mom’s voice from somewhere below.

Double shit! Rider dashed from the room, scooping his jeans from the floor as he went, sliding into the bathroom just as his mother opened the front door. Rider wouldn’t normally have been relieving tension at 11:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning, but he had read online that it helped you remain calm and relaxed on a date, even when making out. Since getting back together, the couple had agreed to take things slowly, especially with Cam not yet being out as bisexual. Rider didn’t want to come across too eager, even if he had dreamt about them making out and more, numerous times.

Rider filled his hands with cold water from the faucet, splashing it over his face. He was amazed he didn’t hear a sizzling sound from the heat of his cheeks. Rider slipped into his jeans before realizing he had forgotten to grab a T-shirt. He couldn’t help but smile at himself; Cam can just see me topless. The heavy footsteps coming up the stairs were of only one person, allowing him to breathe a sigh of relief. Rider hadn’t yet told his parents that he and Cam were dating. With everything that had happened in the last couple of months, it was strange but comforting to have a secret again.

Hearing the door to his bedroom close, Rider tried to flatten his unruly hair without much success. He cleaned his glasses before slipping them back on. Rider still preferred his contacts but Cam had let it slip he thought Rider was cute in his glasses, so he started wearing them during the days it was just them. Heading back to his bedroom, the smile plastered on his face didn’t last long as he heard a familiar voice.

“Interesting viewing,” said the figure perched on the bed, holding the laptop.

Horror spread through Rider. The image still frozen on the screen was of two guys becoming intimate. The person who held the laptop toward him was not the boy he was expecting; they looked nothing alike. One was tall, blond, and calm, the other was short, hazel-eyed, and had a fiery temperament. Jane couldn’t help but laugh at the expression on his face; turning the laptop back around before Rider sprinted across the room and slammed it closed.

“What are you doing here?” Rider glared at her.

“I’m here to check out what type of movies you like.” Jane started laughing again when Rider’s face lit up red. “Oh, come on, Ri. You really think I haven’t seen porn before? It’s like you’re embarrassed about watching gay porn. Wait! It was gay porn, wasn’t it? It wasn’t lesbian porn? I better check a little bit of the footage just to make sure.”

Rider rolled his eyes and shook his head. Jane was right; he shouldn’t be embarrassed over watching porn like most guys. He placed the laptop on the desk before returning to the bed and sitting down with her.

“Again, what you doing here?” Rider asked.

“I’m here to see my major amigo.”

“Sam’s your best friend. What do you want?” Rider repeated, suspicion in his voice.

“I’ll tell you, but can you please put a shirt on or something? Your hairy chest is very off-putting to a delicate flower like me.”

Rider pushed her gently and she fell to her side on the bed as Rider rose and headed to the closet. He pulled a black shirt over his head, a small red spider hung over his left pec. The shirt had been a Christmas present from Lloyd a couple of years ago and Rider was amazed it still fit. He tugged the front collar up a bit, hiding his chest hair from Jane.

“Happy now?” Rider said as he pushed past her to sit at the head of the bed, using a pillow to brace his back against the cold wall.

“Much. Now only if we could do something about your face.” She didn’t get a chance to laugh before a soft elephant hit her in the face.

“I’ll ask for the third and final time. What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to see if you wanted to hang out. I asked Lloyd, but he’s on a date with Yuki today. I’m still shocked our little Lloyd has a novio.”

A confused look spread across Rider’s face. He hated when Jane said anything more complex in Spanish than simple greetings.

“Lloyd has a boyfriend,” Jane clarified with a laugh. “I hate how quiet he kept about it. I mean, for Sam’s birthday last year he couldn’t even keep her party a secret.”

Rider couldn’t help but laugh, Lloyd was notorious for spoiling surprises. Jane had planned a secret picnic for Sam; she had spent all morning setting up the area, making sure everyone knew what they were meant to bring. All Lloyd had to do was collect Sam and bring her. Between her house and the picnic, not only did Sam know about it, but also what Jane and Rider had bought her. Rider wasn’t sure himself how Lloyd had managed to keep Yuki a secret.

“What about Sam?”

“It’s the first Sunday of the month. She has her family fun day,” she said, putting air quotes around the word fun.

The first Sunday of every month, Sam was required to join in with the family fun day that her father organized. They spend the whole day as a family doing whatever Mr. Keats had decided that week. Rider had only met Sam’s father once, but he was a very intimidating person, his aura was terrifying. Even when he wasn’t at home, Rider could still feel his presence. Sam had commented multiple times how if she had the choice, she would miss out on the family tradition, but even her brother, who worked full time, still had to keep the first Sunday of the month open.

There was a sad smile on Jane’s face. Even before Rider had discovered that Jane and Sam had been dating, there were numerous times Jane expressed her dislike for the strange stranglehold Mr. Keats had on the family. Jane had a much looser rules at home, when her sister Sofia had been born Jane was already thirteen. Her parents’ attention on her sister allowed Jane more freedom to do what she wanted. Watching Jane, Rider’s eyes were drawn to an electric blue streak in her hair. The bright blue hadn’t been there the last time he had seen her.

“Did Sofia paint your hair again?”

“Not this time,” Jane laughed. “I like it, it helps me stand out.”

“You’re extremely loud, the only drummer the school has, and everyone in the school seems to know you. Why do you need help standing out? And why would you want to stand out?” Since coming out at school, Rider was surprised to find out how many people actually knew who he was. It had made him want to be more hidden; he never understood why people chose to be the center of attention.

“It’s not for school. It’s for colleges. They interview a lot of potential students and only a handful gets selected. I wanted to stand out and hopefully this will help people remember me.”

