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Love is like the air we breathe; it isn’t always seen,

but it is heard, felt, and needed. ~Justin Martyr




Chapter One

SEPTEMBER 1992

 

There are certain days when everything just seems to come together. Then there are those days when things all fly apart. Well, there’s also the kind when things begin to change. For me, a sunny day at the start of my junior year of high school was such a day. It began like any other, but before it was over, my life had taken a turn, and soon, everything—from my relationships with friends and family to what I thought I knew about love—would be changed forever.

So there we were, at one of the tables outside the lunchroom, just back from Labor Day weekend. Doris and I were sitting across from Hope and Ted, all of us soaking up the sunshine. The wind was a little gusty, but nobody was complaining. At least it drove the stench off. (Only Chadham High would put the dumpsters right around the corner from the school’s one outdoor eating area.)

“Hey Ben, pass the salt.”

I cut Ted a reproachful glance. The only shaker was two tables away.

“Why am I always the one who has to get the salt?”

“Don’t be such a whiner. It’s like social contract theory. You do little things for us, and we all do little things for you.”

“Such as…?”

Hope flicked sandy-brown bangs out of her face. “Such as making sure you find the right guy to hook up with.”

“The right guy?” I said, depositing the shaker just out of Ted’s reach. “What do you mean the right guy?”

“Oh come on, Ben. You know when the right guy comes along, we’ll all chip in to help you get him.”

“Yeah, yeah, like that’s ever going to happen. Here. At Chadham High. In this lifetime.”

Doris nudged me in the side. “You’ve just got to be patient.”

“Patient? My high school career’s already halfway over, and I’ve got nothing to show for it. ‘The right guy.’ At this point, I’d be happy to have any guy show even a hint of interest in me.”

I hadn’t even finished speaking when Grant Framingham shuffled past us. Doris raised a sarcastic eyebrow and snickered, watching me grimace at his weasel-like nose and mousy brown hair.

“Really? Any guy?”

“Uh, no. On second thought, I’ll wait for the right guy.”

“You mean Colby Ryder,” Hope said in a playful, mocking tone.

As if on cue, Colby emerged from the lunchroom, that luxurious ebony hair of his floating in the breeze, those dark-chocolate eyes gleaming in the sunlight. My heartbeat quickened, and my skin tingled at the very sight of him. He was so hot you could get burned by just touching him—not that I’d ever had that opportunity.

I watched him pass us, my shoulders slumping, while various fantasy images danced through my head.

“Oh God, what I could do to that boy. Why oh why couldn’t he be gay?”

“Benjie,” Doris chirped in a singsong voice. “Whining.”

“It’s just not fair,” I said peevishly. “And I’m not a whiner.”

They all laughed.

Okay. The truth was, maybe I did whine a bit—every now and then. But whining just came with the territory when you were seventeen years old, gay, and devilishly handsome, and you had about as much chance of finding a boyfriend as winning the lottery.

My problem was a question of demographics. Chadham High was one of those places where everybody fit into neat little boxes. We had the snotty I’m Involved in Everything and All the Teachers Love Me association. Then there was the I’m a Jock and I’ll Punch Your Face if I Want To crew. We had the obligatory I’m Smart and You’re Not guild, the My Religion Says You’re Going to Hell congregation, and any number of the I’m a (fill in the demographic group of your choice) and I’m Better Than You societies. And of course, what self-respecting high school would be complete without the Dude, Pass that Joint tribe? As for the rest, they all fell into the Please God, Just Let Me Live Long Enough to Get Out of Here nation. That’s the box Ted, Doris, Hope, and I were all in.

But what we didn’t seem to have at good old Chadham High, at least as far as I’d been able to tell over the past two years, was more than the one lone gay student—me. Now, they say statistically, at least five percent of any given population will be homosexual. That meant there should have been about a hundred or so young gay people running around, and therefore, at least a few of them should have been healthy gay males. But if there were any other queers at Chadham High besides me, I’d long since come to the conclusion they were masters of disguise. I mean, sheesh. Talk about keeping a low profile.

I plopped my elbow on the table and cupped my chin in my hand. “Why can’t any of the beautiful guys around here be gay?”

“Well,” Ted said, “good looks are God’s compensation for not giving us straight guys a good sense of fashion.”

Doris leaned back in her chair with her mouth hanging open and stared at him.

“Oh Ted, I’m so sorry, and you lost out on both.”

She burst into a fit of laughter, and Hope and I snickered.

Ted ignored her, stretched for the shaker, and sighed when he had to half stand to reach it. Then he unceremoniously dumped an ungodly large mountain of salt on his food.

Doris scowled.

“Ted, I swear you’re going to give yourself a coronary.”

He raised a sodium-laden fork to his mouth. “It’s the only way I can stand to eat this crap.”

She shook her head as Hope picked up the shaker and poured a liberal mound of salt onto her own plate.

“You know, you could just get an apple or an orange.”

“Even the fruit here stinks,” he said through a mouthful of whatever it was he was eating.

He was right. I glanced at the orange peel lying in my tray. There’s sour, and then there’s sour, but the sour in that orange had just been plain off.

Doris twiddled a strand of wavy black hair. “Has anybody had any luck finding something for their community service project?”

“I was hoping to do the Y,” Hope said, “but they told me all their volunteer openings were already filled weeks ago, and they’ve got a waiting list a mile long.”

“Yeah,” Ted said. “I got the same answer when I called the city park service Friday afternoon. Apparently, the school board didn’t take into consideration there are only so many volunteer positions available in Chadham County. Adding juniors and seniors to the number of underclassmen already required to do CS was an idea bound to fail.”

“Well,” Doris said with a grin, “I’ve got mine all set and ready. I talked with my priest, and she said I could help out preparing the Saturday meals-on-wheels plates.”

