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Chapter 1

 


This is not a coming-out story. I
put all that behind me two years ago, at the tender young age of
fourteen. I’d known I was gay since I was twelve and my best friend
Kevin moved away to Utah. I was heartbroken, which I suppose is
considered normal behavior for most kids. After he’d been gone for
two weeks I decided to take a Greyhound bus to see him. The guy at
the counter wouldn’t sell me a ticket so I tried passing myself off
as the kid of a boarding passenger. That didn’t go well. The bus
driver made me get off and the station manager called my parents.
Their reaction to my little plan is what tipped me off that my
feelings for Kevin went way beyond the norm. Well, that and how I
got a hard-on every time I thought of him.

Ben’s fingers hesitated
above the keyboard of his laptop as he reread what he had just
written. He took a deep breath, the ozone smell of the slowly
overheating machine filling his nose before he sighed. Why did it
always sound so trite when he tried to write about his life? He
wanted to write something that was different and real, but it
always ended up sounding like the porn stories in his small stash
of magazines.

Next time he swore to write
with old fashioned pen and paper. At least then he could enjoy
crumpling the displeasing results before throwing them in a little
metal trashcan, like they always did on TV. The most Ben could do
was to carefully save his document, close the program, and drag the
file to the recycle bin. As he right-clicked to empty the bin, he
wondered if the problem wasn’t that he couldn’t write, but that the
porn stories in his magazines were just really well-written. He was
beginning to wish he hadn’t deleted it when the clock in the bottom
right-hand corner caught his eye. Ten minutes until seven. Almost
time for Mr. Blue Shoes to go jogging.

Ben struggled with himself
for a moment. Part of him recognized just how creepy his behavior
was. He wasn’t sure if it qualified as stalking, but it was
dangerously close. But what else was there to do? Writing hadn’t
worked and there was nothing on TV but summer reruns. What harm was
there in an innocent stroll through the neighborhood, and if he
happened to see Mr. Blue Shoes, then so be it.

Switching off his laptop,
Ben tried to remember the last time he had done this. Was it
yesterday? Surely it was the day before. How many times this week
already? Since they appeared to be about the same age, Ben was sure
that Mr. Blue Shoes would be attending his high school and he
didn’t want to be obvious. Being out at school led to enough
taunting without the added ridicule of being criminally
desperate.

Ben slipped on his shoes
and quietly closed his bedroom door behind him. The sound of
MTV’s Mega Summer Beach Party
or whatever they were calling it this year drifted
from the direction of his sister’s room. For once she wasn’t
hogging the bathroom. Ben rushed across the hall and flipped on the
light, knowing that time was running out, that he only had a brief
moment to check his appearance.

His blond hair was due for
a cut but was still passable, he decided as he tried to smooth it
into shape. His chestnut brown eyes regarded themselves
momentarily, making him wish that his parents had bought him the
colored contacts he had asked for last Christmas. Green, blue,
purple, anything but brown. At least the braces were off now. He
smiled wickedly, scanning for any sign of the spinach soufflé his
mother had served for dinner. If there were more time he would have
brushed his teeth. Just in case life played out like one of those
porn stories. If only.

He was happy to see some
remnants of sun on his face from camping last weekend, but not as
pleased to note the dopey Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt he was wearing,
which wasn’t his kind of music at all. The shirt had mysteriously
turned up in a stack of fresh laundry one day. His sister’s
boyfriend had left it during one of his nocturnal visits, and once
Ben figured that out, he wore it just to torture her. This wearable
blackmail was a few sizes too large for him and draped off his
ramrod-thin frame like a tent. Ben bit his lip and decided against
digging through the hamper for something better. At least this
shirt was clean.

Flipping the light switch,
he took the stairs two at a time, landing at the bottom with a thud
that was sure to trigger a yell from his mother. He paused but the
only sound he heard was prerecorded studio laughter. Thank god for
the hypnotizing properties of television! Ben slipped out the front
door, undetected by all but Wilford, the family dog.

The August evening was
still bright, but not as much as it had been last month. Ben
pondered the symbolism of the earth growing darker with the
approach of a new school year as he jogged down the street toward
the end of the block. Behind the row of houses here were woods that
connected with a large public park. He chose the yard whose owner
was least likely to complain and crossed it. With the house and
unfenced backyard behind him, he was faced with one of the finest
forests in modern suburbia.

The mix of pine and cedar
trees was disturbed only by a single dirt path that disappeared
into their midst. The trail, eternally marred by the crisscrossing
grooves left by countless bike riders, snaked back and forth
through the trees, causing ten acres of woods to feel like a
limitless wilderness.

Ben turned to the right and
walked up a slope toward a more civilized path, one paved and
dotted with benches and trashcans as it wound its way around a
small man-made lake. He scanned the horizon for his quarry. At
first he saw no one except for a middle-aged couple walking hand in
hand, but then the thump, thump, thump sound of running attracted
his attention.

There he was. Mr. Blue
Shoes. He could more aptly be named Mr. Neon Electric Blue Shoes.
Oh, how Ben had searched for a pair of those shoes after seeing
them for the first time. Not only did he think they looked awesome,
but they would have been a potential conversation starter.
Hey, you have the same crazy shoes that I
do! Despite tagging along on all of his
mother’s shopping trips, he never found them. Ben wasn’t even sure
what brand they were. Some sort of exotic Italian brand that Mr.
Blue Shoes had preferred before moving here to the States, he
fantasized. Not that he was necessarily from Italy, of course, but
it would explain the deeply tanned skin and jet black
hair.

Ben snapped out of his
reverie and realized that the object of his desire was jogging
directly toward him, and all the while he had been standing there
staring. Usually Ben made at least some attempt to act like he was
out for some exercise. His muscles froze as he tried to decide what
to do. He should probably turn to the right and walk away, so as
not to appear obvious. He started to do this until he realized that
he wouldn’t be able to get a look at Mr. Blue Shoes, and so Ben
turned back to the front. Unfortunately his confused brain didn’t
trigger the muscles needed to actually begin walking. Ben was left
standing, just as he had been before, except now he was facing Mr.
Blue Shoes and it was too late to do anything but stare.

Lust brushed away any
remaining self-consciousness. Ben looked up from the oddly colored
shoes, his eyes taking in the black hairs on the finely muscled
legs before darting up to check out the package bouncing away
behind maroon gym shorts. Not wishing to press his luck he
continued upward to the considerable pecs. The evening wasn’t hot
enough that he was running shirtless, but the grey tank top was
minimal enough to reveal muscular arms with a sexy swirl of black
hair under the armpits. Ben looked up at the handsome face,
ignoring the sweaty strands of dark hair stuck to the broad
forehead or the well-defined cheekbones, choosing instead to look
into the silver-grey eyes that haunted his fantasies.

He noted, with a mix of
relief and abhorrence, that those eyes were locked onto his
T-shirt. His blatant gawking had probably gone unnoticed, but at
the price of Mr. Blue Shoes noticing the worst thing about his
appearance today. As he jogged past Ben, the silver eyes rose to
meet his. Mr. Blue Shoes raised his eyebrows and nodded in a way
that unmistakably said “Cool!” before flashing a smile.

