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Author’s Note

 


 


The city of Arcadia Heights, Oregon, is my
own invention, as are all the characters in this story. None of
them are directly based on real people.

No one but myself is responsible for any of
the views or events portrayed in this book. In particular, although
I have strived to accurately represent the views of the various
organizations depicted in this book, I do not speak for The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; Boy Scouts of America;
Parents, Families & Friends of Lesbians & Gays (PFLAG); the
state of Oregon; or anyone else.

A final note: The issue of same-sex
attraction is a difficult and complex one, particularly for those
(such as believing Mormons) who don’t find that living a gay
lifestyle is an acceptable choice for them. In this book, I haven’t
tried to depict any (mythical) “typical” experience for such
individuals. Instead, I’ve attempted to reflect some of the
complexity of that situation as it might play out for a particular
set of characters in a specific set of circumstances. If, in the
end, readers come to like and feel for those characters—mostly well
meaning, as I see them, even when they don’t agree with each other
(or with me, always) as to how to express those good
intentions—I’ll be content.

 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Paul had no intention of telling Chad that he
was gay. Not anytime soon. Not ever, if he could get away with it.
Eight years as Chad’s best friend told him Chad’s reaction wouldn’t
be good. So why did he keep thinking about doing something he
already knew was really, really stupid?

Paul glanced over at the fifteen-year-old
sitting next to him. Pretty average looking. A bit shorter than
Paul, even though he was several months older. Heavier, but only
because Paul was so skinny. Dark-brown hair cut as long as his mom
would let him, which wasn’t very long. Uncombed as usual. Zit on
his forehead, and another one coming up on his chin.

Face more familiar to Paul than his own.
After all, he didn’t really spend that much time each day looking
in a mirror. Thirty seconds, maybe, to get his hair combed. More
like fifteen. Not long at all.

Chad, concentrating on his
video game, was oblivious to Paul’s attention. No surprises there.

Paul thought back on their
friendship. He’d been in third grade when he and his mom moved to
Arcadia Heights, just a couple of months after she and his dad had
separated in 1996. He hadn’t liked this place. Western Oregon
wasn’t like Arizona, where they’d lived ever since he could
remember. He hadn’t wanted
to like it.

And then that guy from their new church who
kept coming over turned out to be the father of one of the biggest
jerks in Paul’s class at school. The first time Chad’s dad brought
him over for home teaching because his regular companion couldn’t
make it, the two boys wound up in a fistfight. Paul’s mother and
Chad’s dad were both appalled. Chad seemed surprised that the geeky
little kid had actually hit back. But Paul was pretty fed up with
the world right about then, and he wasn’t in a mood to take
anything from anyone. When Chad threw the first punch, Paul was
more than ready to respond.

A week later, they were best friends.

Paul had absolutely no romantic feelings
about Chad. None. It would be like . . . having a
crush on his mom. The very thought made his stomach crawl.

But Chad was important to
him. More important, maybe, than if Paul had been attracted to him
that way. Being Chad’s friend was part of how Paul defined who he
was, even if Chad didn’t know all
of who he was.

One time back when Paul was thirteen, he
dropped a rock on their glass-topped coffee table. He knew what
would happen before he did it, but somehow he couldn’t stop
himself. It was like he’d been hypnotized by the thought of the
breaking glass. When his mom asked why he’d done it, all he could
say was “I don’t know.”

I’ve gotta be crazy for
even thinking about telling Chad that I’m gay. But no matter how much he kept telling himself that, he knew
that sometime soon he’d open his mouth and it would just come
popping out, whether it was a good idea or not. Sometime
very soon, he guessed
from the way his stomach couldn’t stop clenching.

I wonder if today’s the day I lose my best
friend.

 


“Prepare to die.”

“Not a chance, doofus. Once I let go with
this . . .” Chad fired. It missed. He bit back a
swear word.

“Stupid!” Paul jeered,
imitating the worms’ high, thin voices. It’s kind of creepy just how well he does that,
Chad thought.

It was after school, May
2003. Chad and Paul were at Paul’s house, playing
Worms Armageddon on his
game system.

“This game really sucks,” Chad said a couple
of minutes later, as Paul wiped out the last of his forces.

“You’re just saying that ’cause you
lost.”

“We’ve been playing this stupid game since we
were in sixth grade.”

“True classics never get old.”

“So, you wanna break
out Twisted Metal?”

“I said true classics.”

“Twisted Metal’s a
classic!”

“Classic waste of time,” Paul said. As they
talked, both boys were flipping through Paul’s collection of
games.

“Hey, it’s all about smashing things. What
could be better than that?”

“Sometimes I worry about you.”

Chad thought for a second.
“Okay, then. How about Gran Turismo
3?”

“Fine.”

Paul dug it out while Chad vented. “So fifth
period—you know, Mrs. Zeller’s class. I’m minding my own business
when that ass—I mean, when that jerk Brett Davis trips me on my way
to my seat. So I kick him, and then he calls me a fag. I would have
punched him, except I saw Mrs. Zeller looking at me and I was
pretty sure I’d get a detention. So instead I just said he was the
faggot, not me, except real quiet so Zeller couldn’t hear. You
should have seen the look on his face. It was sweet.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “He called you a name,
so you called him a name back. Real mature.”

“Hey, I thought you’d be happy I didn’t get a
detention for once.”

“Whatever. Pick your car.”

“Viper. Totally.” Chad paused, then noticed
Paul’s choice. “Wait a minute. A Zonda? You’re picking a
Zonda?”

“Some of us don’t like to pick the same car
every time we play.”

“But a Zonda? I swear, Paul, you’re an
alien.”

“Hey, it has a cool name.”

“Hopeless.”

They started the race. “So why’d you call
Brett a faggot?” Paul’s voice sounded strange.

“He called me one first.”

“So you don’t think he really is gay.”

Chad snorted. “You gotta be kidding. Davis
may be a jerk, but he isn’t a fag.”

“How do you know? You flash him in the locker
room or something, see if he got excited?”

“Geez, Paul! It’s just obvious, okay? I mean,
we’ve known the guy since sixth grade. Don’t you think we’d know by
now if he was queer?”

“How do you think you’d know?” Paul
persisted. “If Brett was a fag?”

Chad was starting to get annoyed. “Geez! I
dunno! I mean, he doesn’t act all faggy or anything. He plays
soccer. He’s a normal guy, you know? Not like Seth.”

Seth Porter had gotten teased a lot in middle
school for being a wimp and for liking drama and art instead of
sports. Chad and Paul were both there one day in seventh grade when
Seth actually started crying at lunchtime because everyone kept
giving him a hard time. Chad remembered that Paul got really mad
when Chad laughed about it.

“You know, Seth’s dating Esther Watkins,”
Paul said. “So maybe your gay-o-meter is as lousy as the way you
drive your Viper.” He sounded ticked off.

For the next couple of minutes, they played
in silence. Finally Chad asked, “So why’re you all spazzing about
who’s gay and who’s not? I mean, why do you care?”

There was a pause. Then Paul’s voice quietly
said, “I’m gay.”

Startled, Chad looked over at Paul. He was
staring straight ahead at the TV screen, fingers working busily at
the controller. The tight set of his mouth was the only thing that
suggested he’d just said anything out of the ordinary.

“What the fuh—”

Before Chad could even finish the word,
Paul’s fist shot out. Pain exploded in Chad’s shoulder.

“Why the hell did you do that?”

“You know why.” Paul still wasn’t looking at
him.

Chad’s brain was still
trying to catch up with what Paul had said. “You just told me
you’re a fag. My best friend is a fag!” Chad didn’t realize how loud
he’d gotten until he heard himself shouting the last
word.

Paul was staring at him. “Look. Let’s just
pretend I didn’t say anything. I mean—”

“Shut up, you faggot!” Chad roared. He knew
his reaction was out of control, but he couldn’t seem to do
anything about it.

Paul’s face tightened with anger. He threw
down his controller. “All right. You can leave, asshole.” He stood
up, grabbed Chad’s backpack, and threw it at him. Hard.

Chad sat there for several seconds,
struggling to control his temper. He didn’t want to make things
worse by punching his best friend, even if Paul was a fag. The
whole time, Paul was glaring at him. Finally, Chad got up and
left.

 


Yeah. That went okay. Not.

Paul wiped his mouth. He’d just finished
throwing up his lunch, plus the Doritos and root beer he and Chad
had been snacking on after school. It got really old sometimes,
having a stomach that decided to barf each time he got nervous.

Back when Paul first realized he was having
feelings about boys that he was supposed to have about girls, his
reaction had been sheer, petrifying terror—followed quickly by
denial. He was a Mormon kid. He wasn’t supposed to be that way. He
was supposed to get married—to a woman. Tat was God’s plan. It had
been months before he’d been able to think about it for more than
thirty seconds at a time without wanting to throw up. Like now.

A small, optimistic corner of Paul’s brain
reminded him that Chad always blew up like that when he got hit
with something he wasn’t expecting. Maybe things would be better
once Chad cooled down.

Yeah. But he’s never found out that his best
friend’s a fag before, either.

Paul stood and walked back to his bedroom,
being careful not to close any doors in case he had to make another
fast bathroom run.

 


Walking home from Paul’s house, Chad was
still angry. Mostly, though, he felt confused.

Gay. He knew what the word meant. Thanks to his eighth-grade health
unit—and the stuff he’d heard from other kids—he knew what gay guys
did for sex, though he thought it was pretty gross. He’d seen gay
couples when he went into downtown Portland to buy something. He
really didn’t want to think about Paul doing any of that stuff,
walking around holding hands with another guy, making
out—

And Mormon. How did that happen? Paul
followed the rules. Better than Chad did, most of the time. Not
like Tim Geary, who went to church just because his folks made him
but who Chad was pretty sure smoked pot with his friends on the
swim team. Paul was a teacher in the Aaronic Priesthood, just like
Chad. He’d been ordained by Chad’s dad a little over a year ago
right after he turned fourteen, a couple of months before the end
of eighth grade.

Chad had been jealous, actually. That had
been a few months after Chad’s dad was made bishop. Chad had been
mad about that. After his dad’s call, it seemed like Chad kept
getting into trouble because he couldn’t follow all the rules that
the church and his parents and the school and everybody expected
him to follow. Watching Paul sitting there in his suit, with his
dad’s hands on his head, he’d thought how much easier it all was
for Paul. He didn’t have a dad for a bishop. He didn’t have a
bratty little sister who loved to get him in trouble and a little
brother who pestered him all the time. His mom didn’t have rules
about things like not having a TV or computer in his bedroom.

It was just easier somehow
for Paul to follow the rules, or that’s the way it seemed to Chad.
Paul didn’t have a temper that got him into trouble with pretty
much everyone. Adults liked
Paul. It wasn’t like that for Chad. Whenever he
tried to tell his side of the story to his parents or teachers, it
seemed like they just wound up getting mad. “I don’t get why you
don’t keep your mouth shut and think a minute before saying stupid
stuff,” Paul had said to him one time, shaking his head.

Thinking back to what had happened later on
the day Paul was ordained a teacher, Chad had to agree. That
afternoon after church, he’d let go with one of his new cuss words
in front of his mom, just to see how she’d react. She’d gone
ballistic and sent him to his room, and then she sent his dad to
talk to him when he got home.

That conversation hadn’t gone the way he’d
expected. His dad grounded him for a week, but then he spent more
than an hour listening to Chad and asking him how things were
going. It was the most time they’d spent talking, just the two of
them without any interruptions, since his dad had become
bishop.

At one point in the conversation, his dad had
asked why he didn’t spend as much time with Paul anymore. Chad
muttered something about being interested in different things now
and how he’d started spending more time with guys who weren’t such
science-fiction freaks. Even as he said it, though, he felt guilty.
He knew that wasn’t the reason they’d stopped hanging around so
much. Mostly, Chad had realized later, it was just because he
wanted to be around kids who weren’t Mormons and didn’t know how he
was supposed to act, so he could pretend he wasn’t Mormon for a
while. It was a pretty lousy reason for ditching someone he’d been
friends with since third grade. He didn’t even like spending time
with those other guys that much anyway.

He’d apologized to Paul a few days later.
That was when they’d made a bargain about Paul slugging him
whenever he cussed. He’d gone around with a sore arm for at least a
month after that. He hadn’t realized how much he’d started using
that kind of language until he tried to stop.

During that same conversation, Chad had
admitted feeling like following the rules was so much easier for
Paul and how he was a lot better of a Mormon than Chad was. Paul
had laughed in a kind of strange way Chad hadn’t known how to
interpret. Then he said Chad didn’t have any idea what he was
talking about. Chad guessed he knew what Paul meant now.

Which didn’t help him any in figuring out
what to do.

Paul’s a fag. My best friend’s a faggot.

So what you gonna do about it?

Chad didn’t know.

 


“You’re late!” Chad’s mom’s words greeted him
as he entered the house, kicking off his shoes just inside the
entryway.

“What the—” He swallowed and bit back the
words.

“It’s a quarter after five. You know you’re
supposed to be here at five on school nights.”

Chad looked over at the clock. Sure enough,
it was 5:15. He still sometimes forgot that his mom had reset it
ten minutes fast “to make sure we get ready for things on time”
after that one Sunday a couple of months ago when they hadn’t
gotten to church until the sacrament hymn was playing. It was
embarrassing, she said, for the bishop’s family to arrive late to
meetings. When Chad complained that it messed up his schedule, she
suggested that he reset his own watch to match the living-room
clock. He didn’t say anything about it after that. Instead, he just
tried to remember that their house now ran on Mortensen Family
Time, which was just a little different from everywhere else in the
known universe.