Rider hadn’t even thought about interviews, he hadn’t even submitted a single application yet. Before his journalism class had broken up for Thanksgiving, Mr. Hogarth announced when they returned, they would have a dedicated class on the best approach to applying for colleges, the dos and don’ts of the process, and the best schools to apply for if they wanted a career in journalism.

“…that’s when we heard the fire alarm. My dad rushed into the kitchen and the turkey was burnt to a crisp. So, we ended up at In-N-Out. So, how was your Thanksgiving?” Jane asked. Rider had completely zoned out of Jane’s story, lost in the world of applications and interviews.

“My Thanksgiving kind of sucked. I had to spend it over at my Aunt Sylvia’s, so I didn’t get to see you, Sam, or Lloyd.”

“Or Cam?” Jane added with a smirk on her face.

“Or Cam. Before we set off, Mom asked if my sexuality wasn’t to be mentioned. I was going to tell them, spent the whole car trip building up the courage to tell my aunt and uncle I’m gay, during which mom spent that time confirming how open-minded they were. Well, when we got there, it wasn’t just my aunt and Uncle Mark. Uncle Steven and Julian were there also.” Jane and Rider both rolled their eyes in unison before he carried on. Even before he had been out, Rider had explained to Jane about the homophobic attitude his cousin had. “So, my plans on coming out went in the trash.”

“Julian didn’t say anything stupid while he was there, did he?”

“No, but he still managed to spoil my Thanksgiving. Mom, Uncle Steven, and Aunt Sylvia were too busy with Maria to cook this year, so it came down to Dad and Uncle Mark. Don’t get me wrong, they’re great at BBQs, but turkey is not their forte. They were in the kitchen most of the day, so it was me and Julian in the family room. I had the parade on, then in comes Julian’s stupid attitude; he grabbed the remote and changed the channel to the game. I had to watch the game the rest of the day, and even when I thought it was finished, on came three hours of replays and breakdowns.”

“What game?” Jane asked. He wasn’t sure if she was being serious.

“I don’t know. It had some type of ball involved,” Rider said, causing Jane to laugh.

“So, how long were you there?” Jane asked through her sniggering.

“We left on Tuesday and got back last night.” Rider looked at the calendar on his phone just to make sure his math was correct. “So, five days.”

“Wow! Five days without Cam, how did you ever survive?”

Rider wasn’t sure himself; he was just happy nothing had happened to Cam’s phone during the five days, so they were able to text throughout and sneak the occasional phone call. Rider opened his mouth to answer Jane, but a knocking downstairs got his attention. The sound of muffled barking echoed from outside the front door.

Rider panicked. “Erm…you need to go.”

“What! Why?” Rider’s puppy-eyed look wasn’t having the same effect on Jane as it did Cam.

The barking got louder as his mom opened the door; Rider didn’t need to be told who was there. His phone said it was 11:30; Cam was exactly on time, like always.

“Rider! Cameron’s here for you,” his mom shouted.

“Oh!” A smirk appeared on Jane’s face.




Chapter 2




Cam




Cam found himself moving rapidly down the street, Max at his heels. He couldn’t remember the last time he found himself traveling faster than the German shepherd. It had only been five days since he’d last seen his boyfriend, but it felt longer.

Cam always loved the start of a relationship, the period where you never want to be separated. The butterfly feeling in his stomach whenever he held Rider’s hand or the smile he gained from waking up to a good morning message. The constant stream of texts that bring a large, goofy grin to his face.

Cam still didn’t fully understand all his emotions, but he knew he needed Rider. What happened a couple of weeks ago with Carrie-Ann trying to come between them, made it feel like his heart had been ripped out. When he and Trish split up, it was mutual, there wasn’t any sadness, but when Cam thought he lost Rider, he wasn’t sure he could survive the rest of the school year. If this was love, then it was more intense than anything he felt before and he wanted more.

Originally, the plan was for Cam’s mom to look after Max for the day so he and Rider could have the whole day together. However, that plan was destroyed when his mom informed him she was going shopping that morning. Cam couldn’t argue; they weren’t out as a couple to their parents. Forcing Max to stay home wouldn’t have been kind considering the extended time in the travel cage yesterday when Cam and his mom had got stuck in traffic on the way back from his grandmother’s.

As Cam approached the wooden door, he could see movement through the frosted glass, the auburn hair obvious through the blurred image. Cam took a deep breath before knocking. He wasn’t sure if Max was uncertain about standing still or if he could sense Rider inside, but he started barking. The door quickly opened and Cam couldn’t help but laugh as he was completely ignored as Susan bent down.

“Oh, who’s a good dog? You are! Yes, you are!” Max’s tail wagged in agreement.

“Good morning, Mrs. Williams. Is Rider around? I have to take Max out for a walk and wondered if Rider would like to join us.”

“Good morning to you also, Cameron. Yes, he’s here,” Susan said, remaining squatted petting Max. “Rider! Cameron’s here for you.”

Cam jumped back from the booming voice. He was always surprised how loud Susan could be. Max didn’t seem to have an issue, his fluffy tail still beating against Cam’s leg. Footsteps on the stairs pulled the attention of all three; Cam couldn’t help but smile when he saw Rider. He could feel his cheeks heat up when he noticed Rider was wearing his glasses. He looks so cute in them! Wait…is that Jane behind Rider? Cam was surprised to see Jane, a slight disappointment in not having his boyfriend all alone.

“Hey, Cam!” Jane said, waving over Rider’s shoulder.