“Hey,” Hope said, “do you think I could help out there too?”

“I can ask. I don’t know how much help they need though. She told me they’ve got a pretty large group of people working it. But yeah, I’m sure they’ll let you. And even if they don’t, if I drive you there Saturday, they’ve at least got to give you credit for the time you’re there with me.”

Hope smiled. “Cool. What about you, Ben? Are you having any luck?”

I folded my arms and sighed. “Oh yeah, I’m having great luck—all of it bad. Last week, I went to city hall, and they said no to everything, even the neighborhood beautification program. Apparently, you’ve got to have some kind of advanced degree in agriculture just to pull up weeds around here. And Saturday, I even checked out the library. Nothing.”

“Well,” Doris said, “you’d better come up with something. Two hundred hours is a lot of time to fill, especially if you’ve got to limit it to weekends and after school.”

“Don’t rub it in,” Ted said.

Hope patted him on the wrist. “Aw, I’m sure you’ll both find something.”

I scoffed. “Tell me something, Hope. Your middle name wouldn’t happen to be ‘Springs Eternal’ by any chance, would it?”

 

THE BELL RANG. We went inside, dumped our leftover food in the trash, and tossed our trays on the pile in the pickup window. While Ted and Doris disappeared among the people swarming down the front hall, Hope and I crossed the lobby to the back hall intersection. The clatter of locker doors being slammed, shoes scuffling, and the chaos of chattering voices buzzed all around us.

While Hope stopped off at the restroom for her traditional after-lunch visit, I leaned back against the wall for an after-lunch tradition of my own—surveying the guys passing by. I already knew most of the sophomores, juniors, and seniors, and I was always on the lookout for any of my favorites. But my main amusement that early in the semester was scoping out any good-looking freshmen.

So far, it looked like the majority of the ninth graders had second lunch, making my investigation much more haphazard. But the small herd of freshmen boys shuffling along on their way to PE that day seemed to represent a good cross-section. Most of them hadn’t got the memo about skincare, and by the look of them, none believed in dressing to impress. But from what I was seeing, we definitely had a few really cute new guys that year. First, I noticed a solid-bodied little redhead who was absolutely drool-worthy. Next, a dark chocolate hottie passed by who could melt in my mouth any time. Then a tall kid with curly blond hair and rosy cheeks caught my attention. I watched them all disappear around the corner and wondered what they’d look like in decent clothes—or out of them.

“Oh to be young again,” I said, remembering how innocent I was back when I was fourteen.

Hope emerged from the restroom, popped her traditional post-lunch breath mint, and checked the strap on her bag. She toddled over, shoulder bumped me in the direction of our creative writing class, and we began threading our way through the sea of zombies lumbering along to fifth period. It was like being part of a slow-motion stampede as people bumped, shoved, and tried to squeeze their way around us.

“Are you going to watch that Peter Sellers movie on TV tonight?”

She cast me a sidelong glance. “Pff, I wish. No, we’re going to church—again. It’s our parish feast day. We’ve got rosary, followed by mass, followed by a stupid reception.”

“Your folks really are into church, aren’t they?”

“You have no idea. They’re driving me crazy. I wouldn’t mind, if they didn’t insist on dragging me along every single time they go. I mean, Sunday mass is okay, and things like Christmas and Easter are nice. But they’re fanatics over the Virgin Mary, and it’s like we’ve got to go to every freaking service for her on the calendar.”

“I guess you haven’t told them how much you like The Jesus and Mary Chain, huh?”

She laughed. “Are you kidding? They’d break my CD player and send for the exorcist.”

Turning the corner to the English and Language Arts Department, we were just in time to see Patrick Frost leaving one of the classrooms. He was a long-legged basketball player I’d had a terrible crush on back when I was a freshman. As usual, he ignored the less-than-discreet once-over I always gave him.

Hope sniggered and elbowed me in the ribs. “I thought Colby Ryder was the only one you wanted to plug your socket.”

“He is, but as a connoisseur, I can appreciate a thing of beauty when I see it, now can’t I?”

“We’ve really got to find you a boyfriend before you start sucking the lug nuts off fire hydrants.”

“Ha! Good luck. If there are any other homos in this school, they’re so far in the closet they’re behind Aunt Ginny’s corsets.”

After casting one last look at Patrick, I followed Hope inside Ms. Kiri’s room and took my seat. Creative Writing was my favorite class. If you were like me, and you wanted to be a writer one day, what could be more fun than a class where you got to let your imagination run wild, write it all down, and then get graded for it?

It also didn’t hurt that Colby Ryder was in the class too. Unfortunately, he sat on the opposite side of the room from Hope and me. But at least his seat was positioned so I had a perfect view of him the whole time.

I kept hoping that one day Ms. Kiri would team us up in pairs, and I’d get to work with Colby, although my idea of being creative with him had nothing to do with pencils and paper.

The assignment of the day was to write a short story based on any one of a series of headlines she’d brought in and projected on the board. The only stipulation was that we couldn’t pick one we knew anything about. We had to use our imagination.

That was easy enough for me because A—I had an excellent imagination, and B—the only news I followed was about my favorite TV shows, a couple of movie stars, and that hot boy band that was all over MTV.

I chose a headline about two teenagers who had disappeared, and imagined a scenario. The headline hinted they might have been kidnapped, but I suspected it was more likely they’d eventually just turn out to be runaways. Anyway, it would do.

