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Foreword

 


You hold in your hand a
collection of short stories that I hope you’ll find both wondrous
and strange. I’ve always felt a short story should be free of the
burdens of continuity, allowing a new reader to decide if they
enjoy an author’s style or not. In that way, the stories contained
in this book make for a very poor introduction. They rely too
heavily on events that have already transpired on other pages. If
you’re as spoiler-phobic as I am, then this is easily the
worst Something Like… book you could start with. I highly recommend that—before
proceeding—you have already read the first six books in the series.
That’s Summer all
the way through Thunder. Bonus points if you’ve read books of mine outside of this
series. You’ll get more out of this collection than other people
will, and between you and me, I love you just a little bit more for
it. You’ll also find some bonus material at the end, such as a
guide to all the characters and a timeline of key events. I greatly
enjoyed putting this compilation together, enough so that I’m
hedging my bets and describing this as the first volume. If you
enjoy it too, hopefully you and I will meet again in the next
installment. Until then!

 


-Jay Bell, November
2015
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“Count your angels. The
more you can name, the more will come to your aid. They can light
up the dark, chase away any shadow. There’s nothing they can’t
protect you from. Nothing at all. Listen now. Let me teach you
their names. We’ll practice every night, and by the time we’re
through, you’ll never be frightened again.”

Eric Conroy’s eyes shot
open, his heart racing. The breath he pulled into his lungs felt
hot and sharp as razor blades. He only wished that fear could be so
easily tamed, or pain so effortlessly vanquished. Lately fear and
pain were his constant companions, although a third member of the
trio was doing all it could to keep the other two in check. Eric
turned his head and saw a figure half-hidden by an easel. Love. His
pulse slowed, the ache subsiding enough to allow him to croak out
one word.

“Tim.”

The man behind the easel
froze. Then he sprang into action, setting aside the brush to fetch
a glass of water from the nightstand. He carefully angled the straw
so Eric’s lips could meet it, bringing much needed moisture to his
throat. As Eric drank, he stared up at the man performing this act
of kindness: silver eyes tense with concern, an attractive face
despite its troubled expression, and thick black hair to compliment
the bronze skin. Tim was just as handsome and youthful as the
day—two years ago—when he showed up on Eric’s doorstep. But back
then he had only perceived the most superficial side of Tim’s
beauty. The rest had come later.

After swallowing a few
times, Eric moved his head away from the straw to nod at the easel.
“What are you doing?”

“Painting you.”

“Like this?” Eric tried to
picture himself, shriveled and fading, lost among the sheets in a
bed that was too large for one person. The image would have been
sad if he didn’t find it so ironic. To think his final days would
not only end like this, but be preserved on canvas as well. “You’re
cruel.”

“I promised I would paint
you,” Tim said, the emotion evident in his voice. Sorrow with a
trace of barely subdued anger—grieving the inevitable and yet still
raging against it.

Eric broke eye contact
momentarily. “That’s right. Make me a king, surrounded by beautiful
young men.”

This brought a hopeful
smile to Tim’s features. “I’ll make you an emperor with no
clothes.”

Eric chuckled in
appreciation and was rewarded with pain. He squeezed his eyes shut,
willing it to stop, but his body had long ago ceased responding to
his wishes. “Time for more of those poppies, Dorothy.”

Tim seemed to share his
pain, frowning with discomfort, but did as he was asked. He traded
the drinking glass for a brown bottle and medicine dropper, neither
of them acknowledging that Tim filled it with twice as much
medication as the hospice nurse recommended. The morphine wouldn’t
kill Eric, but if it did, it would only beat cancer to the punch.
Eric opened his mouth, trying to ignore the sickly sweet flavor
intended to mask the bitter taste. Tim knew the routine, holding
the drinking glass close so Eric could sip from it
again.

“Need to answer Mother
Nature’s call before that stuff kicks in?”

Eric shook his head, hating
how age and illness had returned him to the role of a child, no
longer even capable of using the restroom alone. He only needed
help getting there, but he knew that would change when things got
worse.

“How about some soup? You
need to eat something.”

“Just keep working,” Eric
replied. “I like the sound of the brush.”

He shut his eyes, feeling
the mattress shift as Tim stood. He listened to the paintbrush
slide off the easel, wood against wood. Then came the gentle noise
of wet paint spreading across dry canvas, like the ocean lapping
against the beach. Like moist lips pressing against sun-baked skin.
Eric laughed softly at the thought.

“Morphine kicking in
already?” Tim asked.

“Not quite
yet.”

“You should try to get
some sleep.”

Eric opened his eyes in
protest. “All I do is sleep. I’m sick of it.”

A concerned gaze met his
briefly, then returned to their task. “Talk to me then. Tell me
your life story.”

“What, all of
it?”

A shrug. “Why
not?”

“When you get to be my
age, that can be a daunting task. I’m not sure there’s enough time
left.”

The paintbrush stopped
moving. “Don’t say that.”

“It was a joke,” Eric
said, mostly for Tim’s benefit, but part of him also wanted to
believe that time was no longer a precious commodity. Once all he
really had was time, but now… “The highlights of my life, perhaps.
What do you want to know?”

“Uhhh. What were your
parents like?”

“Oh.” He’d been asked to
recount his own life, and now he was being asked to sum up two
more. No easy task! “My father’s name was Maxwell, but everyone
called him Mac. He was a businessman. That was his main focus, but
his passion was for his family. Mac loved us, and when he wasn’t
distracted, he was attentive. Usually though his mind was
elsewhere, even while he was sitting at the dinner table. I never
held it against him, since he worked hard to provide for
us.”

“And your mom?”

“My mother?” Eric smiled,
warmth slowly seeping into all the places where pain had invaded,
soothing them temporarily. His vision blurred, and he saw instead a
woman with bleached-blonde hair, ruby red lipstick, and eyes that
always seemed to smile. “My mother was wonderful. The absolute
best.”

*

Rain pattered against the
window, a brief flash of light making the drops of water glow. Then
a pause before a grumble of thunder confirmed Eric’s fear. Rain he
could deal with, but not a full-blown storm. He pulled the sheets
up to his neck, the ones with the Wild West theme that he’d begged
his grandmother to buy. Sometimes he would climb beneath them,
pretending he was a native chief in his tipi, which always made him
feel courageous. He did so tonight, reminding himself that he was
nearly seven years old. He was no baby! A storm shouldn’t scare him
anymore. He tried to ignore the distant rumbles, but a vicious
blaze of lightning—so bright it illuminated his make-believe
shelter—sent him running for the door.

Eric didn’t feel too good
about the dark hallway either. He hurried down it to the closed
door of his parents’ bedroom. Despite his fear, he paused there,
listening to his mother’s husky chuckle. She always laughed more
when his father was in town. She seemed happy even when he wasn’t
home, but somehow less complete. He tried the knob and found it
locked, the rattling noise causing the voices beyond to go quiet.
After some murmuring and a rustle of blankets, the door cracked
open.

“Baby boy,” his mother
said, a silky robe covering her slight frame. “What’s the
matter?”

“The thunder woke me up,”
he lied. In truth he had lain awake to see what sort of storm it
would be.

“Thunder? I didn’t hear
any thunder.”

Eric responded with
pleading eyes.

