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prologue


“Words have power,” Ms. MacTraugh told the students of Walt Whitman High’s Gay-Straight Alliance. She made it sound more like a dare than a statement. “Today, how about if each of you writes a brief essay?”


“Not another paper,” groaned a boy with lemon-tinted glasses.


A girl wearing a rainbow-bead necklace raised her hand. “Do we have to pass them in?”


“Only if you want to. The idea is to help you connect with your lives. Describe what’s going on for you in school, your family. Write about your hopes and dreams—whatever is most important for you.”


The rainbow-beaded girl chewed on her pen, thinking. A boy with a butterfly tattooed on his forearm gazed skyward out the window.


Three other boys began eagerly writing.


Nelson Glassman


Oy vey. What a freaking senior year! Our petite opera de soap started in September, with Kyle and I going to the queer youth group downtown, like we do every boring Saturday. Except guess who walks into the meeting for the first time? Megajock Jason from school.


Kyle’s always had the hots for him. Ever since freshman year hes been all about Jason, Jason, Jason! Gag me.


I’d said a million times, “Old Jason’s a closet case.” But did Kyle believe me?


After that meeting he did. Overnight he and Jason became, like, best buds—and I became a vague memory. The story of my heartbreak life.


Well, maybe I exaggerate. Kyle didn’t totally dump me. I guess I just assumed he and I would always be the heartbeat of each other’s universe. But now he had Jason.


And me? The closest I’d ever gotten to romance was a warm computer screen. You know—chatting up guys on the Net, exchanging pics, all that crap.


Here I was, seventeen-years old, bashed every day at school for being gay, and still a virgin. How pathetic is that?


So, one night I decided to real-life hook up with a dude. You should’ve seen his JPEG. Total boner magnet. The most amazing part was, it was his real photo!


We rode his freakin’ motorcycle to his place and did it—the full boink—my first time. It was so incredible! Except. . . I, um, sort of forgot to use a condom? Well, not exactly forgot. I knew I was supposed to, but. . . come on, do you seriously think I was going to stop in the middle of virginity-losing-hormone-raging-passion and bridle it with a condom? Hel-lo! Teenage boy here! Ever heard of testosterone? It’s worse than drugs.


After that night, things really got gnarly. Mom weaseled out of me what had happened and freaked. She jelled. She cried. She told me how she’d trusted me. Major drama. I felt so bad, I wanted to crawl beneath my sheets and never come out.


Anyway, she hauled my depressed butt to the doc, who said it would be a while before I could get an accurate HIV test result. I have to go back soon.


As for Motorcycle Dude? Never saw his hottie face again. After we’d done it he told me he had a lover. Ouch! Just toss me out with the garbage.


The one sunny spot in this supermess is Jeremy, a boy I’ve met at the queer youth group. Omigod, he’s so cute—and kick-ass sweet!


I never thought he’d be interested in me, but we’ve gone out twice so far. He’s a year and something older than me. I’m bouncing off walls, totally crushed on him. Mom hasn’t met him yet. She wants to, but there’s one teensy-weensy detail. . . he’s HIV positive?


Yeah, yeah. I know what you’re thinking. But there’s no way I’m going to stop dating him. I don’t give a crap what anyone says. I’m almost eighteen.


Besides, if I turn out to test poz too, then it’s no big deal, right? Except. .. I’m not sure I’m ready to deal with that.


Oh God, please don’t let me have it. Not now! Not when for once in my boring life things are staring to look up.


Kyle Meeks


I first realized I was different in seventh grade, when my friends started being interested in girls. And I wasn’t.


About the same time, all the boys started joking about “queers” and “homos.” At first I laughed along, not really understanding, until I realized they were talking about people like. . . me.


I broke out in such a sweat that day my teacher sent me to the nurse’s office.


Almost every afternoon for the rest of middle school, I spent hours alone in my room, pacing, examining my every movement in the mirror, telling myself I wasn’t going to be this way. I felt so lonely I wanted to die.


Then came high school, where I met Nelson. And my whole world changed.


He’s like no one I’ve ever known—out and outrageous, totally okay with who he is. He became the best friend I’d always longed for—someone who knew and accepted me, no matter what. I’d do anything for him.