 

As news of the Missing Person Alert made its way throughout Backwater County, local police spread out, searching for the two Podunk Town teenagers. The pair had been reported missing after Friday night’s Redneck Celebration Square Dance, held at the Benevolent Order of the Possum social hall. The two youths, identified as Chuck “Hotbody” Heartthrob and Wally “Puppylove” Wantaman were last seen leaving the hall at about ten o’clock. Witnesses reported seeing the teenagers walking side by side on This Way Out Street, with Wantaman drooling over Heartthrob, the star high school quarterback. Police believed the two were likely picked up by person or persons unknown, and the boys’ parents feared for the worst, believing them to have been kidnapped.

But what no one knew, and what their families would forever refuse to acknowledge, was that the two boys had in fact run away together.

Puppylove first fell for the raven-haired Hotbody back when they were both freshmen. For three years, he had grown ever more heartbroken and lovesick for the beautiful athlete. Desperate to confess his love before senior graduation and Hotbody’s departure for Jocksaplenty University, Puppylove finally enacted his plan and asked the teenage super-stud to meet him at the Possum Hall event. To his delight, Hotbody agreed.

On the night of their disappearance, standing together in a quiet corner of the hall, Puppylove came close and hesitantly revealed his total devotion and deep passion for the handsome football hero. Then, while everyone else was distracted watching the square dance competition finalists, Hotbody surprised Puppylove with a quick kiss and his own declaration of love.

Being all too familiar with the abject ignorance and prejudice of their families, and the people of Podunk Town in general, both boys knew they had to be careful. So they snuck to the exit in search of a location where they could be alone and suck Slurpees in private.

It was when they nearly got caught playing tonsil hockey by sophomore student Alan Alwaysgossiping that they made their fateful decision. They would choose the path of love and make the commitment to spend the rest of their lives together.

Hotbody suggested they steal away to his mansion on the coast where they could live off the vast wealth he had recently inherited from his uncle, Mike “Moneybags” McCallum. And with that, the couple departed, never to be seen in Podunk Town again.

And so, while the missing teenagers mystery was never solved by the local officials, Puppylove and Hotbody lived happily ever after in the exclusive Better World Villas resort.

 

Okay, so the quarterback in my story just might have borne a striking resemblance to Colby. And the lanky Puppylove just might have shared some features with me. So what? It was just a coincidence. Could I help it if Puppylove dreamed of Hotbody for years and burned for the chance to lock lips with him? And so what if they fell in love? I mean, that kind of thing happens all the time in real life. Just not to me.

When the bell rang, I took my time packing my things so I could watch Colby lay his half-page effort on Ms. Kiri’s desk. I even delayed turning in my own effort for a second or two longer so I could enjoy the full view as he walked out of the room.

Once he’d gone, I laid my story on the desk. Ms. Kiri immediately picked it up, gave it a glance, smiled, and shook her head. She’d always been a fan of my writing.

Hope was waiting for me as I rounded the corner.

“Let me guess. You wrote about the two missing teenagers.”

“Yeah…so?”

She grinned. “I knew it. You’ve got to get over this Colby Ryder fixation. What was he this time? No, don’t tell me. Let me guess. He was the policeman who saved the hapless missing homo and fell in love with him.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I retorted. “He was the star high school quarterback who fell in love with the hapless homo and ran away with him.”

“You’re hopeless.”

“Of course I’m hopeless. It’s not like I can spend my time dreaming about my real life boyfriend. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have one.”

“You’ve just got to be patient. You can’t be the only gay boy here. Sooner or later, one of them is bound to stumble out of the closet.”

“Right, and in the meantime, I’m the starving orphan outside the donut shop. The least you could do is let me dream about the one I want the most, even if I can’t have it.”

We stopped outside the Spanish classroom, and I turned to her with a melodramatic whimper. “I’m so alone, and nobody loves me.”

Smiling, she tilted her head and gave me a quick hug and peck on the cheek.

“Aw. I love you.”

I sighed and laid a hand on her shoulder. “I’d be the luckiest boy in Chadham High if that did it for me.”

She smiled and slapped my side, spun around, bumped into an underclassman, and ricocheted into Mrs. Burnett’s room for Spanish. Then I took a deep breath and continued on for my physics class with Mr. Ferguson.

 

THE LAST BELL of the day rang. I rummaged through my locker, grabbed yet another book, and sighed. I hated having so much homework to take home, but it was my own fault. I could have gotten some of it done in study hall, but I’d spent most of the period gossiping with Ted about one of the cheerleaders instead.

I slammed the locker door closed, gave the lock a quick spin, and plunged into the stream of teenage traffic surging shoulder-to-shoulder towards the parking lot. Emerging from the building into hot afternoon sunshine, I stepped out of everyone’s way, dropped my bag, and stretched. People scurried past me, frantic to get away from Chadham High as fast as they could.

I cooled my heels near the building, waiting for Ted. He tended to be one of the last people out, and I always waited to walk with him to his car, a dilapidated old Honda he affectionately called “Baby.” He needed me to. I was kind of like his bodyguard, and the body I was guarding him from was Vickie Parker. Just a glimpse of her with her boyfriend Barry Evers was enough to guarantee Ted would sulk the whole drive home. He’d been crushing on her, like, forever. It was really pathetic, especially since as far as she was concerned, he might as well have not existed.

“Hey, Ben.”

Ted’s brother Adrian and his friend Tyler Haynes were passing by me.

“Hey, Squirt. Hey, Tyler.”

Tyler nodded, and Adrian said, “See you back at the ranch.”

“Try to stay out of trouble between now and then,” I said.

He looked over his shoulder, stuck out his tongue, and smiled.

Adrian always caught a ride home with Tyler—or more precisely, Tyler’s brother Toby—instead of with Ted and me. After Toby got his license, he volunteered to pick Tyler up from middle school, which would save Mrs. Haynes the trouble, and just happened to guarantee Mr. Haynes would buy him that old clunker he wanted. It also meant Adrian got a ride home in the process. Nowadays, because he and Tyler were on the soccer team and often had practice after school, he still rode with them, which was fine with Ted. As far as he was concerned, Adrian was insufferable. But that was more out of jealousy than anything Adrian actually did. Good grades didn’t come as easy for Ted as it did for Adrian.

