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THIS IS NOT A NOVEL that attempts to answer the question Is homosexuality right or wrong. Whatever your moral beliefs about homosexuality, I fully expect you to hold those same beliefs once you reach the end of this novel. However, I do hope that what you read in Straightened will lead to more open discussions, deeper empathy, and greater unity — three things that seem too often to be lacking in the homosexuality debate.

Please note that just because somebody in my novel espouses a particular point of view, that doesn’t mean it is what I personally believe. I refuse to write preachy fiction, and I’m convinced that if we all agreed on every single hot-button issue out there, the world would be a boring place, and this novel would be void of all suspense and danger.

As it is, this novel is filled with plenty of suspense as well as danger, and I hope you enjoy it for its storyline as much as anything else you may glean from it.

Alana Terry
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[image: image]




BY THE TIME HER PLANE landed, Kennedy’s left leg was asleep from the thigh down. Her throat was parched from all that waterless air being pumped into the cabin at 30,000 feet as she traveled across the globe.

What a way to start her sophomore year. Her pulse pounded its complaints between her temples. She didn’t have the mental energy to calculate an exact number, but she guessed it had been longer than twenty-four hours ago that she said good-bye to her missionary parents in Yanji, China.

Another year at Harvard. Another grueling schedule.

She hoped she was ready.

“It was nice talking to you.” The man who had pestered her the entire flight gave her a slight wave as he walked past her on the jetway. She wondered how much more reading she could have gotten in on that last flight if it weren’t for his incessant questions about life in China.

He was nice enough, and intelligent by all appearances. If Kennedy hadn’t been so sleep deprived and already on her third flight of the day, she might have enjoyed their conversation. Asked him questions of her own. Learned about his home in Paris.

Not tonight.

Actually, it was morning now.

Whatever.

She shifted the weight of her backpack and reminded herself that her burden would be significantly lighter if she could learn to read ebooks instead of always insisting on print. Oh, well. A clunky piece of electronics could never replace that dusty smell of a well-worn, familiar volume. She’d worked her way through several Shakespeare plays on the flight from Yanji, China to Seoul. Crossing the Pacific, she’d finally had mercy on her dry corneas, taken out her contacts, and tried to nap. On her last flight from Seattle to Boston, she could have finished an extra play or two if Mr. Charming French Accent hadn’t tried to engage her in conversation so many times.

And why had she felt so put off by his interest? This was the start of a new year. A new chance at academics, at life. How many girls her age would love to spend a trans-continental flight flirting with a cute Frenchie who was obviously curious enough about her to ask that many open-ended questions? And what had she done? Kept her nose buried in her book so she wouldn’t miss the chance to read A Winter’s Tale for the sixth time. And what for? The queenly statue would still be ready to dazzle the repentant King Leontes after Kennedy landed at Logan Airport.

Too late now, she thought as she watched her well-dressed traveling companion disappear into an airport bookstore. She thought about browsing the titles there, but Sandy — her pastor’s wife and maternal proxy while Kennedy was Stateside — was already waiting outside baggage claim. The dorms wouldn’t open until the end of the week, so Kennedy would spend a few days with the Lindgrens to allow her body to recover from the ravaging effects of jetlag before she jumped into another twenty-two-credit semester. She glanced at the time. It was a few minutes past noon, even though her biological clock knew it was the middle of the night back home.

Home? She had been so sure going back to China would be that breath of fresh air, that reprieve her soul had longed for during her freshman year at Harvard. But things were so different when she returned to Yanji last spring.

Home. Wasn’t that supposed to be where you felt the most comfortable? The most accepted? She hadn’t realized how much she’d changed from nine short months of school.

“Kennedy!”

At the sound of the familiar voice, a warm surge of peace rushed over her, like the comforting whiff of homemade apple pie flooding out of an open oven. There was Sandy with her brown hair hanging in a loose French braid. A pouting little boy was scowling by her side, and he held himself back as Sandy wrapped her arms around Kennedy’s neck, flooding her senses with the mingling smells of fabric softener and flowery shampoo. “I’m so happy you made it. You must be exhausted.”

Kennedy wanted to express how good it felt to be home, but the words stuck in her throat. “This must be Woong,” she said instead. All she had seen was a picture last spring when the Lindgrens decided to adopt him from a South Korean orphanage. He looked about as mischievous as his photo had intimated, except now there wasn’t a trace of that cocky grin. She leaned toward him. “I’m really glad to meet you.” She always felt so out of place around children, never knowing what to say, how exactly to talk to them at their level without using that stereotypical baby voice she remembered hating as a kid.

Woong crossed his arms against his chest with something that was a mix between a huff and a growl. “Miss Sandy said you were Korean, but I knew she was lying.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

It wasn’t until Kennedy caught Sandy’s quizzical stare that she realized she and Woong had been speaking in Korean. She straightened up and explained, “I don’t think he expected me to be white.”

Sandy put her hand on the boy’s head, and he immediately squirmed out of her reach. “We’re still at the language-learning stage. It’s been ...” She tucked a stray piece of hair, tinged with gray, behind her ear. “It’s been a struggle for us both.” A loud sigh, heavier than what Kennedy imagined could reside in a soul as peaceful and joyful as Sandy’s. “Maybe you could tell him ...”

“Hey, how do you know Korean anyway?” he demanded.

“My parents had a lot of people from Korea living with them, so I learned it that way.”

“Why do you sound so funny?” he asked, but before Kennedy could explain about foreign accents, he turned to Sandy. “I’m hungry.”

“It’s one of the only English words he’ll use,” Sandy muttered. She patted Woong on the back. “You can have a granola bar in the car.” She made a motion like she was removing a wrapper and then took a big imaginary bite. “Granola bar,” she repeated.

Woong rolled his eyes.

Kennedy was thankful she wouldn’t have kids of her own any time soon. A decade at the very least. Three more years of undergrad, med school, residency ... It was a good thing too, because Kennedy didn’t have a never-ending reservoir of patience or compassion like Sandy. She would probably make about as good of a parent as Hamlet’s mother.

“Enjoy your year of school, Miss.”

Kennedy turned around to see her French travel partner. “Thanks. And good luck with your meeting thing.” What had he said he was in Boston for? Some consulting gig, she thought, or maybe more like an interview. She wasn’t sure. His title was something about quality control, but even though she’d heard her dad use that phrase, all she knew was it had to do with business and captivated absolutely none of her interest.

“Who was that?” Sandy asked once he was out of earshot. Her face held a bemused, almost teasing grin.

“Just some guy from the plane.”

“He looks very nice.”

Kennedy didn’t answer. Her mind was elsewhere. On hopes that could never be fulfilled.

She wouldn’t think about it. This year was a new start for her. No use pining about the past.

While Woong whined and tugged on Sandy’s arm, Kennedy adjusted her carry-ons. She hadn’t brought much with her this year. She stored most of her belongings in the Lindgrens’ garage over the summer, except for clothes and a few books she had purchased ahead of time for her fall classes.

She tried to guess how much longer she could stay awake until her body crashed. Her dad was adamant that whenever she travelled internationally, she had to wait for dark before she thought of sleeping. Well, Kennedy would try, but she doubted she’d make it another hour, let alone eight.

By the time they reached the airport exit, Woong was trying to hurl himself onto the floor. Kennedy was sure he was about to tug Sandy’s arm out of its socket as he flung himself on the ground for a full-fledged fit. The Lindgrens could only guess his age based on the records from the South Korean orphanage, but he was old enough to look ridiculous throwing a tantrum like a spoiled toddler. Kennedy stepped back, wondering if she should help Sandy get him up.

“Ok, son,” Sandy finally said, letting go of his hand. “No TV time.”