And then he was gone,
followed a second later by a blast of sweaty, musky air. Ben
inhaled this scent and, after a dramatic moment of euphoria, found
the strength to continue walking. He sauntered around the park
before heading home, feeling as if he just gotten back from a dream
date. He realized it was probably pathetic, but he didn’t care at
this point. The hottest guy in the world had just acknowledged him
and all because of some band Ben had never bothered listening too.
He made a mental note to ask his sister to borrow one of their CDs
that night, but not before locking himself in his room and beating
off furiously while thinking about that smile.

* * * * *

Shopping with Allison! Was
there anything better? Not only did she understand the glory of the
shopping mall and share his reverence for it, but she knew all
manner of back-street stores that carried things you wouldn’t find
anywhere outside of the weird shops in downtown Houston. Ben didn’t
know how she found these places. Sometimes he wondered if she
hadn’t gone downtown and talked the owners into moving their stores
north to the suburbs of The Woodlands, where Ben and Allison
lived.

“Home?” Allison asked,
peering into the visor’s small cracked mirror. Her expressive eyes
tracked the glossy coat of plum-colored lipstick as she applied it
to her lips, the shade a perfect compliment against her ebony skin.
Then she pressed her lips together, flipped the visor up, and
turned to Ben. “We can always hit more shops tomorrow. I think we
did well for ourselves today.”

Ben nodded. They had
managed to find not one but two pairs of pants that actually hugged
his waist tight instead of having to be cinched to death with a
belt. Shirts he wasn’t so lucky with, but there was still another
couple weeks before school started and he hadn’t checked the
secondhand shops yet. Ironically, they always seemed to have more
stylish and hip clothes than the retail stores.

As the Ford Escort chugged
away in an effort to get them home, Ben considered just how lost
he’d be without Allison, how her broad smile and the mischievous
glint in her eye always kept his spirits high. He loved too the
jealous glances men gave him when they were out together, mistaking
the tall, thin beauty on his arm as being his girl.

“Shit!” Allison shouted as
the tape player sputtered and squealed.

Of course those jealous
guys probably didn’t suspect that she could cuss like a sailor as
well.

Allison jabbed repeatedly
at the eject button with total disregard for the road until the
player spit up her most recent mix tape. Spools of magnetic strip
dangled from it as she held it up. “I stayed up all night listening
to the radio to make this stupid thing!” she cried, braking just in
time to avoid running a red light.

“You need a CD player,” Ben
said.

“I need a new car,” she
countered.

As if on cue, a sports car
full of teenagers pulled up to the stop light, the music pounding
from their car so loud that it shook the Escort’s rearview mirror.
Even though the summer was almost over, the car still had “Class of
‘96” written all over it in white shoe polish.

“I hope we’re not that lame
when we graduate,” Allison said when the light turned green and the
car sped away, “but at least they can listen to music.”

“There’s still the radio,”
Ben suggested.

Allison pointed through the
windshield at a broken stub of metal where an antenna should have
been. She raised her eyebrows and bobbed her head side to side in
the way some black girls did when making a very good
point.

“Ah, right,” Ben
conceded.

Allison returned her hands
to the wheel and her attention to the road before she raised her
fine, arched eyebrows and smiled.

“Sing for me,” she said
sweetly.

“What do you want to
hear?”

“Uhhh… What’s that one
called? ‘Take a Chance on Me.’”

“You mean by ABBA?” Ben
asked, failing to hide the disapproval from his voice.

“Yeah, the one with the
comic strip video and the hot singer.”

“That’s ‘Take on Me’ by
A-ha,” Ben corrected, feeling relieved.

“Just make with the music,
pretty boy.”

Ben smiled, cleared his
throat and began to sing. His voice was his favorite thing about
himself. When talking it sounded as average as could be, but when
he sang his voice flowed like honey. Ben loved to sing. Ever since
he was a little boy he crooned along with his mother’s country
music while she cleaned and his father’s oldies while he drove.
When he was singing, everything in the world felt right to him, as
if it magically placed the world in a temporary state of
grace.

From the gleam in Allison’s
eyes, he could tell that she felt the same way. She listened to
half the song, laughing when he interjected new lyrics for the ones
he didn’t know, before joining in with him on the next chorus. Her
voice was leagues ahead of any other girl at school, the sugar to
his honey. Nobody could out-sing the pair of them, which they had
proven more than once in choir class last year.

Allison stopped singing
suddenly and took a sharp right. “Oh my god, have you been down
here lately?”

“No,” Ben said, wishing
that they could have at least finished the song.

“It’s so different now, you
won’t believe it!”

Outside the window was a
neighborhood full of newly built houses. They were just three
blocks over from where Ben lived, but he hadn’t paid attention to
this housing development at all. He vaguely recalled his parents
complaining about how these houses were just bigger and better
enough to send their own real estate values down. Or up. He
couldn’t remember which. Either way, they did look nice even though
the yards were bare, aside from the spindly new trees injected into
the ground.

“This all used to be fields
when we were kids, remember?” Allison sighed. “We always used to
play here.”

He did remember, although
it was actually Allison and his sister Karen who had played
together. He had tagged along a couple of times, but always against
their will. A small age difference had ended that friendship. Once
Karen was in high school, she felt being friends with a junior high
kid would be social suicide, and so Ben was automatically promoted
to Allison’s best friend. Allison tended to rewrite history, giving
all of her memories with Karen over to him, which was flattering in
a way.

“Shame about the willow
tree,” she said, pointing to a tennis court and a small children’s
playground. “Still, I wouldn’t mind living here.”

“It’s all right,” he said
as he eyed the three-car garages and facades with yawning windows
that revealed two-story-tall entryways inside. There was something
about a new subdivision that Ben found both off-putting and
alluring. What he didn’t like was how the houses were too new to
have any character. None of them had been personalized yet by
basketball nets, daring color schemes, out-of-control bushes, or
curious lawn decorations. That there were only three or four cookie
cutter houses in the neighborhood was all too apparent. This was
the case with most neighborhoods, but the uniformity was obscured
as individual touches over time changed the houses into
homes.

What Ben liked came
directly from what he disliked. The generic template was like a
blank sheet of paper, and made it easier to imagine living in any
of the houses he might like. In his mind Ben could choose what
color he would paint it, how he would decorate it inside, and even
what sort of job he would have and who he would live with. The idea
made him yearn to be out of school so he could finally start a life
of his own.

The buzz of a lawnmower
matched the unhealthy sound of the car’s engine as they turned a
corner. A familiar figure was pushing the machine across a yard
that had barely managed to sprout grass yet.

“Pull over!” Ben yelled.
“No! Not here!” he shouted when Allison headed for where Mr. Blue
Shoes was mowing. Thankfully he wasn’t facing them and didn’t
notice the car jerk away from the curb and back into the middle of
the road.

“What the hell?” Allison
complained. “I thought you were going to puke or
something!”

“Sorry.” Ben fidgeted in
his seat as he turned to glance out the rear window. “Just drop me
off at the end of the block.”

“All right,” Allison said,
peering suspiciously in the rearview mirror. “You know that
guy?”

“Not yet,” he said with a
smile as the car slowed.