I, on the other hand, thought Adrian was nice. He could be stubborn if he really wanted his way about something, but that didn’t happen too often. And he made up for it by being as smart as a whip and having a great sense of humor. He was one of those kids who seemed to be able to do it all. He’d placed out of two freshman classes and was taking biology instead of earth science, and psychology on top of that. Smart kid.

As he and Tyler melded in with the crowd of departing students, I gave them the obligatory once-over and sighed. No doubt about it, we’ve definitely got some cute guys in the freshman crop this year.

Adrian had the same sandy-brown hair as Ted, but he wore it longer and shaggier, like a skater. I’d always thought he was cute, and that was before he’d hit that growth spurt over the past summer. Now, he was almost as tall as Ted, and thanks to soccer, he was really filling out quite nicely.

Tyler was barely taller than Adrian and gangling, with close-cropped wiry black hair. He was kind of cute in a kiddie sort of way. But while Tyler looked cute, Adrian was just plain hot. With that solid build, that beautiful face, and those rich brown eyes with the distinctive green ring in the irises, he could have hypnotized the dead.

“One of these days, that boy’s going to make some lucky girl very happy.”

As I lost sight of Adrian and Tyler, Ted came marching towards me, stuffing a history book in his bag. He flung the bag over his shoulder, barely missing some poor sophomore, and stormed off to his car. I gave the kid an apologetic smile before running off after him.

“I can’t believe old Boone’s given us another paper to write.”

“Well, I did warn you,” I said, falling in next to him. “You should have taken something else. Like you could have signed up for Humanities. You’d have as many papers, but at least they’d be about interesting things.”

“Yeah, interesting to someone like you maybe.”

We were passing the last bus waiting to pull out onto the access road when I spied her.

Uh-oh. Better think quick. But it was already too late. At that same moment, Ted looked up to see Vickie Parker standing next to Barry Evers in front of his car—a flashy import. They were having a very serious conversation, and Ted looked up just in time to see them hug each other…and to see Vickie give Barry a kiss.

Ted jerked his head away, glued his eyes on the pavement in front of him, and quickened his pace.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. So much for a pleasant ride home.

If not for the grunge song that came over the radio halfway to Ted’s house, the trip would have been even more miserable than it was. But you could always count on Nirvana to distract Ted. On the other hand, it came at a price—Ted trying to mimic Kurt Cobain’s raspy voice on songs he didn’t know the words to.

The Honda came to a stop in front of the Douglas house. Ted waited for two cars to pass, and turned into the driveway. I followed him inside, and we wandered through the living room to the kitchen.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Mrs. Douglas.”

“Hello, boys; there are muffins on the counter.”

Ted grabbed one.

“Thank you, Mrs. Douglas,” I said, “but I’m going to have to pass. I’m trying to watch my weight.”

I had always liked Ted’s mom, partly because she’d always been nice to me. From the beginning, she kind of figured out I was, shall we say, “different” from Ted’s other friends, but she was supportive of our friendship anyway. She also had the same brown eyes with green rings that Adrian alone had been lucky enough to inherit. Ted and his older brother Eric had the plain old garden-variety brown ones like their father. Now, he—Mr. Douglas, that is—didn’t share his wife’s generous view of me at all. He had picked up on the fact that I was different too, and he clearly didn’t approve. But other than a few random homophobic comments, he liked to pretend I didn’t exist. I guess he thought if he ignored me long enough, I’d go away.

I followed Ted upstairs to his room. It still felt strange not going further down the hall to the room he used to share with Adrian. But when Eric left for college, it was agreed Ted would take his old room, and Eric would double up with Adrian on the rare occasions when he came home.

Ted dropped his book bag on the bed and put on a Pixies CD. We pulled out our copies of Huckleberry Finn, which we were reading for Literature, the one class we shared with Hope and Doris.

We hadn’t been at it long when the phone rang. Ted started to reach for it, but it shut off in mid-ring, so we continued reading. A moment later, there was a double knock, and the door opened just far enough for Adrian to stick his head in.

“Ben, your mom called. She wants you to go home.”

I checked the time—three forty-five—and wondered what was up. It was unusual for Mom to be home that early. Normally, I hung out with Ted until about five o’clock and got home just before she did.

Gathering my things, I said goodbye to Ted and closed the door on my way out.

Adrian’s door was open, and the strains of the Divinyls’ “I Touch Myself” were drifting out into the hall. The stairs were in the opposite direction, but I couldn’t resist the temptation to double back and rib him over listening to such sexy music.

I came to the doorway and was about to make a sarcastic remark but stopped, completely thunderstruck by what I saw. Adrian was swaying to the music, swiveling his hips, and lip-synching. And except for the towel wrapped around his waist, he was totally naked. The sight of his broad solid pecs, firm abs, and smooth but muscular legs was mesmerizing.

In less than a second, my cheeks were on fire, and I was tingling all over. The whole display was taking me, emotionally and physically, to a place I knew I shouldn’t go. But I was helpless to stop what it was doing to me. All I could do was stand there and gawk, while my hormones shifted into overdrive.

As the song got to the part where Chrissy Amphlett just recites the lyrics, Adrian turned and caught sight of me practically drooling over him. He froze in place and looked down at the floor, his cheeks glowing as bright as mine must have been. But after a second, he straightened up, looked into my eyes with a timid smile, and cleared his throat.

“You…uh…don’t want to keep your mother waiting, Ben. You better get home.”