When he first told me about his unsafe sex episode I wanted to clobber him. Now I mostly worry what his HIV result will be... and about his dating Jeremy.


High school is also where I first laid eyes on Jason Carrillo. He was a star athlete, in a clique I could never join, and had a girlfriend. I never thought I had any real hope with him. But still, I could dream. Every time I saw him in the hall with his arm around Debra, I thought: What I wouldn’t give to be her.


The afternoon when he walked into the Rainbow Youth meeting downtown, I nearly fell off my chair.


After that, one day I gave him a ride home from school. I think he was as nervous as I was. He kept biting his nails. He said that in order to stay on the basketball team he needed to get his algebra grade up, so I immediately offered to help. Math is my best subject—what I want to major in.


A few weeks later he invited me to his house. He told me he’d broken up with Debra. I felt bad about it, but I also wanted to whoop and holler.


Then, things really got moving fast. We went to the movies and held hands. My heartfelt like it would burst from my chest. A few weeks later I somehow mustered the boldness to kiss him. And he kissed me back.


Then one evening when we were supposed to go out, his dad left home. We were alone in his house. I’d never seen Jason cry. Before I knew it, we were making love.


Ever since, I’ve walked around singing and bumping into things. I can’t help it. My mom and dad look at me like I’m crazy.


This past fall I finally came out to them. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. My mom cried that she’d never have grandkids. My dad argued all this stuff about it being a choice—the wrong choice. I told him it’s not like I asked to be gay. It’s just the way lam.


We’re getting through it—some days better than others. At least they like Jason. Sometimes it seems as if Dad likes him better than he likes me. After all, Jason is the star athlete Dad always hoped I’d be.


Jason even got a basketball scholarship to Tech. That’s where I’d applied, too, even before all this happened. Every day I check the mail for my acceptance, wishing it would hurry.


My dad also insisted I apply to his alma mater, Princeton. My grades are good, but I doubt I’ll get accepted there. It’s one of the top math programs in the country—where Einstein lectured! Of course I’d love to go there, but.. .


My dream is for Jason and me to go to college together. Who knows? By the time we graduate, gay marriage might even be legal. Jason and I could have a house in the ‘burbs. Maybe adopt kids. My mom could be a grandmom after all.


That’s my dream. And every time I’m with Jason, I feel like it’s coming true.


Jason Carrillo


So far senior year has been the five best months of my life—and the worst.


It really began spring of junior year, when I saw an ad in our high school paper for the Rainbow Youth Group. It took me all summer to build up my nerve to go. I was so confused—beyond confused.


On the one hand, I had a girlfriend who I loved. Debra and I had been dating for two-years. We had sex and everything. I enjoyed it, except. . . at night I’d have dreams.. . about guys.


I tried to convince myself that I wasn’t gay—that what I was going through was just a phase. My image of being gay was someone like Nelly—I mean, Nelson—someone kind of girlish. I definitely wasn’t like that. And I didn’t want to be.


Part of it also had to do with my dad and what happened with my friend Tommy when I was little, and how my dad beat me up for it afterward.


My dad’s a jerk—totally out of control. I don’t know what his problem is. It goes beyond his temper, beyond his drinking. It’s as if someone did something to him when he was a kid and he thinks that gives him the right to take it out on the world—especially me.


But with everything going on, I couldn’t take his beating up on me anymore.


I finally stood up to him. And I came out. You should have seen the look on his face when he heard his son was a maricón.


He moved out, telling me I was disgusting. But I think it was also a machismo thing—because I’d been able to deck him. I hate to admit it, but I kind of feel sorry for him. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he’s gone and hope he never comes back. But sometimes I wonder if he could ever accept me. Not that I care if he does.


I’m going to live my life the way I want. I don’t care if anybody thinks I’m disgusting or worthless. I know myself that I’m worth something.


I do feel bad about how everything turned out with Debra, though. I didn’t mean to hurt her, but I know I did, and I couldn’t blame her for hating me. I felt so happy later when she said that she still wanted to be friends. She means a lot to me.