Up until then, Kennedy wasn’t sure how much English Woong really understood, but at the mention of TV, he slumped down on the floor. His bottom lip stuck out so far past his chin Kennedy could picture a bird landing on it like her dad used to joke about.

“Ready for your snack?” Sandy asked. There was a tired, defeated undercurrent in her tone that was totally foreign to her.

Woong stared ahead for another few seconds before getting to his feet. “Ok.” He only protested slightly when Sandy took his hand. Kennedy wheeled her suitcase behind them and followed the pair out into the blinding midday sun.

The drive to Medford was quiet. Kennedy lost track of how many granola bars she passed back to Woong before he finally stopped pestering for more. Sandy’s praise and worship music played softly in the background as they turned into the Lindgrens’ neighborhood.

“Oh.” Sandy frowned when she pulled past a glistening gray Lexus in her driveway. “Looks like Vivian Abernathy is here.”

Kennedy didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure she wanted to interact with anybody or anything right now, unless it was the soft mattress in the Lindgrens’ guest room. She hadn’t seen any of the Abernathys since last fall when she’d been kidnapped with their daughter Jodie. She wasn’t sure she could face them without any haunting flashbacks of her abduction. She didn’t want her first PTSD flare-up of the school year to come within an hour of landing on American soil.

“I bet she’s checking in with Carl about those homeschool dances she wants to host in the gym.” She was talking more to herself than anyone else. Kennedy couldn’t remember seeing Sandy so distracted before. Usually the two of them couldn’t drive for more than five minutes without Kennedy unburdening her entire soul. And as tired as she was after three long flights, she could use a listening ear. It had been a strange summer. So many things to process ...

“Woong, pick up those wrappers. And your father has company, so I want you to go play nicely in your room.”

“TV.”

Kennedy wondered how anyone could live with that shrill, defiant voice in their ears every day and still maintain their sanity.

Sandy got out of her seat and opened Woong’s door. “You lost your TV privilege, son.” She leaned closer and shook her head. “No TV.”

Kennedy could hear Woong working himself up into another tantrum, a tantrum she really didn’t have the energy to deal with. Besides, she was a little embarrassed on Sandy’s behalf. Kennedy had always assumed Sandy was the type of mom who could make any kid behave within twenty-four hours. Was Woong destined to be the Lindgrens’ biggest failure as adoptive parents?

“TV time!”

She could hear his sneakered feet kicking the car seats. She was too tired for this. Her bags were still in the trunk, but she could get them later. She shut her door quietly, figuring Sandy wasn’t even paying attention. It made sense. Sandy had so much on her mind right now. Kennedy didn’t want to be a bother. She let herself in through the garage door that led to the kitchen.

Wayne Abernathy, the Massachusetts state senator, was towering over a teenage boy who sat crumpled over the Lindgrens’ dining room table.

“I don’t care what you have to do to fix him,” Wayne blasted at Carl.

Kennedy froze. Nobody heard her enter. Carl sat with his back to her, but she could still read the exhaustion in his posture.

Wayne brought his finger inches from the boy’s nose. “Do whatever you have to do, Pastor. Either straighten him up, or so help me, he’s got to find some other place to live.”

Kennedy bit her lip, trying to decide if it would be more awkward to leave, make her presence known, or stay absolutely still.

For lack of better options, she settled on the latter.

Wayne’s forehead beaded with sweat, and his voice quivered with conviction. “It’s impossible for any son of mine to turn out gay.”
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CHAPTER 2
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IT WAS AT THAT MOMENT Sandy burst through the door, carrying a thrashing boy in her arms. Woong was stronger than his skin-and-bones frame suggested, and Kennedy was afraid Sandy would drop him.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed, oblivious to everything but her son’s flailing limbs. She dodged to avoid a head butt. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She didn’t look at the guests or appear to notice the palpable tension. “Carl, can you get him to his room? I swear, this boy ...” She didn’t finish the thought but let out a very unfeminine oomph as Woong’s sneaker kicked her in the thigh.

Carl stood, and Sandy plopped the boy into his arms. Straightening her hair, she glanced at the dining room table and smiled. “Oh, hello Wayne. Nice of you and Noah to stop by.”

She walked past them toward the hall. Kennedy doubted she’d have noticed if they’d both been bleeding out their eye sockets.

“If you two will excuse me ...” Sandy disappeared around the corner, the rustle of her skirt drowned out by Woong’s shrieks as Carl hefted him down the hall.

Both Wayne and his son took that moment to look up and realize Kennedy was standing in the middle of the kitchen, silent and unmoving. It took a second or two before recognition lit up Wayne’s face. “Hello, Miss Stern.” He grinned his winsome smile that had secured him several state elections and extended his hand. Based on the way his dazzling teeth flashed at her, Kennedy figured he hadn’t realized she’d been in the kitchen a few seconds earlier.

She glanced at Noah Abernathy, a teen boy she only knew by sight. Nice-fitting designer jeans, brand new by all appearances. A button-up collared shirt, starched and pressed, that looked about as comfortable as a pair of Shakespearian tights. His dirty-blonde hair was impeccably cut, with a hint of gel in the top.

“Son, say hi to Kennedy Stern.” Wayne spoke through a tight smile that reminded her of a plastic Ken doll. He put his hand on Noah’s shoulder, making his son flinch. “You remember her from last fall, don’t you?”

“Hey.” He didn’t quite meet her gaze, but he looked up long enough for Kennedy to read the discomfort in his eyes. “Glad to hear you haven’t gotten kidnapped lately.” His slight smile vanished so quickly she wondered if she’d imagined it.

She didn’t reply. A few months ago, a remark like that might have started her whole respiratory system hyperventilating from panic, but she was different now. Older. More mature. Her parents couldn’t find an English-speaking therapist in Yanji, so her dad ordered her at least two dozen self-help books about anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder, forcing her to sit down with him twice a week to summarize what she’d read.

Maybe it had helped, but she doubted it. Being away from people who wanted her dead or injured — that’s what really helped. And having a sorrow settled in the core of her heart that outweighed any pain her panic would have caused. What’s a little anxiety disorder when your best friend ...

No. She wouldn’t dwell on him right now. If her self-directed summer therapy had taught her anything, it was how to take control of her own thoughts. It was a Biblical model as well, her dad was always eager to inform her. Take every thought captive. So far, she had gotten quite adept at cutting off painful memories before they had the chance to resurface and take over her emotions. Like starving a virus. If you don’t feed it, it can’t grow.

Wayne hadn’t stopped gazing at her. “So, how are your classes going? You’re a senior now, right?” He talked as if he had a perpetual microphone taped to his cheek. If he hadn’t gone into politics, his face and dramatic inflections could have cast him perfectly as a news anchor or soap opera star.

“I’m a sophomore,” she told him, certain he must have known. When she and his daughter Jodie were kidnapped last fall, the media had a field day broadcasting the abduction of two local teens. It served as better clickbait than homeschooled thirteen-year-old and college freshman.

Kennedy tried to remember the last time she saw Jodie. Maybe once at St. Margaret’s Church. It was so hard to know what to say to her when they got together. Sometimes she wondered if Jodie had PTSD, too, if her parents had to drive her in their Lexus to a shrink. If she had to practice cognitive behavioral therapy or mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques after everything she’d gone through.

Carl made his way back to the dining room table, and Kennedy was about to slip down the hall to the guest room when Sandy bustled in. “How about cookies, everyone? Woong and I made a fresh batch this morning.”

With a flurry of her floral skirt and long braid, Sandy pulled some of this and that out from the cupboards until she had spread four plates and napkins around the table and set a platter of baked goods, a bowl of fruit, and pitcher of lemonade on the Lazy Susan in the middle of the table.