Still blushing, but also still smiling, he sauntered past me to the bathroom. Then he turned back, made a kissy face at me, and closed the door. It took me a couple of seconds to come down, and I had to take a deep, slow breath before turning to go.

A five-block walk separated my house from the Douglas’s, and right then, I needed every inch of it. That little show had left me really…uh…moved. It had just been so hot. And that particular song—wow! Let’s just say if Colby Ryder ever danced around and lip-synched to a song like that, I’d have been ready to do anything he wanted—not that I wouldn’t have anyway.

But Colby hadn’t been the one who’d just sent my hormones stampeding; Adrian had. I’d never have dreamed seeing him dance like that would have affected me so…hard. I’d known this kid since he was six, and the last time I’d seen him without a shirt on, he’d been as skinny as a rake. But the boy I’d just seen—the young man I found dancing so seductively—could have passed for a junior, or even a senior. And seeing him with nothing on but a towel—he was so hot. His body was guaranteed to get a reaction. And he obviously saw the reaction he was getting from me.

But the way he smiled after he noticed me watching him—it was so innocent and coy, but somehow suggestive and teasing too. It was almost like he liked the idea of me perving over him.

No, he was probably just trying to downplay an awkward situation. He didn’t want to admit I embarrassed him. And boy, it had to be embarrassing for him—it certainly was for me. If anybody had ever caught me like that, I’d have dug a hole to hide in and never come out.

The whole situation had been so awkward. I mean, I’d known Adrian so long he was almost like a little brother to me, but seeing him dancing had been so hot. The way he looked, the way he’d made me feel, the kind of thoughts I was still trying not to think—I really needed to put it all out of my mind.

But it wasn’t going to be easy.

 

AFTER CROSSING THE final street, I walked around the house to the back door as usual. Mom was at the counter scribbling something on a notepad. Her bag was on the table, and she was still wearing her office clothes. Her lips were pursed, which usually meant something was bothering her.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Ben, we’ve got a problem.”

“What’d I do?”

She sighed. “You didn’t do anything. No, I’ve got to go to Petersburg. Your grandfather’s in the hospital again.”

“Grandpa Marty?” I said, grabbing a chair. “What’s happened?”

“He had another fall.” She peeked inside one of the cabinets and added a note to the pad. “Luckily, he didn’t break a hip this time, but he did manage to knock his head and crack a couple of ribs.”

“That sounds serious.”

“Well, it is, but I won’t know how serious until I get there. The doctor said he’s okay, but she wanted me to come down to discuss things.”

“When are you leaving?”

“In the morning. I’m making a list of things you’ll need to get for meals while I’m away. And, Ben, I’m depending on you to do the cooking. Let’s not tempt fate and let your father try to cook again. And make sure he stays on his diet.”

“How long are you going to be gone?”

“I don’t know. But something’s got to be done. Your grandfather can’t keep going on like this. We’ve got to make some kind of long-term arrangements for him.”

She jotted down one more addition to her list, went to her bag, fetched her credit card, and grabbed the spare keys to her car from a hook on the bulletin board.

“Here. Go to the store and pick these things up. Tonight, we’ll order Chinese, but you’ll need these other things for later. I’ll make up a menu schedule while you’re out.”

 

BY THE TIME I got back, my father was home. He and Mom were in deep conversation when I brought in the first couple of sacks. It took me several more trips to bring everything in, so I only picked up bits and pieces of the exchange.

“I just don’t know what I’m going to do with him…”

“He’s a proud man. The very notion’s going to be hard on him…”

“Things can’t keep going on like this…”

“We’ve got to do something…”

“Stick to the menu, and no snitching, now. I mean it.”

They both helped me put the groceries and supplies away, and we ordered dinner.

While we ate, they discussed different options they thought might have to be considered, but it was all hypothetical since, until Mom talked with the doctors, we didn’t know what might be out of the question. One thing was clear though: Mom didn’t want Grandpa living alone much longer.




Chapter Two

I GLANCED AT the calendar. Thursday, October eighth. It was hard to believe, but Mom had been in Petersburg for a whole month, and tomorrow would mark the beginning of a second. At first, we’d assumed she’d only be gone for a few days. But complications in Grandpa’s recovery had kept him in the hospital. His cracked ribs were taking longer to heal than the doctors had anticipated, and Mom mentioned something about him showing symptoms they couldn’t diagnose with confidence until his fall was ruled out as the cause. Each time she called, I could tell by the tone of her voice the stress was really getting to her.

She wasn’t the only one.

A whole month had slipped by, and there I was again, staring at the dinner schedule on the refrigerator door. It had become a routine: Come home from school, check the menu, get out anything that needed defrosting, and set the table. And like every other day since Mom left, I dreamed of hearing the phone ring and her saying she’d be coming home soon.

My life had turned into a real drudge, and after a month of playing Feed the Daddy, I was more than ready for that little chore to be over. Don’t get me wrong. I may not have been anywhere near a world-class chef, but I wasn’t that bad either. I’d certainly not given Dad any reason to complain about the quality of his suppers in Mom’s absence. But it seemed like every other day he tried to talk me into cooking things he wasn’t supposed to have.

And not only did I have to cook the meals and try to keep him on his diet, but there was also the little issue of household chores to deal with. Technically, Dad and I were sharing them—which effectively meant I was doing everything. It made me feel guilty, but I couldn’t help being jealous of my sister Eliana who was off enjoying the freedom of her first year at Dickerson University. Meanwhile, there I was, stuck keeping house.

I pulled a couple of fish filets from the freezer. The night’s menu called for baking them in butter—a surefire winner with my father. And since it was such an easy recipe, I decided I had enough time to kick back and watch a little music on TV.

I flopped down on the living room couch, hit the remote, and immediately cheered. The first video to come up was Annie Lennox. I really liked her.