“Go get started on your homework. I’d like it
if you were done by 6:30. That’s when we’re having dinner
tonight.”

“I thought I was supposed to mow the lawn
today.”

“It’s drizzling. Tomorrow, maybe. Or
Saturday.”

“But Dad—”

“I’ll tell him I talked to you. Okay?” She
smiled at him.

He smiled back a little
cautiously, wondering if he ought to be nervous.
Parents smile like that when they want you to do
something. As soon as she turned away, he
ran upstairs toward the relative safety of his bedroom.

 


Homework went slow. Chad had a paragraph to
write for English and a set of problems for algebra, together with
a chapter to read for social studies. He did his best to
concentrate, but his thoughts kept drifting.

Paul. Gay. The more time he had for it to
sink in, the more confused he got. It was just . . .
something he couldn’t really believe. Paul didn’t act like a fag.
How could he be a fag?

By dinnertime, Chad still had half a chapter
to finish reading. Thankfully, his mom was too busy telling his
dad, who’d just gotten home from a two-day trip, about all the
chores that needed doing to ask Chad about the state of his
homework.

“What are we having for dinner?” his dad
asked, ruffling nine-year-old Emily’s hair as he passed her on the
way to the table. “I’m sure it’s great, just like usual.” Chad’s
dad was a sales manager for a company that manufactured computer
components. He’d heard his dad say that each time you talked to
someone, you should include a compliment. Unfortunately, that meant
his dad’s compliments didn’t always mean much.

“Pork chops,” his mother responded. Chad was
pleased. He liked pork chops. “And green beans, applesauce, and
potatoes and gravy.”

His dad shook his head. “Why people think
applesauce goes with pork is beyond me.”

“You don’t have to have any.” She was
grinning.

“I’ll just save it for dessert.” His dad
grinned back, in kind of a . . . Were Chad’s mom and
dad flirting with each other? Chad closed his eyes.

“Can we eat already?” he muttered.

“Yeah!” shouted seven-year-old Jeffrey,
already bouncing up and down in his chair even though he’d been
sitting for only about thirty seconds.

“Someone needs to feed that kid some
Ritalin,” grumbled Chad.

“Let’s have dinner,” his dad interrupted. “Is
it all right if I say the prayer?”

Why does he always ask
that? wondered Chad. It’s not like we’re gonna say he can’t.

His mom nodded, and they all bowed their
heads.

“Dear Heavenly Father. We thank thee for the
many blessings you’ve given us this day . . .”

Chad tuned out what his dad
was saying, noticing only when he slipped from the
thees and
thous to
you and
your. His dad hadn’t
become Mormon until he was seventeen, and the church he’d attended
before then didn’t use thees
and thous
when they were praying. His dad had even found an
old article from the Ensign
about the language of prayer and turned it into
flash cards to practice with, but he still couldn’t get it
right.

“Amen.”

“Amen,” answered Chad automatically, together
with Emily and—after a warning look from his mom—Jeffrey.

“I’m sorry it’s been such a stressful time at
work,” his mom commented as they started eating. For a minute, Chad
felt guilty. Had his dad said something about work during the
prayer? Then he shook it off.

“I almost got in trouble today, except it
wasn’t really my fault—it was Eric’s fault,” announced Emily. Eric
was a boy who sat near her in class and always seemed to be causing
trouble for Emily and her friends. If they were older, Chad would
have suspected that maybe Eric had a crush on some of the girls.
Thank goodness they were only in third grade.

A couple of minutes later, Emily was still
talking.

“—and then Rita went and got the teacher, but
the teacher hadn’t seen Eric do it, so she said we had to go and
sit at another table, but that was okay because I didn’t want to
sit next to Eric anyway—”

Jeffrey had pretty much finished his pork
chop and was now busy building a fort out of his mashed potatoes
and gravy, supported on two sides by the bone from the pork chop,
with green beans stuck around the top like a picket fence. “Eat it,
don’t play with it,” Chad hissed, then glared when his brother
grinned mischievously back.

From the other end of the
table, Chad’s mom gave him a look that he knew meant it was his job
to keep his little brother under control. He clenched his
fists. Why is it always me that gets stuck
with the brat? Looking at his mom, though,
he knew that if he objected, he’d be in trouble. Turning to
Jeffrey, he said, “You wanna play on my GameCube after
dinner?”

“Yeah!”

“Then eat your food.”

“Aww.” But Jeffrey stopped playing and
started eating, though he still had to be talked into each bite.
Thankfully, after six bites Chad’s mom nodded permission for
Jeffrey to leave, and he was off like a shot.

“He’s a menace,” Chad said the minute Jeffrey
was out of sight. It had taken all his self-control not to yell at
the kid when he took almost five minutes on the last two bites.

“You were worse,” his mom responded.
Privately, Chad doubted this, but he didn’t argue the point.

“We appreciate your patience, son,” his dad
added. Behind his back, Emily stuck out her tongue at Chad.

“Richard, I was wondering if you could help
Emily with her math this evening. The teacher sent a note home
saying she needs more work on carrying in subtraction.”

“I need to go up to the church for a while
this evening.”

Chad’s mom lost her smile. “That’s the third
time this week.”

“I’ll be back in about an hour.”

“Well.” She paused. “If you have to go up to
the church, then I suppose you’d better take off, so you can get
back more quickly.” She swept out of the room and into the
kitchen.

“I guess I’d best get going,” Chad’s dad
replied in a gruff tone. It was another minute before he stood up
and headed off.

 


Chad wound up playing
Super Smash Brothers Melee with Jeffrey for about a half-hour in the downstairs TV room,
until it was Jeffrey’s story time. Then Chad went upstairs to
finish up the rest of his homework. Emily, he guessed, was off
playing in her room. He put on his headphones and started on his
homework.

He’d just gotten done and was putting his
books away in his backpack when the door to his room opened and his
dad’s head poked in. Chad glanced over at the clock. It was a
little after nine.

“How you doing? Finished with homework?”

“Yeah.” He scowled. “You said you’d knock
before you come in my room.”

“I did,” his dad said calmly, sitting on
Chad’s bed. “You didn’t hear.” He poked a thumb at Chad’s CD
player. “What are you listening to?”

“Some stuff Tony at school copied for
me.”

His dad raised his eyebrows. “Isn’t that
illegal?”

Chad felt a sudden, sharp spike of anger.
With difficulty, he controlled it. “It was a present,” he said.
“Some songs he thought I’d like.”

“But copied. Not bought.”

Chad clenched his fists and swallowed. “Look,
it’s just one CD.”

“It’s not the size, it’s the principle of the
thing. You’re just as much a thief if you steal only one CD as if
you steal a million dollars.”

“So you’re saying I’m a thief.”

“That’s not what I’m
saying.” Chad could tell that his dad was starting to get ticked
off. “But you are the one who’s listening to it. And even if everyone is doing
it, you need to set a better example.”

“I’m sick and tired of being an example! Just
because you’re the bishop—”

“Chad!” His dad took a deep breath, then
continued. “You’re a priesthood holder, and it’s your
responsibility to act like one.” He paused. “Clearly this isn’t a
good time to have this conversation. We’ll talk about it later,
after you’ve had a chance to think it over.”

The two of them stared at each other. After a
few seconds, Chad felt his pulse start to calm down. Then to his
own surprise, Chad heard himself ask, “What makes people fags?”

His dad looked surprised. “Where did that
come from?”

Chad shook his head. His dad gave him a
serious look. “Is there something you need to talk to me about as
the bishop?”

“No!” The very idea horrified him. “Never
mind. Just—forget about it, okay?”

His dad just kept looking at him. After a
minute, Chad reluctantly continued. “Just, some guys at school, you
know? Nobody I know really well. Everyone says they’re fags.”

“I’d rather you didn’t use that word.”

“Fag?”

“Yes.”

“It’s what all the guys at school call
them.”

“I’m sure. Regardless, that’s not a word I
think you should use.” He paused. “You sure you don’t have anything
to tell me?”

Chad’s temper flared again. “I’m not a fag,
so you can just stop it with the accusations!” he snarled.

“Whoa!” His dad stared at him. “I wasn’t
accusing you of anything. You need to get a better handle on that
temper of yours.”

There was an awkward silence before his dad
continued. “Anyway, getting back to the question you were asking. I
don’t know why some people turn out gay.” He looked at Chad again.
“You really want to hear what I think about this?”

Chad nodded.

“A lot of gays say they’re born that way. I
don’t know. I can’t believe God would create someone gay. But then,
I can’t believe that God would create someone handicapped or
psychopathic, either.” He shook his head. “I’m not even sure it’s
something I think can be labeled all that easily. I think it’s not
really uncommon for boys to sometimes have crushes on other boys
when they’re young. Sometimes it may not even have anything to do
with sex. Just a kind of hero worship.”

Chad snorted, thinking about
the way Colin Creevey followed Harry around all the time in the
Harry Potter books. Hero worship. That
sounds about right.

His dad continued. “Maybe it’s partly
genetics. Maybe it’s how someone is raised. Back when I was
younger, they used to say that growing up without a strong father
could make people homosexual. I don’t think they’re saying that
anymore.” He paused. “I think the church has materials for helping
people who struggle with homosexuality. I haven’t really had to
look at them yet. I suppose I should.”

Yeah, well, you might need
them sooner than you think, Chad
thought.

“Even if homosexuality isn’t something people
choose, I do know that homosexuality isn’t a lifestyle that can
bring happiness to people. Not real, eternal happiness. That’s what
the gospel teaches. From the church’s perspective, the really
important thing is how you choose to live. Satan tries to tell us
that just because we feel something, we have to act on it. The
gospel is all about self-control—doing things in God’s own time and
in the way God wants us to do them. Even if people have those kinds
of feelings, they don’t have to act on them.”

Chad recognized a favorite theme of his
dad’s. He was really big on self-control, especially since he’d
been made a bishop.

“Anyway, that’s what I think about it. Sorry
if that doesn’t answer your question.”

Chad shrugged.

“So, about that music CD.”

Chad tensed up again. He’d almost forgotten
about that.

“I’ll make you a deal, okay? Pick one of the
songs you especially like, and I’ll see if we can get you a legal
copy. Just don’t tell Emily about it, or she’ll want another
Britney Spears CD.”

Chad swallowed and nodded. He supposed it was
better than nothing.

“I’m glad you’re doing the right thing.”

Not like you gave me any
choice, Chad thought. Why does doing the right thing always have to
suck?

“Take care, tiger.” Chad’s dad smiled and
gave him a quick hug—which Chad did his best not to return—and then
left.

 


Down in the family room, the smile melted off
Richard’s face as he settled onto the couch and closed his
eyes.

I remember back when Chad was this easy kid
to listen to and understand. Now he’s like a stone. An angry,
sullen stone. Half the time we talk, it seems like it turns into
another argument. And then he comes out with this gay question—

Richard wasn’t a fool. His time as bishop had
taught him a lot about young men and what they would and wouldn’t
talk about to someone they saw as an adult authority. He thought
about his son, with his shuttered face and eyes, and knew he’d
reached the age where he’d hang onto his privacy with every bit of
determination a sullen teenager could muster.

Someday maybe he’d find out what had been
behind Chad’s question tonight. He just hoped it wouldn’t be one of
those conversations parents have nightmares about. “Dad, I’m gay.”
“Dad, I got a girl pregnant.” “Dad, I blew up the school.” He shook
his head. There were just too many horrible options to choose from,
teenagers being as young and stupid as they were. He’d been that
stupid himself.

At least his son had good friends.

Back at the beginning of third grade, Chad
had been running wild, without any friends Richard and Sandy could
feel good about. Getting a head start on teenage anger and
sullenness, and at only nine, too. Then he started spending time
with Paul, and their cheerful, sometimes wacky, headstrong, active,
but mostly well-meaning son had been back.

Chad was a happier person when Paul was
around, more the kind of person Richard hoped he might grow up to
be once the teenage morass was past. Richard hadn’t realized how
much of a difference it made until that time about a year ago when
Chad had been hanging out with those stoners-in-training. Thank God
that stage was over and Chad was spending more time again with Paul
and his other church friends. Their family’s life had truly changed
for the better when Paul and his mother moved to Arcadia
Heights.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Paul was more tired than usual the next
morning when he woke to the sound of his mom’s voice.

“Paul! You have ten minutes before Sister
Tanner gets here.”

He looked at his clock. It was 6:00. Oh,
dang. He was supposed to be up twenty minutes ago to get ready for
seminary. He threw on his clothes, grabbed his backpack, and was
down the stairs within two minutes, taking three stairs with each
step.

“You’re going to kill yourself one of these
days,” his mom observed. She sounded remarkably calm at the
thought.

Paul was stuffing toast into his mouth and
didn’t answer. Five minutes later he was out the door, climbing
into Sister Tanner’s van.

Unfortunately, the ten-minute drive to the
church gave him plenty of time to worry about what had happened the
day before.

Paul was glad Chad wasn’t there yet when he
got to their seminary classroom. He sat in his usual place,
wondering if Chad would choose to sit somewhere else today. He was
surprised but pleased when Chad slid into the seat next to him a
minute later, just before class was supposed to start.

Paul couldn’t stop himself from smiling. Chad
glared back, then turned toward the front of the class.

Paul winced. It was going to be a long
day.