Gina looked over her
shoulder. Then she slipped into the hall. Just knowing he wouldn’t
have to make the return trip alone made him feel better. A gentle
hand on his back guided him down the hall and to his room. Once
there, Eric climbed into bed, but remained sitting up. He watched
his mother go to the window, lightning briefly chasing away the
shadows on her face. Then she closed the curtains and returned to
his bed, turning on the side-table lamp. Eric had been tempted to
do so himself, but his father was always strict about the
electricity bill.

“You can leave it on
tonight,” his mother said, recognizing his relief. “Try to get some
sleep now. Okay?”

“Wait! Can’t you stay
until I fall asleep? Or can I sleep with you and Dad?”

His mother smiled and sat
on the edge of the bed, but he could already guess the answer to
both questions. “You’re too big. There’s no room. I need to get
sleep too, honey. What are you so scared of? That storm won’t come
inside. No one invited it.”

“Please stay,” he
tried.

His mother took a deep
breath. “You know what you can do? Count your angels. Do you
remember how?”

Eric nodded. All he had to
do was remember their names and they would come to protect him.
Admittedly, this usually made him feel better, but not as much as
his mother’s presence did.

“Go on then,” his mother
urged.

“Michael,” he said,
starting with the easiest. “Um… Ralphie.”

“Raphael,” his mother
corrected. “That’s two. Who else?”

“Gabriel. I don’t know any
others.”

“Uriel. You say
it.”

“Uriel.”

“There. That’s four, one
for each bedpost. I think I can see them there now. Can
you?”

“No. What do they look
like?”

“Oh. Well, Michael has
long wavy hair. He’s very handsome. Raphael has a really big nose.
The other angels always tease him about it.”

“Really?”

“I’m afraid so. Gabriel
has wings of gold, and Uriel has eyes like fire. No one would dare
mess with any of them.”

“What if they’re late? How
long does it take them to get here?”

“Only an instant. They’re
already here. You’re safe now, honey.” His mother kissed him on the
forehead. “Good night.”

“Wait! What if they leave
while I’m sleeping?”

“That’s not what angels
do.”

“How do you
know?”

Gina stood, lifting the
sheets so that he would lie down. Then she tucked in the covers
around him all the way up to his neck. “In this life, you can
either believe the good things, or you can believe the bad. It’s
really up to you, but I promise that one will make you happier than
the other. So are you going to believe that the storm can hurt you,
or are you going to believe that the angels will keep you
safe?”

“The angels,” Eric
said.

“That’s my little man.
Should I leave the light on?”

Eric squinted at the
nearest bedpost, trying to see the angel there. Maybe he just
needed to have faith. “No,” he said.

“You make me proud. Sweet
dreams, darling.”

Gina turned off the lamp
and left the room. But Eric didn’t close his eyes. He stared out
the window, at the gap of black sky where the curtains didn’t meet.
He waited for the next flash of light, the next ominous rumble.
When they finally came, he refused to be afraid of
either.

— — —

Eric snorted, a sharp
intake of breath that for once didn’t hurt. His head still hummed,
the morphine keeping him from feeling anything but good. He blinked
a few times, then turned his head to see Tim still laboring behind
his canvas.

“I must have dozed off.
How long was I asleep?”

“Just a few minutes,” Tim
replied, leaning to the right to consider him, eyes sparkling in
amusement. “You weren’t making a lot of sense.”

“I wasn’t?”

“No. At first, yeah, but
then you started talking about Michael.”

“Michael?” Eric asked in
disbelief.

“Uh-huh. That was the guy,
wasn’t it? The one from your fraternity days?”

“Yes. I’m surprised you
remember.”

Tim grunted. “Kind of hard
to forget that story. Besides, I hate his guts.”

“Why?” Eric
asked.

Tim shook his head and
resumed painting. “You know why.”

“He wasn’t that bad. Not
at the beginning, anyway. People change. Sometimes for the worse,
sometimes for the better.”

Tim was silent, probably
wondering which category he fell into.

“He was nothing like you.”
Eric said.

More silence.

“Fine,” Eric said with a
sigh. “I’ll let you judge for yourself. If you think you can handle
more incoherent rambling.”

“I’ll never get tired of
hearing you talk,” Tim said, but he remained hidden behind the
canvas, the terseness of his voice enough.

“Very well. Try not to
fall off that stool, because for this story, we’re going all the
way back to my junior year in college.”

“Let me guess, the
eighties?”

Eric fanned himself, as if
flattered. “If you weren’t already in my will, you would be now.
No, I’m afraid we’ll have to travel all the way back to nineteen
sixty-five.”

*

The theater interior was
dark, the rows of seats empty except for one other person. Not that
audiences here were ever large. The little art house cinema had
only one screen; its maximum capacity no more than fifty people.
Still, only two of those seats being occupied was pretty bad. Eric
had struggled to find any theater that was screening the film, and
as weird as Austin was, even its laid-back population wanted
nothing to do with the controversial content of Inside Daisy Clover. Only this one
independent theater had been bold enough to show the film. Judging
from the low turnout, the other theaters had been right to act so
prudently.

Still, Ruth Gordon was a
delight, and Robert Redford was hunky enough, although starring in
this flop would probably mark the end of his blossoming career.
Eric tried to lose himself in the plot, but he kept finding himself
pulled out again by the other patron, who wouldn’t stop clearing
his throat. Eric shot a glare down the row to where the man was
sitting, surprised when this was taken as an invitation. The man
rose and moved down the aisle to sit closer, leaving only one empty
seat between them. His expression was worried and framed by dark
wavy hair, but he managed something close to a smile before
speaking in a whisper.

“Hey.”

“Hello,” Eric said, not
bothering to be quiet. When the other man grimaced, he added, “I
don’t think the others will mind us talking.”

The man glanced around,
then remembered they were alone. He chuckled and held out a hand.
“I’m Michael.”

Still confused by the
situation, Eric accepted it and offered his own name.

“Some film, huh?” Michael
said, jerking his head at the screen. “I thought it would be…
racier.”

“Me too,” Eric said,
considering the moving images briefly. “I can’t think of any other
film with a bisexual character. I mean, there are some where it’s
pretty obvious, but regardless, I thought this one would be more
rewarding.”

“Rewarding?” Michael said,
but he flashed an understanding smile.

Eric stared, taken in by
the even features, the strong jaw, and the skin partially hidden by
a paisley dress shirt, the top button undone. “He’s homosexual, you
know,” Eric said. “Robert Redford’s character. In the book, he’s
not bisexual.”

“You’ve read it? Is it…
racier?”

Eric laughed. “A friend of
mine read it, so I don’t know. I always meant to pick it up, but
seeing the movie seemed easier.”

Michael looked him up and
down, no doubt seeing the dark hair he had inherited from his
father and the slight build that—sadly—a genetic roll of the dice
had decided should come from his mother. Michael didn’t seem too
disappointed by what he observed, because he licked his lips and
said, “Wanna get out of here?”

“To do what exactly?” Eric
asked, even though he had a pretty good idea.

“To go somewhere more
private. Unless you think—” Michael glanced around, then up at the
projector room. “No, not a good idea.”

Eric breathed in, caught a
whiff of cologne, and nearly gave in to temptation. He had done
such things before, loitering around the right public restrooms or
getting into strangers’ cars at remote parks. Those experiences had
been fun. Thrilling! In the beginning anyway. While his hormones
still tormented him every day, he found other parts of himself
impossible to satisfy. Some itches couldn’t be so easily scratched,
but lately he had an idea of what he wanted, and it sounded even
more daring than sex with another man.