Throughout all this, I’ve tried to keep focused on the one thing that’s always helped me get through life—basketball. So far this season our team is 19 and 1. Coach Cameron says if we keep it up, we could be state champions again. It would be our secondyear in a row!


I want to come out to Coach, but I’m kind of scared. What would he say? And what if the team finds out? Coach and the team have been among the most important people in my life. If it weren’t for them, I’m not sure I would’ve made it.


And another thing about coming out: What would happen with my scholarship to Tech? And if I lost that, what would happen to Kyle and me?


I’d known Kyle since freshman year as the shy kid with glasses. When we passed in the hall, I’d say “Wha’s up?” but that was about it. I knew he hung out with Nelson, but I never suspected Kyle was gay. He looked too normal.


When I saw him at the Rainbow meeting, it totally blew me away. I thought, If someone like him is okay with being gay, then maybe I could be, too.


I decided to get to know him. While he helped me with math I told him things I’d never dared tell anyone—not even Debra or my best friend, Corey. And each time we got together, we became closer.


Man, so much has changed this year! I’ve changed so much.


If you’d told me a year ago that I’d hold hands, or kiss, or actually do it with another guy, I would’ve said you were loco. But that was before I got to know Kyle.


I like him a lot. He’s good-hearted, smart, plus he has a great swimmer’s bod. We’ve even told each other, “I love you,” if you can believe that!


But sometimes I get nervous. I wonder, What does it mean to say that to a guy?


This is all so new to me. Every day I ask myself, What’s going to happen next? And I just hope I don’t screw it all up. 




chapter 1


jason nelson kyle


“Do you realize,” Nelson said, hopping into a pair of freshly washed jeans, “it’s my third date with Jeremy and we still haven’t had sex?”


“I’ll call the Guinness Book of Records,” Kyle mumbled as he searched Nelson’s jumbled sock drawer for a matching set. “You are going to wait till after your HIV test, right?”


Nelson groaned. Why did Kyle always have to bring up the serious crap? He’d invited him over to help him dye his hair, not lecture him.


“Yeah, yeah. Chillax.” Nelson yanked up his zipper and gazed in the mirror at his flame-blue hair. “You think it’s too bright?”


“Nah.” Kyle grinned a crooked smile and tossed him the socks. “Not if he wears sunglasses.”


“Thanks! Like I’m not nervous enough already.” Nelson pulled the socks on. “Hey, turn this song up!”


While Kyle cranked the stereo, Nelson danced in front of the mirror, tugging a shirt on and tearing it off again. A knock thudded at the door. “Yeah?” Nelson shouted.


His mom leaned into the room, and then reeled. “Oh, no! Honey, your hair!”


“You like it?” He took her hand and twirled her in his arms—first in one direction, then the other—until she patted her chest, out of breath.


“So when are you going to invite this boy over?” she asked, turning the stereo down, while Nelson buttoned his most recent shirt.


“Yeah, right. For what? To play Scrabble?”


“No! So I can meet him.” She began returning the shirts on the bed to hangers as Kyle handed them to her.


“Are you afraid I won’t like him?” she asked. “Or is there something you’re not telling me?”


“Jeez, Mom! Don’t you trust me?”


Granted, he hadn’t told her about Jeremy’s HIV yet. But what difference did it make since they weren’t having sex? Yet.


Kyle stared expectantly at Nelson, silently mouthing the words “Tell her.”


“Okay.” Nelson let out a deep sigh. “Mom, I need to tell you something. You should know. He’s . . . this is really hard for me to say ...”


His mom and Kyle stopped their shirt hanging as Nelson choked up.


“He’s . . . really a girl named Francine. I think I’m straight.”


Kyle rolled his eyes. Nelson’s mom shook her head with resignation.


“Gotta go!” Nelson grabbed his leather jacket, tossing his mom an air kiss. “Kyle, can you give me a ride to the metro? Please? I’m so late.”


*    *    *    


    As Kyle pulled into the station driveway he asked, “When are you going to tell her?”


“I’ll tell her,” Nelson said. “Just not yet.” He reached over and squeezed Kyle’s shoulder. “Let me enjoy it a while, okay?”