As the video played, my mind began to drift, and before I knew it, my thoughts had turned to Adrian—again. There I was, remembering every second of him dancing so seductively the night before Mom left for Petersburg.

On that particular evening, the news about Grandpa had temporarily put the incident out of my mind—at least until bedtime. But the next morning, when I showed up for my ride with Ted, the sight of Adrian decked out in a pullover and soccer shorts greeted me. He looked so good in them it took my breath away. His good-morning was friendly and innocent, but my body reacted as if it was a sexy come-on. There was no way I could avoid being, and looking, obviously turned on. And it didn’t help that I couldn’t stop myself from staring at those firm thighs and the way his knee socks accentuated the curve of his calves. His smile was bashful, but those hypnotic eyes had a teasing, almost seductive glint that had me totally bewitched. Luckily, the Toby-mobile pulled up at that moment, giving me a few minutes to compose myself before Ted came out.

But later that morning, Adrian passed me in the hall and winked. It was especially embarrassing because Hope and Ted were with me. Ted missed it entirely, which wasn’t surprising—he liked to pretend Adrian didn’t exist at school. I wasn’t sure about Hope though. She may not have caught the wink, but she definitely noticed me blushing soon after it happened and flashed me an amused grin. Then that afternoon, I was on my way to Humanities when Adrian passed me again, smiling and nodding, which convinced me he was doing it on purpose to tease me.

As the week progressed, it seemed every time I saw Adrian, he smiled or winked in a way almost calculated to remind me of that night. But by Monday of the following week, the novelty must have worn off for him because he was back to acting normal, like it was all forgotten. For me, on the other hand, it took a month to stop focusing on how hot he looked every time I saw him. It hadn’t been easy. But lying there watching music videos, I congratulated myself that I’d finally put the whole thing behind me…except for the fact that, once again, there I was, rock hard and thinking about him. No doubt about it, I’ve got to find a boyfriend.

 

THE THUD OF a car door closing told me Dad was home. I turned off the TV and met him just as he was coming in through the kitchen door.

“Hey, Dad. How was your day?”

“Not bad,” he said, going to the sink to wash his hands. “You have a good day?”

“Ugh. It was school. What do you think?” (He always smiled when I said things like that. I guess in his day, school was a lot less stressful.)

I had just set the oven to preheat, when the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ben, it’s me.”

“Hey, Mom. How’s Grandpa Marty doing?”

“It’s complicated. Is your father home yet?”

“Yeah, he’s right here.”

“Let me talk to him.”

I gave Dad the phone.

“Hey, Sweetheart, what’s up? How’s Marty?” He listened for a few seconds.

“Well, that’s good news. Ben, your grandfather’s being discharged.”

Dad and I shared a high five. (For me, it was a double cause to celebrate. It meant Mom would be coming home soon and my kitchen duties would be over.)

But then he frowned. “I see. Well, what do the doctors recommend?”

There was a long pause before he spoke again.

“There’s no way Marty would go for that. What’s the other option?”

A very long pause followed that question.

“Margot, you don’t have to convince me… No, of course I don’t mind. Under the circumstances, I’m sure he’ll do a lot better… Right, the senior center would be perfect, lots of people around his age.”

Senior center? I had a mental image of Grandpa being sentenced to life in some old folks prison. Not only would it be horrible for him, but sooner or later, I’d have to go with Mom and Dad to visit him there—something I didn’t want to even think about.

“Okay, Sweetheart. Take care. I’ll talk to you Sunday.”

Dad hung up the phone and turned to me.

“Well, it looks like Grandpa Marty’s got some health issues that mean he can’t live alone any longer.”

“What kind of health issues?

“First, he’s got emphysema—”

“That’s a kind of lung cancer, isn’t it?”

“Not exactly, but it does affect the lungs, and there’s no cure for it. Second, according to the doctors, he’s showing the early signs of Alzheimer’s disease. That means his forgetfulness will get worse over time.”

“So…he’s going to an old folks’ home?”

“That was the original idea, but when the doctors suggested it, he flat out refused, and you know your grandfather—next to your mother, he’s the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. But if he can’t stay on his own, and he won’t go to a home, there’s only one other option. He’s going to come live with us. We’ll set him up in the guest room—it’ll be almost like having his own little apartment since it’s got its own bathroom.”

I put a stick of butter in the casserole dish and shoved it in the oven while Dad went to take a shower before supper.

The idea of Grandpa living with us made me apprehensive. Because my grandparents lived in Petersburg, I’d never been very close to them. Except for my mother, I didn’t have a thing in common with them. It also didn’t help that Grandpa was always grousing that I wasn’t into sports. And for as long as I could remember, he seemed obsessed with the idea that I should have a girlfriend—two or three actually. When Doris and Hope came to my Bar Mitzvah, he totally embarrassed me by asking which one was my girlfriend—in front of them.

I would have told him I was gay, but Mom was certain he’d blow his top if he ever found out. Whenever we were around him, she always reminded me to keep quiet about it. So having him live with us could make my life complicated, especially if he started asking why I never dated any girls. And God forbid, if I ever did find a boyfriend, he’d be bound to put two and two together eventually. On the other hand, I figured with my luck, I’d probably be middle-aged before I even got a boyfriend for him to find out about.

 

THE NEXT MORNING, Doris and I were sitting in our U.S. government class first period, supposedly working on a presentation. But it was way too early in the day to even think about the Senate’s filibuster rules.

“Have you heard from your mother, Ben?”

“Yeah, she called last night. The good news is my Grandpa’s being discharged next week. The bad news is the doctors strongly advise against him continuing to live alone. My mom said from what she’s seen of his house, she agrees. Apparently, ever since Grandma died, he’s really let the place go. We thought he had a cleaning service come in a couple of times a month, but my mom said it doesn’t look like that’s happened in a long time, if it ever did at all. And she says he’s getting to be kind of forgetful.”