“I’ll let you take me to
dinner,” he said.

Michael’s eyes widened.
“What if someone sees us?”

Eric shook his head in
amusement. “I know this is hard to believe, but men do sometimes
dine together. Even normal ones.”

This last statement proved
that Eric understood exactly what was being suggested. He wasn’t
naïve enough to think he was just making a new friend. He was one
of society’s forbidden little secrets.

Michael still seemed
hesitant, so Eric tried again. “I know a barbeque place not far
away. It’s terrible. We’ll probably be the only ones
there.”

“Think so?”

“If not, I’m sure we’ll
find somewhere else.”

“That a
promise?”

“Sure.”

Michael smiled. Then he
stood. “Let’s go.”

*

The barbeque restaurant
wasn’t quite as empty as the theater had been. A family celebrated
a birthday toward the front of the dining room, two tables pulled
together to accommodate them. An older couple was seated by the
window, eating in silence. Eric requested a table in the far back
corner, where they were unlikely to be overheard. Despite this,
Michael remained hesitant to speak until the waitress had delivered
their drinks and food.

“I’m pretty sure we’re in
the clear,” Eric teased.

“This is wild,” Michael
said in a whisper. When Eric made an impatient expression, he
cleared his throat and spoke at a normal volume. “But it’s kind of
nice.”

“Isn’t it? We can actually
get to know each other first. I think I’ve seen you around before.
On campus.”

Michael studied Eric’s
face. Then he blanched. “Oh geez!”

“What?”

“I know I’ve seen you before. I
remember now. You’re in Alpha Theta Sigma.”

“Gosh, I feel like a
celebrity. How did you know?”

“I was one of the failed
pledges last year. If I’d recognized you sooner, I never would
have… Oh man!”

Eric laughed. “Relax. I’m
not going to rush back to the frat house and tell them I got
cruised while at the movies.”

“I guess not,” Michael
said. “You’re so lucky! I really wanted to join.”

“Well, maybe you should
try again.”

Michael perked up. “Think
you can help me?”

Eric hesitated. “Yes, but
not because of what’s going to happen later. I don’t want you to
think you need to… Ahem.”

“Oh I want to do that!”
Michael said with a wild grin. “I was willing before I found out
who you were.”

The front of Eric’s jeans
felt tighter. Maybe they could skip dinner. But no, he knew that
past the release of endorphins, he would be left feeling hollow.
“Tell me more about yourself.”

“What do you want to
know?”

“The prerequisite
question. The one everyone seems more concerned with than learning
someone’s name.”

“What’s your major?”
Michael rolled his eyes, but he seemed amused. “I’m going to be a
teacher.”

“Really? You enjoy college
so much you don’t want to leave?”

“I’m aiming for a younger
audience. I’m an only child, and I always wanted brothers and
sisters. It’s not like I’m going to have kids of my own because,
uh… I don’t think I can fake it. I tried once. With a girl. Total
disaster.”

“Couldn’t manage a
salute?”

“Exactly. I love kids
though. Not in a creepy way!”

Eric felt annoyed by the
implication, but he had heard it often enough. Gay people are after
your children! Lock them up! Keep them safe! Ridiculous.

“I figure this is the best
way of having that family,” Michael continued. “I’ll treat those
kids like they’re my own.”

Eric resisted a sigh.
“That’s very endearing.”

“Thanks. What about
you?”

Eric chuckled nervously.
“My plans aren’t so noble. I’m a business major. Money makes the
world go ‘round.”

“Oh.” Michael looked
somewhat disappointed, turning his attention to his
food.

“My father provided a good
life for us. My mother, sister, and I had everything we ever
needed. When it came time to plan my future, I decided to follow in
his footsteps. Hopefully I’ll be able to do the same for my own
family some day.”

“Wife and kids?” Michael
asked, tearing a barbequed rib off the rack.

“Maybe, although lately
I’ve been wondering if there’s another way.”

Michael made a face as he
chewed, showing he didn’t understand.

“What if,” Eric said
carefully, “two men decided to live their lives together.
Disregarding the obvious limitations. I agree that kids seem
unlikely, but I like your solution. What if, at the end of a long
day of teaching, you didn’t return home to an empty
house.”

He expected the suggestion
to cause bewilderment, but when this didn’t happen, Eric concluded
there was hope for them both. His elation was
short-lived.

“It won’t work,” Michael
said. He sucked reddish-orange sauce from his fingers, then shook
his head as he wiped them on a napkin. “I knew a couple of guys who
tried.”

Eric leaned forward.
“Really?”

“Yeah. Tom and Jerry, and
no, I’m not joking. Those were their names. This was in San Marcos,
my hometown. I don’t know how long these two knew each other. I
didn’t notice them until our senior year of high school. All Tom
and Jerry did was spend time together, but that’s not so unusual.
Guys are best friends with guys, but they were a little too… I
don’t know. They just looked at each other with this longing
sometimes, like they couldn’t help it. People noticed, and they
talked, but it was just gossip. When prom came around, Tom and
Jerry weren’t dumb enough to go to the dance. They went out to
Spring Lake and parked. At night. The only people who did that were
there to make out. If that’s all they had done, I doubt anyone
would have noticed. Instead they had the car doors open, music
playing on the radio. They stood beside the car, dressed in
tuxedos, holding each other and slowly turning to the music. Their
own little prom. Maybe they thought everyone else was at the dance,
giving them privacy. They were wrong.” Michael averted his eyes,
jaw clenching. “They didn’t see us coming.”

“You were
there?”

“Yeah. I didn’t do
anything to them personally. They got off pretty easy—a black eye
and a bloody lip—because they were smart enough to get in the car
and hightail it out of there.”

“What happened
then?”

“Jerry got a girlfriend
quicker than you would believe. Tom stopped coming to school after
that.” Michael frowned. “I made sure to be more
careful.”

“We aren’t in high school
anymore.”

“You think that
matters?”

Eric swallowed. He had
spoken to men caught in compromising situations, one who had scars
to prove the violence he had suffered. “It’s always a risk,” he
said, lowering his voice. “Every time we meet a stranger, even at
the usual places, we never know if they are an undercover cop or
someone who hates our kind. Even when you approached me in the
theater, you couldn’t have known. If you had gotten it wrong, and
I was the sort of
person to tell the fraternity, think how bad that might have turned
out for you.”

“I know,” Michael said.
“And that’s why—”

“—that’s why it’s smarter
to be in a relationship. To be with someone you can trust. If we
keep taking risks with strangers in public, chances are it will end
badly. Eventually. And maybe that relationship can become more than
just physical. Have you ever longed for that?”

“Yes,” Michael said, voice
hoarse.

The waitress chose that
moment to check on them, and Eric waited impatiently for her to go
away. When she did, he leaned forward. “A small house. Just me and
you.”

“People would notice.
Eating out together is one thing, but two adults—single men—who
live in the same house? No way.”

“Fine,” Eric said,
refusing to be discouraged. “Two hopelessly single men too wrapped
up in their careers for romance, who live in a duplex.”

Michael thought about this.
“The same duplex?”