Rider gave Cam a little apologetic look for the surprise visitor. Cam smiled letting Rider know it was fine. He was happy to give Jane a free pass for invading their time; it had been her that managed to reconnect him and Rider. What Cam really wanted to do was take him into his arms and kiss him…but at the front door in front of Susan was not the best place.

“Cameron was wondering if you would like to go for a walk with this handsome boy.”

Cam almost laughed at the panicked look on Rider’s face. It wasn’t until Max barked that Rider relaxed again.

“We would love to,” Jane jumped at the open invitation, the smile on her face showing she knew they couldn’t deny her in front of Susan. “Wouldn’t we, Ri?”

Rider just nodded, pulling Cam’s hoodie over his head. The three teens said their goodbyes to Susan and headed back toward the street, having to fight Max away from the attention he was loving. Rider’s house was still in sight, but Cam couldn’t wait any longer; checking to make sure the coast was clear, he pulled Rider close and kissed him like they hadn’t seen each other for years. The smell of strawberries escaped from the hoodie; he was amazed the smell of his shampoo still lingered since Rider didn’t seem to go anywhere without it these days. There was also a small hint of Rider. Cam couldn’t explain how Rider smelled; the closest explanation was the scent of opening a new book for the first time. A wolf whistle from their right stopped the kiss mid-flow.

Cam smirked. “I didn’t know we needed a chaperone.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your day together. I came by to see if Rider wanted to hang out and it wasn’t until you arrived that I realized you had plans,” Jane said.

Cam gave Jane a hug to show there was no harm. Rider took Max’s leash and was almost pulled off his feet by the bored German shepherd. Cam grabbed Rider’s arm to steady him before they all started walking again.

Rider pouted. “It’s okay you have to look after Max, but are we really going for a walk?”

It was understandable Rider wanted more kisses, Cam himself could still feel the tingle across his lower lip where Rider’s teeth had playfully caught, but with their love being in the closet, they couldn’t make out in public. Just that single kiss had caused his heart to beat hard from the anxiety of being caught by someone from their school. At the end of the street, Cam took a left and crossed over the street away from the direction of the lake.

“You don’t mind us going to my place, do you, chaperone?”

“Not at all, gives me something to do rather than be alone,” Jane said, making a sad face at the word “alone”.

As they approached Cam’s home, he noticed the car in the driveway. Jane being with them would be a lot easier if his mom was home. This would be the first time Rider had been back since Cam had told his mom the truth about his feelings for him. Despite his mom asking about Rider since coming out to her, they never discussed the fact Cam was now dating him. Whenever the topic came up Cam played it off as if they were back to being best friends.

Before the door was fully open, Max was already shooting down the hall toward the kitchen where Mary sat at the table, a cup of coffee wrapped in both hands with several grocery bags on the table across from her. She smiled to her son as he entered the kitchen.

“You’re home, CJ? That’s great! You can help me unload the groceries.” Mary set her cup down, rising to greet the two teenagers behind her son. “Jane, lovely to see you again. Keeping these boys in line, I hope? And, Rider, my dear, always a pleasure. You’re welcome any time.” She smiled while pulling them both into tight hugs.

Cam looked at his mother suspiciously as she pulled Jane and Rider into seats next to her. He just sighed and started unpacking the groceries. Max circled between Cam’s legs, eyes never leaving the food in Cam’s hands. It wasn’t long before Cam settled on the other side of the table from his mom, next to Rider. Cam was confused as his mom pulled a small bag out of her purse.

“I got you something also.”

As she passed the bag to Cam, the item slid out, the box hitting the table sending the contents everywhere. Cam didn’t think he could be more embarrassed, his face was burning as he scooped everything up, leaving a small pile in front of him. No point in hiding the contents since Rider and Jane had already seen them.

“Condoms? Why?” he pleaded with his mom.

“Well, if you and Rider plan on doing anything, I want you to both be safe.”

The Coke that Rider had been drinking shot out of his nose like a dragon, his face quickly matching the same shade of red as the can he was holding. Cam’s eyes flicked from Rider to his mom to the pile of condoms and back around for a second round. Laughter burst from across the table; Jane apparently found this hilarious.

“What?! Erm…why would me and Rider need condoms. I…erm, don’t get it.”

Cam couldn’t look at his mom. He almost jumped out of his seat when he felt Rider’s hand slide over into his lap. Cam squeezed his hand for support, glad the table blocked it from sight. Cam refused to speak; he had no words. Jane’s laughter continued to echo around the kitchen even when his mom started talking.

“I’m not saying you have to do anything. I just want you to be safe.”

“But…me and Rider aren’t…”

“Together? Cameron James Walker, do you really think I’m that stupid?” She glared at Cam till he shook his head. “When you came out to me you were devastated at the possibility of losing Rider. Then since you made up, every day after seeing each other, you have a huge smile on your face. Also, I noticed how often you were on your phone when we were over your grandmother’s. Only two types of people spend that much time on their phone: business people and those in love.”

Cam didn’t know where to look, soon his eyes wandered to the second subject of discussion—Rider. Rider’s eyes met Cam’s, the first time Rider had looked away from the table since the conversation began. His face was deep crimson, a weak but happy smile on his face. Cam was glad he wasn’t the only one embarrassed. The squeeze in his hand was all Cam needed, raising his arm along with Rider’s. Mary quickly smiled at the sight.

“You’re right. We’re together.”

“That’s absolutely wonderful. You look so cute together,” Mary beamed.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Jane said, her laughter finally under control.