Doris shook her head. “That’s too bad. My grandmother got so forgetful that, in the end, she didn’t even know who I was.”

“Wow. Was she still living at home?”

“No, she was in the old folks’ home by then.”

Our conversation was cut short by Mr. Kormany, who’d snuck up behind us. “How are you coming along on that filibuster presentation?”

We showed him what we had so far, and he harrumphed.

“I suggest the two of you put more effort into researching the topic than in practicing it.”

(The man was always talking in riddles.)

We went back to taking notes, but my mind stayed on Grandpa Marty. As nervous as I was about him moving in with us, I was glad he wasn’t going to an old folks’ home. From the things Doris had told me, the one her grandmother had gone to didn’t do much to help her. Plus, if he went to an old folks’ home, I’d eventually have to visit him there, surrounded by all those creepy old people.

When class ended, we wound our way to the Math and Business wing. I had Economics. Doris had Pre-Calc. (I had Pre-Calc third period.) About halfway there, we crossed paths with Hope. She was on her way to the M-B wing too, for study hall.

I don’t know which I’d have hated worse, having study hall second period, or having it anytime with Ms. Antallen. I had suffered through two years running of both Algebra and Geometry with her, and that was enough for anybody.

We stopped off at Doris’s locker so she could get her book, and while we were waiting, Ted came walking up to us. He was on his way to Chemistry from Pre-Calc, and he was smiling—a rarity for a man coming out of Pre-Calc.

(That’s right. The three of us had the same course at three different times—with three different teachers, which made studying together impossible. Thanks for nothing, Chadham High.)

“Well, look at you,” Hope said, smiling up at Ted. “What did you do, ace a pop quiz or something?”

“Nope, even better,” he said, beaming. “I aced a chapter test.”

“Woohoo”—she high fived him—”congratulations.”

Doris scoffed at her. “You didn’t congratulate me like that when I aced my pre-calc test Wednesday.”

“That’s not true. You know I did.”

But in fact, she hadn’t. Over the last month or so, I’d noticed that Hope had started paying a lot more attention to anything Ted said or did than me or Doris. She’d also started sharing his enthusiasm for just about everything—except Vickie Parker, that is. I was beginning to suspect she was getting a crush on him.

For the next two hours, I suffered through one of Ms. Penger’s boring economics lectures and a pre-calc test that left me with a headache so bad I could barely see straight. On the way to Lit, I asked Doris for an aspirin. While she rummaged through her bag, I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed the bridge of my nose. She handed me a pill and followed me to the water fountain where I washed it down.

No sooner had I swallowed the pill than she started grinning.

“What’s so funny?”

“That wasn’t an aspirin.”

“What was it?”

“It’s for PMS symptoms,” she said, snickering so hard she was almost cackling.

“Very funny, very funny.”

Nevertheless, within ten or fifteen minutes, my headache was gone, and I was able to take part in a lively classroom debate about Huckleberry Finn. Later, on the way to the lunchroom, I mentioned how quick my headache had gone away, and Doris confessed that the PMS pill was essentially just aspirin and caffeine. Hope and Doris sniggered, and Ted found the thought of a “gay boy” taking a PMS pill hilarious.

We ended up eating in the lunchroom—not that we wanted to, but it had been drizzling on and off all morning, and the patio was soaked.

The gloomy weather outside, the low roar of all the people around us, and the unsavory odors emanating from the kitchen made for a depressing lunch period. Hope and Ted were going on and on about how much business homework they always had. After a full fifteen minutes of it, Doris rolled her eyes and jumped in to change the subject.

“We should go see a movie this weekend.”

“Great idea,” Ted said, straightening up. “The new Galactic Battleship movie is opening tonight—Galactic Battleships Under Siege. It’s going to be fantastic.”

She moaned. “Ugh, not another one. Those Galactic Battleship movies are so dull.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “They’re not that dull. And that guy who plays General Sterman is hot.”

“Yeah, well maybe,” she said with a shrug. “But it’ll be too crowded. We should wait and go some other time.”

“We can go tomorrow night,” Ted said, dumping salt all over his food.

Doris rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“Okay then, what do you want to do, Doris?” Ted wasn’t ready to give up on Galactic Battleships so easily.

“We could hang out at the mall.”

“Awe, no,” Ted said. “I’d rather hang out with my aunt Mary.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing Galactic Battleships even if it is crowded,” Hope said, flicking her hair to one side. “Adventure movies are always more fun in a full house.”

Doris looked to me for support.

“I don’t really care either way.”

“So Galactic Battleships it is,” Ted said with a triumphant grin.

Doris rolled her eyes. “Okay, but at least let’s wait and go tomorrow night, and you’re springing for wings at Chicken Feathers.”

“I’m so tired of Chicken Feathers,” Ted whined. “Couldn’t we go to Tino’s instead? I hear this weekend, they’re running a special on spaghetti, with endless breadsticks.”

I groaned. “Everything at Tino’s is so greasy, and the salad bar sucks.”

“Chicken Feathers it is,” Doris said smugly.

The important matters settled, Ted and Hope went back to complaining about homework.

 

AROUND ELEVEN THIRTY Saturday, we emerged from the theater into the chilly night air along with two hundred or so other people. So much for our idea to skip opening night in the hope of a smaller crowd. Doris and Ted’s cars were parked at the far end of the lot, but I didn’t care. At least the walk gave our clothes time to air out. The maxed-out theater had been hot and stuffy, and it took a while to get the smell of popcorn and body odor out of my nostrils.