Kyle nodded. “But no more jokes, all right? Say hi to Jeremy for me.”


*    *    *    

When Nelson’s subway reached his destination, he bounded off the train, wishing he’d brought Jeremy something to make up for being late. As he passed a convenience store he darted inside. On the counter stood a vase of cellophane-wrapped individual roses. How cheesy, Nelson thought, but at least it’s something.


In front of the movie multiplex, Jeremy stood waiting, gazing from side to side. He’d grown a cute little brown goatee highlighting his eyes since Nelson last saw him. And his bomber jacket made his shoulders look even hunkier.


“I’m late, aren’t I?” Nelson asked, rushing up. “I’m sorry.” He quickly handed Jeremy the rose. “For you. Hey, I like your goatee.”


Jeremy gave a little pout. “Thanks.” He glanced at the top of Nelson’s head. “I like your hair.”


“Oh, thanks.” Nelson grinned back, ogling.


“Why are you staring?” Jeremy asked.


“Um, just glad to see you.”


Blushing, Jeremy glanced at his watch. “Well, the movie sold out.”


“Oops. Sorry.” Nelson tried to think fast how to unwreck their date. “How about if we get tickets for the next show and have dinner first?”


“That won’t work.” Jeremy sighed. “I just took my meds. I have to wait before I can eat.”


“Oh.” Nelson remembered that Jeremy had to schedule his meals. Now he really felt like a turd. “Well . . . is there another movie here we can see?”


They checked the schedule board and found a different film. World crisis averted.


At their seats, Jeremy carefully laid aside the rose and dug into his pocket. “I have something for you, too. I remembered all the buttons on your backpack.” He handed Nelson a button that read: 2Q2BSTR8.


“I love it!” Nelson laughed. He pinned the button on to his jacket, wondering if Jeremy really thought he was that cute.


The lights dimmed. It was the second time they’d been to a movie, and Nelson eagerly took hold of Jeremy’s hand.


Jeremy slid his fingers between Nelson’s and squeezed back. This was what Nelson had always wanted—a boyfriend to lean close to . . . if only the HIV issue didn’t keep coming up.


*    *    *    

After the movie, as they walked out into the cool night, Jeremy asked, “What are you in the mood for?”


Nelson responded with a suggestive grin.


Jeremy shook his head, smiling. “I mean to eat.”


“Oh.” Nelson gave a hugely disappointed sigh, then laughed.


Eventually they decided on a pizza parlor.


“What kind of pizza do you like?” Nelson asked, looking over the menu. “Sausage makes me sick. One time, yuck, it was so gross!” Nelson stopped. Why was he jabbering?


Fortunately a waitress interrupted and took their order.


“By the way,” Nelson resumed after she left. “Kyle says hi. We’re both waiting to hear from Tech. I’m sure he got accepted. He’s such a brain. I hope I did, so we can dorm together. Can you imagine if they put me in a room with some straight dude? How do you spell disaster? Do you really like my hair? Some little rug rat on the metro asked if I was from Sesame Street.” Nelson grinned. “It’s such a pain being a supermodel.”


Jeremy laughed, but even so, Nelson reprimanded himself. Queen it down.


He fidgeted with his earrings, continuing: “School sucks, as usual. I’ve got to do some dumb-ass paper on bicameral legislatures. Who gives a crap? Our GSA posters keep getting torn down, but we put more up. My dog has dry skin. I have to put stinky cream on him twice a day. Thrills. That’s my life. Me, me, me, me, me! Enough about me. I want to hear about you. What do you think of me? Just kidding. I’ll shut up.” He made a clamp with his fingers, pinning his lips together.


Jeremy smiled. “School’s fine. I’m taking a psychology class. I really like it.”


The waitress brought their pizza—black olive and mushroom.


“My brother?” Jeremy continued. “The one I live with? He’s traveling a lot for work. My mom and dad went to Florida for the winter. My job at the video store sucks, but at least I get benefits. That’s real important. I have this one friend who’s taking a year off, traveling through Asia. I wish I could do that, but I’ll never be able to. . . .”


There it was again: The Issue.


“I heard they’re coming up with better meds,” Nelson said, trying to cheer things up again.