“Help yourself.” She spun some brownies toward Noah first. “Take as many as you want.”

Carl was staring at her in bewilderment, and Kennedy couldn’t blame him. Didn’t Sandy know? Hadn’t she heard?

As if by some enchantment cast by Sandy’s complete oblivion, Noah and his father both filled their plates in awkward silence. Sandy poured the drinks and passed the cups around, then slipped a brownie and two cookies onto a plate for Kennedy. “Don’t you want to sit down, sweetie?”

Kennedy was about to excuse herself to take the nap she’d been pining for since Seattle, but Noah slipped his head up. His eyes met hers. Imploring eyes.

Fearful eyes.

Kennedy sat down. “Sure. I suppose a snack would be fine.”

“Oh, dear.” Sandy slapped her forehead. “I’m so sorry, honey. You probably haven’t had a decent meal since China. Your mother would be so disappointed in me. What was I thinking? What time is it over there right now? Supper? You poor thing. Must be starving. Those airlines used to serve full meals. You remember that, don’t you, babe?” she asked her husband, who still sat wide-eyed in front of an empty plate. “Here, darling.” She patted Kennedy’s head several times as if she were a kitten. “Let me see what I can heat up for you. Wayne, Noah, have you two had lunch yet? Woong’s in time-out, so I have a free minute to ...”

“Actually, we’d better go.” Wayne slid his chair back noisily. He wore the same smile, which made a single vein pop out of his tanned neck. “Noah, what do you tell Mrs. Lindgren for the cookies?”

The younger Abernathy slouched over his plate. “I’m not quite finished yet.”

Wayne slipped his hand onto his son’s shoulder. “I said we need to leave.”

Noah winced and then shot that same imploring gaze at Kennedy.

Carl opened his mouth, but whatever he was about to say was cut off by Sandy, who was tying a rose-patterned apron over her skirt and blouse. “Noah is welcome to stay here for a spell, Wayne. We’ll feed him lunch, and I’ll call Vivian when he’s ready to come home. Actually, Woong and I need to do some back-to-school shopping this afternoon. I can just drop him off at your place.”

Noah’s brooding eyes lit up for a moment. Hopeful?

Wayne’s frown looked just as practiced as his smile. “Actually, Vivian has some work she needs him to do around the yard. I’ve got to take him home, and then I’m off to ...”

“I think I’d like to stay.” Noah’s voice was soft, but from his father’s reaction, you would have thought he was standing on the Lindgrens’ Lazy Susan shouting profanities. Wayne’s eyes flashed. Kennedy spared a glance at Sandy. Did she see the open hostility, or was she too busy hunting around the kitchen for lunch?

Carl cleared his throat. “Actually, sweetie pie, the Abernathys and I were kind of in the middle of something when you all came home. I think maybe the three of us should head to the den and finish our conversation a little more privately.”

“That’s a great idea.” Sandy pulled down a bag of pretzels from the cupboard. “I’ll call you back out when lunch is ready.”

Nobody answered as Wayne and his son rose from the table and followed Carl down the hall. Noah shuffled his feet, looking exactly like Claudio from Much Ado About Nothing as he’s being led to the scaffold to face his executioner.
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SANDY STARED OVER HER cup of lemonade and offered Kennedy an apologetic smile. “I guess I should have realized they were in a meeting. I just can’t seem to think clearly these days.”

Kennedy wondered how much she was supposed to say about what she’d overheard. How did pastoral confidentiality work in a marriage? Would Carl tell her everything anyway? If Sandy hadn’t been so focused on keeping Woong from flopping out of her arms when they came in, she would have heard Wayne and Noah’s conversation herself.

Kennedy took a sip of the overly sweet lemonade and winced.

Sandy sighed. “I declare I left my brain in Seoul when we went to pick up Woong.”

Kennedy stared at the uneaten brownie on her plate. She hadn’t seen this side of Sandy before, this tired side. This side that could hardly hold up a conversation.

Sandy was shaking her head. “I don’t know sometimes. I just don’t know.”

Kennedy offered what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Things will get easier once he learns English better, don’t you think?”

“Oh, he knows English tolerable by now. Just refuses to use it unless it’s to tell me he’s hungry or thirsty or my soup’s not flavored like what he’s used to back home. He still calls it home. And I don’t mean the orphanage in Seoul. That boy was saved from a life on the streets, and that’s what he misses most.” Another shake of the head that sent her French braid withering down her back. “I just don’t know what to do.”

Kennedy wished she had something to say, but she didn’t. What did she know about any of this? What did she know about kids like Woong, kids who grew up on the streets in Korea and now were trying to adjust to family life in an American suburb? She had pitifully little experience with children, adopted or not. No siblings. No cousins her age. She’d never even babysat.

The strange thing was how hard Sandy seemed to be taking their new situation. It wasn’t as though the Lindgrens were new to parenting. Kennedy couldn’t keep track of how many adopted and foster kids Carl and Sandy had raised in addition to their three biological ones. It couldn’t have been easy, could it? Yet Sandy beamed whenever she spoke about any of her grown children. What made Woong so much harder?

“Do you want me to talk to him?” Kennedy found herself asking. “It might be nice for him to have someone who speaks Korean.”

Sandy sighed. “Some folks in the adoption business frown on that. They say the best way for language learning is to quit the old one cold turkey, and if the kid spends too much time with a native speaker, it might hurt the bonding process with the adoptive family. But I’ve never been sure I buy into that entirely. I mean, imagine being that little. You’ve seen how skinny he is. My grandson Tyson’s only six and weighs more than him. So picture being that small, going through half of what Woong did growing up on the streets, and then imagine how you’d feel if on top of all the other changes you couldn’t talk to a soul? I sometimes think it’s more than his little heart can handle. Maybe that’s why he’s acting up so much.” She sighed and took Kennedy’s hand. “I’m sorry to unload on you like this. That’s not how I intended for your first day back in the States to start off. Tell me all about your summer. Have you heard how your friend’s doing, the one from ...”

“I can’t accept that, Pastor. I just can’t.”

The door to Carl’s study burst open, and Wayne’s voice flooded down the hall.

“Now, listen here,” Carl was saying, “I know your son. He’s a good kid who loves you. And you’re a good dad who loves him. We’ve got to find a way to ...”

“It’s unnatural.” Wayne shook his head. “And it’s sinful. You said so yourself, right from the pulpit. The Bible calls it an abomination. There’s no way to get around it. An abomination is an abomination.”

Carl planted himself in the hall so Wayne couldn’t pass. With his arms crossed and his feet spread out, Kennedy got a hint of what he might have looked like as a linebacker playing for the Saints before he went into full-time ministry. “I think we’re talking about two different things here. The Bible’s referring to very clear-cut cases of living outside of God’s standards of purity. But your son just told you he ...”

Wayne let out a harsh noise from the back of his throat. “He just what? Fantasizes about men? And you’re telling me that’s not a sin, that just because he hasn’t gone to bed with ...”

Sandy made a noisy show of stacking and rearranging the dishes on the table. Both men turned.

“Maybe we should talk about this again in the den,” Carl suggested.

“I need to get out of here.” It was Noah now, standing behind the two men but refusing to raise his eyes to either.

“Listen here, son.” Carl put his hand on Noah’s back, but he squirmed away.

“I’m done. I’m not doing this anymore. Now that you know that this is the way I am ...”

“But that’s what I’m trying to tell you,” his father interrupted. “This isn’t who you are. You’re confused. Something happened to you.” There was pleading in his tone.

Kennedy kept her eyes down, certain she wasn’t supposed to be listening in on this conversation. But where could she go?

“Someone did this to you.” Wayne spoke with conviction. Compassion. There was a slight tremor in his voice. Was he about to cry? “Who was it? Who did this to you?” He reached toward his son, but Noah slapped his hand away.

