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Chapter One

OCTOBER 1997

 

The air bit at his cheeks as he walked toward the house where he hoped he would die. After all this time, he’d made it. Tyler took a deep, satisfied breath as he slowly worked his way up the gravel driveway.

He found out about the New Life House on his birthday back in September, and had been trying to get there ever since. When he first saw the pamphlet, he nearly laughed. Strange name for a death house, he’d thought. The name just didn’t make sense to him. There was no new life for people like him. There was only death and loneliness. And pain. That’s all there was.

Despite his commitment to dying, his heart still raced at the thought. A death house. He’d already lost everything that ever mattered and then some. The only thing he had left to lose was his life, and he wasn’t convinced that would be much of a loss. There was no one left to mourn him anyway. I just don’t want to die on the streets. I don’t want to die like… He couldn’t even finish the thought.

Tyler held his breath to steel himself to the pit of guilt growing deep inside him. Why had he been the one who found the New Life House? Why couldn’t they have found it together? He’d never expected how quickly things could change in a couple of years or even a few months. How many things and how many people he could lose in such a short time. He never knew just how real life could be until the day it happened. The day he didn’t like to think about. The day he’d found he really was alone.

He stopped as he reached the edge of the paved section of the driveway, not far from the house but just far enough away so he could take it all in. It was huge. He cleared his throat and blinked as if to make sure it was really there.

The New Life House stood in the center of a two-hundred-acre piece of well-kept land. It was a large Victorian-style home with faded blue paneling, yellowing white trim, and a wraparound veranda with white paint, peeling and flaking away, revealing the graying wood beneath it. The last of the grass was fighting to be seen through spots of early snow and fallen leaves as winter edged its way in. The driveway was nearly half a kilometer of dirt and gravel, leading to the large circular patch of pavement around the front of the house, the same pavement he now hesitated to step onto.

Tyler looked over his shoulder to see how far he’d walked, but his view was blocked by a line of silver maple trees, sparsely decorated with what remained of their brightly colored leaves, that cut across the front of the property about halfway down the driveway. From where he stood, they resembled a really tall fence.

His attention drifted back toward the house. The sweet smell of rotting leaves mixed with the scent of a roast dinner filled the air, warming Tyler as he imagined what it would taste like. His mouth watered, and his stomach grumbled. He hadn’t had a proper meal in days.

What am I doing? They’re not gonna take me. This is stupid. He looked down at his worn runners, torn and caked with dirt, and wondered if his journey had all been for nothing. What if they could see right through his lies and could see what he truly was? What if they refused to let him stay? He couldn’t take another rejection. He wouldn’t let anyone have that power over him again.

Don’t be ridiculous. You’re going in. He did his best to give himself a pep talk. He was never very good at those either. The only thing he knew how to do was disappoint, but he would do anything to be allowed to stay…almost.

They agreed on the phone to let you come. Stop freaking out. They can’t change their minds that fast. He took a deep breath, stepped onto the pavement, and began his walk to the front door.

He rang the bell and waited for what felt like hours for someone to answer. “Hi,” Tyler said shyly, avoiding eye contact with the tall and athletic, bordering on beefy, man who greeted him.

“Hi there, you must be Tyler. I was expecting you about an hour ago,” the man said, smiling and offering his hand to shake.

Tyler stared at it but shied away.

The man pulled his hand back but kept smiling, seemingly unbothered by Tyler’s reaction. “Come on in. I’m Marco.” His voice was loud, energetic, and slightly more high-pitched than Tyler expected.

“Thank you,” Tyler said quietly. He looked around the foyer, in awe of its grandness. The room was large and dark with wood floors and features. On a small table next to the office, a single lamp gave off a dim glow, lighting the first few feet of the darkened hallway that led toward the common areas of the house. Across from the entrance was a wide wooden staircase, lined with red carpet that led up to the second and third floors. The sounds of children giggling and chattering in the TV room drifted softly down the hall.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” Marco said. “Just put your shoes on the rack.” He nodded toward a shoe rack already holding several other pairs of runners and boots.

Tyler did as he was told even though he was embarrassed that his socks were dirty, and both of his big toes stuck out of matching holes.

“Sorry I’m late.” He chanced a quick glance at Marco. He doesn’t look like a doctor.

Marco was wearing blue jeans and a Nirvana T-shirt. He looked like an old guy who hadn’t accepted his age yet.

“Can I take that for you?”

Tyler flinched and jerked away defensively as Marco reached for his bag.

Startled by his reaction, Marco retracted his hand, immediately stepped back, and shrunk his stature. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“You didn’t scare me,” Tyler said, straightening up. “I’m not a pussy.”

Marco laughed. “I probably should have known that.”

“How could you have known? You don’t know me.”

“Most young guys who have tattoos on their necks and piercings in their eyebrows tend to have a bit of a wild side,” Marco said. “There’s an element of tough guy that comes with that look.”

“Hm.” Tyler instinctively brought his hand up to touch the black tattoo in Chinese characters on the left side of his neck and forced the burgeoning tears to dry as he thought back to the day he’d gotten it. He smirked, pleased that he came off as tough. His blue jeans were baggy and tattered; he had a black hoody on, undone over his black T-shirt that read: Do I Look Like a F*!#ing People Person?! He had put great effort into crafting an appearance that would keep people at bay. He controlled what he could. Despite his great efforts to appear tough, he was cursed with blond hair and a baby face that, in his opinion, only served to make him seem vulnerable. That’s why people always took advantage of him, but he wouldn’t let anyone do that again.

“How old are you?”

Tyler stood a little taller. “Seventeen.”

“I was pretty sure that’s what you’d said on the phone, but you look a lot younger.”

Tyler frowned and slouched again. “I know.” He rolled his eyes. He’d heard these lines before. This conversation was going nowhere.

Marco ran his hand over his bald head almost instinctively, as though it would help him come up with something else to say.

Tyler despised small talk. It was only adding to his anxiety over whether they would let him stay or not. He took a deep breath and admitted what he hadn’t on the phone a month before.

“I don’t have any money.” He said it quickly to get it over with. If it meant he had to leave, he wanted to know now.

“It’s okay. We’ll figure something out,” Marco said, reaching his hand out for Tyler’s bag again.

“I told you I don’t have any money.” Tyler pulled away and, for the first time, made full eye contact with Marco.

“And I told you we’ll figure something out.” Marco kept his hand outstretched.

Tyler cringed. He knew where this was going. It was just like all the others who said they wanted to help. It was never that simple. How could he have been so stupid?

“I’m not going to sleep with you so I can stay here,” Tyler snapped.

Marco stepped back again. “That’s not what I meant.”

Tyler gave him a confused, distrusting look.