“Yeah,” Jeremy replied, “but I’d still need to work for insurance to pay for them.”


“That sucks! It’s like slavery.”


“Yeah.” Jeremy shrugged, lifting a slice of pizza.


“I’m supposed to take my test Monday,” Nelson said. “The doctor says it’s been long enough for antibodies to show up.”


Jeremy quietly chewed his pizza slice and then put it down. “I’ve been thinking. ...” His tone sounded uncertain. “What if you test negative?”


Nelson had tried not to think about his result. Naturally he hoped he’d test negative. But then what would happen with his dating Jeremy?


“Well, if I do test neg, it won’t change anything. I’d still want to go out with you.” He looked over at the rose he’d given Jeremy, laying on the checkered tablecloth, wilting. “Are you afraid I’d get it?”


Jeremy nodded. “That’s part of it.”


Nelson shrugged. “But you said you only have safe sex, right?”


“Yeah. But something could happen. A condom could break.”


Nelson grabbed some water to swallow his bite of pizza. “Have you ever actually known anyone who had a condom break?”


“Yeah.” Jeremy nodded. “A couple of people.”


“Oh.” Nelson paused and regrouped. “Well, I’m willing to take my chances. I’ll probably get it eventually anyway. If I do, I’ll go on meds. You do it.”


“And it’s a pain in the ass!” Jeremy’s voice rose with alarm. “It’s not like you get a cold and you can take pills for a week, then it goes away. It’s every day, on schedule, no matter what, for the rest of your entire life!”


His voice continued growing louder. “Until you get it, you have no idea how it changes everything. Hardly a minute goes by when you don’t think about it. And there’s no escaping. You have to deal with it every damn day—forever.”


Nelson wrapped a finger around his silver neck chain. He’d never seen Jeremy so upset.


“Look,” Nelson said soothingly. “I know it’s a big deal.”


“And,“ Jeremy said, still insistent, “if I’m dating someone, it affects him, too. The last negative guy I dated couldn’t handle it.”


“I know the risk I’m taking,” Nelson said. “I can deal with it.”


Even though he tried to sound like he meant it, the truth was he hadn’t really thought about whether or not he’d be able to handle it. He’d just accepted HIV was part of being with Jeremy. And since he was probably going to test positive also, he could only benefit from Jeremy’s experience.


Nelson plucked the rose off the table and stuck it in his water glass.


“I’m sorry,” Jeremy said. “I didn’t mean to vent on you. I guess I’m just anxious about how your test will turn out.”


“Me too,” Nelson said.


They sat silent till Nelson couldn’t stand it any longer. “Can we talk about something else now? Please?”


Jeremy nodded. They discussed the movie, which Nelson thought had a downer ending—the girl left the guy. But Jeremy thought it was more realistic that way.


They talked about their favorite movies. Jeremy liked sci-fi and action pics. Nelson liked romantic comedies and fright flicks—anything conducive to hand-holding.


As for music, Nelson liked just about anything with a beat. “Except country. I hate, hate, hate country!”


Jeremy grinned across the booth at him. “That’s my favorite.”


“Don’t tell me!” Nelson laughed. “Can you excuse me while I go vomit?”


HIV he could deal with, but country? That was a different matter altogether.


*    *    *    

As they left the restaurant, Nelson hoped Jeremy would invite him back to his place. Though it would make Nelson late getting home and his mom would bawl him out, it would be worth it.


But after half a block of looking in store windows, still no hint of invitation had come forth. Precious minutes were passing and Nelson really, really wanted to suck face. He’d heard in safe-sex lectures that the chances of getting HIV through kissing were almost zip.


“Want to go to your place?” he finally blurted out.


Jeremy glanced up from the window display. “It’s kind of late.”


“It’s barely eleven!”


“Yeah, but by the time we get to my place and then you get back home . . . I don’t want to get in trouble with your mom.”


“She’s cool,” Nelson said. “She’s the freakin’ vice president of the PFLAG chapter. She wants to meet you.”


“Have you told her? About my being positive?”


