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THANK YOU!

The following people believe in the power of love! Their support on Patreon has made it possible to keep the party going. Please read their names aloud in reverence, as I do each and every night.

Jake Allman ♥ Mark Andrews ♥ Ryan Asciutto ♥ Charles Azcona ♥ Stephen Bates ♥ Jeremy and Andy Bearberger ♥ Louisa Bolton ♥ Ethan Boston ♥ Kevin Bowling-Swan ♥ Kevin van Breugel ♥ Chris & Kai Burton ♥ Scott Caldwell ♥ Chadwyk ♥ Cory Chamberlin ♥ Matthew Christian ♥ Stevie Conradi ♥ Andy Corvin ♥ Neil Courtney ♥ Troy D ♥ RD Danley Jr ♥ Jason Dittmer ♥ Izacc Tyler Dodd ♥ Shannon Farnsworth ♥ Neil Ferman ♥ Marcin Filipiak ♥ Tallian Fisher ♥ Zac Ford ♥ Jim Frier ♥ Richie G. ♥ Tyler Gaw ♥ Sal Guenette ♥ Keith Heathcote ♥ Paul Henriksen ♥ Florian Heym ♥ Stephen Hurwitz ♥ Logan Jahnke ♥ Jason Jermyn ♥ J.R. ♥ Leigh Juhlke ♥ Billy E E King ♥ Shaun King ♥ Kenny Koyle ♥ Felyx Lawson ♥ Lisa Lieurance ♥ John R Lutz ♥ Shelby Lynn ♥ Chris Marcou ♥ Vince Marster ♥ Marc Martinez ♥ Peter Mawer ♥ Braeden McCafferty ♥ GS Miller ♥ Carol Molinari ♥ Simon Monroe ♥ Tim P. ♥ Zara Park ♥ John Parkinson ♥ Douglas Queen ♥ Anthony Reeves ♥ Brandon and Jared Reeves ♥ Matthew Richards ♥ Ryan Riebeling ♥ RL ♥ Russell and Somyos ♥ Stephen Shelton ♥ Lee Short ♥ Marc Shur ♥ Urban Andenius ♥ Skeppstedt ♥ John Smeallie ♥ Bert Snyers ♥ Heather Somma ♥ Jordan Sommerfeld ♥ Doug Steele ♥ Eric Stewart ♥ Stephanie Sullivan ♥ Michael Swearingen ♥ Bart Taylor (Howdy!) ♥ Steve Thomas ♥ Stuart Turnbull ♥ Bob Turnure ♥ Mychel Vandover ♥ Alan S. Villafana ♥ Peter VH ♥ Alan Vonlanthen ♥ JR Woods

​Previously at Pride High...

Anthony Cullen begins his junior year of high school with his boyfriend Cameron at his side. As he experiments with wearing makeup, his appearance begins to attract negative attention, especially from Troy Mitchell, who uses Anthony as a scapegoat in a contentious campaign for student council president. After calling the police in retaliation, Anthony is beaten up by Troy and his friends, but his spirit remains unbroken as he continues the search for his true self.

Omar Jafari began dating Whitney over the summer, and despite all the fun they’ve had, he can’t stop thinking about his ex-girlfriend Silvia. Omar keeps testing the waters but doesn’t feel right making a move while he’s still in a relationship. He turns his attention instead to an estranged friend, compiling a video of Diego’s deceased father in the hopes of winning back his trust. The tape is delivered and the message received, but Omar is left waiting for a reply.

Silvia Diaz doesn’t worry as much these days, now that both of her undocumented parents are working on Keisha’s farm. This leaves her free to enroll in the high school’s student government class so she can better understand the political system that affects families like hers. As for her heart, she’s unable to get over Omar, even attempting to kiss him at a concert, but unfortunately for her the boy has too much integrity. And she loves him all the more because of it.

Keisha Hart finally manages to spend time alone with Hope Song, their chemistry undeniable as they begin a secret love affair. Exploring their potential together is complicated by Hope’s twin, Faith, who previously pressured her sister to end a relationship with a cheerleader. As tensions between their respective groups of friends continue to mount, Keisha chooses to be open and honest with Hope, which is repaid with a timely warning when Troy and his friends show up at her farm to raise hell. 

Cameron Huxley is on edge. Not only is his mother continuing to drink, despite the Alcoholics Anonymous meetings she attends, but his boyfriend Anthony has made himself a target with the makeup he wears. Wanting to protect him, Cameron runs for student council president to prevent Troy from using the position to cause more harm. After winning the election, Cameron is taken under the wing of the new vice principal, LaVern Freemont. They begin work on an anti-discrimination policy, but to Cameron’s horror, his efforts aren’t enough to prevent Anthony from getting gay-bashed.

Ricky Nishikawa returns home from a summer in exile, desperate to reunite with Diego, only to get the cold shoulder from him. When his attempts to win back Diego fail, their relationship officially ends. After seeing Diego kiss Mindy at a party, Ricky tearfully gives her his blessing and focuses on helping his friends with the student council campaign. He accepts an invitation from Galen Mulgrew to attend the local renaissance festival, not realizing that it’s a date of sorts. As flattering as Galen’s interest is, Ricky realizes that he’s not quite ready to move on.

Mindy Beaumont volunteered to read to the inmates at the youth detention center so she could keep an eye on Diego during his incarceration. Her attraction to him is undeniable, and to her delight, when the school year resumes, he seems to feel the same way. As they become increasingly intimate, Mindy struggles with how transparently heartbroken Ricky is over the situation and makes the difficult decision to keep things platonic, certain that Ricky and Diego need each other more, despite the cravings of her heart. 

Diego Gomez spends the entire summer locked up for a prank that spiraled out of control. He’s unable to forgive Ricky for changing his mind on the way to El Paso, but has bigger problems as his mother repeatedly attempts to rekindle their relationship. Diego throws himself into the theater group’s new play—and his budding feelings for Mindy—but he can’t stop thinking of his father’s suicide letter that his mother still refuses to let him read. Triggered by the memories of that tragic event, Diego views the situation with Ricky in a new light and resumes their relationship.
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CHAPTER 1
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November 8th, 1993 

Boys! Magnificently masculine, annoyingly unavailable, heartbreakingly hot boys. Why did they have to be so elusive? One in particular. Mindy Beaumont grabbed her backpack off the bed, intending to begin the walk to school, when Diego’s photo caught her eye. She had taped the Polaroid to the edge of a mirror, where the pictures of her other friends created a sort of frame. That he was now included among them was bittersweet. Until recently, she’d kept Diego’s photo in a drawer, only taking it out to entertain various fantasies: swaying in his arms during prom, the spotlight shining on them alone. Basking in the afterglow of their first time together while tangled up in freshly-laundered sheets. Trembling with delight when he proposed to her in front of the whole school during their graduation ceremony. Watching him carry their daughter on his strong shoulders as they strolled through a park. Mindy had created entire lives for them to share, and the crazy thing was, they had actually started down that path.

Mindy sat down in front of the mirror, bringing her eye-level with the photo, while remembering how she had danced with Diego. And kissed him. Repeatedly. None of that was a fantasy, the chemistry between them undeniable. He’d wanted more! And yet... Ricky. He’d been so heartbroken over losing Diego, especially after being forced to spend the summer in another state. Even before all that drama, Ricky’s first year in Kansas had been a rough one, resulting in a suicide attempt. Mindy had taken all of that into consideration when making what she still felt was the right decision. Then why did it also feel so wrong?

She sighed while staring at the photo. Diego had been sitting backstage in her makeup chair when it was taken. His smile was cocky, a hint of amusement in his penetrating gaze. The brown skin of his strong features was a welcome contrast to her own. She still remembered how good his thick lips had felt when pressed against hers. Mindy let herself imagine where else his mouth might have gone if given the opportunity, and how she might have reacted, before a noise downstairs brought her back to reality. She noticed the time and stood, checking her appearance once more on the way out, despite that seeming pointless. Diego didn’t care how she looked now that he was back with Ricky. And even if he did, Mindy shouldn’t be vying for his attention. Not when she’d had her chance and given it to someone else. That wouldn’t be fair.