The look on his mother’s face made Cam relaxed enough to pull Rider into a hug. When Cam kissed his cheek, Rider went even brighter, looking down at the table again. Every time Rider blushed, it just caused Cam’s heart to beat even harder. He rested his head on top of Rider’s and turned to look at his mom who was misty eyed.

“Mom? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, CJ. I’m just thinking about your father and how proud he would be of you right now. You’ve grown up into a wonderful man. Caring, romantic, and following your heart just like he did.” Mary turned and lifted Rider’s head so they were looking at each other. “And you, Rider…my CJ couldn’t have found anyone sweeter. Terrance would have loved you. He also had a passion for guitars.”

“I never knew dad played…”

“Your father didn’t play. He tried in college and failed drastically, but that didn’t stop him. He dragged me and your uncle to so many small bars to see musicians perform. I know he would have loved to hear you play, Rider.”

“He sounded like a wonderful man.” Jane acted as Rider’s surrogate, his voice still not working fully.

“He was,” Mary said softly, her eyes glazing as she remembered the past.

Cam stood up and kissed his mother on the cheek leaving her to dream of sweeter days. Rider and Jane followed him up the stairs, Rider almost tripping as Max dashed passed him. Cam pushed Jane off the bed with his foot as she tried to join him.

“Sorry, that spot’s taken,” he said as he pulled Rider onto the bed and snuggled him close.

Jane rolled her eyes and settled on the floor instead. With Rider’s head resting on his chest, Cam took a deep breath watching the dark mop of hair rise and fall. He was happy his mother knew; not everyone would understand or show the same positive reaction, but he was glad she now knew.

“Sorry for interrupting your snuggle time,” Jane smirked, “but it’s nice your madre cares so much. So, now you’re out to her, what about at school?”

“Jane. We talked about this!” Rider voice sounded dry from not speaking for so long, his glare a warning to drop it.

“I’m not ready to be out to everyone just yet. I’ve seen what some people are like at school. I can defend myself but who knows what people will say and do to Rider.” Cam almost squeaked the last syllable as Rider squeezed him tight.

“You don’t need to defend me. I can take care of myself.”

“Then what about your ribs?” Cam said pulling up Rider’s shirt, there was still some bruising there from Darwin Brown’s attack.

“Let’s change the topic to something happier.” Jane announced, “New York!”

Jane dominated the conversation about all the places she wanted to visit. There were two reasons Cam agreed to join the basketball team on the trip: the first was they had been promised to walk on court in Madison Square Garden, and the second was to meet up with Trish for free.

“So, you’re going, right, Cam? I know the basketball team was invited.”

“Yeah, I’ll be there. Someone’s got to keep Matthews in line. Also, a trip with my two favorite people…why wouldn’t I want that?” Cam leaned in close so only Rider could hear. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get more alone time together.”

“Good! Now you can convince Rider to go!” Jane glared in Rider’s direction.

Cam lifted Rider off him, waiting for an explanation. All he received was a shrug before Rider snuggled back in, trying to hide his face.

“Ri? You’re really not going? I wanted to show you some of the places I loved.”

“I wasn’t sure about going when I first heard about it. Then the stuff with Spencer and Brown happened, and once I came out, my parents didn’t like the idea of me being in a completely different city with them, with limited adult supervision.”

Cam and Jane nodded. It was a difficult situation, but Cam didn’t want Rider to miss out on such an amazing opportunity. Cam had spent most of his life in New York and he wanted to share that experience with the man he loved and make new memories of the two of them. He wanted to show Rider the city that made him the man he was today and introduce him to his old friends. Cam tried hard not to let the disappointment show on his face; he hated the fact they might miss out on spending lots of time alone together because of two idiots.

“But things are different now. You have Jane and you have me. Although I doubt you’ll need me since I’m positive Jane could take them both on with one hand tied behind her back.” Jane just nodded in agreement. “I’ll ask that me and Matthews room with you. I know Matthews likes you and they won’t try anything if we’re both there. So, what do you say?”

Cam pulled out the puppy dog eyes he had learned from both Max and Rider. His boyfriend sighed, rolled his eyes, and crossed his arms over his chest. Cam had seen this pose a number of times recently, but he always knew where it ended.

“Fine, I’ll think about it, okay?”

“That’s all I ask,” Cam said, smiling. Jane giving him a secret thumbs up.

Cam pulled Rider close and kissed him, not having to worry about his mom walking in on them any longer. Cam couldn’t help but laugh through the kiss when he heard Jane making vomiting noises.




Chapter 3




Lloyd




Although it was officially December, Lloyd waited outside his home wearing only a T-shirt and jeans. He had chosen to avoid bringing a jacket, scarf, or mittens, so he could use it as an excuse to get close to Yuki; unlimited warmup hugs was his plan. His hair was spiked up, his jeans a little run down but they were old and comfortable, and the T-shirt was a mix of white and blue stripes. Lloyd felt the shirt made him look like a mime but it was a present from Yuki so he wanted to wear it for him. Lloyd checked his hair one last time before his phone chirped.




Hope you and Yuki enjoy your date. Don’t worry about me, I found another gay couple’s date to interrupt. Also when we meet next week for bowling remind me to tell you the condom story. J x




Lloyd started to laugh. It had taken him twenty minutes to get Jane to leave that morning and now she was harassing Rider and Cam. Lloyd finished replying as a black SUV pulled up, a heavyset Japanese guy sat behind the wheel. Climbing into the car, Lloyd leaned over and kissed his boyfriend, the chinstrap beard tickling him. Due to Yuki’s work schedule, it wasn’t often they got full days together. When they did, Lloyd cherished the days.

“And a hello to you too, Mr. Fellows,” Yuki said, trying to sound all professional as he pulled away.