“Who did this to me?” His whole body trembled along with his voice. His words were laden with emotion, as if Kennedy could wring them out and smell his tears and sweat and fear and pain. “Ask God. The same one who calls people like me an abomination.”

Wayne sighed. “I didn’t mean ...”

“Yes, you did.” Noah shouldered his way past Carl and his dad. “I’m taking the T. I’ll see you later.”

“Where are you going?” Wayne demanded.

Noah didn’t turn around or offer any answer. The door slammed shut behind him, its dull thud reverberating through the silence of the house.

Wayne deflated. Kennedy wondered if he would go after his son. Carl and he stood planted in their places for several seconds until the microwave timer beeped. Sandy got up absently. “That’s for Woong. I’m going to tell him he can be out of time-out.” She sighed heavily. “Have a seat, everyone. I think we’ll just do something easy like grilled cheese for lunch.”
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“I’D LIKE TO APOLOGIZE for my son’s outburst.” Wayne wiped his mouth with one of Sandy’s floral-patterned cloth napkins.

Kennedy blinked her heavy eyelids. Somewhere in the back of her brain, her mind was shouting at her that she didn’t belong. Not here. Not now.

“Don’t worry about it.” Sandy filled his glass with more lemonade. “This is a big deal, what God’s doing in your family. It’s not going to be easy. Carl and I just want you to know that if you and Vivian ever need ...”

“I don’t know what went wrong.” Wayne shook his head. “I mean, we did Boy Scouts every week until he was in tenth grade. He did sports. I coached his Little League team three summers in a row.” He looked across the table at Carl, his eyes imploring. “Where did I go wrong?”

Carl hadn’t touched his grilled cheese sandwich. “You know, brother, five years ago I’d probably be asking those same questions right there with you. I’d be asking you if there was any abuse in the past, any members of the family or babysitters or someone who might have introduced him to that lifestyle. But you know, I don’t think it’s as simple as that anymore. I was at the Christian bookstore the other day. Had a book there, something like Raising Kids Straight. The whole thing was about giving parents a formula where if they did this, that, and the other thing, they could rest assured that their girls would grow up to be attracted to men and their boys attracted to women. But you know what? Some people struggle differently than others.” He took his wife’s hand. “It’s quite possible your son would have dealt with these feelings no matter how you brought him up.”

Wayne clenched his jaw shut. Kennedy saw his forearm bulge as he held onto his dainty lemonade glass. “That’s not helping any, Pastor. The Bible says that if you raise children up the way they should go that when they’re old they won’t depart from it. Proverbs 22:6. Had that one memorized since the day Noah was born. Made God a promise I was going to do right by my boy. And I did. I know I’ve been busy. Work stuff. Travels. But you know me. I’ve been there for my son. Elections and campaigns and extra sessions and shutdowns, and I’ve still been there for my son. Talked to him every day of his life, even if I wasn’t there to tuck him in bed. Boy Scouts, Little League, I went to as many of his games as I could if I was in town. I’ve done everything I could for that kid.”

“We know that,” Carl said.

“Then how could he do this to us?” Wayne’s voice broke, and Kennedy’s soul screamed with questions of her own.

“More,” Woong demanded from the other end of the table, and Sandy absently set another sandwich on his plate.

Carl rested his forearms on the table. “I’m not sure your son chose to be gay. You heard him in there just a few minutes ago telling us how often he’s begged God to change him.”

“So why didn’t he?” Wayne nearly sobbed.

Kennedy could hardly lift her eyes, not only from the jetlag but the confidential nature of this entire conversation. She shouldn’t be here. She should excuse herself to another room, but at this point would that make Wayne feel even more awkward?

As Kennedy did her best to act inconspicuous, she tried to figure out what she believed. Was Carl right? Would Noah have ended up like this no matter how he was raised? Was being gay a choice you made, like becoming a vegetarian? Or was it something different? Something more intrinsic?

Wayne hung his head in his hands. “I just wish ...”

“What’s gay?” Woong asked the question loudly and clearly, without any hint of an accent.

Sandy stood up and reached across the table for the fruit salad. “All right, pumpkin. You’ve had enough grains and dairy. I think it’s time for you to get another helping of ...”

“Does it mean sick?” he asked.

“Being gay,” Carl explained, and Kennedy watched him adroitly avoid Sandy’s well-aimed glare, “is when a person of one gender finds him or herself romantically and physically attracted to a member of the same gender. It’s a complicated psychological and biological issue with all kinds of theological implications that has become very divisive in contemporary Christian circles. The more conservative scholars tend to agree that ...”

“What’s he saying?” Woong asked Kennedy.

“Here, son.” Sandy plopped a heaping spoonful of strawberries and bananas on his plate. “I want you to eat up plenty of fruit so you’ll get lots of good, healthy vitamins.”

Nobody mentioned Wayne or his son for the rest of the meal. Kennedy excused herself to the guest room as soon as lunch was over. Sandy was taking Woong out for an afternoon of clothes shopping, and Kennedy didn’t exactly want to be a third wheel while Carl and Wayne worked through whatever personal matters they were going to discuss.

Kennedy wondered about Noah’s past. She’d lived a fairly sheltered life in Yanji, where homosexuality was never discussed on any public level. Gay pride and gay rights were unheard of. Even her parents never discussed the subject with her, unless it was her dad complaining about the pervasive gay agenda he saw in the media or American public policy. She had pieced together most of her understanding of the homosexual lifestyle from lunchroom gossip at her high school or an occasional sitcom her dad played in the background. She’d heard it rumored that her aunt’s ex-husband’s son was living some flamboyant lifestyle in a penthouse in Greenwich Village, but she hadn’t seen him in a decade and couldn’t even remember his name.

Kennedy’s body pulled her toward the bed, but she had resolved to stay awake until sunset. She was going to be taking biology and organic chemistry this term, with two afternoons of labs a week. She wasn’t going to start her semester in a half-fog from jetlag.

For students on the pre-med track, the first year was something of a gateway. If you made it through two semesters of general chemistry and didn’t flunk out of lab or get sidetracked by something else like sociology or gender studies, you knew you had it in you to complete your four years of undergrad and fulfill all the prerequisites for medical school. Since she was part of the early admissions program, Kennedy was guaranteed a spot in Harvard Med School after graduating, but she still had to keep up her GPA and complete the same pre-med courses as everyone else. She was looking forward to her Shakespeare class as a nice way to give her mind a break from all the science and lab work she’d be focusing on.

All things considered, she was on the right path for a promising academic career. Professor Adell from her chemistry lab had emailed her over the summer to tell her she was the first student she’d had in over ten years to get a hundred percent on her final exam. There was a hint that if Kennedy wanted, Adell could probably find her a position as a TA during her junior or senior year. Her parents had been proud, and her mom had sent out a mass email to all her friends and relatives bragging about Kennedy’s grades. She should be happy. But part of her dreaded going back to campus in four days, dreaded a semester without her best friend at Harvard with her.

She and Reuben had stayed in touch all summer, sometimes video chatting, sometimes texting at all hours of the day or night. She could look forward to long emails from Nairobi just about every day, and they had even started their own informal book club where they took turns recommending their favorite classics to each other and talking by phone each week about what they’d read. All that time together, and it wasn’t until last week that they broached the subject they’d both avoided.

Reuben wasn’t coming back to Harvard. Money was tight. His dad had taken a significant pay cut when the government in Kenya turned over, and the news anchor who broke the story about Reuben’s condition had embarrassed the family enough they probably wouldn’t have sent him back even if they could afford it.