 


When Chad got to seminary
that morning, he sat down next to Paul without even thinking about
it. Noticing the huge smile on Paul’s face, he scowled.
This doesn’t mean I’m okay with you being a
fag. Paul evidently got the message,
judging by how quickly his smile vanished.

Serves him right,
Chad thought. Then he felt guilty.

Tony Westergren, the seminary class
president, stood at the front of the room. “All right. The opening
song today . . .”

The rest of seminary was awkward. Every few
minutes, Paul would glance sideways at Chad, then quickly look away
again. By the third time, it was getting old.

“What’s with you?” Chad hissed. Then he
whispered, “Did you get an extra scoop of Purina weirdo-chow in
your bowl this morning?”

Paul’s eyes got bigger. “Sorry!” He looked
away again.

Chad looked away as well,
growling to himself. Not only is Paul a
fag, he’s spazzing as well.

 


“And then Wash said, ‘I was gonna watch. It
was very exciting.’ And—”

It was lunch. Paul was
retelling one of his favorite scenes from the Firefly series to several of their
friends, using rapid, half-finished sentences. Chad was sitting
several seats down from him at the lunch table, watching and
listening.

Mysteriously, the collection of girls at
their lunch table didn’t seem to mind Paul’s manic enthusiasm. In
fact, they seemed to like it, although hearing Paul giggling like
that just made Chad want to slug him. Somehow, though, Paul was
able to get away with acting like a goofball. Chad knew that if he
was the one acting that way, several of the girls would be quick to
tell him just how immature he was being. It really wasn’t fair.

Just one more thing to be irritated with him
about.

Suddenly Chad’s frustration got the best of
him. “I’ve got some stuff to do before next period. Paul, I’ll see
you after school.” Chad stared at him. “We’ll walk home.”

Paul gulped. Chad knew he’d
heard the unspoken or
else.

As he walked away, he heard
Paul’s voice resuming his plot summary. “And it turned out they
were hauling cows—”

 


They met in front of the school after last
period, where they stood around talking with friends until the
first set of buses pulled out. Then they set out for Paul’s
house.

Paul gave Chad a quick, frightened look, then
turned away. They started walking.

All during the school day, Chad had kept
thinking about Paul and the whole gay thing. He wished he could
just ignore it. But he knew that wasn’t an option. If he did, Paul
would just keep freaking out, waiting for Chad to say
something.

And Chad really did want to
keep Paul as a friend. He just didn’t see how he could handle the
gay thing. What if Paul had a crush on him? But whenever he thought about
not being Paul’s friend anymore, Chad got a kind of sick feeling
inside. Ditching Paul was something Chad would really
regret.

Chad waited until they were
a block away from school before he started talking. “So. I’m
guessing what you said yesterday wasn’t just a trick to make me
lose at Gran Turismo 3.”

There was a pause. “No.”

“So. You’re really gay.”

Paul glanced around quickly. “Don’t say it!”
he hissed.

“No one else is here.”

“Still.”

They walked in silence for another couple of
minutes. Finally Chad spoke. “You’ve been freaking out all day,
dude. Acting all hyper-boy.”

“Hyper-boy?”

“Lunchtime, you were like a six-year-old on a
sugar high.”

Paul laughed a bit, but there wasn’t much
humor in it. “I dunno. It’s just . . . I guess I’ve
just been worrying about it, you know? Telling you and
everything.”

“Well, duh.”

They both fell silent again.
Chad thought again about how much he didn’t want to have this
conversation. Yesterday was bad enough.
Now I’m trying to get him to talk about it some more? I must be
nuts.

As soon as they got to Paul’s house, they
went straight to his room and dropped their backpacks on the floor.
Paul flopped onto the bed while Chad took the chair in front of the
computer.

Chad spoke first. “So. Uh, gay. So that means
you, uh, have the hots for guys?”

“Duh.”

“Okay.” Chad took a deep breath. “So, how
long have you been gay?” Seeing the look of withering contempt on
Paul’s face, he quickly corrected what he’d just said. “I mean,
when did you find out you’re gay?”

“Remember health class, fall of eighth
grade?”

“It was only a year and a half ago.”

“Right,” Paul answered. “You remember that
unit on, uh, gays and lesbians and stuff?”

“And transvestites.”

“Yeah.”

Chad remembered. His parents had argued about
it for several days before they decided to sign the permission
form.

Paul was still talking. “You know that bit
about ‘Are You Gay?’ they did? You know, when they said you
couldn’t tell just by looking at some kind of checklist, and then
they gave us a checklist anyway?”

“Yeah.” They’d joked about it at the
time.

“Yeah. So I, uh, looked at it. You know, the
things about, like, what you think about.”

“You mean, when you jack off?”

“Yeah.” Paul’s face was bright red now, and
he wasn’t looking at Chad at all. “So I thought about it. And,
uh . . .” His voice trailed off.

Chad swallowed. “You sure? I mean, you
aren’t, you know, girly or anything like that. And, uh, they said
that even straight kids sometimes—”

Paul rolled his eyes. “I’m
not girly ’cause
I’m not a girl.
Got it?”

“But—”

“Chad. Think about Alisha Thompson standing
in front of you without any clothes on,” Paul said.

Chad felt himself blushing. Alisha was a
sophomore who lived a couple of doors down from him. She was really
hot. He adjusted his pants. Sometimes it wasn’t good having a best
friend who knew so much about you.

“See, thinking about Alisha Thompson naked
makes me kind of embarrassed, but it doesn’t make me start to drool
and want to make babies with her. Actually I think it’s kinda
gross, to tell the truth.”

Chad hesitated. He really didn’t want to
know, but— “You’ve never—I mean, you, uh, have crushes on guys,
right?”

“Well, yeah.” Paul’s face started to turn
red.

“You don’t, uh . . .” His
voice trailed off.

“Dude. You trying to ask if I have a crush on
you?”

“I guess.”

“Not really.”

“What does that mean?” Almost without
realizing it, Chad sat back in his chair, pulling farther away from
where Paul was sitting.

“It means I know you’re not gay, and you’re
my best friend, and I don’t think about you that way.” Paul rolled
his eyes again. “Your pimply body is safe from my carnal lust.”

“Hey! You get as many zits as I do.”

“Keep telling yourself that.”

There was an awkward pause.

“So,” Chad continued at last. “You’re gay.
But you’re Mormon. How is that gonna work?”

“What do you mean?”

“Dude! Last time I looked, the church doesn’t
really approve of being gay.”

“Well, duh.”

“So how are you gonna handle being gay and
Mormon both?”

“I dunno! Look! I—” Paul ran his hand through
his hair. “Maybe I can just, you know, not ever act gay.”

“You mean, not ever have sex with
anyone?”

“Yeah.”

“Huh.” Chad was doubtful. He didn’t think
he’d be able to go without sex his whole life. Sometimes he
wondered if he was going to make it through high school. Not that
any girls had expressed an interest, but still—

“Or maybe things’ll change later on.”

“You mean, like you not being gay
anymore?”

“Yeah.”

“You really think that’ll happen?”

“I gotta hope.” Paul’s voice got softer.
“Look, it’s not like—I mean, I still believe in the church, you
know? I want to get married, have kids.”

“Pretty hard to manage that if you’re
gay.”

“Well, yeah. That’s kind of the problem.”

They were both silent for a couple of
minutes. Finally Paul continued. “See . . .
basically what I figure is, there’s something wrong with me.
Something wrong with the part of me that wants to get together with
guys, instead of girls. That’s not something I can change, but
maybe it’ll change someday, if I try to do my best and follow the
church’s rules.”

“So what you’re saying is that guys turn you
on, but you wanna stay in the church, but you can’t have guys if
you wanna stay in the church.”

“Basically.”

“Sucks to be you.”

“Not really. About the sucking part, I mean.
Not unless I want a one-way ticket to the bishop’s office.”

Chad was shocked for a moment. Then he
snickered. Paul joined in.

“So I guess that’s your official first gay
joke.” Paul hit him in the arm.

“So, does anyone else know you’re gay?”

Paul shook his head. “Who else would I
tell?”

Chad thought about that. Paul’s mom and dad
had gotten divorced back when Paul was about eight, before his mom
moved from Arizona to Oregon and started coming back to church.
Chad’s dad had been their first home teacher. He’d baptized Paul,
who was eight and a half at the time.

Paul didn’t talk about his dad very much,
though he traveled out to visit him a couple of times a year in
Minnesota, together with his dad’s second wife and their two young
kids. Chad was pretty sure Paul wouldn’t want to talk to his dad
about this. As for talking to his mom . . . Chad
knew that he himself would rather stab himself in the eyes with a
hot poker, or even carve them out with a blunt spoon, instead of
talking to his mom about anything related to sex. He figured Paul
felt the same way.

There was another pause. Then Paul cautiously
asked, “So, are we cool?”

“This is still freaking me out.”

“Yeah, well, imagine what it feels like for
me.”

“I don’t wanna imagine anything about it at
all.”

Paul threw a pillow at him. Chad grabbed it
and tossed it back. “Jerk.” They were both grinning, though.

Chad spoke again. “You know, I really don’t
get that you’re gay.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, you’re not femmy at all. I mean, yeah,
you read all that science-fiction stuff, but mostly you seem pretty
much like everybody else.”

“Ordinary Paul, that’s me.”

“Yeah. I mean, you went out for soccer last
fall, even though you suck at it.” Chad smirked.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t see you scoring a ton
of goals either.”

“Point.” Chad hesitated. “I talked to my dad
last night. Asked him about gays.”

“You—”

“I didn’t say anything about you. I just said
there were a couple of guys at school who were gay.”

“What did he say?”

“No real surprises. Said we don’t know why
some guys turn out to be gay. Said the church doesn’t approve. Said
that if I was gay, he hoped I wouldn’t fall for you, because you’re
so butt-ugly.” Chad was snickering by then.

“You know, it’s a good thing you laugh at
your own jokes, ’cause no one else would.”

“You’re just jealous of my astounding wit and
studly body.”

“Your ugly body, you mean.”

“Anyway, he didn’t seem too freaked out by
it.”

“That’s good.”

The conversation stalled again.

“I’d better get home now,” Chad finally said,
looking at his watch. His dad’s work schedule had him traveling a
lot during the week, so they had family home evening lessons on
Sunday instead of Monday and “family fun night” on Friday, except
when there was something going on for school or church. Sometimes
Paul and his mom were invited over for that, but not this week.

“Right. See you, man.”

“Okay.”

Chad gathered up his stuff and left.

 


After Chad left, Paul lay back on his bed,
closed his eyes, and took a deep, shuddering breath.

It was way better than yesterday. No question
about that. Chad still seemed a little freaked out by it, but
overall it had turned out about as well as Paul could have
hoped.

Being gay really sucked, but things could be
a lot worse.

 


Thinking it over after he
left, Chad thought Paul seemed a lot more relaxed by the end of the
conversation. I guess something
worked.

Chad wanted to be a good friend—he really
did—but trying to be cool about Paul being gay was seriously one of
the hardest things he’d ever done.

Thank goodness that’s over. Maybe if I’m
lucky, we won’t ever have to talk about it again, and I can just
pretend nothing’s really changed.

 


Choosing a new music CD turned out to be a
bigger deal than Chad had expected.

For one thing, Chad didn’t even know who’d
sung half the songs on Tony’s CD, or even what the song titles
were. He solved that by taking the CD to school and having Tony
listen and write down the titles and band names. That took most of
one lunch period. But Tony didn’t know what albums they’d come
from—he’d downloaded them himself or gotten them from other people.
Chad realized, a little uncomfortably, that this supported his
dad’s point about the record companies not making any profits if
everyone just copied the songs without paying for them.

Several of the songs were obvious choices to
drop. Chad hated rap, so that eliminated a couple right there. He
also couldn’t stand the whiny sound of the singer on
“Addicted.”

And “Sk8er Boi” was right out just on
principle. He couldn’t stand the title, he couldn’t stand the
story, and most of all he couldn’t stand Avril Lavigne the
Hyperactive Emo Tomboy. The fact that Paul liked her stuff was just
another sign that his best friend’s musical taste had been
surgically removed at birth.

And then there were the
songs he knew would get him in trouble if his parents ever really
listened to them. “Your Body Is a Wonderland”—yeah, right, that
would go over really well. He liked “Minority” by Green Day, but if his mom or dad
happened to come in the room when they were saying “F— ’em all,” it
wouldn’t be a happy scene.

Then he realized he’d have to look at the
lyrics for all the other songs on each album as well, in order to
make sure they wouldn’t flunk the parent test. At that point he
almost gave up.

But that evening, Chad’s dad happened to ask
if he’d picked out his new CD yet. He said he was still narrowing
down the possibilities. His dad commented that it couldn’t be too
difficult, since all the stuff he liked sounded pretty much the
same anyway. Chad was pretty sure he meant it as a joke, but it
still ticked him off. After that he was determined to go ahead with
it, no matter how much time and energy it took.

At the ward father-and-son campout the next
weekend, he asked some of the boys what kind of music they liked
that didn’t bother their parents too much. Unfortunately, most of
their answers were bands he hated, had never heard of, or had
already decided his parents wouldn’t approve.

“Your folks let you listen to Nelly?”

The other boy—Jason Devlich, a
thirteen-year-old—shrugged. “They don’t pay much attention to my
music,” he said. “I don’t think they really care, as long as they
don’t have to hear it.”

Chad shook his head. Neither of his parents
were like that at all.