“Neighbors,” Eric said.
“Same house, different halves of the building. That wouldn’t be so
strange, and I doubt anyone would notice one man sneaking over in
the middle of the night.”

Michael’s eyes lit up.
“Maybe we could have some sort of secret passage. Or a simple door,
like adjoining hotel rooms. That can’t be too hard to install,
right?”

“Whatever works for you.
So is that a yes?”

Michael appeared hopeful.
And interested. He shook his head and laughed. “You’re too much! We
don’t even know each other!”

“Then let’s change that.”
Eric motioned to the waitress. “Check, please!”

*

Michael had a last name
(Schwartzer), a pair of pet mice he had smuggled into his dorm room
(Howdy and Doody), and a fantastic dick (six and a half inches)
that never seemed to tire. He had a passion for geography that was
contagious—no matter how unlikely that sounded—and he tended to get
quiet when he felt insecure. That’s probably why the brothers of
Alpha Theta Sigma had overlooked him during the previous pledge
drive, but Eric rectified that situation during the next one. He
didn’t vouch for Michael, rather he coached him behind the scenes
and gave him advance notice on the challenges he would
face.

Michael rose to the
occasion, took the solemn oath, and moved into the fraternity house
as a fully-fledged brother. Eric had dreamed of sharing a room with
him, but his current roommate said that he would never want to
switch because he was “living with the nicest person ever.” That’s
what being cordial had earned Eric. Michael’s roommate was also
unwilling to trade, out of laziness instead of loyalty. So the
secrecy went on, their relationship squeezed into spaces both dark
and solitary, which was thrilling but also tiresome. Eric yearned
to be open, no matter how unrealistic that wish.

Reprieve came during the
summer break. The nice weather didn’t open any minds to the idea of
one man loving another, but at least Eric had a safe place to go,
and he intended to take Michael with him.

“When did you tell your
parents?” Michael asked from the passenger seat. His right arm
rested in the open window, a finger repeatedly tapping the side of
the car like Morse code for “I’m nervous, I’m nervous, I’m so
freaking nervous!”

“When I was eighteen and
about to go to college. I figured if they reacted badly, at least I
wouldn’t be living there anymore. I told my best friend when I was
fifteen.”

“That you’re
queer?”

“Homosexual. And yes. I
don’t think she really understood. I told my sister the next year,
part of me hoping she would blab to our parents. If they got upset,
I could deny it. If they were okay with it, I would have admitted
it. Unfortunately, she decided to keep my secret. Only time in her
life she ever did!”

Eric laughed, but Michael
continued his agitated tapping.

“How did they
react?”

“My parents?” Eric
breathed out. “Okay, I guess. My mom wanted me to talk to our
minister, who was surprisingly relaxed about it all. He even winked
at me, which I try not to think about.”

“Was he hot?”

“No. Not that it would
have mattered. He’s a holy man!”

“Wouldn’t have stopped
me,” Michael said, regaining some of his confidence. “So your
mother was okay after that?”

“More or less.”

“And your
father?”

“The topic came up only
once.” Eric chuckled. “Naturally he found a way of working it into
a business context. Apparently it’s useful to have a wife and
children, rapport and such, so he was concerned I wouldn’t have
that advantage and encouraged me to come up with alternative
strategies.”

“He sounds square,”
Michael said. “But also open-minded. I don’t get it.”

“He’s a practical man.
Religion and politics aren’t for him.”

“Lucky you. That’s all my
father talks about, usually over food. My shoulders still tense up
whenever I sit at a dinner table. So uh… Do your parents know about
me?”

“No,” Eric said. “I was
tempted, but I figure that’s your choice. Do you want me to tell
them?”

Michael was silent before
he answered. “Not really. Not yet. I’d rather they get to know me
first. Besides, I don’t want them listening for any creaking bed
springs. They aren’t light sleepers, are they?”

“I’m sure we’ll manage,”
Eric said. “We always do.” He bit his bottom lip when he felt a
hand sliding up his leg. “Stop! I’m trying to drive.”

“Sorry.”

“Are you?”

“Not really.”

“Do you ever think about
telling yours?”

Michael inhaled. “There’s
no point in telling my folks. Maybe I’m more like your dad than I
care to admit because I’m always thinking of my career. An openly
gay school teacher? It’ll never happen, so I’ve made my peace with
this being a permanent secret.”

“Oh.”

“Do you like me less
because of it?”

“No,” Eric said. “Of
course not. You’re simply being practical. I just wish the world
was a different place.”

“You and me
both.”

When they arrived at Eric’s
childhood home, Gina greeted them at the front door. She offered
handshakes instead of hugs, probably assuming that Eric would feel
embarrassed. He knew correcting her would only embarrass her
instead, so he let it stand. She ushered them into the dining room
where the table was already set with a pot of coffee, clean cups,
and her famous apple crisp pie. Eric’s father sat at one end of
this spread. Mac set aside his newspaper and offered a nod and a
handshake to Michael. He hugged Eric, not sharing his wife’s
reservations.

“Have a seat,” he said.
“I’ve been staring at that pie for the last hour and resisting
temptation.”

Eric noted that his
father’s breath smelled like alcohol. That wasn’t so unusual. In
the evenings and on weekends, drinking was his favorite way to
unwind. Currently he was on a rum kick, which should complement the
pie nicely.

“Do you drink coffee?”
Gina asked, smiling at Michael while she casually assessed him. “If
not, we have some tea the neighbors brought back from
England.”

“I’m fine,” Michael said,
smiling his appreciation. “The only thing I love more than coffee
is pie.”

They all sat, and soon Eric
relaxed as he listened to his parents interview Michael. What was
he studying, what occupations did his parents have, what did he
think of the most recent game? Michael handled all of this with
ease, only shooting the occasional confused glance at Eric when he
didn’t understand a reference. Then Eric would interject. By the
time the coffee pot was empty and all but one slice of pie
consumed, the vibe felt much more laidback.

“I’ll help,” Eric said
when his mother rose to clear the table.

“Me too,” Michael said,
starting to rise.

“How much do teachers earn
on average?” Mac asked.

Michael hesitated and sat
again. “Depends on if it’s private or public school.”

“What’s the difference?”
Mac asked. “I can guess which pays more, but is it a significant
amount?”

“You stay and relax,” Eric
said quietly when collecting Michael’s plate.

He left his boyfriend and
his father to talk business. Eric was happy to escape into the
kitchen with his mother and help her with the dishes.

“He’s very handsome,” she
said, as if this was cause for concern. Gina had her back to the
sink, not interested in working.

“I think so too,” Eric
said, setting plates on the counter.

“Doesn’t that make things
difficult for you? Too tempting?”

Eric laughed. He couldn’t
help it. “Yes. He’s very tempting.”

Gina took in his happy
expression. Then her face lit up. “He likes you in return! Is that
true?”

Eric forced down his smile.
“He’s not as open as I am about these things, so please, don’t
broach the subject with him. Okay?”

“But you’re
happy?”

Eric nodded. “I’m very
happy.”

His mother leaned around
him to look into the dining room. “I always knew you were
surrounded by angels.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Michael! Have you
forgotten their names?”

Eric laughed in surprise.
“No. I haven’t forgotten. I just didn’t make the connection.” Not
to mention that Michael was no angel. Thank goodness for
that.

“Wavy hair and everything,
although I always pictured it being longer. And blond.”