She had made her bed, both figuratively and literally, and at the end of the day would sleep in it without complaint. For now she took the steps two at a time on her way downstairs.

Her dad stuck his mostly bald head into the entryway. “Need a ride to school, hon?” Steve asked. “It’s getting awfully cold out there.”

“I don’t mind,” Mindy said while pulling on her jacket. “I like the walk.”

“Are you sure?”

She pretended to think about it. “I suppose it would be convenient if I had my own car... You know, like the one Jessica got on her sixteenth birthday?”

His eyes widened in panic. “You mean your sister, who is currently costing us a fortune in out-of-state college tuition?”

Mindy sighed dramatically. “I’ll stop by the grocery store after school and see if they’re hiring. If I work hard between now and graduation, maybe I’ll have enough saved up for a used bicycle and a year of community college.”

“That’s the spirit!” Steve said before handing Mindy a sack lunch. “Don’t forget to set a little aside for a tent, so you have somewhere to live. Your mother and I might not be married anymore, but we’re still looking forward to being empty nesters.”

“I’m running away from home,” Mindy said with an eyeroll.

“Don’t you dare,” her father replied before kissing her on the cheek. “Have a nice day, pumpkin.”

“You too, Daddy!”

Mindy had a spring in her step when she left the house. In truth, she’d never been fussed about getting her own car. Her parents always let her borrow theirs. When it came to her future education, that was difficult to figure out. None of her friends had made firm plans yet, and she didn’t want to leave them behind. Or this town. Mindy had lived in Pride her entire life. And because of that, she really should have known better. November was not a warm month in Kansas. The trees were increasingly bare and the sky was gray. When a light drizzle began, she pulled her coat tighter and hugged herself against the chill. She was already halfway there, which made turning back pointless. If only she’d brought an umbrella! By the time she got to school, her hair would be plastered to her face.

Mindy picked up the pace, only slowing again when she heard the rumble of an engine. A sports car with mismatched panels pulled over. Her heart began to pitter-patter until the passenger-side window rolled down, revealing Ricky’s happy smile. “Need a lift?” he asked.

“Yes!” Mindy said, hustling over.

Ricky began to unbuckle his seatbelt until something distracted him—Diego, as it turned out, because the driver-side door opened, his massive form stepping out and extending to its full height. He was so big! And always warm, but she didn’t allow herself to hug him. Even though she wanted to.

“A carriage for the princess,” Diego said, bowing slightly and gesturing for her to enter.

She scrambled into the backseat, which wasn’t very spacious but was more than enough to suit her needs.

“My heroes,” she said. “I didn’t expect it to be that cold. Or wet!”

“It’s pretty gross out,” Ricky agreed, beaming at her from between the front seats. “How do you usually get to school in the winter? Because we could give you a ride every morning.” He looked to the driver. “Right?”

“Of course,” Diego’s deep voice rumbled.

That was generous of him. Not so long ago, Ricky had been told to walk home so that Diego could drive Mindy to the public library. The tables had turned, and she’d been the one kind enough—or perhaps foolish enough—to spin them around.

“That’s okay,” she said diplomatically. “Keisha already offered.”

Diego’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, but she’s coming from the other side of town. You’re on my way.”

“Only because you pick me up,” Ricky said, smiling at him. “Keisha should give you a ride. I’ll pick Mindy up from now on.”

“In what?” Diego challenged.

“This car. You’ll loan it to me, right?”

“You don’t even have your license!”

“So what?” Ricky retorted. “That’s just a piece of plastic people are forced to pay for. It’s a scam created by the government. It doesn’t mean someone really knows how to drive.”

“Actually, I think it does,” Mindy said from the backseat, but it was hopeless.

“You’re right.” Diego seemed impressed while sizing up Ricky. “It is a scam!”

“So can I?”

“What?”

“Borrow your car?”

“Not a chance in hell!”

“Aw, c’mon! Let me babysit Frankenstein.” Ricky stroked the dashboard lovingly. “I’ll take good care of him.”

“I’d like to see your mother’s face when you pull up in this thing,” Diego grumbled.

Ricky grinned. “Then it’s a deal?”

“No!”

Mindy laughed. They were a perfect couple, making it impossible to resent what they had together. If only she’d gotten the chance to be not-so perfect with Diego before they’d hit it off.

“Hey!” Ricky said, spinning around to face her again. “We could give you a ride home after school as well, since we’re all in the theater group now.”

Keisha was too, and could just as easily provide a ride, but Mindy decided not to point that out. Mostly because it would mean spending a little more time around Diego each day. She noticed him watching her in the rearview mirror.

Mindy nibbled her bottom lip before nodding. “Okay.”

“Hooray!” Ricky said. “This is going to be fun! Diego never wants to play any driving games with me.”

“Driving games?” she asked.

“Yeah, you know, stuff like ‘I spy with my little eye’ except for grownups. My favorite is spot the serial killer. They move amongst us in the daylight, you know. What might seem like a harmless commuter could be the next Jack the Ripper!”

Diego shook his head. “Maybe you should sit in the backseat from now on.”

“Never!” Ricky cried. Then he considered her sheepishly. “Although I guess it would be fair to take turns.”

“That’s okay,” Mindy said quickly. Even in her most depraved fantasies, she’d never wanted to share Diego with him. Ricky had every right to sit next to his boyfriend.

The word filled her with yearning. Junior year was almost halfway over. When would she finally be able to say that she had a boyfriend of her own? So far she had been on scattered dates with guys who turned out to be gay. The one exception wasn’t worth remembering. Then there was Diego, but that ship had sailed... only to moor itself tantalizingly on the horizon. She caught him watching her in the rearview mirror again. Diego didn’t try to hide the fact. Instead his eyes began to smolder.

“Too bad Cameron won’t let us pick him up,” Ricky said, leaning to the side and wrapping himself around Diego’s arm. “Then we’d be one big happy family. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“If you say so,” Diego responded, his attention finally leaving her.

She watched Ricky sit upright before taking his hand. And how Diego moved them both to the stick shift when necessary, causing his boyfriend to laugh as he switched gears. His gaze didn’t return to the rearview mirror, which was probably for the best. No, it was definitely the right thing. Even if she changed her mind now, Mindy didn’t want to stand victorious with the wreckage of their relationship strewn about her feet. That would be horrible, but she also didn’t want to torture herself any longer. Most of her friends had paired up. It was time for her to as well. As they pulled into the school parking lot, Mindy assigned herself a new mission: Before the school year ended, she would find herself a boyfriend. Not because she was somehow incomplete without a man. Mindy simply wanted another crack at love, certain there could be no nobler pursuit.

— — —
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Love was the dumbest thing ever! The idea might sound good on paper, but people didn’t realize what they were getting themselves into. Omar sure hadn’t! He did not want to be someone’s boyfriend. Which was a convoluted way of admitting to himself that he didn’t want to date Whitney anymore. The mere thought of breaking up with her made him feel like a jerk, because she’d done nothing wrong. In fact, that was the problem. Whitney was cool. Like, really really cool. Currently she was outside the school, doing kick turns in a circle around him while trying to get the hang of ollies. Whitney was pretty as hell, actually thought his jokes were funny, and was one of the weirdest chicks he’d ever met. If someone had told him when he’d started high school that he’d be desperate to break up with a girl like her, he would’ve laughed his ass off. And yet, here he was.

Whitney ground to a halt in front of him. “You know what would be amazing?” she asked. “If someone rode around with a skateboard tied to each foot.”