“Oh.” He startled and clutched his bag tighter as a middle-aged woman with short, gray-blonde hair came in from the hallway. Now, she looks more like a doctor. She was wearing a beige sweater and tight, dark-green jeans. She had glasses on top of her head rather than over her eyes, something that had always amused Tyler. What good do they do up there?

“I thought I heard the doorbell ring,” she said, smiling as she walked toward Tyler and extended her hand. “Welcome.”

“Hi,” he said, shrinking away from her.

The woman looked at Marco knowingly, smiled, and said, “You know the polite thing to do when someone tries to shake your hand is to reach out and shake.”

She kept her hand extended, waiting for him to respond. “My name is Carol. What’s yours?”

“You don’t want to touch me,” Tyler said. “What if you catch it?”

Carol’s expression softened. “I’m not going to catch anything. That’s a myth. Now shake my hand before my arm goes numb from holding it out here so long.”

Tyler coughed into the crook of his elbow before shakily reaching his hand out to take Carol’s, briefly meeting her gaze. “Tyler.” He pulled his hand back and returned his gaze to the floor.

“That’s a heck of a cough you’ve got there, Tyler. Sounded like it rattled inside your chest.” Carol looked at him with concern in her eyes. “How long have you had it?”

“I don’t know. A while, I guess.” Tyler didn’t look up.

“Well, I’m the resident nurse around here among other things. I do all the routine checkups and blood work, so we’ll have to get it checked out. And then we’ll find out what the doctor thinks, but I don’t want to inundate you with logistics in your first five minutes here. Let’s get you settled and fed before I bore you with all the details. I have a roast in the slow cooker. It should be ready in a couple hours.” Carol and Marco exchanged glances. “But for now, how about you give your things to Marco? He’ll put them up in your room while I take you in to meet the others.”

“I don’t want anyone going through my stuff,” Tyler said, hugging his bag close to him and scowling nervously at Marco.

“Actually, Carol, I’ll take him up to his room where he can put his things. I’ll bring him down after we’ve gone through them,” Marco said.

“Sure, sounds good. Welcome, Tyler.” She nodded at him before turning and heading back down the darkened hallway.

“Let’s head up to the second floor.” Marco ushered Tyler toward the stairs. “I’m going to get you to open your bag and show me all of the contents. I won’t touch anything. It’s just for the safety of everyone here. We need to make sure there’s no weapons or drugs in there.”

“I don’t have any of that,” Tyler said.

“Yes, but I still have to check it out. I wouldn’t be very responsible if I didn’t. It’s for the safety of you and the other kids, your roommate specifically.”

“Roommate!? I don’t want a roommate! He’s going to go through my stuff. He’s gonna steal—”

“He’s four,” Marco interrupted. “There’s not much to worry about with him.”

“Oh…” Tyler’s voice trailed into a whisper. “Four?”

“Yeah, four,” Marco said. “It’s going to be his first day today too. Something for you to bond over.”

“What do you mean, it’s going to be?”

“He’s being dropped off in about half an hour.”

“That’s fuckin’ sad.” They came to the second-floor landing and turned left down the hall. Tyler’s room was the first door on the right.

“It is, but try not to swear, okay?” Marco pushed the door open and flipped the light switch.

Tyler followed him in, observing and scanning the room and the generic belongings. He judged the plainness of it all. The room was bright with pale-blue walls. There were two single beds, one on the left and one on the right. Both beds were done up in plaid, one with blue and the other with red. At the head of each bed was a desk with a lamp and fresh towels folded on top. At the foot was a dresser.

“How East Coast,” he mumbled.

“Sorry?” Marco looked at Tyler to repeat himself.

Tyler shrugged, embarrassed that he’d been heard. “Nothing.”

“Empty your bag out on the bed, please,” Marco said, standing to the side and pointing to the blue bed.

The zipper to his bag screamed as Tyler pulled it open quickly and overturned it to pour the contents out. “I don’t have a lot of stuff.”

“That’s okay.” Marco eyed the contents on the bed. “Can I?” He motioned to touch the pile of belongings.

Tyler nodded. At least this way, he’d know if Marco tried to take anything.

Marco gently pushed things off one another to get a clear view. There were crumpled-up pieces of paper, candy bar wrappers, food crumbs, a couple pairs of socks and boxer shorts, some loose change, a book, a photograph, and a T-shirt.

“A Whistler fan, eh?” Marco said, pointing to the T-shirt.

Tyler nodded and looked away. He didn’t want to think about that right now. He cleared his throat to chase the memories away.

“Can I hold it now that it’s empty?” Marco asked, reaching his hand out.

Tyler hesitated but then handed the bag to Marco so he could finish the search.

Marco dug his hands through the pockets and shook it upside down before handing it back. “You’re in the clear. I’ll let you get cleaned up for dinner. The bathroom is down the hall to the left. I’ll go find some clean clothes for you to wear. I think we have something that will fit you up in the attic.”

“I don’t wanna wear someone’s hand-me-downs.” The other kids would recognize their old things on him when he went down for dinner. I’d be a total loser. His stomach tied in knots as he realized that if he were to only wear his own clothing, he would be wearing the same outfit forever, which would also make him a total loser.

Marco laughed. “Don’t worry. We just have extras. You’ll see. The tags will still be on.”

Relief. Tyler took a deep breath. “Oh, then that’s okay.” He stepped out of the way and lowered his gaze.

Marco stopped at the door. “I have to ask…what’s with the choice of book?”

“What do you mean?”

“I remember having to read Beautiful Losers back in university. I’m just surprised that that’s one of your only possessions,” Marco said.

“It’s one of the best books ever written. My sister gave it to me.” Besides the photograph, it was the only thing he had to remember her by.

“Ah, okay. I’m impressed.”

Tyler felt his face redden. Embarrassed, he turned away.

Marco pretended not to notice. “It’s great to have you here. Oh, and one more thing. I didn’t see any medications in your bag. Do you happen to know what treatments you’re on? Doses or specific drugs?”

Tyler stared blankly at Marco, afraid to answer for fear of being kicked out for saying the wrong thing.

Marco again took the same nonthreatening stance he had in the foyer, this time leaning against the doorframe.

Tyler recognized the stance from the shelters in Vancouver. All the counselors and workers used to lean against walls and doors and anything they could just to keep their clients from feeling confrontational. It was so obvious, but it always seemed to work. Funny.

“It’s going to help us figure out what treatments you need. The doctor will decide, but if you know what you’re taking, I’m sure we can get you on some until you meet with him.”

Tyler felt his face flush. He didn’t want to admit that he’d never been treated, but he had to. “I wasn’t on anything.”

“Oh… How long have you known that you—”

“About a year.” Tyler cut him off. He didn’t want to hear the end of that sentence. He stared at his feet as he dug his toes into the carpet for distraction, squeezing and releasing.