“Hey, don’t mention it to your dad, okay? I
mean, I know he’s the bishop, and—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Why did people insist on seeing him as an
extension of his dad, now that his dad was the bishop? It made him
mad that Jason thought he had to say anything about it. That was
one nice thing about Paul. He’d known Chad and his dad long enough
that it didn’t change things when his dad was made bishop.

Chad finally decided maybe
Creed would work. He really liked the guitar work on “One Last
Breath.” He decided that after he got home, he’d go online and see
if he could check out the lyrics for the other tracks on
Weathered. Hopefully,
he’d have a final decision by Monday.

He and Paul talked about it that night in the
tent they were sharing. Chad’s dad was in another tent with
Jeffrey. For a moment while they were setting up the tent, Chad had
wondered if Paul would try anything weird, but he quickly forced
the thought away.

“That whole music thing’s a real bummer,”
Paul commented as they were climbing into their sleeping bags.

“Yeah. At first I thought it was kind of cool
that I’d be getting a new CD, but I’m starting to think it’s more
hassle than it’s worth. I mean, it’s just one CD, right?”

“You know your dad would be laughing his head
off if he knew how much time you’re putting into this.”

“He’d say it was good for me. But yeah, he’d
be laughing while he said it.”

Paul lowered his voice. “So I’ve been
wondering. How did your dad get this campground on Memorial Day
weekend? I mean, like, first they were saying the father-son
campout would have to be canceled, and then your dad said it was
taken care of. Nobody could figure it out.”

Chad hesitated. “He paid the campground
owner. Out of his own pocket, I mean. He told me not to tell
anyone, though, so don’t say anything about it, okay?”

“You dad does that sort of thing a lot,
doesn’t he?”

Chad grimaced. “Not so much anymore. He and
Mom have argued about it. I don’t know if she knows about it this
time.”

“Ouch.” Paul paused. “They still arguing a
lot?”

“Not as much as a few months ago.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Dunno. My mom’s still upset about a lot of
stuff, I think, but they don’t talk about it. Sometimes things are
okay, sometimes not. My dad just pretends everything’s normal. Some
ways, I think it’s worse than when they were arguing.” He sighed.
“I wish they’d never made him a bishop.”

“He’s a good bishop,” Paul said quietly.

“Yeah. But I’d rather have my dad back.”

 


In the other tent, Richard lay listening
beside the sleeping body of his younger son, Jeffrey. Sound carried
better than the boys realized. He’d been amused to hear about how
hard it was for his son to figure out a new CD to buy, though he
hadn’t been able to figure out just what was causing him so much
trouble. It was good to know Chad wasn’t just trying to put things
off in hopes that Richard would forget about the illegal CD.

Then the boys had started talking about other
things. Richard had been dismayed to realize just how much Chad—not
the most sensitive or perceptive person when it came to noticing
things about other people—had picked up on the tension between him
and Sandy. It was a good thing Chad had Paul to talk to. Richard
remembered how much it had helped when he was able to talk to his
best friend when his parents had gotten a divorce, back when he was
thirteen.

Not that he and Sandy were anywhere near
getting a divorce. This was just the normal kind of tension couples
had to work through, especially when both of them were under
stress. He knew that his being bishop hadn’t helped, though he’d
had no idea Chad resented it. The boy had never said anything to
him.

Still, it was a warning sign. Things had to
start going better on the home front. He had to readjust his
priorities—while not neglecting his duties as a bishop as well. And
his work. And he had to somehow stay sane through it all. Richard
sighed.

 


“And we’re
outta here!” yelled Rich
Grober, punching the air with his fist.

It was June twelfth. About half a dozen of
them were walking down the sidewalk, heading toward their houses.
Since the last day of school was only a half-day, they still had
all afternoon free.

“Who’s coming to the sleepover tomorrow?” one
of the boys asked. The group of them had been doing end-of-school
sleepovers ever since sixth grade.

“I can’t make it,” said Tony. A couple of
others said they couldn’t either.

“Why’d we have to wait until tomorrow
anyway?” Mike asked.

“ ’Cause my dad said he didn’t want us
keeping him up late when he has to get up early the next day,”
Tyler replied.

“Whatever. So anyone wanna hit that new
gaming place on Columbia Boulevard?”

“Can’t,” replied Chad with regret. “I’ve
gotta watch my little brother and sister.”

“I’ll go,” Paul said.

Chad was surprised. He’d been counting on
Paul coming over to keep the afternoon from being completely
boring.

The other guys seemed a little surprised as
well. Mike said to Paul, “Thought you’d be attached at the hip to
Mortensen here, like usual.”

“We spend time with other people,” Chad
replied irritably.

“You maybe. Paul, not so much,” Mike
said.

Paul shrugged. “Sometimes I do stuff on my
own, sometimes I don’t. Anyway, I’m looking forward to playing some
games.”

Chad stood there watching as the others went
off. Then he turned and walked home.

 


“It wasn’t that big a deal. I just wanted to
play games with the other guys for once. I heard about that place,
but I’ve never been there before.”

Chad scowled. Paul had shown up at his house
about 5:30. It had been a rotten afternoon, with Emily and Jeffrey
both whining and arguing about every little thing and not letting
Chad sulk in peace about being on his own the first afternoon of
summer vacation. Finally his mom had come home and he’d gone into
the backyard to cool down. That’s where he was when Paul found
him.

“We do stuff with them all the time,” Chad
said. Even while he was saying it, though, Chad realized it wasn’t
really true. This past year, he hadn’t spent very much time with
his non-Mormon friends from middle school.

“You do stuff with them all the time.
Me, not so much. Like Mike said.”

“I don’t really hang out with them that much
anymore.”

“Yeah, well, I pretty much never hang out
with them at all if you’re not there. So when do I get a chance to
see them?”

Chad scowled but didn’t say anything.

“You know my mom likes me to be home when
she’s there,” Paul said. “And she doesn’t like me to go places she
doesn’t know about when she’s not home.”

“You can come over here.”

“And I do come over here. All the time. It
would be nice, though, if I could go other places, too.”

“You did today.”

“Yeah, well.”

“Didn’t she say you had to go straight home
today?”

“She thinks I was over here.”

Chad glared at him. “You jerk. You used me as
a cover with your mom, then you ditched me to play video games with
the guys.”

“It’s not like you haven’t used me as a cover
before.”

“Yeah, and you liked it so much when I did it
to you.” Back in eighth grade, Chad had told his folks he was
spending time with Paul when actually he was with Steve Sessions
and his friends. Paul hadn’t known about it until Chad’s mom called
one day and told Paul that Chad was late. Paul had covered for him
but refused to talk to him for a week afterward.

Paul was breathing deeply. “I’m sorry, okay!
It just—I just really wanted to get away from everything for a
while, you know? Just have fun, and not think about being gay,
and . . .”

One look at Paul’s face and Chad realized
Paul had said more than he meant to say. “What? Being around me
reminds me you you’re gay?”

“Well, yeah.” Paul wasn’t looking at him.

“Why?”

Paul shrugged. “ ’Cause you’re the only
other person who knows.”

“Not my fault. Telling me you’re gay was your
own stupid idea.”

“It’s just—the way you look at me sometimes.
I can tell you’re thinking about it.”

“Well, forgive me for remembering this
freakin’ huge bomb my best friend dropped on me.”

They glared at each other for a minute before
Paul looked away. “Anyway, I’m sorry,” he repeated.

“Yeah, well, like you said, it’s not like I
don’t act like a butthead, too, sometimes.” Chad paused. “So how
was the game place?”

“It was fun.” Paul shrugged.

“Fun? Dude, fun is what you say when the
second-grade teacher brings modeling clay and you get to play in
the mud all afternoon. What was it like, really?”

“Dunno. I guess the best word to describe it
was . . . fun.” Paul snickered at him.

“Jerk.” They both started laughing.

 


Paul came over a little after noon the next
day. Then at about 3:00 they took off to Tyler’s house for the
sleepover.

“Welcome to the nut house,” Tyler said as he
opened the door. Then he laughed. He always said that. Chad had no
idea why.

“Who else is here?”

“Rich. Mike’s on his way.”

“Anyone else coming?”

“No.”

“So how’d you do on that last math test?”
Paul asked Tyler.

“Okay, I guess. Good enough to get a B.”

As they were talking, Tyler led them
downstairs to the large area that included his bedroom and a
separate TV room. That was one reason why they always had the
sleepovers here.

“Did you hear what happened in fifth-period
P.E. with McCloskey last Friday?”

“What?”

“This girl wound up ripping her shirt. Showed
her boobs. Well, her bra anyway.”

“Bet you liked that.”

“I didn’t get to see it.”

“What did McCloskey do?”

“Told her to go change.”

“Bet he was drooling over it.”

“He’s a pervert.”

“You’re a pervert.”

“I’m fifteen.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Right. So what was all that crap about what
happened second lunch?”

“Some effin’ idiot pulled the fire
alarm.”

“Well, yeah, I heard that part—”

The first couple of hours went like that,
with the guys all playing video games while snacking on chips and
soda pop and trading stories about stupid things that had happened
the last few weeks of school. It was nice.

They also talked about summer plans. Paul
would be spending the first few weeks as a counselor-in-training at
Beaver Lodge Scout Camp. All the other guys thought he was nuts to
want to spend time with a lot of twelve-year-olds. Later, he and
Chad would both be going on the weeklong high adventure at Diamond
Rock, where Paul hoped to finish off his last requirements for
advancing to Life Scout. A couple of the other guys had part-time
jobs or travel plans.

For the traditional movie
with pizza, Tyler had picked Goldmember, the Austin Powers movie.
Chad hadn’t seen that one before. It was really funny, though Chad
thought the dancing and singing got kind of old. During the part
when Dr. Evil was talking about Preparation H, Paul snorted soda
pop through his nose. Then later on, everybody snickered when the
guy that Foxxy Cleopatra was using as a cover kissed Austin Powers.
Chad glanced briefly at Paul but couldn’t tell if his reaction to
seeing one guy kiss another guy was different from everyone
else’s.

The final credits rolled up through the part
with the outtakes. Then Tyler turned it off.

“Shit, that was lame,” Chad commented.

“Well, no duh. That was kind of the point,”
Tyler responded. At the same time, Chad felt the inevitable punch
from Paul on his arm.

The other guys noticed. “Hey! Is it Ficklin’s
job now to make sure the other Mormon boys don’t use potty
language?”

“Knock it off, Walters,” Chad said.

“I heard your dad got made the bishop or
something. I thought he was a salesman with Dynamo.”

“Still is.”

“So he’s, like, part time or something?”

“Hell, no,” interrupted one of the others.
“Don’t you know anything? Mormons don’t pay their preachers.”

“That’s pretty dumb. Why do all that extra
work if you aren’t gonna be paid for it?”

Chad knew what Mike thought about churches,
but he couldn’t help but get a little ticked off. He didn’t say
anything, though.

Unfortunately, Paul did. “Chad’s dad is a
good guy,” he insisted.

“Yeah, sure. Whatever. Just as long as he
doesn’t preach his religion at me.”

Paul shut up then.

“What’s with Ficklin?” asked Tyler a bit
later, as Paul was off using the bathroom.

“Yeah. He’s always been a dweeb, but now it’s
like he’s all on your case and everything. Why do you hang around
with him, anyway?”

Chad shrugged. “He’s a friend,” he said at
last. Thankfully, they dropped the topic.

 


Next morning the guys slept in, then played
video games and ate cold cereal. About noon, things broke up and
Chad and Paul walked over to Paul’s place.

After almost a day of pretty much nonstop
talking—except when they’d been watching the movie or actually
sleeping—Chad was pretty much talked out. So he hardly noticed how
quiet the first part of the walk was. Then, out of the blue, Paul
said, “I’m not gonna be your mouth monitor anymore.”

“Huh?”

“Bargain’s over. No more punches in the arm.
You wanna stop swearing, find some other way.”

“Okay.” Chad was surprised, but he figured it
was a good idea if it would avoid scenes like the guys hassling him
the night before. Still, the way Paul said it, it was clear he was
ticked off about something else as well.

A minute later, Chad found out what it was.
“Why didn’t you stick up for your dad?”

“What do you mean?”

“When Mike was going on about your dad being
bishop and how dumb it was.”

“He wasn’t talking about my dad. He was just,
you know, kind of making a general comment.”

“They’re lowlifes. Tyler and the rest.”

Chad wondered where all this was coming from.
“A couple days ago you went to the game place with them. Why trash
them now?”

Paul shrugged. “It’s nothing.” He looked
uncomfortable. “Just—the whole thing kind of made me realize that,
you know, they don’t really look at things the same way we do.”

Chad wondered what had
happened Thursday afternoon that made Paul and the other guys go
off on each other. I’ll probably never
know.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


The next Monday, Paul took off for his
three-week training at Beaver Lodge Scout Camp.

The time passed slowly. Chad spent some of it
hanging out with Tyler and the others. After what happened during
the sleepover, though—with them trashing Paul and everything—he
didn’t feel quite as comfortable with them as he had before. So he
did a few things with them but also spent quite a bit of time with
his family. Jeffrey in particular got a lot of time with his big
brother. The kid always liked that, and it made their mom happy,
which was an extra bonus.

For the Fourth of July, Chad went to the
three-ward potluck and sat around eating fried chicken and
watermelon and platefuls of desserts until he was stuffed, washing
it all down with soda pop. It was at the pavilion in Somerset Park,
as usual. After a while, most of the boys took off to play dodge
Frisbee, but Chad didn’t want to move away from the dessert tables
yet. Instead, he let himself be talked into playing a game of bocce
ball. No one was very good at the game, but Chad’s team beat the
team his dad was on.