Omar narrowed his eyes. “Wouldn’t that be like normal skates?”

“Would it though?” Whitney said in enigmatic tones.

“Huh. Maybe you’re right! Hey, sorry I’ve been so busy lately.”

Whitney gave him a blank expression, like she wasn’t sure what he was referring to. Then the bell rang. They had five minutes to get to their first classes.

“See you later!” His girlfriend smooched him before pushing off and spreading her arms wide. She screeched like an eagle as she went.

“So damn cool,” Omar said, shaking his head at himself. He’d be crazy to break up with her!

And yet... He scanned the throngs of students converging on the entrance, hoping to catch a glimpse of his very own Jennifer Connely. He didn’t see Silvia anywhere, although he did spot another dark-haired beauty. Omar skated over to his best friend. Anthony was arm-in-arm with Cameron, who was glancing around like a Secret Service agent.

“Hey!” Omar said when hopping off his board. “Can I walk him to class?”

“Just grab hold of my leash,” Anthony replied with a smirk.

“You’d look good in a dog collar,” Omar replied. “It would suit your new style.”

Anthony had dyed his hair black over the weekend, his torn-up, worn-down clothing matching from head to foot.

“You might be onto something,” his best friend replied. “I don’t think there’s anything in the dress code that forbids it. A dog collar doesn’t count as jewelry.”

“He was kidding,” Cameron said, sounding on edge.

“No I wasn’t,” Omar replied. “Hey! I almost forgot. My sister left this in my bathroom. I don’t care if the lighting is better in there. If it’s in my territory, it belongs to me.” He dug a tube of lipstick out of his pocket and handed it to him.

Anthony gasped in excitement. “It’s black!”

“Yeah. She only used it on Halloween. I don’t think it’ll be missed.”

“She might want it back when she sees how good it looks on me,” Anthony replied.

“You can’t wear that here,” Cameron warned.

Anthony patted his arm. “Don’t worry. I’m all about following the rules.”

“So can I?” Omar asked again.

Cameron turned to his boyfriend with concern.

“I’ll see you after second period,” Anthony said before releasing him. “Okay?”

Cameron nodded, barely contained irritation on his face when he glanced at Omar, but that wasn’t unusual as of late.

“Did I interrupt something?” Omar asked.

“No. He’s just feeling protective.”

Which is exactly why Omar had asked permission. Ever since Troy and his goons had beaten up Anthony a week ago, precautions were taken to make sure he was never alone between classes. His friends had each volunteered to walk with him, Omar taking the route to and from lunch, but some things were too important to wait.

“I don’t think it’s working,” he said. “Whitney didn’t even know what I was talking about.”

“That makes two of us,” Anthony replied.

“I didn’t call her back over the weekend,” Omar explained. “We didn’t see each other at all. And she’s not even a little pissed off at me.”

“I guess you’ll have to try harder,” Anthony said as they navigated the hallways. “Get her guinea pigs drunk and hit on her mom. That should do it. Or,” he said meaningfully, “you can just be honest.”

Omar was already shaking his head. He didn’t have a good reason for breaking up with Whitney, aside from the truth, which she would definitely take personally. “Sorry, it’s not you, I swear. I just want to be with someone else.” He could imagine how that would make him feel. No matter what a girl said to reassure him, he’d still compare himself to the other guy. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

“So instead, your master plan is to be such a bad boyfriend that she breaks up with you?”

“Exactly,” Omar said, nodding rapidly. “It’s gotta work!”

“It might,” Anthony conceded, “but isn’t that hurting her in a different way?”

“I guess so, but Whitney hating me is better than making her feel rejected.”

Anthony stopped in front of his locker. “That’s both extremely misguided and oddly sweet.”

“Thanks,” Omar said with a grin. “Can I put my board in your locker?”

“Of course. You know the combination.” Anthony stepped aside, his gaze remaining trained on him. “The question,” he said when they resumed walking, “is if you’re willing to be as bad as it takes.”

“I dunno,” Omar replied. “It would help to know if Silvia is still into me.”

Anthony snorted. “Are you forgetting when she tried to kiss you at the Nirvana concert?”

“That doesn’t mean she’s interested in getting back together,” Omar said dismissively. They stopped near the entrance of a classroom. “She might only want my body.”

“It’s your fault for being so hot,” Anthony said with half-lidded eyes.

Omar puffed up his chest. “I guess it is kind of a curse. I never know if people really care or if they’re just after my sausage.”

Anthony laughed. “Maybe, like me, it’s a little of both.”

“Will you ask her?”

“Silvia? Ask her yourself.”

“I tried. She just keeps saying how happy she is for me. Please?”

“All right.” Anthony sighed dramatically. “But only because you’re my best friend.”

“Hell yeah, I am!”

They bumped elbows before parting. Omar already felt better as they went their separate ways. Anthony would figure out all the complicated stuff and make it easy. Although he couldn’t do the hardest part for him. If it turned out that Silvia really was interested, Omar would need to somehow break up with Whitney without hurting her. There had to be a classy way of handling the situation. The sort of thing only a mature junior like himself would think of.

Hey, maybe he should stop showering!

— — —
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Cameron watched the clock, his body tense. He’d already shoved everything into his backpack, which sat on the floor next to his feet. As soon as the bell rang, he grabbed it and dashed for the door. Once out of the classroom, he broke into a full-out run, wanting to maximize his progress before the halls became too congested and forced him to slow. Even then he darted around people, nearly tripping a few times, until he reached the hallway that Anthony was already walking down. Alone!

“Hey!” Cameron panted when nearing him. “What are you doing? You’re supposed to wait by the door!”

As always when the subject came up, Anthony’s expression was patiently amused, like he was humoring everyone who was trying to help him. “Doesn’t it make more sense to meet you halfway?”

“No!” he said with a little more emphasis than he’d intended. He fell in beside Anthony and took his hand. “Just wait for me. It’s more romantic that way.”

Nice save! The truth was, the break between second and third period was one of the most dangerous. Cameron was already scanning the hall as they walked. He half-listened to Anthony talk about the latest albums he was reviewing for the school newspaper while the rest of him remained on high alert. Sure enough, when they turned down the next hall, he saw Graham Fowler and his cronies. Traitor Dave—as Omar had taken to calling him—was with them. Cameron wasn’t worried about their former friend as much as the other guy, who was just as massive as Graham and had likely been one of the cowards who ganged up on Anthony. Cameron didn’t envy his chances of taking on either of them. Both would be impossible, which made it all the more important that he was there to protect Anthony. Especially when dealing with someone like Graham. Troy Mitchell, who Cameron despised even more, was at least predictable. He wouldn’t make a move out in the open. That would be too damning. Graham wasn’t so strategic. Instinct drove him more than thought.

“I almost don’t want to like The Smashing Pumpkins,” Anthony was saying. “That I do anyway proves how talented they are. I’ve only heard Siamese Dream so far, but I think they can give Nirvana a run for their money.”

He seemed oblivious to the way that Graham was glaring at them.

“I’ll ask my mom to make one for Thanksgiving,” Cameron replied.

“What?” Anthony asked.

“A pumpkin pie,” he said, watching Graham from the corner of his eye until he disappeared. Then he turned his full attention on Anthony. “That way you don’t have to buy one.”

His boyfriend studied him for a moment before laughing. “That’s all right. I guess you’ll read it in the paper.”

Cameron shook his head in confusion. “I think I misheard you. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. We really should make some plans for Thanksgiving though. I like how we all got together last year. That needs to become a tradition.”

They discussed ideas while walking the length of the school. Cameron dropped off Anthony at his class, transitioning from a smooch to a sprint, the hallways mostly clear again. He hauled ass down the main corridor, ignoring a staff member who told him to slow down. Despite his best efforts, the bell rang halfway to Cameron’s next class. When he finally arrived everyone was seated and the teacher had already begun the lesson. Which ground to a halt as he sheepishly walked into the room.