Marco tried unsuccessfully to hide the concern on his face. “And how long do you think you’d been—”

“I think a year before that.” Tyler hated it, but his eyes started to water. He refused to look up for Marco to see. He hadn’t realized how ashamed he would feel when talking about it.

Marco took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and quietly. “It’s okay. Let’s not worry about that now. Carol will take some blood and do a general physical exam in the next few days, and then we’ll get you in to see the doctor and all will be well.” He clapped his hands together gently. “See you down there. I’ll leave your change of clothes on your dresser while you get cleaned up.”

Marco tried to hide his disappointment by forcing a smile, but Tyler knew. He knew it was too late.




Chapter Two

THE EXCITED CHATTER of kids came from the dining room. He stood in the shadows of the hallway, terrified. Carol shushed the kids and asked them to keep it down at the table, and Marco reminded them to listen to her. Tyler trembled as he flashed back to his last dealings with his own family. He shook the thoughts away, took a deep breath, and rounded the corner into the dining room. The other kids quieted and eyed him up and down as he stood in the doorway, looking for a place to sit. The room was bright; the table was full with food.

“Kids, this is Tyler. Make him feel welcome,” Carol said, smiling up at him and pointing toward the only empty chair. “Take a seat between Bradley and Theo. Tyler’s just joined us here today from Vancouver.” Carol nodded toward the small four-year-old boy on his right. “Theo arrived while you were upstairs.”

The kids collectively said, “Hi.”

“Hi,” Tyler said, nodding uncomfortably and taking his seat.

Bradley, who sat tall in his chair with broad shoulders and dark hair, looked like a jock, and Tyler immediately felt intimidated by him.

After half an hour, Tyler had filled and cleared his plate three times. The serving bowls with the various dinner foods sat in a semicircle around his plate, each one nearly empty. He barely said two words during the entire meal. He just kept eating as much as he could as everyone around the table watched in awe.

“You sure can eat,” Carol said, chuckling as she poured the last of a bottle of red wine into her glass. The bottle sat by her plate, and hers was the only glass that had had any in it.

“Sorry…” Tyler said. He stopped eating and looked up to see everyone watching him.

“Don’t be,” Carol said. “I’m glad someone is finally enjoying my cooking.”

“It’s really delicious,” Tyler said, returning to stuffing his face.

Across the table from Tyler sat Maggie, a red-haired pretty girl. He had spent the entire dinner avoiding eye contact with her and had barely looked up when she introduced herself. She reminded him of the type of girls who used to pick on him, but something about her seemed nicer.

The conversation moved to classes and other topics that Tyler didn’t feel included him, so he tuned out. He waited until everyone was sufficiently distracted before he snatched up a couple buns and slid them into his pocket. Theo immediately snatched up a bun and stuffed it in his pocket, too, grinning from ear to ear. Tyler glanced around nervously to see if anyone had noticed Theo copy him.

When he felt the coast was clear, he smiled and whispered, “You’re my roomie, aren’t you?”

Theo looked up at Tyler but said nothing. He just blinked his big brown eyes at him.

“He doesn’t speak yet,” Maggie said from across the table.

“He’s four. Shouldn’t he have learned how at like two?”

“He knows how to talk. He just doesn’t,” Maggie said sharply.

“How do you know he can if he hasn’t yet?”

Maggie blushed.

Tyler chuckled as Theo snatched up a couple brussels sprouts and stuffed them fervently into his pockets, giggling with delight.

Maggie giggled softly with them. “Theo…what are you—”

“Shhh. Let him,” Tyler said, looking to Carol at the head of the table and then to Marco at the other end, afraid they would punish him. Carol was distracted by a conversation with Bradley, and Marco was engaged in one with Curtis who was sitting across from Theo.

Maggie watched quietly as Theo copied everything Tyler did. Tyler took his knife, cut a piece of butter, and stuffed it into a napkin, which he promptly folded and stuffed down his shirt. Theo snatched up a chunk of butter and stuffed it down his shirt.

Tyler laughed and tried to stifle a cough. “You’re a cool kid, you know that?”

Theo lit up and giggled. He reached for his glass of milk, smiling as he pulled his shirt out and, with a splash, poured the entire glass inside.

“Theo!” Maggie cried out and rushed around the table to wipe him up.

“You’ve got a lot to learn, kid,” Tyler said. His cheeks hurt from smiling. “Thanks for the laugh, li’l dude.” His chest tickled as he exhaled. Phlegm bubbled in his lungs, and he coughed, barely covering his mouth in time. He looked to Carol and Marco shyly, afraid he might not have covered it properly.

“Okay, kids. Time to clean up. Up and into the kitchen with all of ya,” Carol said with an air of amusement.

“Tyler, can you grab Theo’s plate, please?” Marco asked. “I’m going to go get him into some dry jammies.”

“Sure.” Tyler stood up quickly, glad to get out of sight. The kitchen was through a double-action door behind where Maggie and Curtis sat, which swung noticeably between the two rooms with a swooshing sound.

Once they had all carried the dishes into the kitchen, Tyler quietly assessed the other kids. Maggie was at the sink, washing dishes. Bradley was standing with a damp tea towel, drying them and putting them away in the cupboards above the counters. Tyler tried not to stare, but he was instantly attracted to Bradley’s dark hair and muscular build. Wow, he’s hot. He would be such a heartthrob if he didn’t have… Tyler stopped short of thinking up the three little letters that bonded them. He could feel himself staring too intently and looked away.

His attention then fell upon Curtis who stood with his back against the counter and a tea towel slung over his right shoulder. He was taller than Tyler by at least two inches with sandy-brown hair and a lean body. He reminded Tyler of home.

“You’re on dry-duty,” Maggie said, nodding at Tyler and pointing toward a large linen cabinet in the corner.

“Okay,” Tyler said shyly as he walked to the cupboard and pulled out a faded tea towel.

Theo pushed his way through the swinging kitchen door, wearing Superman pajamas and carrying his empty cup. He looked around the room, wide-eyed. His face lit up as he spotted Tyler, quickly walked to him, and handed up his empty milk glass.

“Thanks.” Tyler took the cup and handed it to Maggie.

Theo said nothing and immediately grabbed onto Tyler’s pant leg as though it was filling the void the cup had left.

After a moment of sizing him up, Curtis asked, “So, Tyler…how’d you get it?”

Tyler stepped back defensively. His voice was tense and sharp. “How’d I get what?”

“Whoa, relax, buddy.” Curtis put his hands up and fanned them slowly as a signal for Tyler to settle down. “We all have it. It’s not a big deal.”