“You’re a silly woman,”
Eric said warmly.

“I’m not. Do you love
him?”

That took Eric by surprise.
Their arrangement had been ongoing for six months, and while sex
might have been their priority at first, what Eric really enjoyed
now was when they walked around campus, hiked along the Colorado
River, or just stayed up late at the fraternity house together.
Always talking. Conversation after conversation, or in rare
instances, a mutually content silence. Sex was a crucial part of
their relationship, but their intimacy wasn’t limited to the
physical.

“Maybe I do,” Eric
confessed.

Now his mother hugged him.
“I’m happy for you,” she said. “Be careful out there, but I think
this is a good thing.”

“So do I.”

Gina pressed a hand to his
cheek. Then she sat at the small kitchen table, looking pale. “I’ll
help in a bit,” she said. “I just need to catch my
breath.”

Eric supposed his news was
shocking for her, no matter how positive. He filled the sink with
soapy water and got started on the dishes, but when he looked over
at his mother, her eyes were closed, her complexion waxy. “Are you
okay?” he asked.

“Just getting old,” Gina
said, rising and grabbing a dish towel. “I’ll be fine.”

*

The beer-scented breath on
Eric’s ear was warm. He leaned toward the voice, needing time to
digest the words that had been spoken.

“It’s snowing
outside?”

Michael nodded. “Uh-huh.
Come see.”

“You’re full of
it.”

“Come see,” Michael
repeated.

Eric’s eyes darted around
the room. The Christmas party was in full swing, the actual holiday
a week away. The frat house had been decorated with surprising
finesse—under Eric’s guidance, of course. This included garlands,
wreaths, mistletoe, and strings of light. Stockings hung from the
fireplace mantle, presents nestled beneath the tree. The wrapped
boxes appeared innocent enough, but when opened later would reveal
smutty gifts typically purchased by boys trapped in the bodies of
men. Two kegs had already run dry and the night had just begun. Oh
how he loved a good party!

His fraternity brothers
were in high spirits, few of them without dates. Even Parker was in
a good mood, having raised a beer bottle in Eric’s direction
earlier in the evening. Coming from him, that was almost a warm hug
and a kiss on the cheek. Parker had hated Eric since their first
fraternity mixer. They had invited over the girls of Beta Delta
Omega, and Eric had singled out one he liked. Elegantly dressed,
she had a contagious laugh and a sharpness to her stare that
promised intelligence. Ideal company to while away the evening
with. Parker had noticed her too, although probably for her long
legs and ample breasts. They had both vied for her attention, and
for whatever reason, Eric had won out. That had resulted in a
stimulating conversation and a very charming slow dance. Plus
endless glares from Parker, who didn’t have any luck that
night.

That had been two years
ago. Eric couldn’t even remember the woman’s name. Jennifer?
Janice? He doubted Parker could remember it either, but that hadn’t
stopped him from holding a grudge. Perhaps he had finally gotten
past it. Or maybe he was just drunk. Eric was a little lightheaded
himself, and from the way Michael swayed slightly, he wasn’t
alone.

“The gazebo,” Michael
said, flashing a grin. “Five minutes. I’ll meet you out there.
Don’t let me freeze to death!”

Eric snorted. “Somehow, I
think you’ll survive the cold. One part in particular,
anyway.”

Michael leered in response,
then checked the crowd for any witnesses before disappearing into
it. Eric watched him go, breath short and heart pounding. Then he
went to refill his beer, chugging it down for courage. He mingled,
teasing his brothers or smiling at women as he slowly made his way
toward the rear of the house. Then he slipped outside while patting
his pockets, as if searching for a lighter and cigarettes, even
though he didn’t smoke.

He laughed at this little
ruse as he moved away from the light of the house. Night had
fallen, and the moon was high in the sky, illuminating the world in
a cold white glow. Eric saw no sign of the snow Michael had
promised, but it felt like winter regardless. Eric tugged at his
shirt sleeves, wishing he had put on a jacket before coming
outside. He hurried to the edge of the property, where a wooden
gazebo overgrown with vines sat in one corner. A shadowy figure
occupied it, and once certain it was Michael, Eric picked up his
pace. Normally he avoided the gazebo, since in the warmer months it
was filled with spiders and bugs, but hopefully they were all
hibernating now. Or dead.

By the time Eric stepped
onto the wooden floor, he was shivering. Only one available cure
for that. He threw himself into Michael’s arms, appreciating the
warmth the larger man provided.

Michael chuckled in
response. “It’s not that
cold. You’re too skinny.”

“Shut up and hold me, you
brute!” This summoned another laugh, but Michael did as he was
told, embracing Eric and squeezing him close. “At least we know
we’re alone. No one else is stupid enough to be out in this
weather.”

“Their loss,” Michael
murmured, one of his hands sliding down to grab a butt
cheek.

“Hey!” Eric
protested.

“Hey yourself. I’m horny.
I’ve been saving it up.”

Eric swallowed.
“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“For how long?”

“Three days.”

Eric laughed. “And that’s
supposed to be impressive?”

“For me it’s a new record!
I should be in all the newspapers. On the front page.”

“Now that I would like to
see.”

Michael’s only response was
a kiss that neither of them wanted to end. They were forced to
break it off to check their surroundings. Once certain they were
still alone, Michael started undoing his belt.

“Here?” Eric asked in
disbelief.

“We’ve done it in places
more public than this.”

“But it’s
freezing!”

“Then we better hurry. Get
on your knees.”

Eric had his dignity, but
in some situations it went flying out the window. Michael had his
cock out, hard as steel and practically steaming with heat. Eric
glanced around once more, then dropped to his knees, taking it in
his mouth. He knew Michael would keep lookout, so Eric closed his
eyes, enjoying the tactile sensation across the surface of his
tongue, Michael’s gentle moaning, the light musky scent in his
nostrils… He was so lost in the moment that he gasped when Michael
pulled him to his feet. He allowed his jeans to be undone, eager
for the favor to be returned. Instead, Michael spun him around,
exposing his butt to cold air.

“What are you
doing?”

“I think you know,”
Michael said, slipping a finger between his cheeks.

“I’m pretty sure it’s your
turn to play that role.”

Michael’s breath was a huff
against Eric’s neck. “You keep track?”

“Yes. And we’re not doing
this here. We don’t even have—”

A spitting noise cut him
off, followed by something wet and warm poking his
rectum.

“Don’t,” Eric said, but
with less conviction.

“I’ll be gentle. I
promise.”

Michael reached around and
took hold of Eric, silencing any more protests with gentle
caresses. Surely this was impossible, right? Taking him wasn’t easy
in the best of circumstances. Maybe being drunk helped, because
Michael was making steady progress, and so far it didn’t feel too
bad. In fact, it was feeling pretty good.

“You okay?” Michael
whispered.

“Yeah,” Eric said. A wave
of pleasure washed through him. “Just go easy.”

“I will. I
promise.”

Eric stifled a moan. “I
love you.”

“I love you too,” Michael
said, placing a kiss on his neck.

Eric leaned forward, taking
hold of the gazebo railing. He gripped it tightly, pain competing
with the pleasure now, but he could handle this. For
Michael.

“Dave!” a stranger’s voice
declared. “You were supposed to meet me by the rose
bushes!”