“Mr. Huxley!” the teacher chastised. “I thought we talked about this last week.”

“We did,” he said, hurrying to his desk. “I’m really sorry. It won’t—”

“—happen again?” the teacher interjected. “That’s what you said on Friday. Do you remember what I told you then?”

Cameron swallowed as he sat at his desk, his face burning because everyone was staring at him. “That if I was tardy again, you’d give me detention, but—”

“No buts!” the teacher scolded. “Your behavior is disrespectful to me and those who are here to learn. I expect better from our student council president. Stop by my desk at the end of class to collect your detention slip.”

The snickers around him were silenced when the teacher raised his eyebrows. Cameron was soon forgotten as class resumed. Most of the lesson was lost on him. He was too preoccupied with trying to find a solution. He clearly couldn’t make that run and still be on time. He’d tried enough to know that it wasn’t possible. If only he could explain his reasons, but Anthony had sworn Cameron to secrecy. Mr. Finnegan didn’t know. Neither did Charles. Maybe if he told this particular teacher and asked for just a few extra minutes each day to keep his boyfriend safe... Somehow he didn’t think he’d get much sympathy. Not like he would if he were dating a girl instead.

Cameron felt glum when the class ended. He didn’t have to worry about Anthony at the moment. Omar always walked him to lunch. He waited until his own break before going to the payphones to let Charles know that he’d be an hour late to work. The worst part is that he couldn’t even tell him the reason behind his punishment. “I was late to class too many times,” he said lamely. Charles was understanding about it, at least.

Cameron went to the outdoor courtyard where he always met his friends, although they probably wouldn’t be able to keep doing this much longer. Not with the weather turning colder.

“There he is!” Mindy said, waving at him from one of the concrete benches. “I asked my dad to pack an extra brownie for you.”

“Oh, nice,” he said. “I could use a treat. Guess who got detention for the first time?”

Diego snorted. “If you made it to junior year without getting in trouble, then you’re doing something wrong.”

“Or something right,” Keisha countered drolly. “Maybe you could take a few pointers from him. How many times have you been suspended now?”

Diego made a show of counting on his fingers before he shrugged. “Who the hell knows? So what are they throwing you in the hole for, Huxley?”

“Too many tardies.”

“Lock him up and throw away the key!” Keisha cried sarcastically. “I’m so happy the rules of this school keep me safe from people like you.”

Cameron laughed, feeling a little better. “It really sucks,” he said. “Not the detention so much as the reason. I’m trying to protect Anthony. You guys are too. We’re all walking him to class, right?”

“He’s my hallway buddy on the way to our creative writing elective,” Mindy said cheerfully.

“I’ve got him on the way to theater class,” Keisha added with a nod.

Diego averted his eyes.

“Well I have him after U.S. History,” Cameron said, “and have to pick him up from his algebra class. Then we have to walk to his English class before I double back for pre-calculus.”

He could see Mindy working out the route in her mind before she blinked in surprise. “That couldn’t be worse!”

“I know,” he said miserably. “I can’t skip it though because we always pass Graham Fowler on the way. Do any of you have classes that are closer?”

The others went over their schedules. All except Diego. Cameron wasn’t surprised that they couldn’t find a better option. They’d been over this already when setting up the plan.

“Maybe you could change your schedule?” Mindy suggested.

“I already did once so I could take student government,” Cameron said doubtfully. “I guess I could try but...” He looked to Diego in desperation. “What’s your second period class?”

“Algebra,” came the reluctant reply.

“So you’re in the right neighborhood,” Keisha pointed out.

“Hey, he’s not my friend!” Diego shot back.

“But he was,” Mindy said gently.

Diego glowered at them while shoving the rest of his sandwich in his mouth, so he was no longer free to speak.

“That’s okay,” Cameron said. “I’ll figure something out.”

Despite this promise, he couldn’t let the idea go. He needed help. And if anyone stood a chance against Graham and his hulking carbon copy, it was Diego.

When the bell rang, Cameron decided to risk being late.

“Do you have a second?” he said, staying close to him after the others said goodbye.

Diego cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah. And that’s all you’ll need because the answer is no fucking way!”

“You know what they did to him,” Cameron said, not fighting the emotion in his voice. “And you helped him before. When they pushed him down in the hall?”

“Hey, I did that for me!” Diego said, jabbing himself with his thumb. “I can’t stand those assholes!”

“Me neither,” Cameron admitted. “So let’s ensure they don’t get their way. Anthony isn’t backing down. He’s still making himself a target.”

“Sounds about right,” Diego grumbled.

“And I know part of you must still care, because if you hate Anthony so much, why’d you step in last year before they had a chance to hurt him?”

Diego clenched his jaw. “Next time I’ll wait.”

Cameron slowed. “Will you really?”

Diego glowered at him. Then he averted his gaze. But not before a tiny iota of sympathy was revealed there.

“I’ll make it up to you somehow,” Cameron said, leaping on the narrowing opportunity.

“How exactly?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll take you out for ice cream.”

Diego snorted. “I’m not a little kid anymore.”

“Then we’ll do something better than that. Whatever you want. My treat.”

He watched as Diego mulled it over.

“I guess it would be cool to hang out sometime,” he grumbled.

“So you’ll do it?” Cameron asked, already breaking into a grin.

Diego rolled his eyes. Then he sighed. “Yeah, fine. Just tell me where I need to be.”

Cameron already felt better while explaining everything to him. He was less certain after they parted. Anthony had a sharp tongue and a never-ending supply of opinions. And it wasn’t that long ago that Diego had chased Cameron around a grocery store, knocking over displays in his rage. When he tried to imagine Anthony and Diego together and unsupervised... Cameron grimaced, hoping the maddened expression would hide his rising panic.
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​CHAPTER 2
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November 8th, 1993 

When the final bell rang, Anthony experienced a surge of relief. He was hardly alone in this sentiment. Not many people mourned the end of a school day, but he craved that freedom more than ever, because soon he could be himself again. Almost there. For now, he only needed to pop in his earbuds, play some tunes, and wait by the classroom door like a good boy.

Silvia showed up not long after, since her sixth period class was closest.

“Who are you listening to?” she asked.

“Billy Corgan and the Squished Squash Band,” he said jokingly.

“Again?”

He nodded. “I might give The Smashing Pumpkins my coveted Album of the Year award.”

“Wow,” Silvia said as they walked down the hall. “My vote would go to PJ Harvey.”

“Great choice,” Anthony said, nodding in approval. “Both are sophomore albums. I think we can officially bury that theory in the backyard.”

“After putting a stake through its heart,” Silvia added.

They kept talking music on the way to the parking lot. Once there, they stood by Anthony’s car. Cameron soon sprinted over to them.

“Bad news,” he gasped. “I got detention and have to go there right away.”

“For what?” Anthony asked in disbelief. Cameron was one of the nicest, most considerate people in their school. He couldn’t imagine any reason he’d get into trouble unless...

“Too many tardies,” Cameron said casually, choosing that moment to smile in greeting at Silvia.

Which meant he wasn’t looking at Anthony, whose stomach sank. “Because of me?” he asked. After his boyfriend winced in confirmation, Anthony shook his head. “Okay, this has gone far enough. I can walk to class on my own.”

Cameron held up his palms. “The good news is that I already found someone to take my place, so this won’t happen again.”

“Who?” Silvia asked.

“I’ve really gotta go,” Cameron said, already turning away.

Anthony grabbed his hand. “How long does it take to say a name?”

Cameron considered them both. Then he licked his lips. “Diego Gomez.”

Anthony blinked before he started laughing. “How did you manage that?”

“He’s my friend. I asked him for a favor. Now I really have to go!”

Cameron kissed him and ran off.

Anthony stared for a moment. Then he turned to Silvia.