Nelson shut his eyes. Not that again. “She hasn’t even met you yet! Besides, I don’t care what she says. It’s none of her business. I’m not a kid. If she doesn’t like it, tough.”


“She’s your mom, Nelson.” Little worry lines furrowed Jeremy’s brow. “I don’t want to get caught between the two of you.


“I’ll tell her,” Nelson said, fidgeting once again with an earring. “Just not yet. Can she at least meet you first?”


Jeremy sighed. “Okay.”


They continued walking to the metro, Nelson moping inside. As much as he adored Jeremy, sometimes he wanted to make him stop being such a stick-in-the-mud. Couldn’t Jeremy just let himself be crazy in love for one minute?


At the station they paused on the landing amid a throng of people.


Jeremy inhaled the rose in his hand. Then his coffee-colored eyes looked up, softly intent.


Nelson jumped at the opportunity. “Are you sure I can’t come over for just one teensy little minute? Please? I promise I’ll be good.”


Jeremy looked at Nelson’s lips, hesitating.


“My train’s coming.” He gave Nelson one too-small kiss and pulled away.


“No way!” Nelson protested, clutching Jeremy’s hand. “I’m not letting you go till you give me a real kiss.”


Jeremy darted an anxious glance around the platform. “People are watching.”


“I don’t care,” Nelson said. “I mean it.”


Jeremy’s lips curled into a smile. Then he leaned toward Nelson, who eagerly took the cue, aiming his mouth—first this way, then that—until, guided by the goatee’s tickle, their lips met.


Nelson wrapped his arms around Jeremy’s shoulders, taking in the juniper smell of him, and was lost to the world. Then all too quickly, the noisy gust of the incoming train delivered him back.


“Thanks,” Jeremy whispered, his auburn hair blowing across his forehead.


For a moment Nelson thought—hoped—maybe Jeremy would forget being so freaking responsible and invite him home.


But the train’s door chimes rang and Jeremy stepped on board just as the doors closed. He waved through the window, pressing his nose to his rose.


The train started and Nelson moved alongside, following faster and faster, just like in one of those old Bogart movies, till the last car disappeared into the dark tunnel.


When Nelson arrived home, Saturday Night Live sounded from the living room. No doubt his mom was waiting up for him.


“Did you have a nice time?” she called. “With Franchie?”


“That was a joke, Mom.” He sat down beside her on the sofa. “Don’t call him that.”


“I’m just kidding.” She put her arm around his shoulder, pulling him to her. “Can’t I joke too?” She turned the TV down with the remote control. “Is that a new button?”


Nelson glanced at the 2Q2BSTR8 on his jacket and rested his head on her shoulder. “Jeremy gave it to me. I think he’s totally infatuated.”


She stroked her son’s hair. “And how do you feel about him?”


Nelson wanted to tell her how much he liked Jeremy in spite of the HIV and his being such a stodgy-wodge. He wanted to confide how confused he felt about what would happen if his own test came back negative. But how could he tell her all that?


“Mom, that’s kind of personal.” He grabbed the remote control, turning up the TV, and cradled into her shoulder.




chapter 2


jason nelson kyle


Monday after school Kyle offered to go with Nelson to his HIV test, hoping it would help calm his own worries. But as they pulled into the parking lot, a new unease came over Kyle. “You think I should get tested too?”


He had, after all, made love with Jason. And Jason had made love with Debra.


“It depends,” Nelson said. “What did you and Jason do together?”


Kyle shifted in his seat. Such detail made him uncomfortable, even if he and Nelson were best friends. “Well . . . we didn’t exactly . . . you know . . . s or f.”


Nelson’s eyebrows arched. “’S or f ’? Come on, Kyle, be a big boy. You’re allowed to use grown-up words. “Why don’t you ask the doctor what he thinks?”


In the reception room Kyle thought back to his night with Jason. They hadn’t done anything truly unsafe—like Nelson had—but he’d read so many conflicting things about what really was safe. The more he thought back on it, the more he squirmed in his chair. When Nelson’s name finally got called, Kyle whispered, “I want to go in with you.”


Nelson’s pediatrician, Dr. Choudhury, was a wrinkly South Asian guy with glasses perched on the tip of his nose. “That’s very interesting hair,” he told Nelson in a high, cheery voice.