Three whole months Kennedy spent in denial. Three months wishing and praying God would work some miracle to bring Reuben back to Cambridge. Twice she had worked up the nerve to write Carl and Sandy to ask if he could board with them to cut down some of the costs of campus living, but the emails were still sitting in her drafts folder.

It was so weird to think of a semester without him by her side.

She pulled one of her Shakespeare volumes out of her backpack. She knew she’d have to go back and read some of the histories for her class, but right now she wasn’t in the mood for kings and battles. She turned to Othello. Good, but pretty depressing. What about Twelfth Night? That would work out better for an evening like this.

No, not evening. It was the middle of the day. How long would it take for her body to adjust to East Coast time?

She propped the pillows up on her bed so she could lean against the headboard comfortably, and she felt her body relax into a pool of heaviness as she started the first act. If music be the food of love, play on. She could have recited the opening lines from memory if she wanted.

She hadn’t gotten halfway through the second scene when a fog thicker than the storm that broke up Viola and Sebastian’s boat overshadowed her mind, and she plummeted into sleep.
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KENNEDY STARED AT THE glowing red numbers on the guest room clock for four full minutes before she realized it was ten at night, not morning. Well, at least it wasn’t morning in Medford, Massachusetts. Try telling that to her circadian rhythm, which still thought she was living on the opposite side of the world.

She stared out the window, making out vague outlines lit by distant streetlights. This was ridiculous. She had only come in here to read a little bit and give Carl and the senator a chance to talk in private. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. Now it would take that much longer to wrangle her sleep schedule back to East Coast time.

Who wakes up at 10:16 at night? She counted back. Eight hours of sleep, almost to the minute. Her body mocked her with its stubborn adherence to China time. No problem if she were still in Yanji. No problem if she didn’t have three days now to adjust to life in the western hemisphere before jumping headfirst into her second year of undergrad studies.

She had enjoyed her summer so much. Enjoyed the break from school, enjoyed the chance to finally relax. Joking with her dad. Evenings spent watching those stupid cop shows or campy action movies together. Shopping sprees with her mom. Reading for hours in the hammock in her parents’ garden. Three home-cooked meals a day. No papers to turn in, lab reports to write up. She emailed Reuben every morning and sometimes didn’t log onto her computer for the rest of the day.

Summer had flown by. She wasn’t ready for school to start again. Grueling hours in the lab. Midnight snacking on Cheerios and Craisins because she was too busy to eat a real dinner in the cafeteria. If you could call anything the student union served real.

Summer in Yanji had been so stress-free. So uncomplicated. Just Kennedy, her family, her books. Lots of Shakespeare. She had never developed much appreciation for his sonnets but knew she should study up on them for her upcoming class. She still couldn’t say she was a fan, but she felt the sonnets somehow added to his plays, as if in some ways she had gotten to know the bard better through his poetry, which made his drama that much richer.

Now, she frowned at the starless sky. It was stupid to try to get back to sleep. As far as her hypothalamus knew, it was the start of a brand new day. Her stomach was ready for some of her mom’s buttery biscuits, maybe a fresh egg or two. And some fruit. The produce in the Yanji markets would have made most Cambridge residents drool from envy. Dragon fruit, mangoes, passion fruit, it was all there. All fresh and relatively cheap. She had lost five pounds last spring semester but gained it all back with interest in a month thanks to her mom’s cooking back home.

Home? Whatever that meant. She didn’t even know what to tell that French businessman on the airplane when he asked her where she was from. Ten years in Manhattan as a child, but she spent huge chunks of time at her grandma’s in upstate New York. Eight years in Yanji, China, where she grew conversational in Korean instead of Mandarin because of her parents’ ministry to North Korean refugees. And then a year in Cambridge, where other than Reuben and the Lindgrens the only real friend she made was her roommate Willow, a free-living neo-hippy from Never-Heard-of-It, Alaska.

Where was Kennedy from? Little bits of here, little bits of there, but never truly at home anywhere. The Lindgrens’ had felt like home the times she stayed here last year, except now she was obviously out of place. What kind of houseguest goes to sleep at two in the afternoon and wakes up perfectly alert at ten? Her body seemed convinced it was time to jump out of bed and help her dad weed out junk mail at his office or walk the markets with her mom, shopping for ingredients for a huge fresh salad for breakfast.

Breakfast? Yeah, her body was ready for that, too. She glanced at her cell phone. Reuben would probably be waking up right about now. It would be good to hear how he was doing. Let him know she’d arrived here safely. He’d be starting his classes at Nairobi University next week. They would both be busy. What would happen to their relationship then?

She heard a noise coming from the kitchen and figured that if the Lindgrens were still awake, she’d grab a quick snack now instead of bothering the entire house later as they were getting ready to fall asleep. She hadn’t even changed out of her traveling clothes. That would be the next step after breakfast: shower and change. She didn’t know what it was, but something about flying always made her feel grungy and gross. Of course, that could just as easily be explained by the fact that she’d worn the same clothes for the past day and a half, but she was pretty sure there was more to it. Something about sitting in the same seat that thousands of other international commuters had used over the years, next to so many strangers whose personal hygiene habits could only be guessed at. She wished she still had those homeopathic throat lozenges her roommate Willow gave her at the end of last semester. They were supposed to come packed with a plethora of insanely efficient immunity enhancers. Kennedy would be happy for any boost she could get right about now. Who knew how many contagions she had breathed in while she flew around the world?

She crept out of bed and opened the guest room door, making as little noise as possible in case Carl and Sandy really had fallen asleep. She wasn’t sure how heavy of a dozer Woong was either and found herself wondering what it must have been like for Carl and Sandy while they all adjusted to jetlag after they brought him home from Seoul.

The small light in the kitchen pantry was on, and Kennedy recognized Noah Abernathy’s frame bent over a drawer. She wondered what had transpired during her eight-hour beauty nap. So he was staying with the Lindgrens now. Had his dad kicked him out for good? There was something about his posture or maybe the slight heave of his shoulders that made Kennedy stop in the hall. Was he crying?

Maybe she’d wait for that snack. But then again, couldn’t she try to do some good? The Lindgrens were so hospitable, had encouraged so many people. Shouldn’t she try to do the same for a boy who’d just been kicked out of his house? Then again, what did she know about the Abernathys or their family drama? It really wasn’t any of her business, was it? And what in the world did she have in common with a gay teenage boy? She didn’t need to poke her nose around in the Abernathys’ private affairs. She was sure they had enough members of the press and low-scale paparazzi doing that instead.

She had just resolved to go back to her room when something beeped. The sound in the otherwise silent home made her jump. Noah pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. The glow from his screen cast a greenish light throughout the room.

The heaving in his shoulders stopped. He slammed his fist on the counter and muttered, “I’m gonna kill him.”

From somewhere outside, a car door slammed shut. Kennedy started. Noah turned around and stared right at her.
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NOAH SHOVED THE PHONE into his pocket.

Kennedy was trying to form the words to an apology when somebody stepped in through the front door.

“I’m sorry it’s so late. Are Carl and Sandy already sleeping?” Nick, the youth pastor from Carl’s church, slipped into the dining room, making as little noise as he could in his somewhat clunky leather sandals. If Kennedy had thought she was disoriented waking up to a pitch-black house, it was nothing compared to this. She kept checking out the window to make sure it really was nighttime.

Nick was wearing beige cargo shorts and a T-shirt with Jesus and three of his disciples walking down Abbey Road. A speech bubble showed them singing, “All you need is love,” and included a Bible reference from 1 John.

He gave Noah a side hug. “How you doing, brother? I was thinking I could take you out for coffee if it’s not too late.”

Noah hesitated. His hand hovered over the pocket of his pants.

“Or we could chat here if you don’t feel like going out. Whatever you want. I just want you to know I’m here for you.”