“Did I just hear that right?”

“Which part?” she asked.

He shrugged, struggling to take it all in. “I really don’t need a chaperone,” he said as they got into his car.

Silvia waited until she was buckled up before she replied. “Mindy liked it when we did this for her.”

“I welcome any excuse to be around you guys,” Anthony assured her. “I just don’t want to feel like a victim.”

Which he had all last week. Stripped of his makeup and anything even remotely feminine, he’d gone to school each day with a bare face swollen and raw from what they’d done to him. Sometimes he could still smell the rich soil that had caked his nostrils that night. And tasted in the effort it had taken to breathe, which became so difficult with the weight of his assailants pinning him down that he’d expected to die in that corn field. Almost subconsciously, he grabbed his eyeliner from the center console and drew strength from it.

“Do you mind?” he asked.

“Of course not!” Silvia replied before flipping down the sun visor on her side to reveal a small mirror.

He did the same, comforted when he saw the recently dyed black hair. That had been his mother’s idea. He should have listened to her sooner, because it did make things easier. Anthony had worn his hair this way for most of freshman and sophomore year, so if anything, it was a return to form. Most guys at his school would never dream of dyeing their hair, dismissing it as something only girls did. And best of all, it bent but didn’t break the new dress code. Black was a “naturally occurring color” so even Principal Preckwinkle couldn’t object.

Anthony carefully applied his eyeliner before intentionally smudging it and felt better when he considered his reflection anew. It was like putting on a comfortable outfit after wearing something itchy and constraining all day. His attention flicked to the parking lot. Troy Mitchell and his girlfriend, Faith Song, were passing the front of the car. Anthony smirked. Then he pressed on the horn.

The pedestrians flinched when hearing the honk. Troy made a face. Anthony waved at him with a friendly smile. Then he grabbed the lipstick Omar had given him earlier and started putting it on. Troy rolled his eyes and—taking his girlfriend’s hand—resumed walking.

“You shouldn’t provoke them,” Silvia said.

“What’s he going to do, tattle that I put on makeup in the parking lot?”

“Maybe,” Silvia said.

If he did, Anthony would start doing it across the street after school in full sight of the building. Troy could get makeup banned from the entire town and the whole damn state, but even then Anthony wouldn’t quit.

“I thought you wanted this to stop,” Silvia said, having noticed his fierce expression.

“I do,” Anthony said, his tone softening, “but I also want him to see that he didn’t break me.”

“What if that encourages him to try again?” Silvia asked.

Anthony pressed his lips together. “Then he’ll have to kill me.”

“Or,” Silvia said pointedly, “you could go to the police and file a report. That’s not an option I suggest lightly. I understand wanting to keep the authorities out of your personal business.”

Anthony shook his head. “Pressing charges will only make it worse. They’ll hate me even more. And have another excuse to do something terrible.”

“They called the police on Ricky and Diego.”

“And I called the police when Troy had his party,” Anthony said, his stomach beginning to fill with anxiety. “So we’re even now. It’s over.”

Silvia was peering at him. “Hey, I really like how that looks on you!”

Anthony checked the mirror. The black lipstick matched his hair and clothes. And the eyeliner. “I like it too!” he said in surprise. “We’ll see what Cameron thinks. For now, I better get you to work.”

He turned the ignition and began the short drive downtown, the brief interaction with Troy still on his mind. He really did want to put an end to the bad blood. For his own sense of security, Anthony needed to know that another nasty surprise wasn’t on the horizon—that there wouldn’t be a next time when someone he loved got hurt instead of him. That would take more than simply keeping his head held high.

“So what’s he like?” Anthony asked. “Troy, I mean. He’s in your student government class, right?”

“He’s a jerk,” Silvia said bluntly.

“Yeah, but... I don’t know. There must be more to him. I need to find some common ground.”

Silvia studied him a moment. Then she exhaled. “He’s crazy about Faith. They’re always touching and kissing and stuff. I think it’s gross, but he really does seem to feel something for her. Even if it’s just hormones.”

Anthony nodded. That was at least relatable. He was constantly lusting after Cameron. “What else?”

Silvia thought about it before responding. “He’s one of the few people who asks questions and takes notes in our class. I get the sense that he’s trying to figure out how he can use the rules to benefit himself, but maybe that's the case for most politicians. I’m no different.”

Anthony glanced over at her. “Because of your parents?”

Silvia nodded. “I want to be prepared if something ever happens to them. Even if it doesn’t, laws need to change, because they aren’t always fair.”

“No,” he agreed. “They aren’t. I’d like to marry Cameron someday. Legally, I mean.”

“Then maybe you should take the class with me. You can sit next to Troy, since you like him so much.”

“Shut up,” Anthony said with a laugh. “I’m trying to change things too. In my own way. Can you think of anything else?”

Silvia shook her head. “You could ask Mindy. She got to know him a little before the date turned ugly.”

That was a timely reminder of what sort of person Troy was. And enough to make Anthony doubt what he was trying to do. Maybe he needed to start slower. Like with Diego tomorrow. He shook his head in disbelief. As if he needed his life to get any more complicated! Or weirder. Anthony felt his spirits lift when he parked in front of Right Round Records—his own sacred space where he could escape from the turmoil. So he was none-too-pleased, after walking into Silvia’s workplace with her, to find one of the Song sisters already waiting there.

— — —
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Silvia kept her attention trained on the only customer in the store. She wasn’t too familiar with Hope Song, who kept her hair shorter than her sister’s and didn’t talk as much. Keisha was romantically involved with her. Silvia wasn’t sure how deep that went. Part of her didn’t want to know.

“What’s she doing here?” Anthony whispered from across the counter.

Silvia shook her head while chewing her bottom lip. So far Hope had silently browsed the vinyl records, always with her back to them.

“I don’t know,” she murmured, steeling herself, “but I’m going to find out!”

Silvia was casual in her approach. She went to the aisle across from Hope and pretended to organize the inventory. Then she made a show of noticing that a customer was there and walked over, as if that hadn’t been her primary goal. She was still the master of deception!

“Can I help you find something?” Silvia asked.

Hope barely glanced up before shaking her head. She just kept flipping through records, one after another.

“I’d be happy to make a recommendation,” Silvia tried again.

“No thanks,” Hope replied.

“What sort of music do you listen to?”

“I don’t.” Hope drifted down the aisle. Once she put enough distance between them, she resumed browsing.

Silvia turned a quizzical expression on Anthony and noticed how vulnerable he looked. This had gone on long enough! She marched down the aisle, intending to tell Hope that she wasn’t welcome here. Before she could, the door to the store opened and Keisha came rushing in. She seemed relieved, rather than concerned, when spotting Hope.

“Hey!” Keisha said, her eyes moving between the two of them.

Silvia wasn’t sure who the greeting was intended for.

“Can we get out of here?” Hope murmured.

“Of course!” Keisha glanced in Silvia’s direction with unease. “Did something happen?”

“No,” Hope replied. "I just want to go.”

Silvia raised her arms before dropping them again in a what the hell? gesture.

“Actually,” Keisha said. “Why don’t you wait for me next door? I’ll buy you an Italian soda.”

“Fine,” Hope said before swiftly departing.

Keisha watched her go. Then she opened her mouth, as if to explain.

Silvia shook her head to stop her. “Anthony,” she called. “Could you watch the store for a minute?”

“Sure thing!” he said, looking pleased as he darted around the counter to the other side.

Silvia brushed past Keisha on her way out the door. As soon as they were on the sidewalk, she spun to face her. “What was she doing here?”

“We needed somewhere safe to meet—” Keisha began.

“Somewhere safe?” Silvia shot back incredulously. “How do you think it makes Anthony feel to have one of them show up here?”

“To be fair,” Keisha said, “Hope didn’t beat him up. She refused to be part of it.”