The newcomer was female and
intoxicated. Michael froze at the same time her unsteady footsteps
stopped, the mutual intake of their breath audible, but none so
much as the young woman. Her eyes darted over their bodies, unable
to rest at any one spot as she struggled to make sense of what she
was witnessing. Her gaze settled on Eric’s face, which winced in
response.

“Oh my god!” she
whispered. “Oh, Jesus!” Then she spun around and ran toward the
house.

“Wait!” Eric called
out.

“Don’t tell her to wait,”
Michael hissed, pushing him away. “Damn it! Pull up your
pants.”

Eric didn’t need to be
told. He quickly got himself in order, making eye contact with
Michael repeatedly as he did likewise. They shared the same panic,
both silent as they tried to figure out what to do.

“Let’s just go,” Eric
said. “We’ll hop the fence, grab the bus, and take it
downtown.”

“They’ll notice we’re
gone!”

“So? Not everyone is here.
Toby left an hour ago and John—”

“Is out of town. It won’t
be hard for them to figure out who’s missing, and when they were
last seen.” Michael shook his head. “We need to get back
inside.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes! She was looking for
someone. He could be out here, and even if he isn’t, as soon as
that girl starts blabbing, it’s going to be a manhunt! I don’t plan
on being on this side of it.”

“But she saw us! If we go
back inside—”

“It’s dark,” Michael said.
“She was drunk. She won’t be able to single us out, unless of
course we look like we just came back inside. Let’s go. Around
front so they won’t catch us on the way in.”

Eric nodded his agreement,
despite feeling uneasy with the plan. They jogged around the house
and, as quietly as possible, snuck in through the front door. The
entryway was empty, the sound of the party continuing
uninterrupted. Michael nodded to one wing of the house and headed
for the kitchen. Splitting up made sense. Eric moved through dark
rooms, touching his cheeks to make sure they weren’t red with cold
or embarrassment. They felt a little warm, but that could just as
easily be from drinking.

He rejoined the party,
grabbing a beer and seeking a conversation partner. His roommate.
No! What if people thought they
were the two who were screwing? Eric looked
around, trying to find an available woman. Where were the
wallflowers when you needed one? Then he spotted the girl who had
caught them. She was talking with friends who wore slightly
skeptical but clearly disgusted expressions. The girl kept looking
around the room. Eric followed her gaze. Michael! His lover was
jostling another guy, grinning like he didn’t have a care in the
world. Eric looked back at their witness, who shook her head and
kept searching.

He should leave. He knew he
should. Michael was safe, so if he went now, maybe no one would
believe such a crazy story. Eric wouldn’t hide. He could return to
his room, pretend to be passed out. All he needed was someone to
vouch for him should his absence be noticed. Eric walked over to
his roommate, poking him in the chest with a finger and making sure
to slur his words. “I’m… sofuckindrunk. Imma go lay
down.”

“Maybe you should,” came
the amused response.

“WHAT?”

The voice boomed through
the room; every head turned.

Rick, the president of the
fraternity, was attracting all the attention. He was an okay guy.
Usually. He could be a hothead when drinking, but that might work
in Eric’s favor. Currently Rick was shaking his head at their
witness and her small group of friends.

“Bullshit!” Rick declared.
“No way!”

“I’m not a liar!” the girl
said, offended by his disbelief. “I saw it with my own—” She turned
to look through the crowd again, her luck instantaneous.
“Him!”

She pointed, and people
moved out of the path of her accusing finger. Eric wished he had
been smart enough to do the same. Instead he stood there, face
burning, mouth hanging open. He felt his head shake in denial,
which was stupid because the accusation hadn’t even been made yet.
He should have looked puzzled. Instead, even without seeing
himself, he knew how hopelessly guilty he must have
appeared.

Rick’s brow furrowed, his
own head shaking, not wanting to believe the truth. He was joined
by someone else. Eric’s stomach sank at the sight of
him.

“What’s going on?” Parker
asked.

The girl started repeating
her story. Eric was unable to hear the details until someone
decided to kill the music.

“—in his butt. Like he was
pretending to be a woman.”

Rick scowled. Parker’s
expression was much more gleeful. Eric marched over, but he had
done so too late. He tried to make himself indignant, considered
feigning ignorance, and remembered he was supposed to be drunk. He
had no solid strategy. He was a mess, and Parker seemed to sense
his weakness.

“What did you do, Eric?
Were you out there fucking some poor guy?”

“No,” the girl said, “he
was the one… um.”

“Oh!” Parker laughed. “Of
course. You were
getting fucked! How long have you been a queer, Eric?”

“I’m…” The denial caught
in Eric’s throat, unwilling to manifest. “You don’t know what
you’re talking about. I
don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Is this true?” Rick
asked, still scowling but willing to believe otherwise.

“I don’t know what she
thinks she saw—”

“She saw you getting
fucked,” Parker said, projecting for the entire room now. “She saw
a filthy queer getting fucked up the ass.”

“She’s wrong!” Morally
wrong, at least. She shouldn’t have called him out on
this.

“Oh really?” Parker swept
his gaze across a gathering audience. “Did anyone see Eric go
outside recently?”

The crowd murmured. Then
someone called out that yes, he had been seen going out, probably
just to keep the drama going.

Eric snorted. “I can’t step
outside my own fraternity for some fresh air?”

“Not to have faggot sex,
you can’t!”

“That’s enough,” Rick
grumbled. “We have a reputation to uphold.”

“It’s that reputation I’m
trying to protect!” Parker declared, turning to gather support from
the crowd. He got it. Heads were nodding, wanting more.

“It’s her word against
mine,” Eric snapped. “You’re really going to believe an outsider
over your own brother? Have you forgotten the pledge you
took?”

Parker glared. Then he got
another idea. “I know how we can settle this. If Eric isn’t queer,
then surely he’s slept with one of you ladies before. Right? Speak
up! Don’t be shy. If you’ve slept with Eric Conroy before, step
forward.”

Everyone remained where
they were. Even if he had slept with someone here, no
self-respecting woman was going to admit it publically. Especially
not now. When your reputation got rolled in the mud, no one wanted
to risk getting dirty by association.

“No?” Parker said. “Okay
then. If any of your friends
have slept with Eric, then speak up now. Even if
they aren’t here. Hell, if you’ve ever heard of Eric sleeping
with any woman
anywhere on this entire planet, please tell us about
it!”

The silence was thick. Eric
only needed one person to lie on his behalf, to spare him this
humiliation, but he knew it wouldn’t happen. He could feel his own
doom like lead lining his stomach.

“I don’t like this,” Rick
said, but he was glaring at Eric now. “I don’t remember seeing you
flirting with a woman before.”

“That’s not entirely
true,” Eric said. “Is it, Parker?”

Parker bared his teeth.
“Who were you with? Who’s your queer little friend? Let’s hear what
he has to say about this!”

Eric clenched his jaw. His
instinct was to turn to the crowd, seek out Michael for support,
but he knew how damning that would be. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about.”

“Who was he with?” Parker
asked, turning to the witness.

“I’m not sure,” the girl
said. “I think I saw him earlier. Um…”

She started searching the
crowd again. This time she would get it right. The intensity of the
situation had sobered up Eric. No doubt it had done the same for
her. She would look again, maybe recognizing some trace of fear on
Michael’s face, and that would give him away.

“He’s gone,” Eric blurted
out.

Rick narrowed his eyes.
“What?”