Allison gave a surprised
laugh. “You’re feeling brave today! Come by my place and get your
things later then. If you aren’t busy, that is.”

“Shut up.” Ben grinned as
he hopped out of the car. He waved at her as she drove away before
walking in the direction of his infatuation.

Ben was used to this little
ritual taking place in the evening. Being in broad daylight was
making him nervous. He worried that he would stand out too much
just walking down the road without any clear purpose. Ben wished he
had… What? A clipboard or something? He could at least be out
walking his dog.

Ben cursed himself
mentally. Wilford! He could have been walking his dog all those
nights he had oh-so casually passed by Mr. Blue Shoes. Magazines
always claimed that dogs were good ice breakers. Maybe Mr. Blue
Shoes was an animal lover. He probably was and would have stopped
to pet months ago. Was it too late to start bringing the dog with
him?

The rumbling of the lawn
mower was close now but Ben didn’t dare look. What was he thinking?
This was too obvious! He kept his eyes instead on the row of houses
to the right and pretended to seek a specific address.
I belong here, I belong here, he kept repeating in his head.
Nothing odd about me being here, pay no attention.

The lawn mower buzzed to
his left, then faded behind him as Ben kept walking. A risked
glance over his shoulder revealed Mr. Blue Shoe’s sweaty back
turning to continue mowing in his direction. Ben whipped his head
around, hopefully without being noticed, and increased his pace.
God, how he prayed that Allison had actually driven home and not
turned the car around to watch him. Otherwise this pointless
exercise would be humiliating. She expected that Ben was being all
suave and chatting up a hot guy when in fact he could barely bring
himself to look at him.

At least it was over now.
Ben reached the corner of the street and turned, hearing a female
voice yell something unintelligible. The sound of the lawn mower
died and the voice repeated itself. “Tim, telephone!” Ben dared
another glace back and saw Mr. Blue Shoes heading for the front
door as a woman held out a cordless phone for him.

Once the coast was clear,
Ben took off running down the street, laughing. Not only did he now
know where he lived, but now he knew his name!

* * * * *

Allison was all grins as
she tossed the shopping bag at him from across her waterbed where
she sat. “Well? What happened?”

“His name is Tim.” Ben
flopped down on the bed, creating waves that sent them both
bouncing up and down.

“That’s a good start. So
what did you say?”

“Well…”

Allison’s face dropped.
“You did talk to
him, didn’t you?”

“The lawnmower was running.
What was I supposed to do, flag him down just to say hi? Besides,
his mom came out of the house too.”

“So you hung around and
eavesdropped?” Allison snorted. “I’d call you pathetic if I
wouldn’t have done the same thing.”

Ben smiled and reached
across to the headboard shelf where she kept her CDs in vinyl
wallets. He chose one randomly and began flipping through. “So what
do you think I should do?”

“I dunno. You’ll have to
invent an excuse to talk to him.” Allison hoisted a sarcastic
eyebrow. “Maybe go to his door and say you are selling Girl Scout
cookies.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Ben
replied. “Hm. I could always say that my cat’s gone
missing.”

“Sure, except you don’t
have a cat and what would it be doing inside his house
anyway?”

Ben tossed the CD wallet
aside and flopped on to his back with a groan. “There has to be
something.”

“Well, there’s school in
two weeks. Maybe he’ll end up in one of your classes.”

“Two weeks?
I don’t want to wait that long!”

“You’ll live.” Allison
glanced at the digital display of her alarm clock. “Dad’s home in
ten minutes. Want to head back out and find those
shirts?”

The two sentences weren’t
unrelated. Allison’s father hated him. The feeling was mutual, but
Ben dreaded there ever being a confrontation. The man was wound
tighter than a spring, the bulging veins on his neck and temples
beating out a warning every time he caught Ben visiting. He never
spoke to Ben, even when greeted politely. In fact the only thing he
had ever said to Ben was “cracker faggot” as he was leaving the
house one day.

“Shopping it is,” Ben said
with an uneasy glance at the clock. “But let’s go to the mall this
time. There’s more people there.”

“Just in case?” Allison
asked.

“Just in case.”

 



Chapter 2

 


There were only two days
left before school started and Ben hadn’t caught sight of Tim once,
despite having walked by his house almost twice a day. In his
recent attempts, he made sure to use Wilford as camouflage. He was
simply walking his dog, just like any other chump in the world.
This had made Wilford very happy but hadn’t done anything for Ben
except increase his sense of frustration. He blamed the ungodly hot
August weather that had everyone closing their blinds and cranking
up the ACs.

Narrowing down where
someone might go jogging was especially difficult in The Woodlands.
Countless paved bike paths ran through the entire town, most of
them winding around the plentiful number of trees that hid away
building facades. Biking across the city without seeing anything
more than woods was completely possible. Tim might have stuck to
the same path between his house and the small lake when he first
moved here, but now he was probably exploring in different
directions. Even so, Ben began worrying that Tim was only in Texas
visiting family for the summer and had already gone back to
wherever he came from.

Hoping that his luck would
change, Ben passed once again through Tim’s neighborhood on his way
home. Thanks to a squirrel with a death wish, Wilford was straining
against his leash so hard that Ben didn’t even notice the commotion
until a voice yelled out with enthusiasm.

“Oh wow! I can’t fucking
believe it! Oh, sorry mom. It’s just so fu- freaking awesome! Thank
you!”

Ben gave one last desperate
tug on the leash and looked up. Tim was in his driveway jumping up
and down around a gleaming, black sports car. A scattering of
people watched him, amusement on their faces. Ben took in the
balloons taped to the garage doors just as someone said, “Happy
birthday.” Wilford chose this moment to circle a piece of grass
before squatting, bless him, allowing Ben to stand there and gawk
openly.

“Thank you so much!” Tim
beamed across the car at a man who was the right age and build to
be his father before opening the door and diving inside. A second
later and the engine exploded into life with a roar. It revved a
few times before the passenger window rolled down. “Wanna go for a
ride?”

Ben almost said ‘yes’ out
loud. There was muttering from the family as they debated who would
go or the importance of driving safely. Ben couldn’t hear any of
this and had run out of time anyway. Wilford was already dragging
him away down the street.

He should have felt happy.
He had finally managed to see his dream guy again, but something
felt wrong in the pit of his stomach. Ben considered the feeling
and realized that it felt akin to having lost a game. The sports
car sped by, much too quickly for a final glance, before it tore
around the corner. To get a car like that for your birthday! His
parents must have been rolling in it. The unease in Ben’s stomach
increased.

That was it. Someone like
Tim had looks, a perfect body, and a rich family. He was probably a
jock and would instantly be popular, despite being new to the area.
The chances of Tim even noticing a scrawny outsider like Ben were
zero to none. The fantasy had been fun, but Ben abruptly felt as
though reality had burst in and crashed the party.

* * * * *

The first day of school was
not going as planned. Allison’s car had broken down the same day
that he had witnessed Tim getting the ultimate birthday gift. Ben
surmised that there was some cosmic harmony in this. One vehicle
had left the world as another was born into existence. Did cars
reincarnate? He doubted it. He was being dramatic anyway. Allison’s
car wasn’t dead. It just needed a new radiator line. Or was it a
sparkplug filter? Ben didn’t have the slightest idea what was wrong
with it. He just knew that the car being out of service meant he
had to share the bus with a bunch of nervous freshman and immature
sophomores. He didn’t even have the comfort of Allison’s company,
since her father had insisted on driving her to school.