Chad decided to sit out the next game while
he let the last three brownies he’d eaten settle in his stomach.
After a couple of minutes, his dad plopped down beside him.

“Paul gets back soon, right?”

Chad hadn’t seen his dad much since school
got out. He’d been working long hours training a new batch of
salesmen.

“Tomorrow. Why?”

“Tell me, President Mortensen. You turn
sixteen in August. Who should we call to be the next teachers
quorum president?”

Chad shrugged. He’d been surprised when he
was called as quorum president back in March, though probably he
shouldn’t have been. Most of the other guys were hopeless or were
still only fourteen, like Paul had been.

“I’d like your recommendation.”

“Paul, of course.”

His dad looked at him. Chad wondered if his
dad was going to ask if he’d said that just because Paul was his
friend. Really, though, Paul was the only choice that made any
sense. Except for the gay part, which his dad didn’t know
about.

Don’t think about
that, he told himself.

His dad nodded. “Thanks,” he said, then stood
and walked off.

 


The next day was a Saturday.
Paul arrived home that afternoon, and he and his mom came over for
a barbecue at Chad’s house that evening, although Chad’s dad had to
duck out partway through. Then Paul went home for what Chad assumed
was going to be a marathon reading session with Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, which had come out while Paul was at camp.

They spent a lot of the next
few days playing video games and watching videos and biking around
town. Sometimes Paul would come over and help Chad with babysitting
his little brother and sister. Paul had lots of stories to tell
about Beaver Lodge, like the time when one of the younger scouts
got stuck in the latrine or when an idiot put a soda pop can—which
they weren’t supposed to have anyway—into the fire so that it
exploded and sprayed hot Dr. Pepper over everyone. It almost made
Chad wish he’d gone—until he remembered that he would’ve had to
spend the time with twelve-year-olds and thirteen-year-olds.
Not to mention next year, when Paul gets to be a
real counselor for the whole summer. I’d go nuts.

That Wednesday night at Young Men was mostly
spent preparing for the upcoming summer camps. Most of it was for
the younger scouts, who would be going to Beaver Lodge in a couple
of weeks, followed by the Diamond Rock trip for the older scouts
the week after that. Chad and Paul spent most of the time sitting
in the back, talking and cracking jokes.

Partway through the evening, Chad’s dad poked
his head through the door and waved Paul over. After a minute, Paul
was back.

“What was that all about?”

“Your dad wanted me to make an appointment
with Brother Esplund to see him on Sunday,” Paul grumbled. “Talks
with the bishop aren’t ever good news.”

Chad couldn’t help but smirk.

Paul stared at him. “Okay, out with it.”

“Well, you know, I’m the teachers quorum
president. And I’m turning sixteen in about a
month . . .”

Paul closed his eyes. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yeah.”

He opened his eyes again. “You know, I like
your dad. But I really don’t wanna have a conversation with him
right now.”

“My dad as in my dad, or my dad as in the
bishop?”

“Either one.”

“Are you gonna talk to him
about . . . ?”

“Dunno. I don’t really want to. But, well, I
suppose it has to happen sometime.” He swallowed nervously.

Next Sunday after church,
Chad saw Paul waiting in front of his dad’s office. He waved and
gave him a thumbs-up. Paul waved back, his face almost as pale as
his Sunday shirt. He looked really, really nervous.
Good luck, Chad
thought.

 


Later that afternoon, Chad was up in his room
listening to his new Creed CD when he heard a knock on the
door.

It was his dad. He didn’t look mad, but he
had a serious look on his face. Chad turned off the music.

“I guess now I know where all those questions
about gay people were coming from,” his dad said. Chad didn’t say
anything.

“Paul said you’re the only one he’s told
about being attracted to guys. It sounds like you’ve been a good
friend. I’m proud of you.” He paused. “I could tell that was
important to him. He’s a really good kid. I’m glad he has a friend
like you. And I’m glad you have a friend like him.”

His dad stopped. Chad tried not to feel
guilty when he remembered how badly he’d reacted when he first
found out Paul was gay.

After a minute, his dad continued. “This
thing Paul’s going through is really tough. He’s going to be making
a lot of choices over the next few years that will make a
difference for—well, forever. I’ll help him as much as I can as his
bishop. But I think how you act as his friend may make a bigger
difference than anything I can do.”

Chad wondered with a sinking feeling if his
dad was somehow expecting him to help Paul get over being gay.
Talking to Paul, he didn’t think that was even possible, and he
wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to try.

Apparently some of what he was thinking
showed on his face. “Just be his friend,” his dad said. Then he
patted Chad on the shoulder, gave a small smile, and left.

 


“So I guess you told my dad,” Chad said to
Paul the next day.

Chad had done several chores that morning,
including reading two stories to Jeffrey and helping with his train
set while his mom went to the hairdresser’s, then mowing the lawn
and fixing lunch. As soon as that was done, he’d biked over to
Paul’s place, stopping just long enough on his way out the door to
get his mom’s okay. She’d laughed and waved him off, telling him to
make sure he was back by dinner. She also said he could invite Paul
and his mom over if they didn’t have other plans.

“You were right,” Paul said, looking away.
“Your dad wants me to be the next teachers quorum president, just
like you said. And, well, yeah. I mean—”

“You figured you had to tell him before you
said yes.”

“Yeah.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him I was gay. He
got a really weird look on his face and asked if I’ve ever done
anything, you know, gay with someone else. And then—” Paul chewed
on his thumb. “It looked like he was thinking. Then he said he
figured that as long as I was doing what I should, it didn’t make
much difference what I was tempted
to do. Then he said I could still be a good
teachers quorum president if I follow the same standards everyone
else is supposed to follow. We talked awhile. He said he didn’t
know why some people turn out gay, but I shouldn’t be too quick to
decide I’m really gay. Except he called it same-sex attracted,
which apparently is what some people in the church call it.
Whatever.”

“He didn’t have a problem with you being
gay?”

Paul stared at him. “Of
course he had a problem with me being gay. ’Cause it’s, you know,
against church standards. Remember that part? Like where two guys
can’t get married, and sex outside of marriage is wrong? Duh. I
didn’t think you needed a rehash of the whole ‘Let’s look it up
in For the Strength of
Youth’ bit. You know, just to make sure I
knew, absolutely one hundred percent, that having sex with guys is
not allowed.”

“He did that?”

“Of course.”

Chad could believe it. Each time his dad
talked to the youth, he’d start by quoting from the church’s
pamphlet for teenagers and their parents. He did the same thing in
one-on-one interviews, too. He always said the best way to start
was by making sure everyone understood what the rules were.

“He also said I should tell my mom about
it.”

Chad winced.

Paul continued. “There’s
this part in For the Strength of
Youth where it talks about telling your
parents and your bishop. So I told him I’d talk to her sometime. He
said it was up to me, but I should let her know. Like I’m really
looking forward to that.”

“Sucks to be you.”

“So you’ve said before.” Paul shook his head.
“No way am I telling my dad, though.”

“No duh.”

 


Paul was nervous about something. And Barbara
knew it had to do with her.

It—whatever it was—had started last Sunday
after Paul’s interview with the bishop. Barbara had been pleased
when Bishop Mortensen told her he wanted to extend a calling to
Paul to serve as the teachers quorum president. She didn’t imagine
there would be any problem with Paul accepting.

But then the short fifteen-minute interview
the bishop said they’d be having had stretched to twenty-five
minutes, and then thirty-five minutes, before Paul came out the
door. He was smiling, though, as he shook the bishop’s hand.

“So. New teachers quorum president?” she’d
asked, on the way home.

“Yeah.” He was looking out the window.

“You were in there an awful long time,” she
ventured.

“Yeah. We were talking about some stuff.”

She waited, but Paul didn’t
say anything more. Instead, he just kept looking out the
window. I guess whatever it was, I won’t
be finding out any more about it, she
thought. Teenagers. Always a mystery. Boys
especially.

Paul had remained unusually quiet in the days
since then. Several times, she’d seen him giving her a strange look
that she had no idea how to interpret.

Dinner tonight was quiet, too. Usually,
eating together was a chance to catch up on things: schedules,
funny stories from her work, how Paul had kept busy that day.
Talking to each other, sharing things, kept them functioning as a
family, not just two people living in the same space. Tonight,
though, the conversation kept falling flat.

Just as they were finishing up, Paul said,
“Mom, I need to talk to you.”

I guess this is it.
Barbara’s stomach tightened. “Should we go into
the living room?”

He nodded.

Barbara pulled out a couple of multilayer
Jell-O-type desserts from the refrigerator. They stacked their
dirty dishes in the sink, then moved into the other room.

Barbara pulled her legs underneath herself on
the couch as she opened her dessert, ignoring thoughts about what
she’d say to her physical therapy patients if they sat like that.
It was comfortable. From the way Paul was acting, she got the
feeling she might need that comfort.

Paul sat on the edge of his chair. He’d
pulled in one of the kitchen chairs, she saw, rather than sit in
one of the big overstuffed chairs that were already in the living
room. He put his dessert on the floor without opening it.

And then she waited, while Paul looked down
at his lap. Looked up. Looked down again. Shifted in his seat, and
shifted again.

“Paul?”

“Sorry. It’s . . . kind of
hard to talk about.”

With an effort, Barbara stopped herself from
saying anything. Finally, a minute or two later, he looked up and
started talking.

“There’s no really easy way to say it.” He
paused and licked his lips. “I . . . don’t like
girls, Mom.”

She waited a minute to see if Paul was done.
Then, carefully keeping her voice calm and even, she asked, “Are
you trying to tell me you’re gay?”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m saying.”

Barbara nodded slowly.
Inside, she felt her mind go into a deep freeze.
I have to be a mom right now. I can fall apart
later.

Meanwhile, her voice kept talking, asking
questions to buy time while she figured out what to do next.
“That’s what took so long, when you talked with the bishop on
Sunday?”

“Yeah.”

“What did he say?”

Paul shrugged, but the rest of his body
screamed just how tense he was. “He said it was a temptation just
like any other temptation. He said as long as I follow church
standards, I can still be a worthy member of the church.”

“That sounds sensible.” She paused. At times
like this, she wished she’d grown up in an active LDS family. Maybe
there would have been a talk or lesson somewhere along the line
that would have given her a clearer idea how to handle this.

Well, first things
first, she thought. Triage. “Paul?”

“Yeah?”

“This isn’t what I expected our conversation
to be about. Actually, I don’t know what I expected,” she admitted.
“But you need to know this. You’re still my son. I still love you.
Whatever happens in your life, I’m on your side. Okay? This doesn’t
make me love you any less or think less of you.”

“Thanks.” He drew a deep breath. “I—hoped
you’d say that. It’s good to hear it, though.”

“Come here and give your old mom a hug.”

As she felt his arms wrap around her, Barbara
reflected that from a mother’s perspective, nothing could be too
wrong with the world if your teenage son was still willing to hug
you. She wasn’t surprised, though, when Paul pulled away half a
minute later.

Okay. Time to gather some information.

“Who else knows about this? Bishop Mortensen,
of course. Anyone else?”

“Chad. He’s the first one I told.”

The two boys were awfully close. “Is Chad
gay, too?”

Paul burst out in a nervous laugh. “No way!
He’s, uh, like, totally straight.”

“But you’re still friends?”

“Yeah. He freaked out about it at first, but
he’s okay with it now. He still thinks it’s pretty weird.”

“What’s so weird about it? After all, I liked
boys when I was your age.”

Paul stared at her. “Bad joke, Mom.”

“There were lots of boys in my class that I
thought were cute.”

“I really don’t want to hear this.”

“There was this one boy with really pretty
green eyes and long eyelashes who I had a crush on my sophomore
year—”

“Aagh!” Paul ran out of the
room and slammed his bedroom door behind him, while Barbara broke
up laughing. Mom one, kid zero.

A minute later he peeked out of his bedroom
door. “Is it safe to come out now?”

“I promise. The bad, evil teenage-mom stories
have all gone away.”

“Good.” They looked at each other. There was
a reluctant grin on Paul’s face. Barbara felt some of the tension
start to drain away.

“So what does it mean to you, when you say
you’re gay?”

Paul blushed. “Part of it’s like you said.
Thinking guys are cute, and all that.”

“You don’t think girls are cute?”

“Not that way.”

“Not romantically.”

“Yeah.” Paul’s face was bright red. “I don’t,
you know, get crushes on girls.”

“But you do get crushes on boys.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Who?”

“Mom! Just—some of the guys at school, okay?
That’s all you need to know.”

“You want to surprise your mom when you bring
home your first boyfriend?” Barbara was proud of herself for
keeping her voice light.

“That’s not gonna happen, Mom.”

“You don’t want to have a boyfriend?”

“Not if I want to stay in the church.”

That sounds pretty
definite. Barbara thought carefully about
how to phrase her next question. “So what do you want out of life, now that
you’ve figured out you’re attracted to boys?”

He looked unhappy. “I don’t—I mean, it’s not
like being gay changes who I am, you know? There’s part of me that
really wants to go to BYU, I guess, and go on a mission and get
married and have kids. Being gay hasn’t changed any of that. It’s
just—” He gestured helplessly.

“You don’t know if you can really have all
that?”

“Yeah.” He paused. “And, well, there are
other things I want, too. Even if I know I’m not supposed to.”

“Like having a boyfriend?”

“Yeah.”