“So, where you taking me today?” Lloyd asked as they pulled onto the highway.

“Have you heard of the Winter Solstice?”

“Of course, it’s the biggest winter fair in the state.”

The fair had dozens of stalls, an ice rink, rides, and the state’s largest Christmas tree. Lloyd had begged his father to take him to the opening day every year from the ages of eight to thirteen for the tree lighting. Due to the three-hour drive and how busy opening night was, his father had always declined. His father had always taken him during the final days of the fair.

“I hope you like tree lightings,” Yuki said with a smile.

He couldn’t hide the smile that spread across his face; he was finally going to opening day. Lloyd vibrated in his seat from excitement, he was so glad he had told Jane to get lost. Yuki tried to distract him with idle conversation, but it didn’t help. Even though the journey had only just started, he kept peering out the window in hopes of spotting a tent or lights.

“I knew I should not have told you where we were going so early on. You are too impatient at times,” teased Yuki.

“You weren’t complaining about me being impatient after our sixth date.” Lloyd winked back at him causing Yuki to blush.

Lloyd loved how after dating so long he could make Yuki blush with simple flirtation. When they had first started dating it was the other way around, everything was new to Lloyd, just holding hands would cause his cheeks to glow red. Lloyd had been amazed at the confidence Yuki had with his sexuality; he had been terrified to buy a gay magazine, but Yuki had slipped Lloyd his number so easily. It was amazing considering Yuki wasn’t out to anyone in his own country; he had only embraced it when arriving in the States.

Yuki reached over and held Lloyd’s hand, the fingers intertwining. Lloyd pulled the hand up to his mouth and placed a gentle kiss onto the back of it. Yuki’s eyes didn’t stray from the road, but from the smile on his face, Yuki was as happy as Lloyd. He would have happily stayed like that if not for his bladder. I need to stop drinking cans of Monster before I go out.

“Yukitaka?” Yuki bit down on his lower lip, shivering in his seat slightly. It was a reaction Lloyd could always produce when he called Yuki his full name. “Erm…I know we have a long way to go but could we perhaps stop for…”

“A restroom break? We have not been driving very long. If you need to relieve yourself, there is a bottle in the back seat.”

Yuki burst out laughing at the horrified look on Lloyd’s face. Indicating at the next exit, they pulled off the highway into the rest stop. Lloyd burst from the SUV quickly, not wanting to give Yuki a chance to try and convince him to at least try the bottle. Lloyd still couldn’t believe Yuki was taking him to the Winter Solstice. Having been too excited in the car over their destination to tell anyone, Lloyd pulled out his phone and sent a text to Rider.

As Lloyd exited the rest room, he scanned the surroundings for his boyfriend. Yuki sat on a bench near the entrance, a melancholy look on his face. Has our stop interrupted Yuki’s schedule? Lloyd walked over slowly, something was wrong, but he wasn’t sure what. As he approached the slightly older guy, a grin appeared on Yuki’s face.

“You okay now? Or do I need to get a few extra bottles?”

Lloyd rolled his eyes to show how funny he found the joke. “I’m fine. Are you okay, Yuki?”

“Absolutely. We should get going.” Lloyd nodded in agreement.

Lloyd knew that Yuki was a very private person; he often chose to work through problems on his own rather than share them. If something was wrong, Yuki would tell Lloyd when he was ready. As they drove closer to their destination, Yuki seemed like his normally happy self. By the time they arrived in the parking lot, all thoughts of problems were long gone. Approaching the entrance, Lloyd already had his wallet in hand before being stopped by Yuki.

“Today is my treat. Anything you would like, it is yours,” Yuki said while placing a kiss gently on Lloyd’s cheek.

Lloyd wasn’t sure how he had ended up with such a wonderful boyfriend. The fair was extremely busy, the sound of Christmas music flowing over the noise of the crowds. Lloyd almost jumped as he felt something clutch his hand before realizing it was Yuki.

“I would not like to lose you in this crowd. Where should we start first?” Yuki asked with a smile.

Lloyd felt like a kid in a candy store as he pulled Yuki toward the stalls, stopping at each to see the items for display. Yuki’s eyes lit up as they approached an imported candy stall. He scooped up one of the boxes and purchased it before Lloyd even had time to see what it was.

“You have to try these. Pocky! Imagine a sweet bread stick covered in chocolate.”

Yuki pulled one of the sticks out of the box and passed it to Lloyd. He stared at the interesting looking food in his hand; it was thinner than a breadstick. Biting off the end, he was greeted by a crunchy sweet flavor. It would have been nicer if it wasn’t for the intense staring from Yuki.

“So? What do you think?”

“They’re very nice. Just like you,” Lloyd said, blushing slightly.

The pair returned back to the candy stand to see if there was anything else they could sample. A small, round egg-shaped sweet caught Lloyd’s eye, he had never seen anything like it before. Yuki explained it was called a Kinder Surprise from Europe; it was a chocolate egg that contained a small toy.

Yuki laughed. “I thought these were illegal in the United States.”

Illegal? That just made Lloyd want one even more. Yuki blocked Lloyd’s payment, even when Lloyd made it clear that he was buying multiple for the gang.

“You’re the best.” Lloyd slid his arms around Yuki and hugged him tightly.

“I know. You tell me all the time,” Yuki said humbly.

They continued walking until they reached the middle of the fair, a large rectangle ice rink boarded off by a wooden fence. A number of people were skating, and it didn’t take long before Lloyd was dragging Yuki toward the pay booth.

“Are you sure you want to go ice skating, Lloyd?” Yuki’s voice was a little shaky.