After studying Nelson’s folder the doctor explained the test procedure. He placed a specially treated pad with a handle between Nelson’s cheek and gum. “Now we leave it for two minutes.”


While Nelson held the swab in his mouth, the doctor monitored the time on his watch.


Kyle wiped the sweat from his palms, debating whether to speak up. The procedure looked painless. It wouldn’t hurt to at least ask about it. He cleared his throat. “Um, Doctor? I was wondering . . . if I should get tested too?”


The doctor tilted his head back, squinting through his bifocals. “You too? Don’t you boys know to use precautions?”


Kyle squirmed in his seat, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut.


“Tell me,” Dr. Choudhury asked impatiently, “did you engage in unprotected penetration?”


Kyle cringed, sinking into his chair. “Um, no.”


“Any exchange of body fluids? Blood? Semen? Preejaculatory secretions? Breast milk?”


Kyle slid farther down his seat. “Um, no, not really.”


The doctor threw his hands up in exasperation. “If you want, I can test you. But my suggestion to both of you—” he pulled the handle from Nelson’s cheek and sealed the swab into a plastic tube “—is to wait till you’re older before you start fooling around with this sex business.”


Kyle decided there wasn’t much point in being tested now, though he should definitely ask Jason: Had he and Debra used condoms?


But how could he ask Jason that?


*    *    *    

Kyle’s parents’ cars were already in the driveway when he arrived home. He hadn’t told his mom or dad he was taking Nelson to get tested. No sir. No way. When Kyle came out to them, one of their biggest concerns had been his health. Now that they’d calmed down some, he didn’t want them getting hyper again.


Kyle kicked his shoes off in the foyer and followed his parents’ voices to the kitchen. “Did Jason call?”


His dad glanced up from the tomatoes he was slicing. A goofy smile lit up his face. “The future college student is home!” he sang out.


Kyle ignored his dad’s goofiness, turning to his mom. “Did Jason call?”


“No, honey.” She smiled, lifting a head of lettuce from the sink. “But you got a letter from Tech.” She dried her hands on a washcloth and handed him an envelope.


At the sight of the letter Kyle’s heart jumped. The return address was from the admissions office. This was it—his acceptance to Tech; the start of his college life with Jason—unless . . .


“Come on,” his dad encouraged him. “Open it.”


“Honey,” his mom chimed in. “With your grades I’m sure you got accepted. Go ahead.”


Kyle turned the envelope over, his hand trembling as he ran his finger beneath the flap. Slowly he unfolded the letter and quickly scanned the page. Halfway down, he looked up again.


His mom and dad were staring at him, their faces crinkled with worry and hope.


“I got accepted!” Kyle gasped.


“Honey, that’s wonderful!” His mom wrapped her arms around him.


“That’s great news, son.” His dad patted him on the back. “You should be hearing from Princeton next.”


Kyle bristled. “Can’t I just enjoy the fact I was accepted to Tech?”


“Of course,” his dad agreed. “Didn’t I say it was great


Yeah, but Kyle knew where his dad really wanted him to go—his alma mater.


Kyle gave a sigh, turning to his mom. “Can Jason come over?” Kyle wanted to share the news with him in person.


“All right,” she said, “but—”


Before she could finish, Kyle was racing up the stairs. Grabbing the cordless phone, he speed-dialed Jason. “I’ve got a surprise,” he said as soon as Jason answered. “Can you come over?”


“Um, I don’t think so. My mom’s going to a meeting, and I’ve got to watch Missy. What is it? Can you bring it here, or is it, like, an elephant or something? Is it a car? Did you get us a car?”


Kyle smiled to himself, stretching out across the bed. Had Jason really said “us”? “It’s better than a car,” Kyle told him.


“Hmn,” Jason said. “Better than a car? Can you give me a hint?”


“No hints,” Kyle said as the phone’s call waiting beeped. “I gotta go. I’ll be over soon as I eat, okay? Laters!” He pushed the flash key. “Hello?”


“Woo-hoo!” Nelson shouted, announcing news of his own acceptance to Tech.