“He’s gone. I met him out
back. I wasn’t stupid enough to invite him to the
party.”

“No,” Parker replied, grin
victorious, “but you were stupid enough to get caught.”

“I guess so,” Eric
said.

“Get out.” Rick said this
so quietly that it was hard to be sure he spoke at all.

“I’m still your brother—”
Eric tried.

“Get out!” Rick growled.
“This is not who we are.” He clenched his jaw, then addressed the
crowd. “He does not represent Alpha Theta Sigma. We are not… We aren’t
faggots!”

The silence in the room was
complete. Parker’s lips curled back as he regarded Eric with
disgust. The crowd mirrored his expression. Mostly. Eric also saw
fear, and sympathy, but too few and meek to stand with
him.

“You heard what Rick
said.” Parker grabbed Eric’s shoulder. “Leave!”

“Get your hands off me!”
Eric said, knocking his arm away.

Parker brought it around
again, a hand cracking him across the face.

Eric wanted to fight back,
but he was outnumbered and Rick was past the boiling
point.

“GET OUT!” the chapter
president roared.

Eric clenched his jaw. Then
he turned and took one step before he was shoved. He shot a glare
over his shoulder and was pushed again. He felt more hands than
just Parker’s as he stumbled forward. He fell once, trying to
ignore the slurs being hissed from all directions. Someone tried to
kick him while he was down, but Eric was moving faster now,
refusing to run but wanting to. His anger was gone. He felt afraid.
Vulnerable. He wanted Michael, wanted to hear his voice shout in
protest, wanted to feel those arms wrap around him protectively and
guide him to safety. Eric wouldn’t allow himself to look. He
couldn’t. At least one of them was safe.

He collided with the door
when someone decided to shove him against it. He scrambled to get
it open, but he wasn’t moving fast enough for them. Hands grabbed
Eric, lifting him carelessly. He was horizontal to the ground, his
nose just inches from the stone walkway. They were going to throw
him in the street. Like a drunk in a movie. Like Fred Flintstone
tossing Dino outside the front door. Eric almost found it comical.
Then he recognized the shoes to one side of his head. They were
Michael’s.

“Close enough,” a voice
said. Parker, of course. “Ready? One, two—”

Eric was swung backward,
then forward. He was thrown, feeling relief at no longer being held
captive, even as he sailed into the air. Then he hit the concrete
sidewalk and rolled off the curb. He lay still, fearing what might
come next. Drunken laughter receded into the distance. Eric raised
his head, skin stinging as he pushed himself upright and watched
silhouettes disappear back into the house. The last one he saw go
was the most familiar, but Michael didn’t even turn around to make
sure he was all right. Not even when he closed the door.

*

Eric stood in front of
another door. This one opened onto a sanctuary. He wouldn’t be
thrown out of here because of who he loved. Or who he had been
stupid enough to think he loved. He refused to believe it now. If
their love had been real, Michael never would have stood silently
by while Eric was tormented. Even if that’s what Eric had wanted.
And he certainly wouldn’t have helped carry him to the sidewalk
and—

Eric rubbed his bruised
elbow, still unable to move it freely, the skin on his forearm
scraped raw. Then he forced down the tears. He’d done enough crying
on the way over. He wouldn’t let this ruin Christmas for his
family. This wasn’t their burden to bear. He fumbled with the key,
trying to get it in the lock. The door swung open. His father stood
there, baseball bat in hand.

“Easy now!” Eric said,
backing up a step.

“You can never be too
safe.” Mac peered at him. “Looks like someone already took a bat to
you. What happened?”

Eric touched his swollen
cheek self-consciously. “You know how clumsy I am.”

“Been
drinking?”

“Yeah. Got attacked by a
tree. Never saw it coming.”

His father stood aside so
he could enter. “We weren’t expecting you until
tomorrow.”

“I know.”

“No bags?”

“They’re in the car,” Eric
lied. In truth, he had no idea how he was going to get his
possessions out of the fraternity house, including the presents
he’d bought for his family. He didn’t want to return there. Not
ever. “Where’s Mom?”

“She’s
sleeping.”

Eric checked the glass
clock on the living room shelf. “It’s only nine-thirty! She’s a
night owl!”

Mac didn’t reply. Instead
he turned and walked into the kitchen. Eric followed him and sat
down at the table when he realized his father intended to make them
both coffee. He didn’t feel like he needed to sober up, but having
a warm mug in his hands sounded heavenly. He watched his father
work, noticing how his shoulders were slumped. The kitchen was
messier than usual. Come to think of it, the living room hadn’t
looked very neat either. After pouring the coffee into two mugs,
Mac opened a cabinet and took out a glass bottle. He turned and
held it up in offering.

Eric nodded. His father
laced their coffee with whatever it was, then brought the two mugs
to the table and sat.

“Thanks,” Eric
said.

Mac nodded, looking him
over again. “Must have been some tree.”

“I’ll live.”

“Your mother hasn’t been
feeling well,” Mac said quickly and with finality, as if it was the
end of the conversation.

That’s not how Eric saw it.
“She’s sick?”

“That’s what I
said.”

“For how long? Is it
serious? When I called three weeks ago, you said she couldn’t talk.
Was she—”

“That’s enough,” Mac said,
waving a hand. “Let it go.”

Eric shook his head, not
understanding. “I’m concerned! Of course I’m not going to let it
go! Can I see her? When did she go to sleep?”

“Around six.”

Eric stared. That wasn’t
normal! “What’s wrong with her? A flu? Something worse?”

Mac took a swig of his
coffee, grimacing at the taste or the heat. “She didn’t want you
and your sister knowing. Not until after the holidays.”

“What? Tell
me!”

Mac shook his head. Then he
spoke.

“Cancer.”

— — —

Eric swallowed, the pain
more than physical this time. Not because of what had happened at
the fraternity so many years ago. Those events he had set behind
him. But watching his mother’s battle with cancer, seeing her
suffer, and now experiencing first-hand what she had gone
through…

“I would have fucking
killed them.”

Eric turned his head. Tim
was glowering, paint brush trapped in one fist. Then the fingers
unclenched, his anger turning inward.

“Not that I can talk,” Tim
continued. “I shouldn’t judge because I’m just as bad.”

“Nonsense,” Eric said
warmly. “You were younger than them. You might have been too
closeted to make your love for Ben public, but you wouldn’t have
stood by and let others hurt him. And you certainly wouldn’t have
participated.”

“No,” Tim said grudgingly.
“I wouldn’t have. There was this one time, after we had split up,
that Benjamin started smarting off to the biggest guy in school.
Ben was like Scrappy Doo. Remember him? The little cartoon dog
always trying to pick a fight? Well, that day he got one, and I
hate to think what would have happened if—”

Eric started coughing,
interrupting the story. Tim wasn’t offended. His face showed pure
concern as he set aside the paint brush and sat on the bed’s
edge.

“I’m okay,” Eric managed.
He drank from the glass again, resisting the urge to ask for more
morphine. Not because he was worried about getting addicted. He was
dying. What did it matter if he ended his days as a junkie? Except
it did, because he didn’t want Tim to think less of him. “What
happened? Did Ben get hurt?”

“A little,” Tim said. “He
did all right considering the monster he was up against. I had his
back, but I’m no hero because I should have always been there for
him. And I wish I could have been there for you. I would have
beaten your fraternity brothers to a pulp. Wait, are any of them
still alive? Maybe it’s time for some payback!”