“We like knowing each other’s stories,” Maggie chimed in from the sink, sounding almost nervous. “We aren’t trying to be rude.”

“Whatever,” Tyler said as he grabbed a dish from the rack so temperamentally that he nearly dropped it. He dried it feverishly. His face grew redder as he tried to keep his cool by taking deep breaths and focusing on the dish. “What kind of question is that?”

“I came here when I was eight. It’s been seven years for me now, almost eight,” Maggie said, turning slightly to face him and offering a faint smile.

“How did you get it?” Tyler asked angrily.

“I got it from sex…or a dirty needle. I’m not sure which came first really.” Curtis strained to force a smile at Tyler. “I was a little too wild, living so close to Toronto, and my dad had no control over me. A few bad decisions after turning fourteen, and here I am. Been here three years now.”

“I came here by choice,” Tyler said abruptly.

“Just on your own? Lame,” Bradley said.

“What do you mean lame?” Tyler was becoming agitated again.

“I suppose you were just born with it too?” Bradley rolled his eyes as he took a plate from the dry pile and put it in the cupboard.

“This is retarded,” Tyler said, pulling another dish from the rack and toweling it off.

“That’s not a nice word,” Maggie said.

“Well, this isn’t a nice game,” Tyler snapped back at her. “It’s none of your business how I got it. Fact is, I have it, and that’s that. Leave it alone.”

“We all have it. You don’t have to act like we’re picking on you. We all have the same thing, and we all have to live with it, so why not embrace the things we’ve gone through?” Curtis said. He spoke deliberately and slowly. It reminded Tyler of how he used to speak to his younger sister, Rachel, when she was throwing a temper tantrum.

“You’re older-brothering me,” Tyler said, smiling. He didn’t want this to escalate any further. He’d learned how to defuse tension through humor while living in downtown Vancouver. It was the most effective way he knew to get out of a beating.

“Lighten up, bud,” Bradley said, snatching the bowl from Tyler’s hand. He turned to Curtis and Maggie. “And if he doesn’t want to say, he doesn’t want to say. Drop it. Give the guy a nice first night.”

Tyler looked Bradley over skeptically, unsure of why he would switch to sticking up for him so quickly after insulting him for being defensive. It felt out of place. The expressions of surprise on Curtis and Maggie’s faces told him that it was.

“Looks like you’ve got a new friend.” Marco’s voice was loud and seemed to echo in the room, saving them all from the awkwardness of the conversation. He stood in the doorway to the kitchen, smiling down at Theo who was still clinging to Tyler’s leg.

Tyler shrugged and followed Marco’s gaze to Theo. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Can I talk to you a minute out here?” Marco asked, motioning for Tyler to follow him.

“Okay…” Tyler said uneasily. He pried Theo’s hands from his pant leg and moved them onto Maggie. He tossed the towel onto the counter and made his way toward the dining room. Marco reached out to put a gentle hand on Tyler’s shoulder, but as an automatic reflex, he jerked away, slamming himself into the doorframe.

“Whoa, easy there. I wasn’t trying to scare ya,” Marco said, pulling his hand back and freezing in motion, making room for Tyler to pass by. Tyler glared at him and continued moving into the dining room.

When they entered, Carol was still sitting at her spot. Her expression was blank, almost vacant. It was an expression Tyler was familiar with. It reminded him of his mother. He cringed at the thought.

“I’m sorry,” Tyler said, bowing his head to Carol and then stepping back, keeping his eyes to the floor. He was sure they were kicking him out already. He hadn’t even lasted one night.

“Sorry for what?” Carol asked. “For making a little kid laugh? Don’t be silly.” Her expression changed from absent to loving.

“Tyler,” Marco started, “you’re not in trouble. Relax.” He leaned forward and crouched down to get a clearer look into Tyler’s eyes but kept a respectful distance.

Tyler stood still, eyes quivering and glossing over.

“Don’t worry, Tyler. We are not upset that you put the food into your pockets.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

“We just want you to know that this is your home now. You don’t have to sneak food. You can help yourself to anything in the cupboards and fridge anytime you like.”

Tyler was shocked. Not even his own parents had allowed him such freedom. If he had eaten anything that wasn’t offered, his mom would send his dad in to teach him about manners. Even when he asked for something extra, she considered him ungrateful and would still send his dad in.

“We don’t allow stealing,” Marco added, taking a serious yet gentle tone. “This is your home, and we are a family, so let’s all respect one another and keep this one incident of sneaking behind our backs as the only incident, okay?”

“Okay,” Tyler said, glancing up at Marco and then at Carol before ducking his head back down. “It won’t happen again. I swear.” They’re not mad. Tyler couldn’t believe it.

“Good stuff. We’re really glad to have you here with us,” Carol said. “I think little Theo is gonna be all over you.”

“Yeah, he’s a nice kid,” Tyler said, turning back to the kitchen.

 

AS SOON AS Tyler was gone, Marco turned to face Carol. “He’s going to be a tough one.”

Carol smiled. “No tougher than the next.” She liked his edges and looked forward to smoothing them out.

Marco moved to where she sat and kissed her. “Your ability to love everyone and push forward no matter what inspires me,” he whispered, sitting down beside her. “There’s a lot to uncover with him. Have you read his file?”

“I skimmed it, but with everything that’s happened, I’ve had a hard time getting to it. I just don’t know where the time has gone.”

“It’s okay, beautiful. I was just asking. You’ll get to it when you can,” Marco said, rubbing her back. “Once you’ve read it, let’s discuss financing his stay here.”

This piqued Carol’s interest. When Marco spoke with such little detail, it was because he didn’t think she was going to like the decision he had made. It was typical for him to act and then steer her in the direction she needed to go to find out what he’d done. It was his way. She knew it, and she loved it.

“You make everything good,” she whispered, closing her eyes and leaning her head on his shoulder. “If I ever had doubts about your commitment to this place, it’s moments like these that put any of it to rest.”

Marco looked at her and furrowed his brow. “Don’t ever doubt my love for this house, these kids, or for you.” He paused and cleared his throat. “I love these kids like they’re my own. I know you don’t like talking about it, but know that I’ll miss Janie for the rest of time. And I’ll welcome every new kid who comes here with open arms.”

Carol flinched at the sound of Janie’s name, but she leaned forward and kissed him. “I know.”

Marco pulled her close. “Everyone deserves a family. Even us.”

 

IT HAD BEEN a few hours since Tyler had arrived. He was tired from his travels and from the first full belly he’d had in what felt like years. He lay in his bed, nightlight on, staring up at the shadows it cast on the ceiling. He’d finally stopped coughing long enough to relax. It usually took him about an hour before the fluid in his lungs stopped tickling and causing him to cough. His eyes were focused so intently that they began to sting and get the familiar fuzzy feeling that comes before tears. He blinked the feeling away. All of his life, he had struggled to avoid crying. He remembered being emotional as a young kid, always crying about something. His dad and other kids used to call him a crybaby. He frowned as he thought about how hard he had become. His first response was anger now. Just as his mind started to race, he felt the presence of his young roommate.