Ben felt as though he could
easily be mistaken for a freshman as he disembarked from the bus.
He was slender and short for his age. Five feet nine inches wasn’t
bad really, but it was becoming apparent that he wouldn’t be
growing any taller. Alone and distracted, he probably appeared to
be arriving at high school for the first time in his life. A
disoriented freshman confirmed this, sidling up to him and asking,
“How do they expect us to find any of these classes? What’s 3E2
mean anyway?”

Ben only shrugged and
looked down at his own schedule, even though he knew that the ‘3’
referred to the floor, the ‘E’ to the east wing of the building,
and the final digit indicated the room number. His own first item
was 1W0. He didn’t need to read the class description to recognize
what that was–P.E., or physical embarrassment as he preferred to
call it. He swore under his breath and started toward the gymnasium
where he would be miserable for an hour every morning for the rest
of the semester.

Ben searched for any sign
of a familiar face as he pushed through the crowded hallways, but
the fates were against him today. He saw many people he recognized,
but most of them were the jocks and snobs he despised. The bell
rang as he stepped into gym, the hallways still full of baffled new
kids. Ben took solace in this. The coach would have to wait until
all of them found their way to the gym, the rest of the period
hopefully being taken up with issuing uniforms and other
trivialities.

He eyed the bleachers with
apprehension as he neared them and almost laughed with relief when
he saw Leon’s tall, stooped form sitting in the highest row, idly
toying with one of his dreads. Ben made a beeline for the one
person who had made last year’s P.E. classes bearable. He made it
to the top row of benches unscathed—even though some idiot tried to
trip him along the way—and sat down next to Leon, enjoying the
aromatic scent of marijuana that surrounded him like
cologne.

“Hey, what’s up, big guy?”
Leon croaked in his all-too-typical stoner’s voice.

“Nothing much. I can’t
believe we have to do this first thing in the morning. It’s child
abuse.”

“At least it’s the last
year. There’s no P.E. for seniors.”

“Lucky bastards,” Ben
muttered. “Hey, maybe the coaches will be too tired to bother
making us exercise.”

Leon would probably still
be too stoned to exercise, Ben realized. That meant Leon would be
relaxing on the sidelines instead of participating in whatever
idiotic sport was the choice of the week. There were a few times
last year when Leon’s stash had run dry, leaving him sober and
transforming him into an active and capable athlete. Ben hated
these times, because it meant he was left alone and defenseless,
when he usually would have been hiding behind Leon’s magical aura
that allowed him to get away with anything. Ben wasn’t sure what it
was exactly, but the coaches seemed to genuinely like Leon, despite
him being a modern day version of the people who protested against
the Vietnam War.

Ben let out a sigh as one
of these former servicemen came marching into the gymnasium, a
handful of nervous-looking freshman trailing along behind like
ducklings. There were four different coaches who taught P.E., but
the only way to tell them apart was their hair. They were all
stocky with limbs as thick as tree trunks. They might have been hot
back in their youth, but a war and way too many beers had graced
them all with tired faces and prominent guts.

This coach, the one with
thinning red hair, took attendance by bellowing out each of their
last names. Leon talked all through this, eagerly describing to Ben
his uncle’s collection of Laserdiscs that he had access to all
summer. Film was Leon’s topic of choice. If you knew your movies,
you were his friend.

“Bendly?” coach
repeated.

Ben sighed, knowing that if
he corrected the man it would only make him a future target.
“Here,” he droned.

“I see Steyer managed to
graduate from summer school,” the coach bantered, sending a pug
dog’s smile Leon’s way.

“Hey, Coach!” Leon answered
happily. “They wanted to send me back to junior high but I told
them I’d miss you too much.”

Coach smiled and continued
the roll call. How did Leon do it? If Ben had tried that line he
would have been called a queer and told to go run a few
laps.

The rest of the period
crawled by. Forms for the gym clothes were passed out for them to
fill in and bring back the next day. To Ben’s despair, the mint
green uniforms that always smelled of body odor no matter how many
times they were laundered were passed out too, but thankfully there
wasn’t enough time for them to get changed and play anything.
Instead he spent the period listening to Leon talk about the Star
Wars movies that he took so seriously. When stoned, he treated the
events of the movies as if they were happening in the present along
with the rest of the world’s events.

“Yoda has to know that Luke isn’t going to
be able to best Vader. He’s totally just playing the emotional card
and hoping to make Vader break down and cry or something,
right?”

Ben didn’t have time to
respond before the bell rang. He practically dived off the
bleachers in a single leap in his eagerness to reach the hallways
and look for Allison. Or Tim. Another new period meant another
chance for them to be in the same class. Neither of his targets
were spotted in the hallway, nor were they in his English class.
The next period was his first elective, Spanish, which also failed
to contain either of the people he was looking for. There was at
least an amusing conflict between the teacher and a kid from Mexico
who was looking to earn an easy A.

Lunch period brought relief
in the form of Allison. He found her at their usual meeting spot,
next to the vending machines in the large cafeteria that linked
both wings of the school. They had their choice of seats since they
both brought their lunches, while most of the other kids were
lining up to buy hot food. As much as Ben was tired of white bread
sandwiches, they were better than any of the food choices that the
school offered. There were legends of neighboring school districts
that allowed the fast food giants to cater for their students, but
this district wasn’t one of them. This “healthier” food was soggy
and flavorless. Even the soft drink machines were filled only with
sugar-free lemonade and some sort of chocolate drinks that didn’t
contain one grain of cocoa powder.

“Ronnie Adams!” Allison
sang out as they sat down at their table.

“Who?” Ben started
unpacking his lunch from the brown paper bag, wondering why the
name sounded familiar.

“The fine black brother
from driver’s ed?” Allison prompted. “He’s in my home ec
class.”

Ben snorted and spit the
juice box straw from his mouth. “Are you telling me because you
think he might be gay?”

“No!” Allison protested.
“There’s always straight guys on the prowl in home ec. Lord knows
that’s the only reason I’m taking it. Anyway, the nutty old teacher has us
sitting alphabetically, and by some miracle he’s the only ‘A’ and
I’m the only ‘C’ with no ‘B’s’ in the middle.”

“See? It’s good that I
refused to take that class.”

“You are forgiven,” Allison
said gracefully. “So how goes it with your ‘T?’”

“Technically, it would be
‘W’ if we are going by last names,” Ben corrected. He had long ago
scoped out Tim’s mailbox and discovered that his family name was
Wyman, although thus far he had resisted scrawling
Ben Wyman on any of his
notebooks. “Unfortunately it isn’t going anywhere. I was hoping you
had seen him.”

“Nope,” Allison said,
swapping her Cheetos for Ben’s sour cream Pringles without having
to ask. “Maybe he goes to a private school or
something.”