Barbara hesitated. “You know, I’m under the
impression that a lot of what boys think about at your age has to
do with sex, not relationships. Usually, it’s teenage girls who
want the romance.”

“I guess.” Paul’s reply sounded reluctant,
but at least he was responding.

“So when you say you’re attracted to males,
is this all about sexual attraction? Or is there more to it than
that?”

“How should I know? I’m a guy!” Paul grimaced
and ran a hand through his hair. “Both, I guess. I mean, yeah, a
lot of it’s about who I think is hot. But it’s about being together
with someone, too.” He paused. “A few months ago there was this
stake fireside where they brought in a couple who just got married,
like, a year or two ago while they were both students at BYU. I
remember the woman saying that being married to the right person
was like filling a part of yourself that you didn’t even know was
empty. And then she talked about being alone, and how that’s part
of what being a teenager is all about. She said being lonely can be
a good thing if it makes you think about the person you want to be
and the choices you have to make in order to be that person. And
then she said a lot of the mistakes teenagers make are because they
aren’t patient enough to wait for good relationships. Instead, they
just settle for something that will fill that empty spot.”

“Sounds like a smart lady.”

“Yeah. See, though, the thing
is . . . I’m not planning to get married anytime
soon. But when I’m lonely and wish there was someone I could be
with to make the loneliness go away, it’s guys that I think
about.”

Both of them were quiet for a minute after
that. Finally Barbara continued, “So what’s it like, when you think
a boy is cute or sexy or whatever?”

“Mom! You don’t really want
to know that!”

“Why not?”

Paul buried his face in his hands and mumbled
something.

“What did you say?”

Paul looked up. His face was
red. “It’s like—sometimes I’ll see a guy smiling, you know? And
it’ll be like, wow. Or sometimes I’ll see someone who’s really good looking, and
it’s like someone’s traced around him with a marker so he just
stands out from everything around him.”

“It can be like that,” Barbara found herself
agreeing.

Paul winced and looked away. “One time—there
was this kid in eighth grade who was really shy, and his friend
embarrassed him at the lunch table. And he blushed, but he was kind
of laughing at the same time, you know? And so I cracked a couple
jokes just to try and cheer him up. And then he smiled at me, and I
got this feeling in the pit of my stomach that was like—I don’t
know, eating a big double-fudge sundae or something.”

Boys and their
stomachs, Barbara thought.
I shouldn’t be surprised that even romantic
feelings get translated into thoughts about food.

“So next thing I know, it was the end of
lunch and Chad was really mad at me ’cause I never showed up to do
stuff with him. It was like I didn’t even want to do anything else
as long as I could stay there and goof around with this other
kid.”

“Sounds like a crush.”

“Yeah.” He blushed.

“Hmm.” A sudden memory struck her. “Was that
Tony, by any chance?”

Paul looked at her warily. “Yes.”

“He was a cute one. Freckles, too, if I
recall. I can’t fault your taste in boys.” She grinned at
him.

Paul’s look turned to a
glare. “You’re going to hell for torturing your child,” he said.
“And I will look down on you and laugh. And God won’t even blame
me.”

“No doubt.” Barbara snickered at him. Paul
grinned back at her.

Barbara took a deep breath. “I’m sure I’ll
have more questions later on, but for right now, I think we’ve
talked about this long enough. Want a bowl of ice cream? That
Jell-O thing really wasn’t much of a dessert.”

“It really wasn’t,” he agreed.

“How would you know? You didn’t even eat
yours.” She pointed down to where it was still sitting unopened on
the floor next to Paul’s chair.

“Oops.”

 


An hour later, Barbara collapsed inside her
bedroom.

It had been a good evening, she thought.
Especially when she considered what it might have been like.

They’d laughed. They’d talked. When she’d
asked later how long he’d known he was gay, Paul, blushing,
admitted that he’d noticed some boys were cute back in seventh
grade. He hadn’t realized what it meant, though, until eighth-grade
health class.

She couldn’t really imagine
what it must have been like for him, figuring out something like
that about himself. Wishing it wasn’t true. Praying for it not to
be true. Having it finally sink in that it was true. Small wonder he’d waited a
year and a half before telling anyone.

Part of her desperately wanted to talk to
someone else about it. Her sister, maybe. She missed spending time
with Sheanne ever since she’d moved back to Southern California a
couple years ago. It would be a comfort to talk to her about all
this. But she couldn’t do that to Paul, talking about this to
someone else—especially another family member—without his
permission.

Maybe she should have stayed
together with Frank. Having a dad in the home might have helped. As
soon as she thought it, though, her mind rebelled.
That’s not the way being gay works, Barbara. You
know that.

Besides, she couldn’t really imagine that
Frank would have been any help at all with this situation. Paul had
told her that he didn’t plan to tell his father about it. She
thought that was a very good idea. Who knew how he’d react?

Absent father and controlling mother. That’s
what they used to say caused homosexuality. She didn’t know if they
were still saying that. Some people said it was genetic, but she
didn’t know anyone in her family or Frank’s who was gay. It made
her nervous, wondering if there was some way she’d contributed to
making him gay. She didn’t think so, but she’d probably never
know.

He’s still my son.
That, she was sure of. She’d come out of the
evening with a clear sense that he was still the same boy she’d
spent the last fifteen years growing to love and enjoy. When it
came right down to it, that was all she really needed to
know.

And now that she wasn’t focused on trying to
be the mother Paul needed her to be, she could let her own emotions
out. Finally.

She shuddered. Not entirely to her surprise,
she felt tears gathering.

Paul would have a hard life. A lot of the
things he said he wanted—mission, family, activity in the
church—would be possible only if he could ignore some of his own
deepest instincts.

She tried to put herself in his shoes,
imagining what it would be like if God required her to have a
relationship with another woman. The thought horrified her. She
doubted it would even be possible for her to do.

And then she was crying in earnest, crying
over the little boy she’d raised and her hopes and dreams about the
life he’d lead, all of which seemed so much less likely now. She
could mourn now, alone in her bedroom without Paul there to see and
misunderstand.

 


“So she was okay with it?” Chad asked.

“Yeah.” Paul glanced over, and Chad saw a sly
look on his friend’s face. “Maybe even a little relieved, you know?
I mean, it’s not like she has to worry about me coming home and
telling her I got a girl pregnant. Not like you in a couple of
years.” Paul snickered.

“Ha, ha, you’re so very
funny. Just don’t say anything like that around my parents, or
they’ll kill me. And then who’ll beat you at Bust-a-Move?”

“You wish.” Actually the two of them were
pretty closely matched, with Paul usually doing just a bit
better.

They started another game.

“It’s really weird, you know?” Paul said,
keeping up a steady stream of fire on his side of the screen.

“What is?”

“Now you know, and your dad knows, and my mom
knows. It’s like I was hiding before, but now I’m out in the open.
It’s kind of freaky.”

“Yeah. I can kind of see
that.” Actually, I’m amazed you’re not
throwing up in the toilet over it, Chad
thought. He didn’t say it, though, in case the words set Paul
off.

Just then, Paul got off a lucky shot that
dropped a bunch of bubbles, sending them over to Chad’s side faster
than Chad could drop them. He grumbled a little at his loss. To
Chad’s surprise, though, instead of starting another round right
away, Paul paused the game, though he still wasn’t looking directly
at Chad.

“Sometimes, you know, I just want to go back
to pretending it’s not really real. I can’t, though. It’s different
now, because I know that other people know I’m gay. No going
back.”

Paul stopped talking. Chad wondered if he was
going to start the game again. He didn’t, though. Instead, he
stared off into space, as if he was still thinking about the last
thing he’d said. Finally, just as Chad was about to ask if he
wanted to go do something else, Paul shook himself, looked down at
the controller, and pressed the start button.

Neither of them brought up the gay thing
again for the rest of that summer.

 


High adventure with the scouts. Swimming,
hiking, camping. Merit badges and campfire conversations. Funny
stories about near-encounters with bears, or animals some of the
scouts thought were bears. Then back home again. Chad’s release,
and Paul getting set apart as the new teachers quorum president.
More summer activities. Dusty afternoons spent getting all
scratched up chopping down massive blackberry thickets for Chad’s
Eagle project. Two and a half weeks in Minnetonka for Paul with his
dad and second family, then back to Arcadia Heights. Late-summer
bicycling and swimming. Late-night video-game marathons. Chad’s
birthday around the middle of August, together with getting his
driver’s license and being ordained a priest. Chad’s Eagle board of
review, followed by his court of honor. Preparations for the new
school year.

And then summer was over and it was back to
the regular routine, classes and homework and after-school
activities, and a chance to see what had changed and what hadn’t
changed and what would keep on changing as they moved forward into
the future.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


“You totally should come to GSA. It’s all
about tolerance, which is a good thing. And the people are neat,
and no one will think you’re gay just because you come to the
meetings, especially if you come with me.”

Paul looked around the lunch table. Most of
the other guys were carefully looking away. A few were snickering
surreptitiously at him for being caught by Sarah Donnelly in a
crusading mood.

It was three weeks into Paul’s sophomore
year. This year, Paul and Chad’s schedules had given them different
lunches, though Paul found he didn’t mind as much as he’d
expected.

Paul had decided not to go out for soccer
this year. Since Chad was still on the team, that meant the two of
them weren’t seeing much of each other right now. Paul had expected
to feel bored, but instead it was turning into a nice opportunity
to get to know other people. It was about time Paul picked up some
new friends, anyway.

First day of the school
year, he’d picked a lunch table with several people he recognized
from last year and pretty much got along with. It had turned out to
be a good choice. A lot of them were semi-geeks, like Paul, and
they were mostly tolerant of people’s personality quirks. Like Eric
Swanson’s fanaticism over Final Fantasy
Tactics and the way Joel Reynolds would
make the same stupid jokes about cafeteria food each
day.

That tolerance had its good and bad sides,
Paul thought, looking now at Sarah. On the one hand, if they’d been
at a table full of jocks—like the one where Tyler and several other
of Chad’s idiot friends were sitting, across the commons—Sarah
might have approached him anyway, but she probably would have been
driven off by the dyke and faggot comments before he had to answer
her. On the other hand, if he did find himself dragged off to the
Gay-Straight Alliance, he didn’t think the other guys at this table
would tease him about it. Much.

“I’m waiting,” Sarah said. Her eyes narrowed.
“Are you homophobic?”

Paul choked on a bite of
food. That is so much not what my problem
is with going to GSA, he
thought.

Back when he’d first come out to Chad, he’d
just been relieved that it hadn’t ended in disaster. The same thing
had been true after he told his mom and the bishop. Since then,
though, he’d started to wish there was someone else he could talk
to about what it felt like to be gay.

Not his mom or the bishop. And Chad really
didn’t want to hear anything about what it was like to look at a
cute guy or anything like that. Things with Chad had been okay over
the summer, but Paul knew it was better not to push it.

Part of him really wanted to try out GSA, if
he could do it without everybody knowing he was gay. And now Sarah
had given him the perfect excuse.

 


“There you are.” It was Sarah. “I thought for
a bit that you weren’t going to come.”

“My last class is across the school from
here. Other side of the gym.”

“It’s a good thing you showed up when you
did. Another minute and I’d have left without you and then broke
your arm the next time I saw you.”

They started walking, with Sarah leading the
way because Paul didn’t know where the club met.

“Can’t we just say no to all the violence?”
he asked. “I mean, you know, violence in the cause of tolerance. It
really doesn’t look good.”

“Just for that—” She punched him on the
arm.

“Oh! I’m wounded!” In fact, the punch had
landed with more force than he expected, though it was still
nothing compared to what he and Chad did to each other, even when
they were just kidding.

“Why did I bring you, anyway?”

“Because the other guys dodge faster, because
you need a punching bag, because I’m a sucker for girls who beat me
up.”

“Har, har. Laugh it up, fuzz ball.” She
stopped. “Here we are.”

They had reached two classrooms in the art
wing with a divider pulled open between them, combining them into
one big room. About twenty people were already there, more than
half of them girls, standing and talking in groups. Up toward the
front of the room, a woman who looked like she was in her forties
was sitting and slowly leafing through papers in a manila
folder.

“That’s Ms. Allington, the advisor.”

“Art teacher?”

“Counselor. She’s new this year.”

Paul was surprised. He’d never heard of a
counselor being a club advisor.

“Last year’s advisor was an art teacher, but
she took a job in another district. Ms. Allington was already
helping with tolerance issues for gay students, so she volunteered
to be the new advisor.”

“You were in GSA last year, too?”

“Yeah.” Sarah continued more quietly, “My big
brother’s gay, so it’s kind of important to me. He’s a sophomore
now at U. of O. studying journalism.” She shook her head. “Let’s
get you introduced to some people.”

“Sarah—”

But it was too late.

Over the next five minutes, Paul was
introduced to about half of the other kids, almost none of whom he
had the slightest chance of remembering.

He had to give credit to Sarah for
truth-telling in her introductions. Mostly she introduced him as
“Paul, this guy who sits at my lunch table who I dragged out to
this meeting.” The introductions he received in turn were equally
short and blunt. “Tom, who’s here to pick up girls. Kathryn, who
makes friends with everyone who comes through the door. Ellen,
who’s friendly and nice and has a brown belt in something or other
and is just possibly the most intimidating person I’ve ever
met.”

“More intimidating than you?” Paul asked.

“Shut up, you, or I’ll punch you again. Fred,
who’s here because Elaine dragged him out and he’s too scared of
her to stop coming. Steve, our resident lech.”

“Thanks for bringing such a cute guy,” Steve
said.