“Yeah, it’s great fun.” Lloyd could see the hesitance on Yuki’s face. “That’s only if you are okay doing it.”

“It is okay. I have just never ice skated before. You will have to show me.”

Nodding, he promised to teach Yuki everything he knew. Lloyd started feeling guilty when Yuki pulled out cash again. I’ll have to get something for Yuki as a thank you. Lloyd had to help Yuki to his feet once they both had their boots strapped to their feet, Yuki wobbling as they slowly moved toward the ice. Just before Lloyd’s foot hit the ice he was pulled back, Yuki smiled at him as he wrapped his green scarf around the smaller boy.

“I do not know how you are out in December without a jacket. I hope this will keep you warm as we skate.”

“Thanks, Yuki.”

Lloyd pulled the scarf tight around his neck; it was chillier than he had expected but he wasn’t going to let that stop the fun they were having together. He entered the rink and moved gracefully around in a circle to watch Yuki enter. It was like watching a newborn deer learning to stand for the first time. He wrapped his arm around Yuki’s waist to balance him. Once Yuki was ready, they moved forward, Lloyd staying in grabbing distance.

It didn’t take long for Yuki to get comfortable on the skates; they made a slow but steady lap around the rink holding hands. If the rink wasn’t so busy it would have been romantic. When someone cut right in front of Yuki, it startled the insecure skater. Lloyd reached out to try and steady him, but it was too late, both of them started to fall. Lloyd felt the tight arms wrap around him protecting him from hitting the ice; Lloyd flinched at the bang from below him.

“Yuki! Are you okay?” Lloyd panicked. Laughter came from underneath him as the arms pulled him closer.

“I am okay. Are you okay?”

“Of course, you saved me.”

They both smiled at each other. Yuki pulled Lloyd’s face down and they kissed in the middle of the ice rink. Lloyd was lost in the act until he heard shouting coming from the side of the rink, the words immediately destroying any romantic moment between him and Yuki.

“Get off the rink, you stupid flamers.”

“I am sorry.” Yuki had obviously noticed the sad look on Lloyd’s face. “The world will not always be like this. Someday people like that will be the minority. How about we get off this rink and away from the homophobe? The tree lighting should be happening soon.”

“No.” Lloyd shook his head, “We shouldn’t leave because of people like him. I don’t want to miss the tree lighting, but I would like to skate a little longer, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, I do not mind. Although can we get stand up soon, my butt is going numb.”

Lloyd laughed and got to his feet carefully before helping Yuki up. Lloyd made a big deal about grabbing hold of Yuki’s hand facing the direction he had heard the slur come from. They slowly started to circle the rink again. By the time they left the rink, Yuki was a lot more confident at skating.

It was easy for them to find the tree; it towered over everything at the fair. There was already a large crowd waiting for the lighting. Lloyd found some free space further back, giving them a great view of the tree.

“Lloyd, are you okay? You are shivering.”

“I’m just a little cold. I didn’t think it would get this cold.”

Once the sun had set, the temperature dropped sharply. Yuki pulled Lloyd backward into him, wrapping his coat and arms around the smaller boy. Lloyd could feel Yuki’s warmth against his back making the chill in his bones disappear; the plan for warmup hugs was coming to fruition. They stayed embraced in each other’s arms as they waited for the lighting. A local celebrity that neither he nor Yuki had heard of was invited onto the stage to pull the switch. The whole crowd counted down three, two, one, then nothing; the tree remained dark.

“I’m sorry for the delay. We seem to be having a technical issue,” a young gentleman said on the stage. Someone in a bright-colored vest ran onto the stage and whispered to the gentleman before heading back behind the tree. “Erm…is there anyone here who knows about electronic systems?”

“Here!” Lloyd’s arm shot up high, drawing the attention of the crowd.

Yuki sighed softly but looked at Lloyd with a smile as the gentleman came over to speak to them. Yuki had completed half of his college course in electrical and electronic engineering and currently worked with electronic systems. The gentleman introduced himself as James Harrison, it was his first year running the fair, and he was panicking over the tree. There was a problem with the system that controlled the lights; the signal wasn’t reaching the junction box.

“I know it’s asking a lot,” James said, “but would you mind having a look? My electrician is nowhere to be found and we have a lot of families waiting for the tree lighting.”

Lloyd didn’t even need to give a sympathetic look at Yuki, who had already agreed. They were escorted behind the no entry tape and around to where all the electronic equipment was stored. Yuki grabbed a box which had two prongs attached via cables and crouched down to look at the circuit board. Lloyd watched in amazement as he started poking at the cables, humming and hawing at the results on the digital screen.

“Okay, I believe I have discovered the problem. It should be an easy fix,” Yuki said with confidence.

Delving into the toolbox, Yuki started pulling out a number of tools Lloyd had no clue about. The confusion on his face must have been obvious as Yuki was explaining what he was doing for both Mr. Harrison and Lloyd. The issue seemed to be one of the wires had been damaged and wasn’t conducting how it should have been. Yuki worked quickly, replacing the wire while the other two watched.

“Okay. It should work now,” Yuki said proudly.

Lloyd and Yuki stayed where they were as James went back to the stage. After another countdown the lever was pulled, this time the tree glowed with Christmas colors. When Mr. Harrison came back, his face was a lot more relaxed.

“Thank you so much. You saved the tree lighting. How can I ever thank you?”

“I have an idea,” Yuki said with a smile looking at Lloyd.