“Maybe,” Ben said, glancing
around the cafeteria. There were three different lunch breaks, so
there was a fair chance Tim wouldn’t share one with them anyway.
Ben was glad that he and Allison still shared a lunch period for
the third year in a row. He decided to turn his full attention to
her and put the whole matter out of his mind as much as he could.
Like so many other things in life, maybe what he wanted wouldn’t
come to pass if he thought too much about it.

* * * * *

Fourth-period was math and
started out promising. There was an attractive guy in class named
Craig, who looked vaguely like Zack Morris if Ben squinched his
eyes up just right. Ben hadn’t talked to Craig since junior high,
after spending the night at his house.

What had come between them
was a fairly common story in Ben’s sordid history. It all began in
the seventh grade, when a routine sleepover at a friend’s house was
transformed by a pilfered porno. Watching the video together led to
trading hand jobs. This act was repeated during more sleepovers
until the time his friend claimed to be too tired to mess around
and insisted that they go to sleep instead. This confused Ben
until, after some less-than-casual tossing and turning, it became
obvious that something was expected from him. Ben happily went down
on his friend that night, for the first of many times, although the
favor was never returned.

Eventually, word of Ben’s
noble deed began to spread around the school, and guys he barely
knew were inviting him to stay over. The same routine was played
out over and over again, with his hosts usually pretending to be
asleep. On their backs. With their pants down. It was, needless to
say, a very exciting time in his life. The demand for his services
came to a screeching halt when he decided to come out of the closet
halfway through the school year. Suddenly none of the boys,
including the friend he first started experimenting with, wanted
anything to do with him. Craig was one of the last guys he had
messed around with before going public, and they hadn’t spoken
since.

Until today that is.
Instead of refusing to make contact, Craig greeted him warmly and
even chose a seat next to his. Hope began to burn in Ben’s chest
that Craig had come to terms with his own sexuality, which turned
out to be true but not in the way he expected. Craig soon began
ranting about the girlfriend he found over the summer. Obviously
their relationship had confirmed his heterosexuality and made it
possible to deal with the experimental phase that was now behind
him. No doubt getting laid regularly helped with this. Ben was
mildly disappointed, but happy to have a friend to make an
otherwise boring class more entertaining.

Fifth-period choir meant
not only being with Allison again, but being surrounded by people
he had known for years. Choir was made up of either weird artistic
types or religious sorts who also sang in church. Despite the two
different backgrounds, everyone got along and the atmosphere was
always relaxed.

Their teacher, Mrs.
Hammond, had enjoyed minor success on stage earlier in her life and
also taught drama. She took singing and acting very seriously, but
was also a very disorganized person who rarely bothered to direct
the class. Today she seemed as reluctant to start the school year
as her students and was fine with letting the hour pass without her
interference. Ben and Allison spent this time catching up with
everyone they hadn’t seen since spring and exchanging juicy bits of
gossip that had occurred over the summer.

The final class of the day
was science. Ben walked to it slowly, feeling like Charlie from the
Willy Wonka movie. This was the last possible chance to have a
class with Tim, his last shot at a golden ticket and the amazing
behind-the-scenes factory tour that came with it. In his mind he
was pulling back that candy bar wrapper as slowly and carefully as
he would like to undress Tim. He stepped into the door just as the
bell rang and stood there, waiting for his dreams to become
reality.

“Hello?” complained someone
who had watched way too many valley girl movies before pushing past
him. “I swear!”

That left one desk for Ben.
He took his seat, still looking around for any hint of silver eyes
and dark hair. Nothing. Nada.

Ah, well. At least he still
had the chocolate to enjoy. The teacher of this class, Ms. Hughes,
was the same he had last year. She was one of those rare teachers
who were considered cool by her students. Some teachers tried too
hard by putting up posters of the latest music bands and ineptly
interjecting slang into their lectures. Ms. Hughes wasn’t like
that. She was just herself—a middle-aged spinster who had a passion
for science and managed to transfer her enthusiasm to those she was
teaching, usually through innovative and fun experiments. The topic
of the day was pheromones, which had most of the class laughing,
but not Ben, whose thoughts were on the scent of sweat on the
evening air as Tim ran to him.

 



Chapter 3

 


After suffering a week of plastic
green seats and hyperactive freshmen, Ben decided to give up on the
bus. The mechanics were holding Allison’s car hostage for another
ten days while parts were ordered, and Ben couldn’t take the
humiliation of being the only junior travelling by bus anymore. He
was locking his bike up when Allison came running over from where
her father had dropped her off.

“I found him!” she
declared.

“Who?” Ben said as casually
as possible, knowing damn well who she meant.

“Johnny Depp,” Allison
retorted. “Who do you think I mean? I tried calling you last night
but it just rang and rang.”

Ben made a mental note to
verbally abuse his sister for ignoring call waiting. “So where is
he?”

“Tied up in my basement and
waiting for you,” Allison said, licking her lips indecently. “You
wish. I just saw him in passing after sixth period yesterday, so at
least we know that he goes to this school.”

Allison spotting Tim must
have broken the curse, because Ben saw him that very day. To be
fair, the renewed hope inspired Ben to take long detours down
different hallways, but the strategy paid off. On the way to lunch
he saw Tim leaning against a wall, talking to two other
students.

Unfortunately they were two
of the biggest assholes in school. Bryce Hunter was a huge jock who
had been the size of an ox for as long as Ben could remember. He’d
always looked like he was twenty-five, even in junior high. Next to
him was Darryl Briscott, who was short and bordering on fat, but
came from a very rich family, and that guaranteed his
popularity.

Ben eyed them warily for a
moment before turning his attention back to Tim, whose Adam’s apple
bobbed in amusement at something Bryce was saying. There had been
days when Ben questioned his recent obsession, dismissing it as
temporary insanity induced by raging hormones. Crazy or not, seeing
Tim again rekindled those stalker’s flames. He was everything,
absolutely everything, that Ben looked for in a guy. From the
outside at least. His choice of company cast doubt on everything
else.

“Timmy!” squealed a voice
that would test even the patience of pigs. Krista Norman bounded
directly in front of Ben on her way to ‘Timmy.’ Despite her
unfortunate voice, she was one of the most popular girls and
drop-dead gorgeous. She ran over and took Tim’s hand in her petite
little paws, and beamed up at him. Tim returned the million dollar
smile, much to Ben’s disgust.

“Hey, faggot!” These
charming words were spoken by none other than Bryce Hunter himself,
who had noticed Ben standing there and staring.

Any chance of resisting the
oncoming blush was ruined when Krista added, “He really is, you
know.”

Ben risked a glare at Bryce
and a sarcastic little wave to Krista as he walked away. Figuring
there was nothing more to lose, he glanced at Tim one last time as
he went. Tim appeared amused, returning Ben’s funny little wave.
The gesture was genuinely cute when he did it, which made Ben twice
as angry.

Why couldn’t people’s
insides match their outsides? The world would be such a wonderful
place if the nicer someone was, the more beautiful they became.
Jerks like Bryce and Darryl would be disgusting, pus-covered
trolls, and everyone would see them for what they were. Tim too, if
these were the sort of people he chose to hang out with. Instead of
the princely appearance, he would be ugly, hunched, and so
wretched-looking that Ben never would have noticed him. Or if Ben
had, he would have at least known right away that Tim wasn’t worth
all the emotions and fantasies that he had wasted on
him.