Embarrassed, Paul looked away.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. We all
do. And Trevor, our resident goofball.”

“Hi.”

“Hi back,” Trevor responded. “Hey, aren’t you
in my Spanish class?”

“Mr. Dickey? Third period?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you stay awake long enough to see
who’s in the class?”

“Simple,” Trevor said. “I look at everyone
else instead of listening to Dickless.”

Right about then, a girl who was apparently
the club president stood at the front of the room and started
talking. Even then, a lot of the conversations didn’t stop, and
Paul was able to make out only a few words. Finally, a boy he
hadn’t met yet stood up and yelled, “Shut up, people!”

In the sudden near-quiet, it was easy to hear
the girl say, “Thank you, Jared.”

“Any time.”

“Welcome to the Arcadia Heights Gay-Straight
Alliance. I see a few people here we haven’t had out before—you’re
especially welcome. And now for the first thing we have to talk
about today . . .”

 


“So how did you like it?”

Paul shrugged. “It was okay.”

“You didn’t seem too uncomfortable.”

I guess that’s true,
Paul thought. Throughout the meeting, he’d felt
like an outsider, but it hadn’t really been uncomfortable. Mostly,
he’d just sat back and watched—kind of like an anthropologist
observing the habits of some new tribe. The GSA tribe. He grinned.

Sarah noticed the grin. “So you’ll be back,
then?” she persisted.

“Maybe.” His grin got wider.

“Paul . . .”

“All right, all right, already! I give in. It
was fine. It was great. I’ll probably even go back sometime, maybe.
If only to avoid getting punched again.”

“Better believe it.”

The whole thing had been quite a bit
different from what Paul expected. In the back of his mind, he’d
thought it would mostly be about being gay, and maybe talking with
other gay kids about what it was like to be gay. Instead, most of
the meeting had been about activities the club was helping organize
for the school’s AIDS Education Week starting December first,
which—Paul had found out—was World AIDS Day.

Somehow, Paul had wound up on the committee
to do posters about AIDS statistics and safe behavior. He supposed
that was fine, so long as no one outside the club ever found out
he’d worked on them.

During the meeting, Paul had been startled to
notice at least two pairs of girls holding hands, though he did his
best not to stare. He hadn’t seen any guys who were obviously in
couples, but some of the comments he heard were pretty gay. That
included some from Trevor, who’d cracked a couple of really funny
jokes about being caught looking at guys—and about which guys he
wouldn’t be caught dead looking at. Paul had actually laughed out
loud at one of them.

Some of the boys were a
bit . . . effeminate. Most of them seemed pretty
normal, though. To Paul’s surprise, the normal-seeming ones
included Trevor and several others who had been making gay
comments. Paul wouldn’t have ever been able to tell they were gay
except for what they were saying.

He’d been really surprised to find out that
Jared—the guy who yelled at everyone to shut up and who wound up
sitting next to Paul for a lot of the meeting—was gay. Partway
through the meeting, while the groups were supposedly working but
most people were talking instead, a girl had come over and asked
Jared how things were going with his folks.

“Pretty much the same as always,” he
said.

“That’s too bad.” She’d patted his arm
sympathetically, then wandered off.

Jared caught Paul looking at him. “I came out
to my folks last year. They said they were okay with it, but things
haven’t really been the same since.”

“Sorry.”

“Wasn’t your fault.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean,
doofus.”

Jared snickered. “Do you know how long it’s
been since someone called me a doofus? I swear, if it didn’t sound
like your voice had changed, I’d think you were twelve.”

“I have gone through puberty, thank you
very much.”

“Or so you claim. I’m Jared Esters. I’m a
junior.”

“Paul Ficklin. Sophomore.”

“Good to meet you. This your first time
here?”

“Yeah. My friend Sarah dragged me out.”

They spent the next five
minutes talking about movies from the summer. Both of them had
seen The Hulk,
though Paul liked it better than Jared had. When Jared found out
that Paul hadn’t seen Matrix
Reloaded, he went on about how great it
was. Paul didn’t tell him that he’d wanted to see it but hadn’t
because it was rated R, though he loved the first Matrix movie when
he saw the edited version on cable.

Just then, the leader of the group had called
for everyone’s attention. As Paul turned to look at the latest idea
for a poster, he noticed Jared grinning at him. He grinned back. It
wasn’t like a crush or anything—but Jared seemed like someone who
might turn into a friend.

 


After Jared Esters got home that afternoon,
he had a hard time concentrating on his homework. Instead, he kept
thinking about Paul, the new kid who’d shown up at GSA.

Jared had started attending GSA pretty early
in his freshman year. Back in eighth grade, he’d figured out that
he was attracted to boys. He hadn’t come out then, though. Going
through the door to the GSA his freshman year was the first time
he’d acknowledged to anyone else that he was gay—except for a
couple of pen pals he’d picked up at a gay-teen website who knew
him only by his e-mail nickname. Even at the GSA, it had been a
couple of months before he actually told people he was gay. Still,
just going through the door had felt like coming out to him.

His real coming out to his own family hadn’t
happened until he was a sophomore. With the support and
encouragement of friends he’d met at GSA, he’d told his parents
that he was gay. His dad had just grunted. His mom hadn’t had any
obvious problem with it. When his older brother found out, he’d
given Jared a disgusted look but hadn’t said much about it aside
from a few comments about pansies. Afterward, though, there somehow
didn’t seem to be as much conversation in his house anymore. It was
as if a kind of space had opened up between him and the rest of his
family.

Or maybe things were just different because
Jared was growing up and had become more vocal about making
decisions for himself. He wasn’t ready to leave home yet, but part
of him was already looking forward to when he would finally be on
his own.

Jared had a fairly wide circle of friends.
Only some of them knew he was gay, though he wasn’t paranoid about
trying to hide it. He just didn’t like to talk about it with anyone
who didn’t have a reason to know.

He didn’t get into the political side of
being gay that much, the way a lot of the other GSA kids did. Jared
went to the meetings, but he didn’t have much in common with most
of the members. He was gay, and they were gay—or rather, some of
them were gay and the rest were gay-friendly. That was it.

When it came right down to it, whether you
liked boys or girls or both didn’t really say very much about what
you did in your spare time or the kind of music you liked or what
type of jokes you laughed at. Mostly, he just felt like if he could
be there for someone else who was gay, it was something he ought to
do. Especially after the help the GSA had given him the year before
when he came out to his folks and before that in helping him feel
comfortable being gay.

Like he could do for Paul, maybe. Paul kind
of reminded Jared of himself last year or the year before. He’d
said that his friend had dragged him out, but he hadn’t spent much
time with her after that. Instead, he’d spent the time watching and
looking around, as if he was evaluating what he was seeing. As if
he was trying to figure out whether he’d fit in.

And he seemed pretty cool. He liked
science-fiction movies and video games, but he wasn’t too much of a
freak about it. He seemed to have a pretty good sense of humor. And
he was cute, too. Jared hoped he’d have a chance to get to know him
better, even if he didn’t turn out to be gay.

 


GSA met every other week, officially.
Unofficially, there was apparently a get-together pretty much every
week in the same place. On the weeks when there wasn’t an official
meeting it was mostly a social gathering, with some informal
planning on the side.

The next week, Paul didn’t go to the informal
meeting. Afterward, Sarah asked him why he hadn’t shown up.
“Several people asked about you. Trevor and Jared both did.”

“Sure they did.”

“Really. I think Jared thinks you’re cute.”
Sarah was definitely laughing at him.

“That’s supposed to make me want to come out?
To the meeting, I mean?”

She snickered at his unintentional joke.
“Girls think it’s a compliment when a boy thinks they’re cute, even
if it’s not someone they want to go out with. I don’t see why guys
can’t treat it the same way.”

“Believe me, Sarah, it’s not the same.”

“What, you’d feel better if I told you Jane
Weston thought you were cute, too? Should I set you up with
her?”

“No! I can handle my dating and social life
on my own, thank you.”

She laughed again, then asked, “What’s that
ring you’re wearing?”

It was Paul’s CTR ring. Several people in his
seminary class had started wearing them this year. “It’s, um—it’s
something for a group I belong to.”

“What kind of group?”

“A church group,” he said reluctantly. Back
when he’d decided to wear the ring, he’d thought it would provide a
cool and easy way to explain about being Mormon. He hadn’t imagined
it turning out like this, with the first person who asked about it
being the girl who’d dragged him out to GSA.

“Oh,” Sarah said. To his
relief, she didn’t ask him any more questions. “Anyway, you
will be there next week,
right?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Jared said you helped keep them
organized.”

“I didn’t do that much. Just wrote down some
of the different ideas people had for the posters.”

“Believe me, that’s a lot better than they
would have done without you there. I’ve seen that group try to get
stuff done before. Penny’s good at bossing people around, but not
so good at organizing things. Usually it winds up with two or three
people over on the side doing stuff, while everyone else talks the
whole time.”

“We talked a lot, too,” Paul pointed out.

“Yeah, but that was after you’d made your
list, read it, and then asked for people to do up some
samples.”

Paul blushed. For a few minutes the week
before, it had felt like he was trying to run a patrol meeting in
scouts. Once he realized what he was doing, he’d stopped and hoped
no one noticed. Apparently some people had.

“You know, we really should put you in charge
of the poster group. That’s not really Penny’s thing. They just
needed someone to keep that group on track, and she got stuck with
it.”

“No! I’m not even a member of GSA.”

“Actually, you are. You show up at a meeting,
you’re a member. There’s no official signup sheet or membership
list or anything.”

“Great. But no on the poster thing.”

“We’ll see.”

 


At the next meeting, Paul did manage to avoid
being put in charge of the poster group, though it was a close
thing. He finally agreed to be the group’s record keeper. He had
the uncomfortable feeling that whether he had the position or not,
he’d probably end up in charge anyway, practically speaking.

About the first twenty minutes were taken up
with announcements and general discussion. Apparently, one of the
club leaders had a list of gay-related events in the Portland area.
A few of them sounded interesting, like the guest lecture about the
Holocaust at the Arcadia Heights Public Library. Paul hadn’t even
known the Nazis targeted gay people as well as Jews. They spent a
while talking about organizing rides to some of the events.

Then the meeting broke up into groups. They
spent most of the rest of the time figuring out different things
they wanted to put on the posters and trying out designs that would
get the message across without being too busy with information.

Going home that afternoon,
Paul realized he was in a really good mood. He’d felt a lot more
comfortable jumping in this time. Not so much like he was visiting,
but more like he was a member of the group. He’d laughed more
openly at Trevor’s comments and the jokes told by some of the other
club members, without worrying so much about whether someone might
think he was gay. No one here would
care, he realized. They’d be fine with it either way. It
was a liberating thought.

Paul was feeling so good about GSA that he
decided it would be a good time to let his mom know. So that
evening at dinner, he introduced the topic.

“Mom.”

“Yes?”

“I’ve, uh, started going to the school GSA
club. A friend from my lunch table dragged me out for a meeting a
couple of weeks ago, and I went again today. I’m helping with some
posters they’re making.”

“Sounds great! What’s the GSA, anyway?”

“It’s the Gay-Straight Alliance at the high
school. You know, for kids who are gay, as well as straight.
They’re really big into tolerance for people.”

As Paul was speaking, his mom got a worried
expression on her face, just the way he’d known she would.

“It’s okay, Mom. Nobody there knows I’m gay.
There are lots of straight kids. Sarah, the girl who dragged me
there—I’m pretty sure she’s straight herself. She thinks I’m
straight. And they do really great stuff. Like, these posters I’m
helping with, they’re all for AIDS Education Week, to help the kids
be more aware about AIDS and safe behavior.”

Paul took a deep breath. “Besides, sometimes
I’d like to talk about the way I feel with other people who feel
the same way. It’s not like I’m planning to get all active in gay
liberation, or whatever.”

“I guess I can see that,” his mother
responded. “Just make sure you don’t get involved in something that
will push you away from being the kind of person you want to be,
okay?”

“I’ll be careful, Mom.”

 


The next week, Paul went to the unofficial
meeting.

The first thing he noticed was that there
were only about half as many kids as at the normal meetings, fewer
than twenty total. They were in the same room as usual but hadn’t
bothered to open the divider.

Ms. Allington was sitting in an overstuffed
chair on one side of the room, reading a book. Paul guessed that
she had to be there to supervise because they were meeting in a
regular classroom, but it didn’t look like she was paying much
attention.

“Hey, Paul! Good to see you!” It was Trevor,
sitting on one of the desks and wearing . . . was
that a cloak?

“Hey.”

“Sarah isn’t here yet.”

“I thought I’d surprise her.”

“So, she isn’t your girlfriend or anything,
is she?”

“Do I act like her boyfriend?”

“You let her punch you.”

“So do you.”

“That’s because she’s scary.”

“Who’s scary?” put in Jared, wandering over
from another conversation.

“Sarah,” they both said.

“I heard that!” It was Sarah, who’d just
entered the room. “Hey, Paul. Good to see you.”

“So Trevor already said.”

“And what’s so great about Trevor?”

“He doesn’t punch me.”

“So Paul, what’s that ring?” Jared asked.

“It’s, um, my CTR ring. Choose the right.”
He’d thought about taking it off after Sarah’s question the other
week but decided that might lead to more questions, both from Sarah
and from the kids in his seminary class. Now he was wishing he
had.

“It’s something from his church,” put in
Sarah.

“What church do you belong to?” asked
Trevor.

No way to avoid it. “I’m Mormon.”