“How heroic!” Silvia snapped. “She saw something terrible about to happen and walked away.”

Keisha grimaced. “Hope wasn’t there for that part. In fact, she’s the one who warned us about what her friends were up to.”

“Fine,” Silvia conceded, “but why meet her here?”

“When we’re at school, her sister is never far away. We only get a split second to communicate and this is the first place I thought of. My apologies. I can see now that it was disrespectful to Anthony. And to you.”

“To me?” Silvia spluttered in confusion.

“Well sure. We do have some romantic history. No matter how small. I hope I didn’t make you jealous.”

“This isn’t funny!”

“Of course not. But did I?”

Silvia rolled her eyes. “Maybe just a little. But that’s not why we’re standing here now.”

“Of course not,” Keisha said, much more humble in tone. “What happened that night makes me sick to my stomach. I should have thought of that before suggesting she meet me here. I won’t make the same mistake again. But believe me, Hope isn’t like the others. I wouldn’t be with her if she was.”

“I still think you can do better,” Silvia replied evenly.

“Lord knows I tried,” Keisha said, eyeing her a moment. Then she exhaled. “I wasn’t trying to upset anyone. I really am sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Silvia said. “You better not keep your date waiting.”

“I can spare another minute.”

Keisha went inside the record store. Silvia followed. She watched Keisha walk around the counter to hug Anthony.

“Sorry, hon,” she said. “I didn’t realize how meeting her here would make you feel. That was a dumb idea on my part.”

“It’s fine,” he replied, not seeming upset, “but I’m afraid this area is for employees only.”

“Understood,” Keisha said with a smirk. She nodded cordially at Silvia on her way out.

“Did we just witness a secret tryst?” Anthony asked when they were alone.

“Yes,” Silvia replied tersely. “I really don’t know what Keisha sees in her.”

“Can I ask you something?” Anthony didn’t wait for an answer. “Do you still have the hots for her?”

“Yes,” Silvia admitted. She fantasized about Keisha often enough, and when they hung out together, romantic tension remained between them.

Anthony leaned against the counter, his back to the store. “Then how come it never happened? If you don’t like that she’s with Hope, why don’t you make a move?”

“Because it wouldn’t be fair to Keisha,” Silvia said, her cheeks flushing.

“Why not?”

“I’m not ready to move on yet.”

“Because you’re still in love with Omar?”

Silvia began stacking newly arrived cassette tapes. “I didn’t say that,” she replied vaguely.

“Listen,” Anthony leaned to the right so she was forced to look at him. “If you’re not over him yet... Who knows? Maybe he feels the same way.”

Silvia gave up any pretense of working. “If that’s true, then why is he with Whitney?”

Anthony shrugged. “I don’t know. They do have a certain chemistry. But if he knew that you were willing to try again—”

“I already was. Remember? At the end of sophomore year. Omar wanted to take things slow. Then he started dating Whitney.”

“Maybe he was on the rebound.”

“Well he seems to have landed.”

“More like he got stuck somewhere,” Anthony murmured. “If he knew that you were still interested...”

“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to drop a few hints,” Silvia said, pretending to mull it over. “Like when he was still in an open relationship and I kissed him. Or at the Nirvana concert, when I tried again, even though he was already dating someone.” Silvia shook her head, her blush deepening. “I can only imagine what he thinks of me. I cheated on him when we were together and tried to get him to cheat after he moved on. That’s why Omar is with Whitney instead of me. I’m a homewrecker!”

Anthony studied her a moment. Then he laughed.

Silvia did too. “He’s obviously happy,” she said once they had calmed down. “Which is good. I’m happy for him. I don’t need to fill some sort of vacancy just because we broke up. Or throw myself into another relationship. Unless you’d be willing to break up with Cameron for me. Then we can talk.”

“Oh my god, you are a homewrecker!” Anthony said, feigning concern.

There wasn’t any attraction between them. She’d thought differently at one time, back when she was still figuring out who she was. Now she knew. Silvia was more in touch with her feelings than ever and was certain that she wasn’t ready to move on because...

She did love Omar. Enough that if he ever had a moment of weakness, Silvia wouldn’t hesitate. Consequences be damned.

— — —
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Diego left his algebra class without having learned anything, despite this being the second time he’d taken the course. Or maybe it was the third. Whatever. He already had all the math skills he needed. Enough to invoice for the repair work he did. Diego sometimes wondered why he bothered showing up for school at all. He used to like getting away from his home life. That wasn’t so much of an issue now. He supposed he’d miss some of the people here. But not all of them, he was reminded, when noticing Anthony waiting by a classroom door. His former friend was glancing around with an eager expression. There was no love lost between them, which meant Anthony had an agenda. Something complicated that he wanted to discuss, because like Ricky, there were always way too many questions bouncing around in that skull of his.

Diego sighed and walked over to him.

“Hey!” Anthony said when spotting him. “I really appreciate—”

Diego held up a hand. “Let’s establish some ground rules,” he grumbled. “Number one: No talking. Number two: I’m not doing this for you, so don’t act grateful or anything tedious like that. Number three: Don’t slow me down. No detours. As soon as we make it to your next class, you’re dead to me. Now come on.”

Anthony stared for a moment. Then he nodded without saying a word. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. He fell in beside Diego, which felt weird. Especially without Omar there, since he’d always been the glue that held them together.

Diego scanned the halls, not expecting any trouble. Anthony tensed when Graham Fowler came into view. The prick had a satisfied sneer on his doughy face, the ruddy skin beneath the sweep of blond hair turning a shade darker when he noticed Diego. His own expression remained cold. Why reveal how much hatred he harbored? He’d find out though. Graham would have to make the first move, but once he did, he’d discover the inferno just beneath that layer of ice.

“Which one of them beat you up?” Diego asked.

Anthony opened his mouth before pressing his lips together.

“Fine. We’ll change rule number one. Only speak when spoken to.”

“I’m not sure which of them it was,” Anthony replied. “I only know that, after I ran away, Troy was the one who caught me. I spent the rest of the attack face-down on the ground. Or balled up.”

Diego felt his stomach lurch, but he tried to ignore the sensation. “Why didn’t you fight back?”

“Are you kidding? Maybe if it was just me against Troy...” Anthony shook his head, as if even that would have been too much. “Graham was with him. And the big guy he was walking with just now.”

“Jerome. He’s an asshole. We were on the football team together. He cost us a game once when he flipped out and broke a linebacker’s nose on the other team.”

Anthony swallowed. He didn’t say more.

“So it’s just the gay thing that pissed them off?” Diego asked. He wasn’t making conversation, he assured himself. Now that he was involved, he needed to understand the situation. “Or did you smart off to them?”

“A little of both maybe. I think the makeup upsets them most.”

He assessed Anthony, whose face was bare. Aside from a tangle of friendship bracelets on one wrist—all them probably from Omar—he didn’t have on any jewelry, not even earrings, despite his lobes being pierced. “So why are they still messing with you if you stopped wearing that stuff?”

“I haven’t. Not outside of school. I’d keep wearing it here too, if not for the new dress code.”

Who the hell actually followed those kinds of rules? Anthony wasn’t a complete pushover though, since he was still willing to be a freak despite everything. Diego had always known there was something funny about him. That he was into guys had been clear from the beginning, but even then, it had always felt like he was putting on an act.

They walked in silence until reaching their destination. Anthony turned to face him rather than going inside the classroom. His bottom lip was trapped beneath his front teeth, like it was the only way to stop himself from blabbering.

“Out with it,” Diego growled.

Anthony took a deep breath. “Do you remember the first time someone called me a fag? It was at the public pool. You were there.”

Diego didn’t react.