* * * * *

Ben was having one of those
days, a parade of unpleasant events that began in the morning. He
was stuffing his backpack into his locker before heading to the gym
when something wet splatted onto his neck. Ben turned around to
find a spit wad almost as big as his fist lying on the ground. The
hallways were still full of kids, but Bryce’s massive form was easy
to pick out of the crowd, a satisfied leer painted across his
face.

At least Tim wasn’t with
him, which was something of a small miracle. Allison having spotted
him had indeed broken the curse. Over the past two weeks Ben had
run into Tim at least twice a day. Each time Ben hastily averted
his eyes and cursed the flush that came over his face. He hoped his
red cheeks were mistaken as angry instead of bashful. After all, he
had nothing to be embarrassed about, since Tim was clueless as to
Ben’s former crush on him.

The fun-filled day
continued in gym class. Leon was having his wisdom teeth removed,
which meant at least a week of misery without his company. Worst of
all, they were playing baseball, a sport very difficult to go
unnoticed in. His first time at bat, Ben cussed loudly after his
third strike. This infuriated the coach, the bald one with the
twisted nose, who commanded that Ben run the two-mile trail through
the woods that nestled against the school. At least this was an
escape of sorts. Ben slowed to a walk as soon as he was hidden
behind the trees and wondered if he could get away with
self-inflicting this “punishment” until Leon came back. He would
rather run alone every day than play baseball.

Then there was a substitute
teacher in Spanish, which of course meant that the entire class was
misbehaving. Ben usually enjoyed that, but one of the boys asked
the teacher how to say “faggot” in Spanish. For whatever
incomprehensible reason, the substitute decided to answer this
question, and “mariposa”
was happily parroted throughout the remainder of
the class, with a number of pointed looks in Ben’s
direction.

Lunch should have brought a
welcome break from the day’s hardships, but Ben was greeted with
Allison’s announcement that she and Ronnie were now boyfriend and
girlfriend. Ben callously responded to this news by saying, “That’s
retarded. You haven’t even been on a date yet.”

The look of hurt on
Allison’s face made him regret his words. Ben was happy for her. Mostly. Ronnie was
a nice guy. Dates, romance, and possibly hot kinky sex were sure to
follow in due course. That’s what rubbed Ben the wrong way. This
was Allison’s fourth boyfriend since they had been in high school.
In the past three years, Ben hadn’t had so much as a mildly
flirtatious encounter. The ease in which she found someone stirred
the green-eyed monster inside of him.

What could he do, though?
He wasn’t old enough to get into a gay bar, and the local
newspaper’s personal ads were almost strictly heterosexual, except
for a few placed by men older than his father. Even Ben’s meager
sex life had been cut off when he came out of the closet, a
decision that he was beginning to regret. An unreciprocated blow
job at this point sounded as meaningful as marriage.

The rest of their meal was
accompanied by awkward silence. Ben knew he would have to make
amends later, but he was in too foul a mood to back-peddle or
smooth things over at the moment. The rest of the school day passed
without incident, but the grumbling thunderstorm outside helped to
fuel his sullenness until the last period was over.

The rain had at least
stopped by the time he was buckling on his Rollerblades. Allison’s
car had made it out of the shop for two whole days before breaking
down again. Ben had abandoned his bike and decided to start using
the inline skates he had begged for and received last Christmas. He
wasn’t very good yet, but he managed to do everything but stop
gracefully. A meandering bike path that wasn’t used much was his
choice of route today. The detour would take him longer to get
home, but it would also help him avoid other students. He just
wanted to make it home to the comfort of mindless TV and the
leftover cookie bars his mom had baked the night before.

Trees became a blur as Ben
skated faster than he usually dared. He was finally getting the
hang of these things! The woods gave way to a manmade channel clear
of foliage. Here the ground dipped low and then high again, winding
like an empty river through the woods. Ben always wondered what
purpose it served, until one hurricane season when it rained
nonstop for two weeks. The ditch took the excess rain water and
moved it safely away to somewhere less civilized. That was the only
year he had seen the ditch full of water. Otherwise it remained a
dry but green miniature valley.

Ben was beginning to feel
better as he zipped along the path that ran along the ditch. That’s
when he saw Tim. He was further along, wearing his usual jogging
outfit except this time with the addition of a backpack. Obviously
he had decided to jog home rather than taking his Richie Rich
sports car. Instead of the usual wave of hormones Ben experienced
whenever he saw Tim, this time he felt only irritation. He didn’t
want to be reminded of the things he couldn’t have. He wanted
solitude.

“Get the fuck off my path,”
Ben muttered under his breath as he thrust with his legs and
increased his velocity. He felt like a bullet shot from a gun, and
right now he wanted nothing more than to barrel into Tim and knock
him aside without even so much as a backwards glance. Why the hell
not? He was sick of being the victim of everyone else’s barbs and
lunacy. Why not strike back? He wouldn’t knock Tim over, but he
could at least give him a scare by cutting directly in front of
him, maybe jostling him a little bit in the process.

Ben grinned with wicked
determination as he neared, but at the last moment he began to
panic. There simply wasn’t enough room on the path to pass by
safely, at least not at this speed. Maybe a skilled skater could
have done it, but Ben was still too green. He was more likely to
veer off the path and injure himself. Tim was less than ten feet
away when Ben decided to abandon his reckless course of action. He
tilted his left foot to brake, before realizing that the brake was
on the other skate. In his panic he tried to turn, but his left
foot was still tilted, causing Ben to trip over his own leg. He was
airborne for the briefest of moments before slamming into Tim,
knocking the jogger off the path and into the ditch.

Impacting with Tim had
mostly halted Ben’s flight through the air. He landed with a thud
on the grass next to the paved path, shaken but otherwise
unscathed. From the gasp of pain and long string of cursing, it was
clear that this wasn’t the case for his victim. Ben pushed himself
to his knees and looked over the ditch’s edge. Tim was sitting up,
supporting one leg in the air. He lowered it tentatively to the
ground. As soon as the foot touched grass, Tim hollered hoarsely
and lifted it back up again.

“Oh, god! I’m sorry. I’m
sorry!” Ben sputtered as he stood and slid down into the
ravine.

Tim’s face struggled with a
mixture of confusion and anger. “What the hell
happened?”

“I don’t— I’m just a
klutz.” Ben had reached Tim’s side and stretched out his arms as if
he intended to pick Tim up before he realized how unrealistic this
was. “Is your leg broken?”

“Leg’s fine,” Tim answered,
turning his attention back to the bloody limb that looked anything
but okay. “My ankle, maybe not.”

Ben dropped to his knees to
get a better look. The ankle might have been a little swollen, but
the flesh torn away from the shin was worrying. There wasn’t any
sign of exposed bone, thank god, but it was bleeding way too
much.

Ben couldn’t take his eye
from the injury. “We have to get you to a doctor. Can you
walk?”

Tim lowered his leg a
second time, managing this time to only hiss in pain instead of
screaming. “You’re going to have to help me,” he said.