Startled, he turned to see Theo standing beside him with his blanky clutched in one arm and a stuffed bear in the other. “Hey…you okay?”

Theo stared at him, moving in closer to the edge of the bed. He looked up at Tyler with his big, sad eyes; they appeared to quiver in the reflection of the nightlight. He turned toward his own bed and then back to Tyler again.

“Right. You don’t talk,” Tyler said, sitting up. “You should really say something. This whole not talking thing is a little creepy.”

It was clear that Theo could understand everything Tyler was saying, but also that—as far as Tyler was concerned—he didn’t give a flying curse word.

Theo coyly put his teddy and blanky on the bed next to Tyler, who laughed at the blatant suggestion.

“You want up?”

Theo nodded, so Tyler patted the spot next to him.

Theo made a little grunt as he climbed up, kicking his little feet as hard as he could and flipping himself onto his back to land as close as he could to Tyler.

Tyler smiled as he shifted over to make more room. Theo shuffled closer. “What’s this guy’s name?” Tyler asked, pulling gently on the hand of the teddy bear. “Is it something dashing like Tyler?”

Theo giggled and pulled the teddy closer, half-heartedly hiding it from sight.

“It has to be. If someone as cool as you named him, his name has to be good.”

“I miss my mommy…” Theo said. His voice was tiny.

Tyler stared at him, unsure of what to say.

“I want my mommy…”

Surprising himself, Tyler said, “I’m sure your mommy misses and wants you too. I bet she’s very sad that you’re not with her right now.” He didn’t believe it. Normally, he would have said so, too, but this was different. He’d never had to lie to a four-year-old before, but he felt a strange need to be like a grown-up for him.

“Why doesn’t she want me?”

“I…um…” Tyler struggled for the right words; his heart pounded in his chest as he searched. “She has some other things she needs to take care of right now.” Theo was quiet. Tyler wished for him to say something to break the now awkward silence. He wondered if he had been convincing enough.

Theo tugged on Tyler’s shirt. “Can I sleep here?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. For sure,” Tyler said, clearing his throat. He reached over and switched off the nightlight before sliding onto his back. Theo snuggled close to his side. The silence was heavy. It felt like it was pushing him down into the bed, like a physical being was lying on top of him and trying to bury him. Now that it was dark, he didn’t have to wipe the tears. He could hide in the dark.

“Clifford,” Theo said.

“It’s Tyler.”

“No, silly,” Theo said, giggling. “His name is Clifford.”

“Oh, isn’t it Clifford the Big Red Dog?”

“The big red dog is stupid. It’s not real. Clifford the bear is. He’s right here,” Theo said, waving the bear in front of Tyler’s face just as his eyes adjusted to the moonlight.

Tyler laughed. “Good to know. I’ll try to remember that.”




Chapter Three

THEY HAD BEEN at the New Life House for four days, and Theo had barely left Tyler’s side long enough for him to use the washroom and shower each day. If Tyler wasn’t behind the locked door of the washroom, he was fair game for Theo to be clutching his pant leg or hand as they moved from room to room. Tyler’s favorite spot was the sunroom at the front of the house, next to the foyer. There was no back wall to separate it from the hallway, and the whole front wall was made of windows. Despite the lack of privacy, Tyler could often be found lounging on one of the window-facing couches or chairs, watching the birds and leaves dance in the wind.

It had become clear to Tyler that Theo’s silence was deeply rooted in shyness, and that once he knew you were safe to talk to, he basically never shut up. They were sitting on the couch, enjoying the sun-filled view of the front of the property, Theo with his sippy-cup of milk and Tyler with a mug of coffee. Theo was nattering on and on at Tyler about something to do with nothing as he always did. Tyler had learned to smile, nod, and pretend like he understood regardless of whether he did or not. He already felt like a bad parent.

“Hey, guys. Are you ready?” Carol said, announcing herself from the hallway.

They turned around to face her. Theo closed his mouth tight and returned to his stoic self. Tyler stood and tapped him on the shoulder to encourage him to get up as well.

“It’s nice that you two are getting along so well. Makes the transition easier, I’m sure,” Carol said as they walked up the stairs to the examination room on the third floor.

The room was different than Tyler had expected. He hadn’t expected it to be much different than any other room in the house. Instead, it had been made over to look exactly like an exam room in a doctor’s office or a hospital. They had replaced the floor with white tiles and added the sterile counters, a small sink, and the typical examination table with the single layer of crinkly paper running up the middle of it. The walls were the stark contrast to a standard exam room. Carol had painted them canary yellow in an attempt to liven up the mood during routine checkups and needles.

“Have a seat up on the table,” Carol said, pointing to it as she closed the door. “If you could—”

Tyler bent to lift Theo up and onto the table before sitting. “If I could what?” he asked as he sat beside him.

Carol pressed her lips together tightly, shrugged, and said, “—nothing, you already did.”

Tyler looked at her curiously. “Okay…whatever you say,” he said hesitantly.

“Just give me a few moments, and I’ll get everything ready,” Carol said, waving her hand to indicate that they should chat amongst themselves while she got organized.

“You gonna be a brave little man for the needle?” Tyler asked, leaning toward Theo and gently nudging him.

Carol turned toward them, supplies readied in hand.

“Take a deep breath. It’s coming. Dun-dun-dunnnn…” Tyler teased, nudging Theo again.

“Ah-ah. I’m coming for you first, big guy,” Carol said, winking at Theo.

Theo’s giggle sounded like a whisper. He looked down after realizing he’d been heard.

Carol listened to Tyler’s heart, took his blood pressure, and asked a series of questions to get an idea of his general health. “Are you experiencing night tremors or sweats? Bad dreams?”

Tyler shook his head. “No. None of that.”

She moved the stethoscope to his back to listen to his lungs and asked him to take a deep breath. She frowned at the heavy sound of fluid buildup. “I’m concerned about your lungs. It sounds to me like an infection, but we will have to wait for the doctor to check you out. I can’t diagnose, but I’m expecting that he will get you on an antibiotic. Have you noticed any spots on your chest or other areas of your body that weren’t there before?”

“What? No. Like pimples?”

“No, not like pimples. These would be dark lesions. More like bruises,” Carol said, glancing up from her clipboard for a moment to make eye contact with him. “They’re a little scarier than pimples.”

“No.”

“Marco says you haven’t been on antiretroviral treatments before. Just to double-check, is that true?”