There was a pause. “Aren’t they, like,
anti-gay?” asked Jared finally.

“Not really. Just, well . . .
it’s kind of complicated. Let’s skip it for now, okay?”

“All right.” Jared looked like he wanted to
say something but was choosing not to.

The conversation turned to
movies again. Jared told them about Kill
Bill, which he’d seen over the weekend and
which sounded really strange to Paul. After Jared’s third
description of yet another violent scene, Sarah wandered off,
saying she lacked the Y chromosome to think dismembered body parts
were all that interesting.

After about ten minutes, Jared said, “Hey!
You know what? We could all go see it tonight, if you want.”

“I can’t,” said Trevor. “Too much
homework.”

“I better not go either,” said Paul. “I can’t
stay out late on school nights. Maybe some other time.”

“Tough.”

The rest of the meeting
continued in pretty much the same mode. Trevor wandered off after a
while, but Jared and Paul kept talking about movies. When Paul
discovered Jared hadn’t seen Firefly when it was broadcast last
year, he spent about twenty minutes talking about the series.
Eventually Jared agreed that he’d have to see it sometime—partly,
Paul guessed, just to shut him up. To his surprise, Paul found
himself inviting Jared over to his house to watch it on video.
After a minute, Jared agreed. Not too long after that, things broke
up and everyone took off for home.

 


“So this is where you live.”

“Yeah. It’s the one on the right.” Paul
gestured toward the yellow duplex.

It was Thursday, a couple of days after the
GSA social meeting. Much to Paul’s surprise, he’d gotten a call
from Jared on his cell phone the night before, asking when would be
a good time for him to come over and see “that freaky
science-fiction show you were all excited about.” Since Jared had a
car and a license, he’d volunteered to drive them both to Paul’s
house after school.

They clambered up the steps to the front
door, then into the living room. “Have a seat,” Paul said,
gesturing as he continued into the kitchen. “What can I get you?
Root beer? Orange juice? Milk? Sprite?”

“Do you have any Coke?”

“No.” Paul could feel
himself blushing. No way am I gonna
explain that Mormons aren’t supposed to drink stuff with caffeine.
Especially since half the Mormon kids I know do it anyway.
For some reason, he really wanted to make a good
impression on Jared.

“Orange juice, then.”

“Great.”

Paul brought out two orange
juices, a package of cookies, and some chips and salsa. He set them
on the coffee table, then went over to where the
Firefly videotapes were
stashed.

“So, just you and your mom?”

“Yeah. Mom and Dad divorced about seven years
ago.”

“So what do you do for fun?”

“You mean, aside from attending our
illustrious high school?” Jared grinned at the sarcasm. “Regular
stuff,” Paul continued. “I was in soccer last year, but I decided
not to go out this year. I’m in scouts, working on my Eagle. Not
too much else. Read a lot, play video games, that kind of
thing.”

“Any other clubs? Besides GSA?”

“Nah.”

“You said something about belonging to a
church?”

“Yeah. That’s where I do scouts.” Thinking
about trying to explain the church and its position on gays made
Paul nervous, so he turned the question back to Jared. “What about
you? What do you do for fun?”

“Let’s see. I like dirt biking.”

“Is that with motorcycles?”

“I wish. Mountain bikes. You know, those
bicycles with the fat tires. There’s some places you can ride
around not too far outside of town. Or sometimes I get together
with friends and we drive a few miles farther out and then ride
around.”

“Sounds cool.”

“You ever been?”

“No.”

“I’m thinking of going this Saturday.
Weather’s supposed to be good. Might be the last chance to get out
before everything turns all wet and muddy. Wanna come?”

“Sure!”

While they were talking, both of them ate
plenty of chips, salsa, and cookies.

Paul gestured toward the TV.
“So, ready for your first episode of Firefly?”

They spent the next hour watching “The Train
Job.” Joss Whedon’s story and the actors’ performances worked their
usual magic, and Paul was pulled into the story again even though
he guessed he’d seen it nearly ten times already.

At the same time, Paul was also watching how
Jared reacted. To his relief, several of the funniest bits got
chuckles out of Jared, which meant he was getting into the story at
least a little.

“So what did you think?” Paul asked as the
credits were running.

“It was pretty good.”

Paul winced at the lukewarm praise. “Sorry.
Sometimes I forget not everybody likes science fiction as much as I
do.”

“No, really. I can see why you like it,
though it’s not completely my thing. It was almost like a Western
sci-fi story.”

I guess he won’t be coming
over to see the other episodes, Paul
thought. Still, it didn’t look like Jared was in any hurry to leave
right away.

“So. You a pretty good student?” Jared
asked.

“I get mostly B’s.”
And A’s, Paul thought but
didn’t say. “You?”

“Yeah, pretty much. A few A’s and C’s.” Jared
paused. “What are your favorite classes?”

“Science and math. I like
English pretty much too, except when we have to read stupid stuff
like Of Mice and Men.”

“I don’t remember that one.”

“It’s this story about two guys, one of
them’s like mentally retarded, and he kills this girl without
meaning to, and his friend has to kill him.”

“What a downer.”

“Yeah. It’s like, the
teachers go on all the time about teen suicide and depression and
all that stuff, and then they make us read junk like that. It’s
like they want to
get us all depressed.”

Jared snorted. “Now there’s a science-fiction
plot for you. High school teachers are secretly trying to get
teenagers to off themselves, because really they hate us all.”

“It explains so much! I think we’re onto
something.”

“You’re on something, all right.” They both
snickered. “So who do you have for English this year?”

“Ms. Steinbraun.”

“I had Erwin my sophomore year. She’s really
insane.”

“In a good way or a bad way?”

“Good way. Mostly.” Jared
seemed to hesitate. “Back before I came out to my folks last year,
I wrote an essay for her class talking about Romeo and Juliet and how their
families were all mad about them getting married, and how much
worse it might have been if they were both guys named Romeo and
Julius. She said it was an interesting idea but didn’t really fill
the assignment. I got a B-minus.”

“Wow! I couldn’t ever write
an essay like that.” As soon as he spoke, Paul wondered if he’d
made it sound like he was gay as well. Oh,
well, he thought. It’s not like I was planning to keep it a secret.
He still didn’t feel ready to just say it,
though.

“Actually it was kind of a relief, being able
to write about being gay.”

“So, who all are you out to?”

“Everyone, pretty much. Most of my friends at
school. Mom, Dad. My older brother.” He shrugged. “I think my
grandparents and most of my cousins know, too.”

“You didn’t tell them?”

“I don’t see them that much. Cousins I saw
last summer called me a faggot, though, so someone must have told
them.”

“That sucks.”

“Totally. Still, it’s better now that I can
talk about it with people who understand, even if some people are
jerks about it. It’s really important to have someone you can talk
to about how you’re feeling.” Jared stared at Paul as he spoke the
last few words.

By then it was almost 5:00.
They talked a few more minutes about the Firefly episode, then Jared said he
had to be getting home. On his way out the door, he said, “We’ll
have to get together again sometime soon.”

A smile lingered on Paul’s face for at least
fifteen minutes after Jared left.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


It was several weeks into the new school year
before it occurred to Chad just how little time he was spending
with Paul these days.

At first he thought it was
just because of soccer season. He missed having Paul there but
really couldn’t blame him for quitting, especially since Paul
didn’t like the game that much. I wonder
if being gay makes him less competitive about stuff like
that? Then he thought about how Paul was
when they were playing video games and immediately discarded any
idea of calling him uncompetitive.

He still saw Paul each morning for seminary
and each Wednesday for scouts. A couple of times Paul and his mom
came over to their house for dinner, and they’d played video games
and talked afterward. Mostly, though, Chad was just too busy,
between soccer and homework.

One Saturday, Paul asked if they could get
together after Chad got back from soccer—maybe go over to the mall,
then hang out and play video games—but it just hadn’t worked out.
It was Chad’s family’s turn to clean the church that day, and then
there were errands Chad had to run for his mom, including dropping
off Emily at a friend’s house. By the time he was done, it was
dinnertime, and Paul said he had other stuff to do that evening. It
was all a big change from the summer, when he and Paul had hung out
pretty much all the time when they were both in town.

Chad was shocked to realize
he didn’t know what Paul was keeping busy with these days. Books
and video games, he guessed. And Paul had said something about
taking driver’s ed after school. Still, it seemed strange not to
know what his best friend was up to. I
can’t wait for soccer season to be over.

 


Richard approved of sports. They helped build
team spirit and a strong work ethic. They provided a focus for
boys’ energy and competitiveness, giving them a chance to learn how
to express their aggressiveness in socially acceptable ways. But he
was starting to count the weeks until soccer season was over.

Part of it was simply that Chad was so busy.
Between practice, games, and homework, it seemed the only time they
saw Chad outside his room was when he was on his way to or from
something. When he was home, he seemed to spend a lot of time
studying. Either classes were harder this year or Chad was taking
his homework more seriously.

Another big part of it, though, was that Paul
Ficklin wasn’t around as much. Chad had explained that Paul wasn’t
playing soccer this year and so it was harder for them to get
together. It made a bigger difference than Richard had
expected.

The two were still friends, but it seemed to
Richard that without Paul around so much, Chad was acting a little
differently. He was more stressed and impatient. He laughed less
often, and when he did laugh it sounded more—well, sarcastic,
really. Not as much like he was enjoying himself. Less open.

Overhearing Chad around the
other members of the soccer team, it struck Richard just how
similar they all sounded: the boasting, jeering putdowns and
carefully casual tone, as if nothing they were saying was really
that important. Adolescent
posturing, Richard realized.
Protective coloration. It
wasn’t new. What was different was that he and Sandy—and the two
younger children—weren’t seeing the other, more pleasant side of
their son that much anymore.

Chad doesn’t really let himself relax when
Paul isn’t around.

It wasn’t a terribly welcome insight. Richard
wanted to believe that Chad could be himself around his family.
Still, he knew better than to be surprised by it. Parents were
adults—representatives of the world teenagers were trying to launch
themselves into. Some wariness and caution was inevitable.

Back when he was seventeen, Richard had
overheard a conversation between his best friend and his friend’s
mother. His friend had said she felt like a small boat pushing off
against a big ship. “It’s not like I want to argue all the time.
It’s just that I have to put some distance between us, you know?
Sometimes I have to shove pretty hard just to get out of your
wake.” She’d been an English major in college, he remembered—no
surprise, considering how good she was at coming up with metaphors.
He’d been impressed with her ability to explain what she was
feeling without making her mother feel defensive about it. He
hadn’t done nearly so well at talking to his own parents.

Not that the thought was very comforting when
you were the one on the parenting end.

Richard had been surprised,
after finding out earlier that summer that Paul was same-sex
attracted, that it didn’t seem to make much difference in Chad’s
friendship with him. Just like previous summers, the two had spent
large blocks of time doing things together. Richard hadn’t seen any
signs that either of them was bothered by Paul’s situation.
I would have gone ballistic if one of my friends
told me he was gay. I guess things really are different from the
way they used to be when I was a teenager, he decided.

And now here he was, looking
forward to soccer season being over so Chad and Paul could spend
more time with each other again. And Richard was counting on
Paul—Chad’s gay best friend—to be a good influence on him.
Go figure.

Richard was sure the whole thing would have
been a lot harder to accept if he hadn’t known Paul so well
already. As it was, it didn’t seem completely real to him. Knowing
Paul made it harder for him to feel alarmed or concerned about the
boy and his influence on Chad.

 


Barbara sat on one of the
workbenches in her exercise area. I’m glad
that’s over, she thought. She liked her
job, but sometimes dealing with the patients could be
frustrating.

Mr. Rawlins, for example. He knew he needed
physical therapy and exercise if he wanted to regain his full back
function. She’d told him often enough. Losing about a hundred
pounds wouldn’t hurt either.

But would he do his
exercises between visits? No. Instead, all he did was come in and
complain when his therapy hurt and then complain some more because
he wasn’t getting better as fast as he wanted. Idiot.

She glanced at her watch. Twenty-five minutes
until her next appointment. Plenty of time to take a walk around
the clinic, then pull the paperwork and get things ready for her
next patient.

Barbara’s route outside took
her past the clinic’s mental and emotional health section. Usually
her eyes were fixed on the outer door, which she could just see
beyond the bend in the hallway. This time, though, she happened to
glance at the pamphlets and brochures that lined the wall on the
other side of the receptionist’s desk. One title in particular
caught her eye: Supporting Your Gay
Teen. With a quick glance to make sure no
one was looking, she grabbed a copy and stuffed it into her purse.
She’d read it later.

Her chance came the next
evening, while Paul was off home teaching. Reading about depression
and suicide rates, the risk of AIDS, and other challenges facing
gay teens, Barbara realized that in some ways the reality of having
a gay son still hadn’t sunk in. Possible
factor in as many as thirty percent of teen
suicides . . . I wonder where they got those
statistics?

She spent the next several minutes mentally
cataloguing Paul’s behavior over the last several months. Was he
acting more depressed? She didn’t think so. If anything, he seemed
more relaxed around her since he’d talked about his feelings for
other boys.

Not that it necessarily meant anything.
Barbara remembered all too well from her own experience just how
good teenagers could be at lying with their faces when they wanted
to hide that something was wrong. There was no way of knowing for
sure.

Barbara flipped over the
brochure. On the back was stamped an announcement for a local
support group for parents, family, and friends of gays and
lesbians. I guess if they have a club at
school for supporting gay kids, it makes sense that they’d have
organizations for family members as well.
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