“Anyway,” Anthony said. “I had stared too long at a guy that I found attractive. He noticed and said, ‘What are you looking at, faggot?’ I was so scared. Not because I thought he was going to attack me. I felt exposed, like the secret was out. I barely let myself think about it back then. You and Omar being there made it even worse, because I didn’t want you guys to know. But you stepped right in front of me and said to the guy, ‘Try calling me that!’ He backed down, of course. I’ve been thinking about that lately because—” He struggled within himself a moment. “—because that’s the sort of friend I should have been to you, when your—”

“Rule number four,” Diego interrupted. “No talking about my dad.”

Anthony nodded. “I just wanted to say thanks. And that I’m sorry.”

Diego huffed and rolled his eyes. He felt like he was standing on someone’s porch after a date that he couldn’t figure out how to end. “No need to get emotional,” he replied. “See you tomorrow.”

Anthony nodded and—thank fucking god—didn’t say anything else before he finally entered the classroom. Diego was lost in thought as he walked away. He didn’t remember that day at the pool, but it sounded about right. Diego’s father had instilled a sense of loyalty in him. Which only made it sting that much more when his supposed best friends didn’t pay it back. The stupid assholes. Diego would have taken on anyone who messed with them. Back then, at least. Although if he’d been in the corn maze the night Troy and his friends ganged up on Anthony—

Diego’s fists clenched of their own accord. Because he still gave a shit about Anthony? That would be crazy. He was probably just itching to take out his frustration on Graham, who had tattled on him and Ricky when they were messing around in the locker room, and whose family had ensured Diego got locked up because of a dumb prank. Anthony had nothing to do with it! If some random guy he didn’t have a grudge against started picking on Anthony, Diego wouldn’t care. Like if he was walking down Main Street and saw a bunch of college guys pushing him around...

Diego’s fists clenched again.

God damn it!
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​CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




November 8th, 1993 

Ricky was ridiculously happy. And it made him nervous because his life had been anything but easy since moving here. Then again, what he’d once thought of as a new town now felt more like home. He had an amazing group of friends, understanding parents, and best of all... Ricky had a boyfriend. The hunkiest, moodiest, most dangerous guy he’d ever met! The attraction went so much deeper than that, because beneath all the muscle and bone was a heart in need of love, and nobody was more qualified to give it than Ricky. He would never run out. Not for Diego.

“Just a moment,” Ms. Deville said, bringing him back to the present. He was in the school auditorium, seated next to Whitney on the stage by some fake rocks. “While I’m pleased with how quickly you’ve both learned your lines, the emotional resonance is still off. Is there a reason for your smile, Ricky?”

“Just one,” he replied goofily.

“Set it aside. A mere day or two ago, your character barely survived a plane crash. Now you find yourself far from home with precious few resources. More than any of the other boys, Piggy has the intelligence to recognize just how dire his situation is.”

“And you’re not exactly popular,” Whitney added.

“That’s a very astute observation,” Ms. Deville said with a nod. “Piggy is almost desperate to befriend Ralph at the beginning of the story and rarely leaves his side.”

Ricky didn’t have to dig deep. He still remembered how intimidating those first few weeks of high school had been. Especially with a guy like Diego picking on him. Hey! They could use that old dynamic during this production of Lord of the Flies, since his boyfriend had taken the role of mean-spirited Jack Merridew. Too bad Cameron wasn’t playing Ralph. That’s who Ricky had glommed on to at the beginning, even though they’d only interacted through a chatroom. Cameron had been a reassuring presence regardless, making him laugh and restoring his faith in humanity. Ricky loved him for it, and now he simply needed to transfer that affection to Whitney’s character.

“Got it,” Ricky said with a nod. “Can we run the scene again?”

“Absolutely,” Ms. Deville replied.

“Let me really see those feelings,” Keisha added from next to her. “Not just on your face. What do you do with yourself when feeling scared?”

Ricky thought about it and pulled his limbs in close, and when delivering his lines, kept swiveling his head around as if worried about being attacked. When added to the emotional state he was supposed to be in, this was a lot to keep track of. Diego made it look so easy. He just sauntered up on stage and became someone else. No, that wasn’t quite right. He embodied the character, so it didn’t feel artificial.

“Better,” Ms. Deville said at the end of the scene. “Why don’t you take a break? I’d like Keisha to help me with Simon’s exploration of the island. I still think we might need to cut that scene. Or do a voice over.”

“We can tell the whole story with his body language,” Keisha insisted.

He left them to debate semantics and followed Whitney backstage.

“You did great,” she said, offering him a high five. “Acting with you is so much fun!”

“Thanks!” He laughed when he missed her hand and had to try again.

His joy experienced another wobble right after. Almost as if he was waiting for the other shoe to fall. Was he traumatized or something? He’d have to ask Dr. Sharma about that. For now, he’d just assume everything would be great from here on out. Nothing but good times for him and his friends. Although if something was going to go wrong...

He noticed Diego sitting in Mindy’s makeup chair, even though the actors weren’t in costume today. His boyfriend was smiling, which was a rare sight. Mindy was perched on one of the wardrobe tables while reading from a book. He felt a pang of envy and wondered if Diego would let him provide the same service. Ricky could ask, but that would probably make him seem like a pathetic copycat. 

He slowed for a moment, but not to catch them in the act. Ricky trusted his boyfriend. He merely wanted to confirm what was painfully obvious. Mindy and Diego still had chemistry. No surprise there. He’d had enough crushes on uninterested guys to know such feelings didn’t fade quickly. If at all. Holding that against either of them would be unfair, since it couldn’t be helped.

“Hey!” Ricky said when bounding over to join them. “What’s going on?”

“Your timing is good,” Diego said. “Mindy just got to a sappy part.”

“Really? I want to hear!”

“I don’t,” Diego murmured.

“Please?” Ricky pleaded. He leaned against his boyfriend casually, hoping that an arm would wrap around him or that he’d be pulled onto his lap. Neither happened.

“It’s okay,” Mindy said demurely as she placed a bookmark between the pages. “We’ll keep going some other time.”

“Like when you’re alone?” Ricky asked in concern. Which was silly, because Mindy had willingly given up Diego. For him!

“When a certain someone is feeling more receptive,” she said pointedly. Then she perked up, her attention on Ricky as she smiled. “This would be a good time to try the costumes I’ve been working on.”

“For real?” he asked in excitement.

Mindy nodded. “I think you’re going to like this.”

She hopped off the table and pulled a pile of rumpled clothes toward her, sorting through them until she held up a shirt so filthy that it was stained yellow and brown. “This one is yours,” she said, offering it to him.

“Ew!” Ricky crinkled his nose. “Do I really have to wear this?”

“In the final act you do,” she said. “Don’t worry. It’s not actually dirty.”

Ricky sniffed experimentally. “It smells like coffee!”

“That’s what I used,” Mindy said, sorting through the pile again. “And here’s yours!”

She handed a shirt to Diego that was in absolute tatters.

“What did you use to make this?” Diego demanded when holding it up. “A paper shredder?”

“Jack goes hunting. His clothes have more wear. Try it on.”

Diego arched an eyebrow. Then he shrugged, took off his jacket, and peeled off his shirt. Mindy nudged Ricky and flashed him a naughty smile as Diego pulled the torn-up shirt over his head. Ricky barely glanced at her, too transfixed by those beefy biceps and the dark armpit hair. Although even when wearing the shirt, plenty remained on display.

“What the hell?” Diego complained when looking down at himself. “I might as well be naked!”

“Wait until you see the pants,” Mindy said with a titter.

Ricky laughed too.

Diego considered them both before his demeanor changed. “Is this what the audience wants?” he asked, puffing up his chest. He moved through a sequence of casually seductive poses, like rubbing the back of his neck while flexing his arm, or stretching to make the shirt pull away from his waistline, revealing even more brown flesh.

Diego reached for his zipper. “Where are those pants you mentioned?”

“Around here somewhere!” Mindy said, frantically tossing clothes into the air to find them.