“Wait.” Ben unsnapped the
straps on his skates and starting digging through his backpack for
his shoes. The five most awkward minutes of his life followed as he
struggled to get them on and tied, Tim watching him silently the
entire time. “Right,” Ben said as the final lace was tied. “How do
we do this?”

Tim craned his neck around
to examine the steep slope they would have to ascend before they
could get him to his feet. “You pull me up there, I
guess.”

“Pull you how?” Ben asked,
suddenly feeling even smaller than he usually did.

“Just grab me under the
arms and pull. I’ll try to help as much as I can.”

Ben got into position
behind Tim. There was a very silly moment where he stood and
stared. Both of Tim’s arms were raised to his sides, as if he were
going to start flapping them in an effort to take flight. Ben felt
like asking if he really had permission to touch him, before he
remembered the seriousness of the situation. He hooked his arms
underneath Tim’s armpits and pulled. He only managed to heave the
victim of his idiotic actions half a foot, but on the next attempt
Tim kicked with his good leg, bringing the movement to a little
more than a foot. They proceeded in this manner until they were
both on level ground again.

Ben was breathing hard from
the exertion, Tim most likely from the pain. After a moment of rest
they tackled the job of getting Tim upright. They managed after a
brief struggle, with Tim putting pressure on the injured leg twice
more out of habit. Soon enough he was stooped but standing, with
one arm over Ben’s shoulders. They tried a few experimental
hopping-steps and made it to the sidewalk.

“I guess we make it to the
nearest house and have them drive me home,” Tim said.

“Your house is really close
if we cut through the trees there,” Ben said without thinking. His
right arm was around Tim’s torso, and he could feel the muscles
tense in reaction. How could he have been so stupid? Not only had
he revealed himself as being an insane psychopath who physically
lashed out at boys he liked, but he had followed it up with
confirmation that he was a stalker to boot.

“Let’s go then,” Tim
muttered a moment later, choosing not to question how a stranger
would know where he lived.

The effort of holding Tim
up was a welcome distraction, both to the self-depreciating
thoughts going through Ben’s head and the excitement of being so
intimately close to him. Now was not the time or the place to get
aroused over physical contact, and Ben was determined to end the
day with only two strikes against his sanity instead of
three.

They shuffled through the
brief width of woods until they reached a wooden privacy fence, the
only thing that stood between them and the civilized suburbs
beyond. A glance left and right confirmed that any neighboring
houses had the same barrier installed against the wilderness
outside.

“Fuck,” Tim swore. “How
much further would it be if this fence wasn’t here?”

“Half a block,” Ben said,
looking away to hide his embarrassment.

“Support me,” Tim said
after hopping one step closer to the fence and reaching out to grab
the top of it.

Ben thought he intended to
climb over, but grabbed on tighter to his torso when Tim began to
pull instead. He almost toppled backwards when the plank gave way
to Tim’s efforts and came loose, swinging to the side as it fell.
This process was repeated for a second time, and then a third,
creating just enough of a gap for them to squeeze
through.

Tim went first, holding on
to the top of the fence for support once Ben let go of him. He
stumbled on his way through and landed on his ankle, screaming as
he righted himself. Ben hurried through to assist him, feeling that
the owners of the house would hear the commotion in their backyard
and come to help. As they made it halfway across the lawn, they
could see through the sliding glass door that the house was empty,
having not been sold yet. At least they wouldn’t have to explain
the vandalism.

They made it through the
gate to the front yard, not encountering another living soul as
they made their way down the sidewalk. That was the funny thing
about the suburbs. So much trouble went into a neighborhood looking
as presentable as possible, but rarely was anyone there to
appreciate it. Hire a boy to the cut the grass and pull up to the
mailbox before parking in the garage. Ben wondered if most of his
neighbors had ever set foot on their own lawn. No, the suburbs were
all prettied up and left to sit alone, like a beauty queen awaiting
an audience that would never come.

Ben tried to smooth over
his earlier revelations by feigning ignorance as they reached Tim’s
house. “Which one is yours?” he asked.

“You tell me,” Tim said
smartly as they turned to hobble past his car.

“Is anyone home?” Ben
asked, partly out of concern but mostly to change
topics.

“No.”

“Then shouldn’t we drive
straight to the hospital?”

“I just need to take my
weight off it,” Tim said irritably as the reached the front door,
which was unlocked.

They stepped into cool,
dark air conditioning. The curtains in the house were mostly closed
to help keep the Texas heat at bay. Tim flipped a few light
switches and led them to the living room, which was tastefully
decorated but very, very unwelcoming. The room had the soulless
presence of a model home. Sure, it looked nice, but it was obvious
that no real living went on there.

They reached a pale,
peach-colored couch that Tim eased onto. As he settled onto the
piece of furniture that was probably being used for the first time,
he sighed contentedly.

“There’s a first-aid kit in
the bathroom,” he said. “Bring me a wet washcloth. A towel
too.”

“Where is it?” Ben
asked.

“I’m surprised you don’t
know already. It’s right down the hall on the left.”

Ben hurried out of the
room, mentally chastising himself for triggering a series of events
that would haunt him for his final years of high school. He found
the bathroom, a simple affair reserved for guests, and collected
the items that were requested.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t
go to the hospital? Or a doctor at least?” he said as he reentered
the living room.

“No need.” Tim took the
washcloth and began patting at the crust of dried blood on his leg.
“Same thing happened to me freshman year. I still have a brace
upstairs and everything. It’s not a big deal. A couple of days with
that on and I’ll be fine again.”

Ben had to admit that the
leg was looking better now that much of the blood had been cleaned
up. Once bandaged it probably wouldn’t need medical attention. The
ankle was a different story, swollen on each side like a chipmunk’s
cheeks and turning a dark, unhealthy color.

“It’s just—”

“Thanks for helping me get
home,” Tim interrupted. The finality in his voice was clear; Ben
was expected to leave. He turned to do so, spluttering more clumsy
apologies as he went. He stopped and turned at the door. “Are you
sure you are going to be all right? When do your parents get
back?”

“In about two weeks.” Tim
grimaced as he wrapped the cloth bandage around his shin. “They’re
in Switzerland.”

Ben swallowed, but it
failed to flush away the guilty taste in his mouth as he left the
house and began his walk home.

 



Chapter 4

 


Ben was back in front of
Tim’s front door, a book tucked under one arm. He had done nothing
but worry since he had left a few hours ago. First Ben had returned
to the scene of the crime where he had so carelessly left his
Rollerblades. They were still in the ditch, not far from a sharp,
blood-spattered rock that jutted out of the ground. At least the
culprit for the shin injury had been discovered, Ben thought, well
aware that he was trying to shift the blame away from
himself.

Once he was home he
declined his mom’s invitation of a snack and instead went to his
room. Ben anguished over the foolishness of his actions for the
better part of an hour before his self-pity gave way to a growing
concern for Tim’s well-being. A million nightmare situations played
out in Ben’s head, the worst being that Tim would contract some
sort of infection and have his leg amputated or would die. The
morbid medical fantasies piled up until Ben decided to seek out
facts from his mother’s family medical guide.