Tyler hung his head and brought his shoulders in, curling away from what he expected would be a lecture. “I’m sorry. It’s probably turned to AIDS by now.”

Carol shook her head and placed a hand gently on his knee. “Don’t be sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’ll just make this note in your file so that when I scan it to Dr. Benson, he’ll have an idea of what treatments you will need. I suspect he will want to have you on Combivir or some form of highly active antiretroviral therapy, which we call HAART. And don’t try predicting the future. It never works. You’re HIV positive. Let’s stick to the facts until we know better.”

She removed her hand and made a few notes before setting the clipboard down. “All right, let’s get to the tough part then.” She placed the vials for blood, a rubber band, a stress ball, and a small glass jar of medicine, with yet another needle next to it, beside Tyler. She readied her rubber gloves, blowing into them to make them easier to fit over her creased hands. “Let me see your arm, please.”

Tyler held his arm out for Carol. She placed the stress ball in his hand and then tied the rubber band around his upper arm.

“Squeeze the ball to make your veins nice and big,” Carol said, gently rubbing and patting the inside of his elbow to get the veins to stand out.

“You’re going to be careful, right?” Tyler asked, staring at the needle in her hand.

“Are you afraid of needles?”

Tyler scoffed. “No, I’m not afraid of needles. I want to make sure you’re careful so you don’t get it.” He stared at the needle with a sense of longing that he thought he’d long ago lost. “Not afraid at all,” he said.

“You know how HIV is transmitted, don’t you?”

Tyler looked down, ashamed that he still didn’t know. He wanted to have at least some answer, so he said, “Sex and if my blood touches you.”

Carol paused with her hands on his arm, just below the rubber band that was pushing his veins out for her. “You transmit the disease by allowing the blood, semen, vaginal fluids, or breast milk of someone with HIV into your own body. It would have to enter through your mouth, your butt, the tip of your penis, or cuts or breaks in your skin. It also enters through the vagina, but you don’t have one of those, so no worries for you there.” She winked, in an attempt to get him to laugh. “You don’t transmit it by handshakes, kisses, hugs, or any of the things you may have been taught by hateful people. Blood or bodily fluids have to enter my body for me to contract HIV.”

Tyler was surprised that she’d been so descript. He wasn’t used to hearing a motherly figure say penis or vagina. It didn’t feel right, so he squirmed in his seat.

Carol laughed, seeming to recognize his discomfort. “Oh, relax. They’re just words.”

Tyler chuckled.

“I do love these chances to properly inform you guys about the facts. Too often, you get here with a false idea of how you can pass the virus or even why you may have contracted it yourselves. It breaks my heart that so many of you are taught that the best way to keep from spreading it is to avoid physical contact altogether. Everyone needs affection to some degree. I would have told you more when we first met, but I felt like it was a bit much for a first handshake.”

Tyler laughed loudly, surprising even himself. “Yeah, for sure.”

She picked the needle back up from beside him. “And don’t worry about me. I will be careful. The chances of getting infected through giving you a needle are pretty low, but I’ll be careful regardless to eliminate the chances altogether. We have to take stock of what we’re dealing with here, and the best way is by getting the blood work done here and couriering it over to Dr. Benson in town. They’ll run it through the lab and then prepare the results and have you in for an appointment in a few weeks.”

“Okay, the bad news comes then. Got it,” Tyler said, bobbing his head and then breaking his fixation on the needle and staring at the wall straight ahead.

“Have you ever thought about the power of positive thinking?” Carol groaned and waved off Tyler’s attempt at interjecting. “Yeah, yeah. I know. You’re positive, so you always think positive. But forget about the puns for a minute. Have you ever wondered what would happen if you focused on a positive outcome, that maybe the energies in and around your body would help to steer your path in that direction?”

Tyler shrugged. “Sounds like desperation.”

“It’s not desperate. It’s optimistic. Try it out sometime. You may surprise yourself.”

Tyler groaned. He hoped she wasn’t going to start forcing religion and all that crap down his throat. He hadn’t pegged her for the type, but he’d been wrong before.

Changing the subject, Carol said, “I’m also going to give you both the flu shot. ’Tis the season after all. The other kids had theirs last week.”

Tyler nodded but kept staring forward. Carol stuck the needle into his vein, and he gasped and nearly moaned at the familiar and comforting sting. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he tried to ignore the desire simmering inside him. His eyes burned wet beneath his closed lids.

“You okay?” Carol asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Tyler said abruptly. “I’m fine.”

She watched him curiously as she taped a cotton ball to the small puncture left by the needle. She kept her eyes on his face, waiting—he was sure—to see if he would reveal anything more, but he wasn’t going to admit to anything. He blinked and moved his eyes away from her gaze.

Carol clapped her hands together as though she were wiping dust from them. “Okay, then. That’s good. Theo, you’re next.” She slid her chair back to the counter to collect the vials and needles she would need for him. “Oh, one more thing, Tyler.”

“What?”

“I’m going to need you to take out your piercings. We don’t allow them here. I’m sorry.”

Tyler frowned. He didn’t want to take them out, but he didn’t want them to tell him to leave either. He sighed as he removed the piercings. He couldn’t help but feel like he was selling a part of himself for a roof over his head just as he had so many times before.

Carol slid her chair back over to sit in front of Theo this time. She reviewed his chart aloud. “So your doctor has you on HAART for now, Theo. Looks like you need to gain another thirty pounds or so before we can get you onto Combivir.” She looked to Tyler. “You may not know this, but the other kids have all been transitioned over to Combivir. It’s a new drug that has a lot of promise. I assume that’s what Dr. Benson will put you on as well.” She took a deep breath. “We’re so excited about the new treatments. It’s only been about a month since it was possible, but it’s already bringing new hope.”

Tyler forced a smile and nodded.

Carol turned her attention back to Theo. “I’ve got a couple questions for you, big guy. Do you notice if you’re really warm or uncomfortable when you sleep?”

Theo fearfully looked up at Tyler, afraid to answer the question and pleading with him to step in.

“He doesn’t,” Tyler said.

“I do need him to answer the questions, but thank you for keeping a watchful eye on him.” Carol scribbled a few notes on her clipboard.

“What are you writing there?” Tyler asked, leaning to try to peek at what she had jotted down.

“I am concerned that he is not speaking. It could indicate that there are other things at play. I need to get him to speak so I can eliminate any other concurrent disorders.”

“Disorders? What disorders?” Tyler said defensively.

“Autism is my biggest concern. It doesn’t mean he has it, but it is an indicator. I would need to run other tests and get the doctor to see him. The doctor would determine any results or diagnosis.”

“Wow, just give him a little time. He just got here. He needs time.”