Eric chuckled. “They aren’t
worth your time. Besides, if it wasn’t for that dark night, I
wouldn’t have met the love of my life.”

“Gabriel?”

“Yes.”

Tim’s brow creased. “He’s
not on my good list either.”

“He should be,” Eric said,
patting Tim’s hand. “And if it wasn’t for Alpha Theta Sigma, I
never would have met you. They sent you to my door as a joke,
asking for pledge money. For all their ill intent, that fraternity
is responsible for sending two wonderful men my way.”

Tim’s eyes searched his. “I
think I might be jealous of Gabriel.”

“You’re trying to flatter
me. Regardless, I don’t want you to think poorly of him. Chances
are you’ll be meeting him soon. When you do, I’d like you to
understand how much he helped me. Between losing my first
boyfriend, getting thrown out of a fraternity—literally, and
learning that my mother was seriously ill, I wasn’t a very happy
person. But then, I met him…”

*

Eric dug into the pockets
of his jeans for a third time, certain two dollars had been there
when he entered the grocery store. He had found one of the bills,
but the other had disappeared before he could spend it. The cashier
cleared her throat, then looked meaningfully at the line behind
him. Eric did the same and met a number of stares. One was more
intense than the others. A guy in a brown suit just a shade darker
than his skin. His black hair was short and neat, matching the rest
of his tidy appearance. He was close enough that Eric could smell
his aftershave. The man might have been a lawyer if not for his
youth. He was around Eric’s age, which would explain why his lips
were downturned. No doubt he—like everyone—had heard what had
happened. Over the last month, the stares and comments had only
increased.

“Sir?”

Eric looked back at the
cashier and then his items. A gallon of milk, a pack of gum, and a
newspaper. He was only ten cents short. Normally this wouldn’t be
an issue. His mother always made sure that he had enough money, but
she wasn’t doing well, and his father had more pressing concerns.
Something would have to go. The milk they needed at home. As for
the other two, he debated between having good breath and being
entertained.

“I guess I don’t need
this.”

He picked up the gum so he
could return it to the rack. The young man was partially in his
way, but he didn’t move. Instead he held out his hand for
it.

Eric stared, then placed
the pack of gum in his palm. “Thanks.”

Cheeks burning for reasons
he wasn’t sure of, he took his measly five cents in change, grabbed
the milk and newspaper, and hurried outside. He had reached the end
of the block when a voice called out.

“Hey! Excuse
me.”

Eric turned around, seeing
the young man from the store. He took in the perfectly straight tie
and polished shoes, and wondered if he was about to receive a
pamphlet on religion. He checked the man’s hands, finding only a
folded newspaper in one.

The man gestured at him
with it. “You’re that guy, aren’t you? The one who got kicked out
of the fraternity.”

Eric rolled his eyes. “Yes,
but I’m not signing autographs today. Goodbye.” He turned to leave,
tensing when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m on your
side.”

The words were friendly.
The man wasn’t interested in mocking him, so what did he want? A
casual encounter? Eric turned around, looking at the deliciously
thick lips, the chestnut brown eyes, and the slim build beneath the
pristine suit. Eric’s body started to react, but his heart got in
the way. He still missed Michael. Eric didn’t want him back. He
just wished he could turn back time to when everything had been
good between them.

“I’m not interested,” he
said. “Sorry.”

The man looked amused. Then
he smiled. “I’m no stranger to rejection, but normally it comes
after I’ve made an offer. All I’m interested in is conversation.
I’m Gabriel Porter. Have you heard of me?”

“Eric Conroy,” he replied,
“and no.”

Gabriel sucked in air and
shook his head. “Today has not been good for my self-esteem. Tell
me, Eric, are you political?”

“You make it sound
contagious.”

Gabriel’s gaze was intense.
“It can be. I saw Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaking last year,
and it changed my life. Before that day, I was sleepwalking through
the world. I accepted what black people go through as an immutable
fact. The world was built in a certain way, and the idea of taking
it apart and rebuilding it hadn’t even occurred to me. Not anymore.
If you don’t like the house you live in, then it’s time to
renovate.”

“Or you can move,” Eric
said. “That’s what I’ve been thinking about.”

“You can’t outrun hate,”
Gabriel said with a shake of his head. “It won’t even bother
chasing after you because hate will already be waiting at your
destination. There’s no escaping it.”

“Cheerful. It’s been nice
talking to you, but I have to go.”

“Are you ashamed of being
queer?”

Eric clenched his jaw. “I
don’t like that word.”

“Why not? I’m black and
I’m queer. No sense in denying it. That’s who I am, and I can’t
change either fact, so that leaves me with one option: I can change
other people’s minds. Make it so they don’t hate me.”

“That’s simply who they
are,” Eric said. “They can’t be changed any more than you or I
can.”

“People aren’t born that
way. A baby doesn’t hate someone else because of how they look or
who they love. All that bullshit comes later, taught to them by
ignorant adults. Those lessons can be unlearned. All it takes is
effort from people willing to stand and fight.” Gabriel cocked his
head. “Or you can run away and pretend to be someone you’re
not.”

“I’m not ashamed!” Eric
snarled.

“Do your parents
know?”

“Yes!”

“And your
friends?”

The fight left Eric. “I
don’t have many left. Or any, in fact.”

Gabriel nodded. “Then it
sounds like you could use some new ones. There’s a book club I’m a
member of. We meet every Wednesday at the Lukewarm Café. Five in
the afternoon. It would be good to see you there.”

“What are you reading at
the moment?”

“Everything.” Gabriel
smiled. “We read anything we can get our hands on, then meet up and
share that information with each other. We’re staying informed.
It’s intense. I think you’ll like it.”

“What makes you say
that?”

“Because you chose the
newspaper instead of the gum. Speaking of which—”

Gabriel reached into his
pocket and pulled out a small rectangle—the pack of gum Eric hadn’t
been able to afford. Then he offered it. “I’m sorry about what
happened to you. I really am.”

“Thanks,” Eric said as he
accepted the gift. “I didn’t mean to be so standoffish with you.
It’s just been really hard lately and—”

“I get it,” Gabriel said.
“Trust me, I really do. Will we see each other again?”

Eric felt short of breath,
so he simply nodded.

Gabriel did the same. Then
he turned and walked away.

*

The Lukewarm Café was aptly
named, because that’s exactly how Eric felt about the place. The
floors were sticky, the furniture old, mismatched, and painted in a
rainbow of colors. Eric sort of liked the thriving green plants
crowding the front window. The patrons he was less sure about. He
saw a number of tie-dye T-shirts and guys with long hair. In
addition to the fragrance of coffee was the pungent smell of body
odor with a hint of marijuana. In one corner, a man played guitar
while a woman sang, but not on stage. The guitarist sat in a chair,
the singer on the table.

Eric found this bohemian
lifestyle appealing, but knew he would never embrace it. He was
much too organized and fond of schedules and grooming. He had
assumed Gabriel was the same way and wondered if being sent here
was a joke since the man was nowhere in sight.

No one offered to seat him,
so Eric walked up to the counter. A woman stood behind it, tongue
sticking out one corner of her mouth as she worked on a charcoal
etching. The wooden counter top was her canvas.
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