He still didn’t respond. Kennedy wondered if the next three days living at the Lindgrens’ would feel this awkward. Why was she always getting in everybody’s way? She should be asleep now, not hanging out in the hallway while a youth pastor stopped by to check on a teen who most likely had been kicked out of his own home when his dad found out he was gay.

Why did she have to be awake for this?

“Tell you what.” Nick flipped off his sandals. “I’m gonna get myself a glass of water. Me and some of the other guys were playing ultimate after youth group, and I’m parched. Once I’m done with that, you can tell me what you want to do.”

Nick had to pass Kennedy on his way to the kitchen, and it was the first time he indicated he’d noticed her. “Oh, hey. When did you fly in?”

“I landed right around noon.”

“You must be tired.”

Kennedy wished she was. “Actually, I’ve been asleep since lunchtime. I just woke up.”

Nick shook his head, and his blond dreadlocks shook around his shoulders. “Man, that’s rough.”

Noah’s cell phone beeped again. His profile looked sickly in its green glow.

Nick finished a noisy gulp of water from the Lindgrens’ sink. “All right, man. Wanna grab a snack? I’ve got a chill album in the bus. My uncle and his friends just put out a new ...”

“I gotta go.” Noah shoved the phone back in his pocket and put on his shoes.

“Where you headed?” Nick asked. “I’ll give you a ride.”

Noah walked right by him. “I need to go home.”

Nick frowned. “You sure? Back when we were texting, you said your dad ...”

“I need to go home,” he repeated.

Nick shrugged. “No prob. As long as you feel safe there.”

Noah let out a little snort. Kennedy didn’t like the sound of it.

Nick was slipping on his sandals again. “Well, I guess I’ll drive you home then, all right?”

“What’s going on out here?” Sandy’s sleepy voice emerged from the doorway of the master bedroom. She was tying the sash of her pink bathrobe as she came down the hall. “Nick? Is that you?”

He gave her a hug when she opened her arms to him. “Sorry for bothering you. I’d been texting a little with Noah and thought I’d pop over to see if he wanted to spend some time together. I wasn’t trying to wake you up.”

“Don’t worry about that.” Sandy brushed some hair out of her eyes. Kennedy hardly ever saw it down out of its braid. It was thicker than she would have guessed, with almost as much gray as brown. “Kennedy, did you get some good sleep?”

“Yeah, just not at the right time.”

Sandy gave her a pat on the back. “I’m sorry, hon. I told Carl he should wake you up, but then Woong and I had to run out to do some shopping, and Carl got called away for a hospital visit, and by the time we all got home and got dinner going it was so late already we weren’t sure if maybe you’d just sleep straight through the night. I guess that didn’t happen, did it?”

“No.” Kennedy had to match Sandy’s smile even though she didn’t find the situation amusing at all. The dorms opened in three days. She had to be ready, which meant she had to be on East Coast time.

Like, yesterday.

“So you’re awake for good, are you?”

“Probably until tomorrow night,” Kennedy answered. If she could make it that long without some sort of a nap.

“Well, let me get dressed, and I’ll keep you company while these boys go out and do their thing. You’re probably ready for breakfast of some sort, aren’t you?”

“That’s ok,” Kennedy assured her. “I really don’t need ...”

Sandy waved her hand in the air. “Don’t mention it. Lord knows I’ve lost enough sleep with Woong over the past few weeks. I probably couldn’t sleep straight through the night if I ...”

“She can come with us,” Nick interrupted, shooting Kennedy a glance from the other side of the room.

“No.” Sandy tied her apron over her bathrobe and then stared down at herself as if she couldn’t figure out what she’d just done. “You boys need some together time. It’s been a long day for Noah, and ...”

“I’m just dropping him off at home, that’s all,” Nick replied. “You don’t mind if Kennedy tags along, do you?”

Noah shrugged. “Whatever.”

“So you’re going home?” Sandy opened a cupboard and stared at its contents blankly before shutting it again. “What was I getting?” she mumbled to herself.

“You just go back to sleep.” Nick prodded her out of the kitchen as if she were a lost child. “I’ll take Noah home, and Kennedy can come with me so she has something to do.”

“Aren’t you tired?” Sandy was fidgeting with the strings of her apron, but Kennedy couldn’t tell if she was trying to take the whole thing off or tighten her knot. “You need your sleep, too.”

“Not as much as you do.” Nick guided her down the hall, and Sandy kind of floated back to her room, still fussing with her apron asking herself, “Now what was I doing with this old thing again?”

Nick gave Kennedy a little smile. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to shanghai you or anything. I just wanted her to get some sleep.”

“Yeah, she needs it.” Kennedy had to admit she was a little jealous. She’d give up her Shakespeare sonnet book and quite a few of the tragedies for a chance to go to bed now and wake up in the morning like a normal East Coaster.

“All right, Noah, so if all we’re doing is taking you home, you really don’t mind if Kennedy tags along?” He turned back toward her. “If you feel like getting out for a bit, that is.”

She was feeling a little cooped up, and she had no idea what she’d do all night while the Lindgrens slept. She had plenty of books to keep her company, but her eyes were sore from all that dry air blowing into her contacts on the plane. She glanced at Noah to try to gauge his reaction.

“Whatever she wants.” He didn’t look at her. Kennedy got the feeling he didn’t care who took him home as long as he got there. What had changed? Why was he so eager to get back to his dad’s all of a sudden?

Nick jingled his keys on their colorful lanyard. “Well, you both ready?”

“I guess so.” Kennedy followed Nick to the youth group bus. “You painted a new Moses?” she asked when they got to the driveway.

Nick pointed at the passenger door. “Yeah, we pimped it up right before we drove out to the Awakening Festival. They do it every August out in New Hampshire. Christian bands from all over. We took twenty teens or so. Wanted to give the bus a fresher look before we hit the road.”

Kennedy looked at the painting of Moses parting the Red Sea. Last year, the scene had been pretty typical, something you might have found in a children’s Bible storybook if it weren’t for all the colorful tropical fish that were twice the size of Moses’ head swimming around the waves. But now, instead of an old man with a beard, Moses was a rock guitarist on roller skates, holding up a large microphone instead of a staff.

“Pretty cool, isn’t it?” Nick sounded so proud, Kennedy didn’t have the heart to reply.

“So my uncle got a new member for the Babylon Eunuchs,” Nick was saying once the van was running and they were all buckled in their seats. “They added a saxophone. Hear him in the background?” He turned up the volume on the stereo, and Kennedy tried not to wince at the music. If you could even call it that. The saxophonist seemed to be the only band member with talent, but his impressive riffs and licks just made the other musicians sound even more like amateurs.

Not that it took much.

“So, crazy day, eh?” Nick asked.

Noah shrugged. “I guess so.”

“You patch things up with your dad? I kind of thought you’d be at the Lindgrens’ for a while.”

Another shrug. In the background, the leader of the Babylon Eunuchs cawed on about peace flooding his soul, setting him free. Free from what? Kennedy wondered. The lyrics were so vague, the band could have been droning on about a junior-high romance if it weren’t for an occasional reference to the Holy Spirit.

It wasn’t any of her business what was going on with Noah, but still she was curious. Had his dad just found out he was gay? Is that what caused the big blow-up at Carl and Sandy’s? Kennedy had been sheltered enough she didn’t know much about the gay lifestyle until she got to Harvard, and there it was plastered all over the place. Her roommate Willow argued that everybody was bisexual, with some people on one end of the spectrum where they were mainly attracted to men, some on the other attracted to women, and everyone else in a happy sort of middle ground where they could swing either way. But there were so many questions. She knew her dad lamented about gay-friendly churches, but she had never actually known a gay Christian. What did that make Noah? Was he gay or was he Christian? Or could he be both?