Carol smiled. “Easy there. I realize he just got here. I do have to note it in my records; otherwise, I’d be pretty terrible at my job.”

Tyler quieted. “There’s nothing wrong with him.”

“Of course there isn’t. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t have any other obstacles to face. I’d like to make sure we’re prepared for whatever life throws his way,” Carol said as she clicked the button on the back of her pen to retract its tip. “I’ll just take some blood, and we’ll be done for the day.” She arranged the needles and vials next to Theo. He whimpered as she slid the tiny needle into his arm.

“Ah, you got this, li’l dude. Breathe it out,” Tyler said, putting his arm around Theo for support.

Theo’s eyes lit up as Tyler reached out to protect him. He sat up straight and put on a brave face as Carol extracted blood and gave him his flu shot. Tears welled in his eyes and his lips quivered, but he didn’t cry.

“All done. You were so brave.” Carol taped the cotton ball on Theo’s arm and then grabbed a sucker from the jar next to the sink. “Eh, voila!”

Theo grinned and grabbed the sucker eagerly.

“Great,” Tyler said, hopping down from the table and turning quickly to catch Theo as he mimicked the jump. He caught Theo under the arms as his butt left the table. “Whoa, almost lost ya there.” Tyler set him down on the floor. “Let’s get going.” He put his hand out for Theo to grab onto.

“See you for lunch,” Carol said, waving to them.

Tyler looked back, still holding his hand out for Theo, who finally noticed it and excitedly grabbed on with both hands, squealing with delight. As soon as they were around the corner and out of earshot, Tyler said, “You need to say something to Carol, Theo.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes. You do.”

“No!”

Tyler felt his temper tightening in his chest. “This is ridiculous. Yes, you do! They’re going to take you and give you to all sorts of doctors if you don’t.” They were on the second floor now and nearing their room. “Don’t you get it?” he shouted, feeling embarrassed at how he was speaking to a four-year-old.

Theo shook his head defiantly, ran to his bed, and threw himself face down in dramatic refusal and let out a scream of toddler’s rage.

“Oh, come on, don’t do that,” Tyler said, following Theo in and sitting down beside him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. I’m not going to tell anyone. It’s our secret, but I just want you to say something to someone soon so they don’t make you see all sorts of doctors. You don’t want anyone to think there’s more wrong with you, do you?”

Theo sobbed as he hugged Clifford. He rolled away from Tyler, repeating, “No, no, no…”

And for the first time, Tyler worried they might take Theo away from him. Maybe something was wrong with how Tyler was interacting with him that made him less talkative. Maybe it was all his fault just like everything else always was.

Not giving up, Tyler messed Theo’s hair. “You’re going to have to talk to someone soon. I don’t want them to take you away from me. I’ve grown to really like ya, so don’t go disappearing on me.”




Chapter Four

IT HAD BEEN nearly three weeks since Tyler and Theo had arrived at the New Life House, just long enough for Tyler to set himself apart from the other kids. He was sitting cross-legged in the papasan chair in the sunroom, drinking his third coffee of the morning and staring out the window, watching the world come alive. Small birds were balancing on the branches of the shrubs just ahead of the veranda while two hyper squirrels were chasing one another around the railing. He felt so much older than Bradley and Maggie, so much wiser, yet he was pretty much the same age. They seemed so immature, so innocent. He liked Curtis, but as far as Tyler was concerned, the other kids had lived a life of luxury and their immaturity radiated that fact. Theo was still pretty glued to him, which was a welcomed affection. Tyler couldn’t remember a time when someone actually wanted to be near him. Ever since he found out he was sick, few people were willing to touch him except for the men who paid him. They were the most willing, but their touches and affection were not something Tyler wanted. He cringed as he pictured the things he’d done before coming to the New Life House.

“Hey.” Curtis’s voice broke through Tyler’s thoughts. “What’s up?” he asked, sitting down in the armchair next to the papasan. Curtis was wearing his signature faded, ripped blue jeans and a light-brown T-shirt with a wrinkled left breast pocket. He had this earthy, grunge style to him that Tyler had initially been intrigued by. His hair wasn’t altogether long, but his bangs always seemed to hang casually across one of his eyes. He reminded Tyler of better days.

“Not much. Just chillin’,” Tyler said, relaxing back in his chair. He felt uncomfortable now, not because Curtis made him feel that way, but because he didn’t know how to behave when talking with people face-to-face. He didn’t know where to put his hands, what to do with them, or where to look. He’d dart his eyes from Curtis’s face, to his shoulders, to the window, and back so quickly that the twitch in his eye made him feel cross-eyed, which only served to increase his feeling of insecurity. Habitually, he coughed long and deep with each burst rattling his windpipe and burning his chest and throat. By now, everyone had grown used to his constant coughing.

Curtis was the oldest kid at the house. He turned seventeen a few months before Tyler. The two had been bonding over shared stories of their misguided youth and a love of Nirvana and Green Day since a few days after Tyler arrived.

“I’m not used to this yet,” Tyler said, fidgeting in his chair. “I can’t figure out if I’m bored or what.”

“Bored,” Curtis said, laughing and putting his feet up on the coffee table. “It takes time to get used to the slow pace.”

“It’s funny because it’s cool, but it’s long. You know?”

“Yeah,” Curtis agreed. Both boys quieted and stared out the front window at the long driveway. The world at the end of it seemed an impossible journey away.

“I wish I knew how to put it into words,” Tyler said, sighing. He stared intently at the few orange and yellow leaves that remained on the line of maple trees that cut across the property, offering a sort of protective shield from the outside world.

“No worries. I know what you mean. I was new once too,” Curtis said, offering a friendly smile. They sat in silence for a few more moments before Curtis stood. “We have our math lessons today, so you’ll probably wanna take a leak before we go. Carol doesn’t like when we leave during class.”

Tyler sat up in his chair. “Why do they do that?”

Curtis appeared perplexed. “Do what?”

“Why do they homeschool us? Why don’t we get to go to school in town like everybody else?”

Curtis chuckled. “Because we’re not like everybody else. Or at least, that’s what everybody else thinks. Carol thinks we’re safer here. She doesn’t want us dealing with the locals. Apparently, they won’t like us because we’re HIV positive.”

Tyler scoffed. “Who cares?”

Curtis shrugged. “Carol’s a little overprotective. You’ll get used to it.”

Tyler slouched back in his seat, disinterested.

“I think with what happened last year…”

Tyler’s ears perked up. This sounded intriguing.

Curtis shook his head before Tyler could ask him to tell him more. “It doesn’t matter.” He continued, clearly bothered by whatever he had almost brought up. “I think it just proves there’s a cost to total isolation too.”