Before long, Lloyd wore a special Winter Solstice hoodie that wasn’t available to the general public. It was normally for the volunteers as a special thank you at the end of the fair. It was thick and warm, which was good because Lloyd wasn’t sure how long he could have kept going now that the wind had brought a bitter chill. Even the wonderful hugs he had been receiving from Yuki were no longer keeping the cold away.

Lloyd forced Yuki to sit down at the table by one of the food trucks; it was his turn to treat Yuki. Returning with two foam cups of hot cocoa and some snickerdoodles, Lloyd slid into the seat next to Yuki and rested his head on Yuki’s shoulder.

“This has been amazing. We should come back for Summer Solstice. Bring the rest of the gang,” Lloyd said. When no response came, he turned to face Yuki who wore the same look from the rest stop. “Yuki, what’s wrong?”

“Did you enjoy today?” Yuki asked, keeping his eyes focused on the tree.

“Of course.”

“Good. I wanted today to be perfect for you.” He turned to face Lloyd, sadness on his face. “We need to talk. You know I am trying to restart my degree. Well, I have heard some positive stuff from the administration teams.”

Lloyd swallowed hard. Before they had met, Yuki’s mother had been rushed to hospital. He had flown back to Japan to be with her and the family. She had recovered, but Yuki had been gone for three months and had missed too much of the year to catch up. Belmont College had refused his application for readmission on the grounds of not informing them he was leaving the country the previous year. He had spent most this year trying to find a college that would allow him to transfer without losing his credits.

“I cannot guarantee the college that accepts me will be local. I will try and be local but I wanted to prepare you. I did not want to get accepted then drop something this big on you. It also means we cannot make big plans for the summer till I know what is happening.”

Lloyd nodded along with what Yuki was saying. He didn’t want to lose Yuki but he also didn’t want to hold him back. An education was important, he had only just started thinking about it himself.

“I love you, Lloyd. I will try and stay but I need to do this. I hope you understand.”

“I do. I want you to finish your degree.”

“I may not get accepted anywhere but I wanted to let you know that I have applied.” Yuki held onto Lloyd’s hands. “You mean so much to me.”

“You mean more to me,” Lloyd said, a weak smile on his face as he squeezed Yuki’s hands.

It was getting late, and Lloyd had school tomorrow. They headed back to the car, not releasing each other’s hands until the last possible second. Lloyd knew that it was the correct decision for Yuki to continue his degree, but it didn’t stop it from hurting so much. Lloyd was quiet for much of the drive home, blaming it on being tired. He didn’t want to tell Yuki the real reason, the day had been so perfect; he didn’t want to spoil it with any more discussion of an uncertain future.




Chapter 4




Rider




The trio had managed to sneak out of Cam’s house without having any more awkward conversations with Mrs. Walker. Rider always found Mary such a comforting person to be around, but he hadn’t been able to look her in the face when Cam had told her the truth. A vibration from his pocket distracted him from thoughts of condoms. He couldn’t help but laugh, drawing looks of confusion from the other two.

“I just got a text from Lloyd. Guess where Yuki’s taking him today?” Cam and Jane both shrugged. “Winter Solstice.”

Jane rolled her eyes while Cam looked even more confused.

“The shortest day?” Cam asked.

Lloyd had talked about the fair so many times throughout their friendship Rider had forgotten Cam was new to the area. He explained to his boyfriend about the fair and Lloyd’s passion for it as they walked toward his home. Reaching the driveway, Jane said her goodbyes, declining to join them, having already used up too much of their time together. They finalized times for school tomorrow before Jane slipped into her car and drove away, leaving them surrounded by a cloud of exhaust.

“Jane really needs a new car, or at least a new engine.” Cam coughed while trying to clear his lungs.

“You try convincing her, I gave up a long time ago. Anyway, come on, I’ve waited way too long today to have you alone.” Rider was already pulling him toward the front door.

As they entered the house, Rider could hear his mom on the phone in the kitchen. Her voice was agitated while also being defensive; there were only two people Rider knew that had this reaction from his mother. His father was at work so that left one other person.

“…You can bring him if you want. All I meant, Becca, was last time you both split up the day you were coming home. We all would love to meet Dave.” Becca must have said something sarcastic because his mom’s response almost made Rider burst out with laughter. “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady. You’re not too old for a spanking, you know?”

Rider grabbed hold of Cam’s hand and headed toward the stairs, he knew any conversation between his mom and sister lasted a while. Once they reached the landing, Rider pushed Cam into his bedroom as fast as he could and closed the door quietly.

“I love Jane but she really can’t take a hint.” Rider laughed as he sat down on the bed summoning Cam to him.

“I wish she hadn’t been there when my mom had chosen to give me condoms. How long do you think it will take before the others know?”

“You mean, if they don’t already.”

Cam lay down on the bed and Rider snuggled into him, resting his head on Cam’s chest. He could hear Cam’s heartbeat, calm and relaxed like normal. Rider found this amazing; his heart still went into overdrive every time they touched. Rider would happily hide their love for years as long as he could occasionally steal Cam away for snuggles.

“Are you okay that I told my mom about us?” Cam asked as if he had been reading Rider’s mind.

“Absolutely, I was just shocked that she knew we were together. You didn’t tell me you had come out to her.”

“Oh, yeah, everything happened so quickly. After Carrie-Ann did that bullshit plan to try and split us up, I was distraught, especially when you wouldn’t talk to me. I thought I had messed everything up. I was in tears and came out to my mom in the middle of the kitchen. I told her how much you mean to me. She was super supportive and told me I should fight for you.”

“Distraught? That is so sweet.”

“Not as sweet as you.”