There was something else even more puzzling. Noah said God had made him that way. He hadn’t chosen to be like that. It went against everything she read about in her dad’s conservative political magazines or those family-values blogs he sometimes sent her links to. The writers there all made it sound like homosexuals were some sort of deviant cultural subset that “traded in” the heterosexual lifestyle for an alternative one. But what did that mean for people like Noah? Had he somehow “traded in” his straightness to become gay? And what did he actually mean by gay? Did that mean Noah was in a relationship with another boy? How serious of a relationship did it have to be to be considered gay? Or did being gay come first? Were you gay as soon as you started experiencing same-sex attractions?

Kennedy had crushes before. She didn’t remember choosing any of them. The fact that she was committed to a life of sexual purity before marriage didn’t mean she didn’t like the idea of being kissed. Of being held. It wasn’t wrong for her to picture that happening to her one day, was it? Where was the line drawn between normal biology and sinful lust? And was that line different for people who were attracted to members of the same sex?

She didn’t know which was giving her more of a headache: these weighty theological questions that never seemed to arrive at any logical conclusion, the disorientation she felt at being wide awake an hour before midnight, or the terrible music spewing out of Nick’s stereo.

The Abernathys lived in a house in Weston that would have made Baptista’s mansion in The Taming of the Shrew look like a makeshift shanty. By the time Nick got them into their gated community and then past the security gate surrounding the family estate, the Babylon Eunuchs’ instrumentals mercifully faded away as the last song ended. Kennedy hoped Nick wouldn’t notice and start the whole half an hour of drivel all over again.

“You sure everything’s all right?” Nick asked, and Kennedy wondered why he would drop Noah off here if he wasn’t sure he’d be safe. Was Wayne the kind of dad who’d beat his kid for coming out of the closet? Kennedy couldn’t tell. Wayne was a mystery, always presenting whatever side the public would find most endearing, but somehow managing to come across as the most genuine and sincere politician you could expect to meet. He’d dropped out of the state governor race last fall after his daughter was kidnapped. He said his family needed him, and he had determined to make them his priority. He and his wife Vivian had adopted their young nephew, Charlie, and were raising him as their own. By all appearances, they were a caring, close-knit family. But of course appearances could deceive, especially when you were talking about someone who could manipulate public opinion as well as Wayne.

Noah thanked Nick for the ride. “I’ll shut the gate once you’re out.” He hopped out of the bus after the last of the security checkpoints. Kennedy wondered if Julius Caesar had been any more protected than the Abernathys.

“You sure you’re doing all right? Kennedy and I don’t have anywhere else to be. We can just drive around and talk if you want to.”

“I’m fine. It’s ok.” There was something soft in Noah’s smile that reminded Kennedy of his little sister Jodie. 

“You need something, you text me. Got that?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

He shut the door to the bus, but Nick rolled the window down right away. “Hey.”

Noah turned around. “Yeah?”

“You stay safe. Got it?” There was something heavy in Nick’s tone. Something more serious than Kennedy was used to hearing from the youth pastor with his outlandish dreadlocks and crazy shirts.

Noah gave one more nod and a tired half-smile. “Yeah, ok. I will.”
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NICK INVITED KENNEDY up to the passenger seat once they pulled out of the Abernathys’ fortress. She figured if she didn’t get him talking soon, he’d be tempted to fill the silence with more from the Babylon Eunuchs, so she jumped up front and buckled quickly.

“You ever been in their house before?” he asked, giving the Abernathys’ mansion one last glance in his rear-view mirror.

Kennedy shook her head.

“I went with the Lindgrens to a Christmas party there a couple years ago. Nice place.”

Part of Kennedy wished he’d say more. Wished he’d tell her a little bit of Noah’s story, even though she knew it was none of her business. Her dad would chide her if he knew what she was thinking. Her whole life she’d grown up hearing his adages. Don’t judge someone just because they sin differently than you. Don’t judge someone who fails a test you yourself have yet to pass. Don’t judge someone until you’ve crawled into his skin and walked around a little bit. He stole that last one from the novelist Harper Lee, but it was probably Kennedy’s favorite quote of them all.

“So.” Nick drummed a little beat on the bus’s steering wheel, while on the dashboard his Peter, James, and John bobble heads bounced around with enormous smiles painted on their caricatured faces. “You tired? You want me to take you back to the Lindgrens’ to get some sleep?”

“It’s not too bad.” She couldn’t sleep now even if the fairies from A Midsummer Night’s Dream were singing her lullabies. She glanced at the Frisbees strewn across the floor of the bus, along with some crushed water bottles and empty Gatorade containers. “But you’ve had a long night. I don’t want to keep you up.”

Nick waved his hand. “Don’t worry about me. I had two energy drinks before youth group started. I’m in the same boat as you. Won’t be getting to sleep for another two or three hours at least.”

Neither one spoke. Kennedy stared out the window at the ornate lamps lining the Newton streets. What would it be like to live out here? The Abernathys’ home was modest compared to a few of the other estates they passed. She thought about Woong, wondered what his life had been like living on the streets before he ended up at that South Korean orphanage. How was it that some people could live in such superfluous luxury while half the world’s children were starving or malnourished? How could they be so calloused? So cruel to shut their ears to the cries of the needy?

Then again, it wasn’t as if her own family was living in a hovel in Yanji. They owned a big home in an upscale expat neighborhood and more often than not had at least a few live-in housekeepers, gardeners, and security workers. She didn’t have to work a campus job to buy her textbooks. Thanks to an inheritance from her grandmother, she wouldn’t even need to take out student loans until med school. When she went hungry at Harvard, it was because she hadn’t taken the time to eat, not because she was too poor to buy food or because the rains had failed to produce a crop. Maybe she was more privileged than she cared to admit.

When they left the gated community, Nick turned on a new CD.

“Is this Potter’s Clay?” Kennedy asked. “I haven’t heard them since junior high.”

“I’m impressed. I don’t find many people around today who know Potter’s Clay.”

“I’m a little surprised anybody still listens to them anymore.”

Nick chuckled. “Don’t be dissing on Potter’s now. Not unless you want me to turn this bus around and drive you straight home.”

Kennedy smiled and tried to remember the last time she and Nick had done anything alone together. Probably that one night last winter when they’d gone out for clam chowder at the little walk-up restaurant stand in Harvard Square.

“You hungry?” Nick’s dreadlocks whipped around slightly as he turned toward her for a quick glance. “We could stop somewhere if you want.”

“That sounds nice.” What else was she supposed to do when her body was already awake for the day? She’d have to try to make it another twenty hours before she went to sleep again. Then maybe she could get herself back on East Coast schedule before she started her classes.

“I know this neat little bakery in Harvard Square. It’s a drive, but it’s not like we’ll be fighting traffic. What do you say?”

There was only one bakery Kennedy knew of near campus that stayed open this late. “Are you talking about L’Aroma? My roommate goes there all the time.”

“No kidding? It’s a great little shop. So you up for it?”

Kennedy had been hooked at the word bakery. Her mouth watered as readily as Pavlov’s pack of lab dogs’. “Sure. That sounds great.”

They drove along in comfortable silence. Kennedy wondered what Reuben was doing right about now. It was morning in Kenya.

Lucky him.

She had spent a lot of time over the summer talking to both God and her mom about her relationship with Reuben. Of course, as soon as her mom heard about his diagnosis, she was against anything that even hinted at romance developing between them. She tried to be sympathetic, but Kennedy knew she was relieved that he wasn’t coming back to campus in the fall.