 

CAROL AND MARCO designed the New Life House so the kids could avoid the public school system by obtaining their homeschooling certifications, convinced that allowing them to go to the school in town would subject them to awful teasing and prejudice. Carol held several degrees, as did Marco, so they saw the extra certification as a form of “icing on the cake.”

Carol’s father had been a major contributor to Dalhousie University in Halifax, leading her to achieve all of her accreditations from that university. She spent many years trying to live up to his dream of what she could have been while never feeling quite like she’d succeeded. She was now a registered nurse, held a bachelor degree in social work and a PhD in psychology. She went to school right up until she was nearly forty years old, and spent the next few years planning and getting ready to open the New Life House.

Marco was also a registered nurse. It was at Dalhousie that, while studying for their degrees in nursing, they had first met. They started the New Life House while he was finishing his BA in psychology and Master of Social Work. They felt that if they both held several degrees in fields related to running the house, they would be more impressive to the agencies and companies they were seeking funding from.

The kids were all working on various levels of curriculum; however, they had their classes at the same time, in the same room, similar to how one-room school houses functioned in the past. Specifically, they had their classes in the library of the house, which had been converted into a classroom. The only entrance from inside the house was through the door next to the stairs in the foyer. They were forced to add an exit door from the library to the side yard of the house in order to meet the fire safety codes.

Depending on the subject, Carol or Marco would lead the lessons of the day, working one-on-one with any of them who needed extra help. Marco taught history, French, wellness, and geography while Carol taught English, social studies, math, and science and supervised online electives in art or gender studies.

 

TYLER FELT EMBARRASSED every time he needed to raise his hand. He hadn’t been in school for so long that he was two grades behind his age group. The lesson was in algebra, and Tyler was frustrated. “This is stupid,” he said, slamming his pencil down on his desk. “We’re dying; why the hell do we need to know this shit?” His eyes lit up with emotion as he stood from his seat. A wave of heat fuzzed through his body and flushed his face.

“Tyler, that’s enough,” Carol said sharply. “We don’t speak like that here. Sit down and tell me what you’re having trouble with, and we’ll figure it out.”

“I can’t do this,” Tyler said, sitting down and shoving his desk forward.

“Whoa, buddy,” Bradley said, mumbling. “Take ‘er easy.”

“Oh, screw you,” Tyler shouted, jumping up and stomping toward the door. Bradley reminded him of everything he hated back in high school. It was the jocks that made fun of him for his supposed homosexuality and anything else they could come up with. He had taken his fair share of schoolyard beatings from Bradley’s type.

As he stormed from the library, Tyler could hear Carol scolding Bradley.

“Enough,” Carol said, looking at Bradley to quiet down. She pulled the door to the library shut and walked back to the front of the room to continue helping Maggie.

“Hey, I didn’t do anything,” Bradley said, smirking.

“I heard you, Bradley,” Carol said. “Just lay off him. Try to remember what it was like when you first got here and have some empathy.”

 

LATER THAT EVENING, after a sullen and quiet dinner and after the kids had done their evening chores, Carol found Tyler sitting out on the back veranda. “Hey,” she said quietly, stepping out of the screen door, letting it creak and then slam behind her. Its hinges were failing, making it impossible to go in or out quietly. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about earlier?”

He was sitting on the rickety, squeaky old porch swing, facing the back fields with a blanket wrapped around his legs and the hood of his sweatshirt pulled up over his head. The moonlight shone in his eyes, making it obvious that he was crying. He said nothing, but shifted in his seat to make room for her.

“You’re going to have to talk about it if you want it to get better,” she said, sitting down beside him. The sky was dark; the moon was bright. The songs of crickets and a distant owl bounced chaotically around the veranda.

“I don’t want to have to do this stuff. What good is all this schooling going to do for me?” Tyler said, staring straight ahead. “I may not even live long enough to use any of it. Then what was it for?” He was angry and his voice was sharp. The light from the moon bounced more and more rapidly in his eyes as he spoke. A thin line of spit stretched between his lips each time he opened his mouth.

“You don’t know that,” Carol said. “It’s not a death sentence anymore. Forget about what you see in the movies or in the news. They’re just propagating hate and fear. Ignore it.”

“HIV isn’t…” Tyler said in a hushed tone, protesting her reassurance.

“You don’t know that it’s advanced past that, Tyler,” Carol said, leaning back into her spot on the swing to stare out at the sky with him. “You’re worrying yourself over this when you don’t even know what the outcome will be.”

“I didn’t do any treatments for two years. I ran around the streets using drugs and having unprotected sex for a little over a year after I was infected, and before you get all worried, they knew I was positive,” Tyler said. The line of spit broke. “I’ve read about the symptoms. It’s pretty obvious to me. I didn’t do anything to stop the virus.” He had been worrying himself with the details of HIV versus AIDS and what it all meant for weeks. As if on cue, he fell briefly into a fit of phlegmy coughs.

Once he had gotten himself back under control, Carol said, “Let’s not worry about that. Let’s live in the moment.”

“What do we do when we find out that it’s AIDS?” Tyler asked, turning to watch her expression. He wanted to be able to see if she was lying when she answered.

“Then we accept it and move on. The medicines and advancements in the field are full of promise, and we look toward those. I refuse to accept that you don’t need to learn or expand your horizons just because you have HIV…or even AIDS. You’ll suck it up and keep going forward.” Her convictions passed his test; he believed her.

“It’s not that easy.”

“Sure it is,” Carol said. “You only get one shot at life, so make the most of it. What if you do find out you’ll die in a year? What then?”

“I don’t know,” Tyler said, stunned that she had put it out there to him.

“You like straight talking. I’ll give it to you straight. You can either live out the rest of your life ignoring your feelings and closing yourself off from all the things that make life wonderful, or you can buck up and grab the bull by the horns and enjoy the ride. You’re a teenager. These years are supposed to be filled with learning and laughing and celebrating life. Because you still have one. It’s not over.”

Tyler crossed his arms and sulked back into the swing. He wanted to live. He wanted to be the fun guy. He wanted so badly to be anything but what he was. He just wanted to be normal, but how could he ever say that to her? How could he admit that all of this anger was really fear? And did he even need to? He sighed and stared at the ground as he rocked the swing with his feet again, refusing to reply.




Chapter Five

THE DRIVE INTO town to meet with Dr. Benson was mostly quiet with Tyler staring blankly at the passing fields and farm houses, convinced the results of the tests were going to confirm that his disease had advanced beyond HIV and into AIDS. He had somewhat fantasized about it over the last two years. It embarrassed him that despite the fear and the pain this caused for so many people, he actually fantasized about being sicker. He longed for it. Many times, he had daydreamed about arriving on the front stoop of his family’s home in Vancouver to chastise his father and confront him and to blame him for his illness. It’s all their fault.
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