As for the movie itself, I suppose it had its moments, but overall, it was a letdown for me—hardly any General Sterman, and zero shirtless General Sterman. Doris didn’t seem to have been very impressed either. She fidgeted in her seat the whole time and bolted to the exit the second it was over. I guess it could have been worse though. We could have had to sit through Captain Ron again. I doubted she’d ever forgive Ted for talking us into seeing that one.

She and I were lagging behind Ted and Hope who were already about halfway to the cars. It had gone without question that Ted would love the movie no matter what. That Hope would love it almost as much as he did was the surprise of the evening. There she was, weaving her way next to him, shoulder bumping him every now and then, and happy as a clam, comparing notes on their favorite scenes.

A guy sprinted past Doris and me and banged on the trunk of a car inching to the street with music blaring. Someone opened one of the back seat doors, and he jumped in.

Doris smiled. “Nice ass.”

“I’d certainly give it a nine.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. That was a solid ten if it was anything.”

“It was good all right, but I’ve seen better.”

“You’ve seen better? Where?”

“Around.”

“Oh, I forgot. The sun rises and sets on Colby Ryder’s ass, doesn’t it?”

“Doris, believe me—the sight of Colby Ryder in the locker room is proof positive there is a God.”

She laughed, and we kept walking. But not three steps later, she grabbed my arm and pulled me to one side.

“Ben, do you see that?”

“See what?”

She nodded her head to one side. “That.”

I followed her nod to where Hope and Ted were leaning against the hood of Doris’s car.

“Look at them. I knew it. They’re falling in love.”

I’d always suspected that underneath Doris’s down-to-earth, take-charge shell lurked a hopeless romantic.

“Doris…”

“Listen, listen. Think up an excuse for you and me to stay out so Ted will have to give her a ride home.”

“Are you crazy? I’m ready for bed now. And what if the two of them decide they want to stay out with us? It’s ridiculous.”

“Oh, come on.”

“No.”

“Oh pooh,” she said, stomping her foot before following me to the cars.

But knowing her like I did, I was certain I’d not heard the end of this.

 

AT QUARTER AFTER three, Sunday afternoon, I was staring at the freezer, debating what to set out to thaw, when I heard cars coming to a stop in the driveway. I went to the door. Mom was getting out of her car, and Dad’s car was pulling to a stop next to it. They were early. I hadn’t expected them until much closer to six. My plan had been to decide on something for supper, set things in motion, and be ready to treat everyone once they arrived.

Mom and Dad had talked on the phone for nearly a half hour the day before, and when Dad hung up, he shook his head.

“Ben, I’ve got to go to Petersburg tomorrow morning. Your mother’s having a hard time convincing your grandfather to come live with us. She needs me to help talk him into it.”

“You’re not going to be gone for a month too, are you?”

“No,” he said with a chuckle. “One way or the other, we’ll be home by dinner time tomorrow night at the latest—with Grandpa Marty.”

“You want me to look around for some rope and handcuffs?”

“Let’s hope it won’t come to that. Marty’s just going to have to face reality.”

And so Dad had left for Petersburg early that morning, and true to his word, here they all were. From the look of Mom’s creased brow and less than happy expression as she shut the car door, I could tell it had been a hard sell.

Grandpa Marty got out of the car and stretched. It had been almost a year since I’d last seen him, and time had taken its toll. He couldn’t have been much over five foot six—barely taller than Doris—but he looked even smaller now. His hairline sat higher on his pate than I remembered, and what hair he did have was much grayer. But at seventy-three, I figured that kind of thing came with the territory.

I stepped outside.

“Hey, Mom, Dad. Hey, Grandpa.”

Grandpa Marty looked at me with a puzzled expression like he didn’t recognize me—but then again, I’d had a pretty good growth spurt since the last time he’d seen me.

“Benjie,” he said in a half-questioning tone.

I smiled and nodded.

“Look at you,” he said, squeezing my arm before giving me a full hug. “My little boy’s all grown up now. And I bet the girls can’t keep their eyes off you—or their hands, eh?”

Mom rolled her eyes and said, “Ben, why don’t you show Grandpa to the guest room?”

He turned to pick up a suitcase, but I stepped forward.

“That’s okay, Grandpa, I got it.”

I threw one suitcase under my arm and grabbed two more. From the number of them, it looked like Mom and Dad had gotten most, if not all, of his clothes.

“Did you have a nice drive down, Grandpa?”

He looked over at me like he’d forgotten I was there. Then he kind of snapped out of it and waved his hand contemptuously.

“A nice drive? It took forever, and the roads are horrible these days. And your mother hit every single pothole between Petersburg and Chadham.”

Mom cut me a pained look that told me the trip wouldn’t have gone fast enough for her if they’d flown home from Petersburg.

“Come on in, Grandpa.”

I walked to the kitchen steps, set down a suitcase and opened the door, grabbed the suitcase again and went inside. Grandpa followed me.

We passed through the dining and living rooms, turned up the side hall, and came to the guest room. I’d put fresh sheets on the bed and given everything a good dusting the day before. The little living area was arranged in a neat and tidy layout, and I had made sure to give it a good spraying with air freshener.

Grandpa came in and looked around.

“You guys must have made real good time,” I said, setting the suitcases down near the closet. “I didn’t expect you for at least another couple of hours,”

Dad came in, lugging three more suitcases.

“Your mother had things all packed by the time I got there.”

He gave me a quick glance and cut his eyes back to the hallway.

“I’ll be right back, Grandpa,” I said, sidestepping him and my father.

As I started down the hall, Dad said, “Marty, how do you like the room? We had it painted since the last time you and Ilana were here.”

Ilana was my grandma. My sister Eliana was named after her. I was fourteen when Grandma died. The last time she and Grandpa Marty had stayed with us was the year before that.
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