“Awesome!” Kyle leaped off the bed. Not only would he be going to college with Jason, but also with Nelson.


“You got yours, too?” Nelson asked. “Of course you got accepted, but can you believe they accepted moi? This is going to be so cool!”


Nelson’s dog started barking. “Uh-oh, Mom’s home. She’ll probably have a heart attack when I tell her I actually got—” his fingers snapped in the background “—ac-cep-ted. Woo-hoo!” He hung up.


Eager to get to Jason’s, Kyle wolfed down dinner, but slowed down for dessert. His mom had bought an awesome chocolate-raspberry cake. “Can I take a piece to Jason?”


“All right,” his mom said, cutting a slice. “But remember it’s a school night. Don’t stay too—”


“And one for his sister?” Kyle asked before his mom could put the knife down. She cut another wedge.


“And one for his mom?” Kyle added. “And another piece for me later?”


“Why don’t you just take the whole cake?” His dad laughed.


“Okay,” Kyle said, pretending his dad was serious.


*    *    *    

Melissa, Jason’s six-year-old sister, answered the Carrillos’door. Behind her the TV blared. Dolls and toys lay scattered before it. She grabbed Kyle’s hand, pulling him in, her eyes opening wide at the box he carried. “What’s that?”


“Mm ...” Kyle rubbed a circle on his stomach. “Cake!”


Jason strode in wearing jeans and a flannel shirt that hung wide over his broad shoulders. A toothbrush handle protruded from his mouth as he vigorously brushed up and down, causing his left cheek to bulge and jiggle.


At the sight of him, Kyle fell in love all over again.


“Wha’s up?” Jason said, popping the brush out. A perfect circle of foam ringed his mouth.


“I like your green lipstick,” Kyle said, kidding.


Jason looked in the wall mirror. “Whoa!” He jogged back toward the bathroom.


With Melissa’s help Kyle dished out cake and set the plates on the kitchen table.


“Oh, wow.” Jason sauntered in. “You were right. This is better than a car.”


“That’s not the surprise,” Kyle said, handing Jason the Tech letter. “This is.”


Jason scanned the page, his lips moving to the words:


“.. . pleased to inform you you’ve been accepted for admission—”


He glanced up at Kyle, high-fiving him. “Awesome! Congratulations, man.”


“Can I take my cake to watch TV?” Melissa asked.


“Sure. Wait. You want some milk?” Jason poured them each a cold glass. “Careful you don’t spill.”


While Kyle sat down, Jason held the door for Melissa, then he returned to Kyle. “Of course, did you ever really think you wouldn’t be accepted? You’ve got a four-point-o!”


“I don’t have a four-point-o,” Kyle said in mock protest. “It’s a three-point-nine.”


“Oh, right. Ex-cuuuze me.” Pulling out a chair, Jason sat down, his knee grazing Kyle’s.


The touch sent a spark through Kyle’s body. Two excruciatingly long weeks had passed since they’d been alone together. It wouldn’t take much for Kyle to jump Jason’s bones right then and there.


“Nelson got his letter too,” Kyle said in an effort to calm himself down. “So we’ll all three go to Tech. It’s going to be such a blast.”


Jason studied Kyle, then glanced down at his cake.


“What’s the matter?” Kyle asked.


“I’ve been thinking . . .” Jason paused, gulping a swig of milk as if fortifying himself. “ . . . about coming out to Coach Cameron.”


Kyle’s throat clenched as he swallowed his cake. Had he heard right? He knew Jason’s going to the Gay-Straight Alliance had been an enormous step toward coming out. Practically the whole school knew who went to the meeting, and even straight people who attended got crap for it. Jason telling his coach would be an even huger step for him.


And for Kyle it would also be a tremendous relief. He hated pretending they were just friends. While Jason garnered praise on the court or got interviewed by press, Kyle had to stand by anonymous. When Jason jaunted off to some postgame party, Kyle trudged home alone. Unlike Jason’s ex-girlfriend, Kyle couldn’t receive public recognition.


But if Jason came out . . . Kyle reveled in visions of the prom, whirling around the dance floor with Jason, arm in tuxedoed arm.
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