It didn’t make sense. People could be together with HIV. It wasn’t the death sentence it had been a decade or two ago. Reuben was getting good medical care at Nairobi Hospital, and there were ways for patients to keep their loved ones from getting the virus themselves.

It could have worked out. That’s what made the whole situation so depressing. It wasn’t as if it were a breakup, because they had never actually been dating, but that almost made it worse. When you broke up with somebody, you could at least tell yourself you’d tried and it hadn’t worked out. Why would you want to be with someone who didn’t want to be with you? But Kennedy didn’t have any of those nice platitudes to fall back on. She hadn’t chosen to say good-bye to Reuben at the end of last semester. Would she even see him again? She still couldn’t pinpoint exactly where home was for her, but Kenya was a long way off no matter how you looked at it.

“I think I’m mostly a night owl. What about you?” Sometimes Nick’s thoughts materialized out of a vacuum. She didn’t know if it was some sort of social awkwardness or just the result of him being so comfortable with his own personal musings.

“I stay up late when I’m studying,” she replied, “but if there’s nothing else going on I guess I’m more of a morning person. Except when I’m jetlagged.”

“What time is it over at your parents’?”

“Right around noon.”

Nick let out a low whistle. “That’s got to be crazy to adjust to.”

“Yeah, it’s actually easier going from here to there for some reason. Coming back to the States has always felt harder.”

“So what exactly is it your parents do in China?” Nick asked.

Kennedy was glad to have some trivial chitchat to offer. It beat moping in the bus, pining away for Reuben, while the apostles’ heads bobbled up and down with their mocking grins. “They work along the North Korean border. Take in refugees. A year ago they had a whole group of them. Gave them training and then sent them back to North Korea as underground missionaries.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“Yeah. One of the girls came back home. Back to my parents’, I mean. She’d been captured. Tortured pretty bad, I think.”

“That’s intense. What about your parents? Do they ever get in trouble or anything?”

“The police stop by. They’re at least under suspicion at this point. That’s why they haven’t taken in any new refugees lately. They’ve started to move more toward brothel rescues there in Yanji, which is less likely to get them in trouble with the law. Except now it’s the pimps and stuff they’ve got to worry about.”

“Sound like they’re amazing believers.”

Kennedy had never really thought about her parents in those terms. Amazing? Maybe. If you were to look at their ministry, at least. But she had the feeling that if Nick saw her parents’ day-to-day lives, he might not be so impressed. Her dad spent fifty or sixty hours a week at his printing business, his legal front for living in China. Her mom had gotten so addicted to this TV medical drama she’d made Kennedy buy her a fourteen-disc DVD set in the States to bring to Yanji over the summer. Her parents argued and bickered all the time, and her mom was now menopausal and let everyone and everything within a mile radius know about it.

Probably not the picture Nick had when he called them such amazing believers.

He pulled the bus into the L’Aroma Bakery parking lot. There were a few other customers there, but it was quiet inside. They ordered at the counter and took their food and drinks to a table in the back.

“I wonder how Noah’s doing.” Nick took out his cell phone. “No messages yet. I guess that’s a good sign.”

“Are you two pretty close?”

Nick took a bite of his egg and veggie burrito. “Sort of,” he said with his mouth full. “We got to talking a lot over the summer. That’s when all this stuff started coming out.”

Kennedy tried to guess if he was making a pun as she took a sip from her hot chocolate, careful to keep her nose out of the whipped cream.

“Today was the first time he told his dad. We had talked about it before then, but he never felt quite ready. I told him I’d go with him, and as far as I knew, that’s what the plan was. I don’t know why it all happened today. I wonder how Mr. Abernathy took it.”

“I was there when he and Noah were talking with Carl. He was pretty upset.”

Nick wiped his mouth on a napkin. “I’m not surprised. Senator Abernathy’s been the most conservative member of the state house when it comes to gay rights and these so-called family values.”

There was something mocking in the way he said the phrase. She wasn’t sure how to read him.

He laughed mirthlessly. “Not gonna look too good to all his constituents when it comes out that Mr. Homophobe himself has a son who’s gay.” He shook his head, and the tip of one dreadlock nearly landed in his salsa.

Kennedy figured she’d probably come across sounding like a child, but Nick dealt with kids for a living. Maybe he wouldn’t mind. “I have a question.” She paused, wondering how to best word it. “When you say Noah’s gay, what exactly do you mean?”

Nick’s eyes widened, and Kennedy imagined him trying to figure out how to explain the intricacies of male homosexual intimacy to a nineteen-year-old college virgin.

She hurried on to explain better. “I mean, I wasn’t trying to overhear, but they were talking all over the place, and it was getting pretty loud, and Noah said he hadn’t ever ... He told his dad he wasn’t ... He’s never ...”

“Actually had sex with a man?” Nick finished for her, and Kennedy’s face warmed to the temperature of her cocoa.

She nodded, keeping her eyes on the shavings of nutmeg on top of her whipped cream.

“That’s a really good question.”

She let out her breath. Why did these talks always have to be so awkward? Her dad forced her into conversations about so many weird, random topics, like how to file a sexual harassment complaint or how to react if she thought a date spiked her drink. But then there were other subjects they never broached at all.

Like whether or not a Christian boy who’s never slept with anybody could be gay.

Nick took a noisy gulp of his herbal tea. “So, there’s some people who say that you’re not gay until you’ve actually had gay sex. That’s probably where the confusion comes in.”

Kennedy was glad L’Aroma wasn’t very crowded. She didn’t think this was the kind of conversation she’d like to have with a dozen other diners listening in.

“But then again, if you were to ask me if I’m gay or straight, it’s not like I need to have slept with a woman to know that I’m straight, right?”

“I guess so.” In the back of Kennedy’s mind, she was wondering if listening to the Babylon Eunuchs would be more pleasant than this.

“So it all boils down to identity. And that’s kind of a loaded word, because the way we’ve been throwing it around makes it sound kind of like it’s this big choice, right? Like today I identify as a white male. Well, there’s more to it than that, and that’s where we get someone like Noah Abernathy. It’s not like he woke up one day and said to himself, Gee, I could use some extra attention. Guess I’ll say that I’m gay. In fact, he went years hiding it from everyone. You just look at his father, and you’ll know why. This is the same guy who championed that photographer who refused to shoot photos at a lesbian wedding. The family-values set made her into this huge martyr when she got sued, said it’s her right to refuse to participate in a supposedly sinful ceremony, but did you see her boycotting weddings of adulterers? Did she boycott weddings where the bride and groom had been living together years before they finally made their commitment legal? No. So you get all these people like Senator Abernathy talking about family values and lamenting this so-called gay agenda, and so of course his son’s gonna try to hide the fact that he’s attracted to other boys.”

Nick paused long enough to meet Kennedy’s eyes.

“What was your question? Oh, right. What does it mean to be gay. In Noah’s case, it means feeling so ashamed of who you are that you beg God every day to change you. You go to sleep just hoping and praying you’ll wake up and find yourself attracted to girls. It means sneaking Playboys into the bathroom, hoping it’ll do something for you, only it doesn’t. It means finally getting the nerve to tell your dad about what’s going on and have him kick you out of the house because you’re an abomination. That’s what being gay means. In fact, it has very little to do with who’s sleeping with who.”

Kennedy thought she understood, but that only led to even more complicated questions. She wasn’t sure where to start. She knew there were Christians who argued that gay relationships could be just as godly and righteous as a marriage between a husband and wife, but she had always seen them as some sort of “other,” entities she read about in her dad’s pro-family publications who were trying to undermine traditional marriage across the entire United States. Where did Nick stand? He worked for Pastor Carl, who had no problem teaching from the pulpit that homosexuality was a sin. Kennedy had just assumed that’s what every Christian believed, at least every mainstream evangelical.
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