Ricky laughed at these antics, the tension having left him. Mindy was his friend. They both cared deeply for Diego. She wasn’t his rival.

“Jack and Ralph!” They heard Keisha call. “You’re needed on stage!”

“That’s me,” Diego said. “I might as well keep this thing on. What little there is.”

“Thank you,” Ricky said as they watched him walk away. “This play just got so much better!”

“I knew you’d like it,” Mindy said as she began picking up the clothes she’d tossed around.

Ricky hurried to help her. “Do you want to watch him rehearse together?” he offered.

“Go ahead,” she said with amusement. “I’m trying to cut back.”

Mindy was so wonderful. Ricky didn’t detect a hint of animosity. He wasn’t sure if he could have been so graceful, had she been the winner. He hugged her spontaneously and then went to the wings, so he could watch three castaway boys explore an island together. Ms. Deville interrupted the scene to give verbal notes, drawing his eye to the seats. That’s when he noticed a familiar face. Galen was sitting by himself at the end of the row. He wasn’t part of the theater group, although he had shown up not long ago to watch Ricky rehearse. That had been just before a date of sorts at the Kansas City Renaissance Festival, where Galen had sheepishly confessed his interest in Ricky... based on a wet dream of all things.

Which was flattering. Maybe something would have happened between them, if Ricky hadn’t been so heartbroken over Diego at the time. He sure looked cute, even in the limited light. Galen had a friendly face with thick features that complemented his stocky build. And he had a contagious smile, Ricky was reminded when hopping off the stage to join him.

“Hey!” Galen whispered. “Just the man I was looking for!”

“Oh yeah?” Ricky asked, but not as quietly, since this wasn’t an official performance.

Galen winced. “Is it okay to talk here?”

“Yeah!” Ricky said. Then he added, “Blah, blah, blah-bitty, blah,” in demonstration. “See? Nobody cares.”

Galen laughed. “You’re definitely who I need.”

Ricky eased down into the seat next to him. “Umm... I don’t know if you heard but—”

“You and Diego got back together,” Galen said with a nod. “I was happy when I found out. I um... wouldn’t mind keeping all that stuff we talked about between us. I think I was just—”

“Horny?” Ricky supplied.

Galen chuckled. “Yeah. I mean, I’m still open to the idea, because it was a really really hot dream.”

“Must have been!” Ricky said, wanting details.

“Yup. But that’s not why I’m here. I came to invite you on a quest.”

“A quest?” Ricky repeated. “I’m in!”

“You haven’t even heard the details.”

“I don’t care. It already sounds cool!”

Galen laughed. “You might not think so once you’re in mortal peril. I mentioned that I was thinking of starting my own campaign.”

“As in Dungeons and Dragons?” This time he was so loud that they did attract attention.

“Uh-huh,” Galen confirmed, pulling something out of his pocket. “You’d have to commit to a three-hour session each week. I’d expect you to learn your character inside-out and take the game seriously. While still having fun of course. If you think you can handle it...” He held out an empty palm, closing his fingers around it. When he opened them again, a tiny plastic sword appeared. The kind used to spear fruit chunks in a cocktail.

“Wow!” Ricky said. “Neat trick.”

“So you’re interested?” Galen asked.

“I pledge my unwavering allegiance to your quest,” Ricky said solemnly before taking the sword.

Galen grinned in response. “Awesome! I had the best idea while sitting here too. Watching you and your friends act made me realize that you’re perfect for the game. My dad and me, we always do character voices. We get really into it, like a performance. Well, you saw what I’m like.”

Galen had gotten dressed up as a wizard for the renaissance festival and had done battle with an evil rogue, even breathing fire as part of the performance.

“The guys I’ve been playing with since junior high are too reserved,” Galen continued. “I want the first campaign I run to really come to life.” He held out an empty palm again, but this time when he made a fist, he tapped it four times before opening it to reveal just as many swords. “Do you think any of your theater friends would be interested?”

“Oh my god!” Ricky cried. “That was amazing! And yeah, I’m sure my friends will be into this too. Wait, I should have said ‘oh my goddess,’ because I’m thinking of playing a cleric.”

They discussed options until Ricky was called on stage again. Galen had left by the time rehearsals had finished, but that was all right. They’d already exchanged numbers and promised to talk more about it on the phone.

Ricky was ridiculously excited. He’d always wanted to play D&D, and this is exactly what he and Diego needed—their own special activity. Except instead of reading to each other, they’d be setting off on fantastic adventures, slaying evil hordes of monsters, and stuffing their tunics full of plundered gold. He rushed backstage to share the news, disappointed to see that Diego had changed back into his normal shirt. Maybe if he asked nicely, Mindy would let him borrow the full costume. They could come up with a happier ending to the play while alone in his bedroom.

“Guess what?” he said, approaching them with a plastic sword extended. “Galen is running his own Dungeons and Dragons campaign, and he asked me to join. Better yet—” He revealed the other swords, splaying them out. “There’s room for more!”

Mindy gasped. “That sounds fun!”

Before he could stop her, she plucked one of the swords. No big deal. Ricky offered the rest to Diego, who looked at him like he belonged in the looney bin. “Isn’t that some kind of nerdy make-believe game?”

“Yes,” Ricky said. “Just like acting. You’ll be great at it.”

“Pass,” Diego said while shrugging on his jacket.

“Oh come on,” Mindy whined. “We’ll have so much fun!”

That was his line. But at least she was arguing the same case.

“Who else is playing?” Diego asked.

“People you like,” Ricky said, desperate to seal the deal. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“I dunno.”

“That’s fine,” Ricky said with a dramatic sigh. “I was looking forward to all the time we’d spend together, but at least I’ll be with Galen.”

Diego snorted. “Are you trying to make me jealous?”

“Just because he wants my body? Of course not!”

Diego narrowed his eyes. “Did he really say that?”

“Yes. I had to remind him that we’re dating again. But you can trust me. Even though I do think he’s really hot.”

“Galen is a cutie,” Mindy said with a titter. “I’ll be a good chaperone and make sure he keeps his hands to himself.”

“You’re both ridiculous,” Diego said as he walked away.

“But you love us?” Ricky asked while catching up to him. He pressed one of the plastic swords flat against his palm before taking his boyfriend’s hand. “And you’ll play with us?”

Diego felt the foreign object there and turned his hand over to reveal the sword. “Looks like I don’t have a choice.”

“Yay!” Ricky cried while leaping around him.

Mindy was a few steps behind, thrusting her tiny sword into an imaginary enemy.

So much for their own special activity. Three was a crowd. Four, on the other hand... Ricky glanced over his shoulder, recognizing again just how pretty Mindy was. Getting over someone was difficult. Moving on to someone else was easier. He still had three swords to distribute. Ricky would make sure they all went to eligible bachelors.

— — —
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Keisha slowly navigated through woods that even hunters and hikers steered clear of, assuming they paid attention to the No Trespassing signs posted along the perimeter. Her parents had bought this land some years back for future development. So far they hadn’t done anything with it. She had though. If only they knew how profitable that decision had been! Somehow she didn’t think they would be pleased.

Keisha stopped to get her bearings. She never took the same route when making this journey, but only because it was easy to get turned around. If she went too far east, the creek would halt her. Too far west and she’d end up in a field. If she stayed between those landmarks while heading north...

The steadily fading daylight grew brighter ahead. Keisha angled herself to slip between thick brush and stepped onto a road that was little more than two dirt tracks lined by withered weeds. She checked her watch and sighed, her breath visible in the chilly air. Then she hustled to an old cattle gate and struggled with the rusty padlock. She had just gotten the gate open when she heard a car coming down the adjoining gravel road. Nobody had any business driving down these backroads, making an unexpected visitor unlikely, but she was cautious regardless and took sanctuary beneath the shadow of a tree.
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