Cam smirked as he pulled the smaller teen on top of him. Rider couldn’t help but giggle as they started to kiss. The giggling soon stopped as Rider found Cam’s tongue battling his own. He had lost count of the times they had kissed, but Rider still felt the electric surge through him with each one.

“…No, Becca, I’m sure he is a lovely boy. As I said we can’t wait to meet…Rider!”

Rider jumped off Cam and jerked around to see his mom standing there in the door, phone in one hand and a basket of clothes in the other.

“Erm…I…erm…I’ll leave you boys alone.” His mom exited the room as quick as she had entered.

Panic flooded Rider; worry drowning him as he rose from the bed and started pacing. “Ohmygod! Ohmygod! Ohmygod! My mom just caught us. What do I do? How long was she there?”

He continued to pace as his mind worked overtime to try and find a solution. So distracted, Rider completely missed Cam had been talking to him. Jumping as a hand touched his shoulder, he turned to see the calm face of his boyfriend.

“Rider, first, I need you to breathe.”

Rider looked in the mirror to see his face had turned a shade of purple; he hadn’t taken a breath in during his rant. He took in deep much-needed breaths, trying to use the breathing to ease the anxiousness, but it wasn’t helping.

“Okay, that’s a good start. Now listen to me.” Cam held both of his arms to stop Rider from pacing. “Everything will be okay. You already told me your parents are happy with you being gay and just want the best for you. We’re not just messing around; this isn’t a prank. You mean a lot to me.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right. But—”

“No buts. Remember what you let slip in the diner when we were dancing?”

“I didn’t say anything.” Rider knew exactly what he had said but was worried he would have scared Cam away.

“Oh, okay, because I was just going to say that I love you too,” Cam admitted.

Rider felt his knees get weak. Cam loved him! Three months ago, Rider had felt nothing like this was possible. He was in the closet, worried he would lose his family and friends, and the world would think he was a freak and there wasn’t a single person in the world who would want to be with him. Now he had an amazing support network and the most amazing boyfriend. Cam was right, everything would be okay, he just needed to face it head-on rather than panicking and hiding like he used to.

“I love you too.” He pulled Cam into a hug and a quick kiss. “Now, let’s go speak to my mom.”

Rider took Cam’s hand as they slowly descended the stairs. He could hear his mom in the kitchen, and cautiously entered. Her back was to the door as she folded laundry; the pile not as perfect as usual. She’s freaked.

“Mom? Can we talk?”

“Oh, Rider, Cameron. I didn’t know you were in. I must not have heard you due to your sister. You know what she’s like on the phone. Haha.” The laugh was forced, her nerves clearly on display.

Rider slipped into one of the chairs at the table and waved for Cam to join him. Staying silent, patient till his mom stopped folding and sat down also. Rider felt strange, it was normally him trying to avoid people’s gaze, not his mother. He grabbed hold of Cam’s hand for courage before he started to explain.

“Mom, I’m sorry you walked in on us. I should have told you sooner. Me and Cam…” His mom looked up, eyes meeting. “We’re dating. The talent show was more than us just becoming friends again. I know all this is new but—”

Rider didn’t finish his sentence. His mother rose and walked around the table before pulling him into a tight hug. He could see Cam’s smile over her arm; that was until she did something that shocked them both. Reaching over she pulled Cam into the hug also. Rider was sure he could hear sniffles from his mother, when she finally broke the hug her eyes had a red tinge to them.

“I’m so happy for you, Ri. For both of you.”

Rider couldn’t even respond; he pulled his mom in for another hug. He felt like crying himself.

“I’m sorry I walked in on you both. I really didn’t know you were home. Next time, I’ll make sure to knock.” The laugh this time was genuine, happy. “Cameron I didn’t realize you were also gay…?”

“I’m not sure what I am, Mrs. Williams.”

“Call me Susan.”

“Okay, Susan. I may be bisexual, but I’m new to all this. Rider is the only guy I’ve ever fallen for. We didn’t mean to keep this a secret from you, I’m not out, and Rider was being sweet by keeping it a secret.” Cam smiled at his boyfriend.

“It’s okay, Cameron, I understand that you may not be ready. There is no rush for either of you to come out till you’re both ready.” His mom turned and focused on Rider. “But no more big secrets. Remember what Doctor Greenwood said?”

“Doctor Greenwood?” Cam asked, a confused look on his face.

His mom and Rider exchanged glances. Rider took a deep breath as he told Cam what happened while he was in Kentucky. How Principal Simmons had outed him to both his parents and they had arranged for him to see Doctor Greenwood and how he first thought the doctor was meant to fix him, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

“It was Doctor Greenwood who told me it was better to come out to you before you heard it from someone at school,” Rider said, blushing.

“I’m glad you told me.”

“And I’m glad you both told me you’re dating. Also, this means you brought your boyfriend home before Becca did.” Rider’s eyeroll caused his mom and Cam to laugh out loud.

Rider’s phone vibrated in his pocket, as he pulled it out, he couldn’t help but laugh also.

“Talk of the devil and she shall text. Becca wants to know what I did to you.”

“Oh. After I accidently interrupted you and Cameron making…erm…yeah. I kind of ended the conversation really quickly. Do you want me to explain?”

Rider shook his head; he knew it had to be him to tell Becca about Cam, just not right now. Although it wouldn’t be too long before they met each other, Becca was coming home for Christmas and this time she would be bringing Dave with her. No last minute breakups had been promised. It wasn’t long before Rider and Cam were back in the bedroom. He couldn’t stop smiling. Cam’s arms were around his shoulders, pulling him in a tight hug. Rider lifted one of Cam’s hands and kissed it.
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