The gruesome book had
provided Ben with hours of entertainment as a kid. Not only did it
show nauseating pictures of diseases in their most advanced and
repulsive stages, but it also featured self-diagnosis charts that
were all too easy to navigate successfully. Ben had previously
utilized their wisdom to diagnose himself with everything from
vaginal yeast infections to critical brain tumors. Now for the
first time he was turning to it with all seriousness.

What Ben had learned had
brought him scampering back to Tim’s house. Stomach bubbling
nervously and palms breaking out in sweat, Ben rang the door bell.
Someone called out in response. Thinking that Tim had fallen
somewhere and was helpless, he opened the front door and gave a
tentative, “Hello?”

“Hey! Come in!”

Tim certainly sounded more
cheerful. Ben rushed to the living room and found Tim lying on the
same uncomfortable couch as if he had never moved, which couldn’t
be true since an open can of Coke and a bottle of pills were on the
coffee table. The leg was now bandaged and elevated on the arm of
the couch, but Tim looked pale and cold. He was still wearing his
jogging shorts and tank top, and with the air conditioner going
full blast, it was no wonder. The ankle was just as swollen as
before, but now it had graduated to a deep shade of
maroon.

“Good that you’re here,”
Tim croaked, sounding very much like Leon before he cleared his
throat. “I think it might be worse than I thought.”

“Yeah,” Ben held the book
up, brandishing it as if it were a medical degree. “I think you
have a third-degree sprain. Either that or it’s broken. You really
need to get to a hospital.”

“Probably should,” Tim
nodded with glassy eyes.

“Er, I know this is a
really stupid question, but are you all right?”

“Yeah. After you left I
dragged my ass into the kitchen and remembered some pills from last
time. They’ve got me feeling—” he gestured with his right arm
before letting it flop onto his forehead— “Oh man,” he
finished.

Ben cast around for a
phone. “I’ll call an ambulance.”

“No, fuck that,” Tim
muttered. “I’m not dying or anything. We’ll take my car. You can
drive, right?”

“Yes,” Ben said a little
tensely. He could drive, but he hated it. Since winning his driver’s license
with solid “D” in driver’s ed, he had driven all of three times,
each occasion forced on him by his parents.

“Well get me up and we’ll
be on our way.”

Tim appeared cold, but his
skin was hot when Ben wrapped an arm around his back to help him
up. Maybe it was a side effect of the pills, or maybe he had a
fever. Either way, Ben was relieved that they were finally taking
action. Getting Tim to the car was very much like all those movies
Ben had seen where a drunken man hung like a limp doll on a
supporting friend. Just how many of those painkillers had he
taken?

There was a brief and
harebrained argument where Tim insisted that no one but him could
drive his car, but eventually he was safely buckled into the
passenger seat and Ben was behind the wheel. He put the key in the
ignition and turned it, Beck’s voice exploding out of the stereo
system. Ben jabbed at the controls until the voice died, leaving in
its wake the noise of the engine, which sounded powerful. This
wasn’t the usual sports car noise that, frankly, sounded a bit
unhealthy. Instead it was a subtle, constant hum that rose
delicately into a growl once they were cruising down the
road.

“Nice,” Ben said, not
knowing if it really was but feeling it was a good
guess.

“Yeah, she’s my girl.” Tim
proudly patted the dashboard.

“So this is a, uh—” Ben
squinted at the steering wheel, hoping for a hint. “Firebird?” he
said, once he spotted the three diamonds.

“Pff,” came the reply.
“Please. This is a 3000GT!”

“Right.” Ben risked a
glance over to see Tim wearing an expression of mock
offense.

“What kind of a guy doesn’t
know his cars?” Tim pushed.

“I’ll give you three
guesses,” Ben said evenly.

Tim was silent for a
moment. “So it’s true?”

Ben let a slow smile play
over his face. He loved this part. It always felt like revealing to
a disbeliever that he had magical powers or something.
“Yup.”

“Hmmm.”

That took Ben off guard,
since it wasn’t the usual response. Normally, one of two things
would happen. The guy would either play it off like he wasn’t
surprised and name some random gay uncle or somebody else he barely
knew to show that he was both worldly and accepting of such things,
or he would slide straight into being offensive. Tim had done
neither and opted for a musing “hmmm.” Whatever that
meant.

“You have some sort of car
name, right?”

Ben chuckled. “Yeah.
Bentley, but I don’t know anything about Bentleys
either.”

“So, Benjamin Bentley, do
you know my name as well as where I live?”

“It’s Ben, not Benjamin,”
he replied, avoiding the question.

“Benjamin it is,” Tim
teased. “Hey! Easy on the curves! Jesus!”

“Sorry. So where are you
from? I mean, I haven’t seen you in school before this
year.”

“Kansas.” Tim settled back
into his seat, but was now watching the road with prepared
alertness. “We moved down here so Dad could straighten out the
southern division of his company. So he says. I think it’s only
because Mom never stopped bitching about the winters up
there.”

“You miss it?”

Tim sighed and looked out
the passenger side window. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

Ben wished he knew how it
felt to leave everything behind. He had lived in The Woodlands his
entire life and often fantasized about moving somewhere new.
Anywhere would do, even Kansas. He just wanted to see something
unfamiliar.

“Fuck!” Tim
yelled.

Ben snapped out of his
daydream in time to avoid hitting the car ahead of them that had
slowed at a stop sign. He swung into the empty oncoming traffic
lane and barreled through the intersection to the angry honking of
an old pickup truck. He hit the gas again to make it through before
they collided with anyone and veered back into the proper lane on
the other side.

“Pull over!” Tim growled.
“I’m driving.”

“We’re almost there.” Ben’s
nerves were steady as steel. Something like this happened every
time he drove.

Ben pulled up and stopped
the car at the hospital’s emergency entrance where wheelchairs were
scattered around aimlessly like shopping carts at a supermarket.
Once he had Tim settled into one of these, Ben got back into the
car and parked it, having to brake suddenly at one point to avoid
hitting an old lady.

“It’s no wonder you ran me
over,” Tim said as Ben pushed him toward reception. “They shouldn’t
let you near anything with wheels.”

Clipboards and paperwork
occupied the next half hour, followed by a heated debate with the
receptionist as to why Tim didn’t know what sort of insurance
coverage he had. Eventually, everything was handed in and they were
left to wait with a number of other patients with minor
injuries.

Tim became withdrawn again
as they waited, his head leaned back and his gray eyes focused on
the ceiling. His jaw clenched occasionally. Ben watched, counting
the seconds between each clench, like he did with thunder to
measure the closeness of a storm. There was the slightest hint of
stubble on the line of his jaw. Ben wanted to reach out and trace
his finger along his skin to see what it felt like.

“I hate doctors,” Tim
murmured.

“Do you want me to hold
your hand?” Ben asked with a straight face before he and Tim both
burst into laughter.

“I really do,” Tim
insisted. “Hate doctors I mean. You have no idea!”

“Oh, I might,” Ben said
with a smile. “One of the few times I was in the hospital as a kid
was for a couple of fillings.”

“Like for your teeth?” Tim
sat up and looked at Ben.

“Yeah. I screamed and bit
my way through so many dentists that it was the only option left. I
was terrified. Once they got me there, I ran away before the
procedure began, hospital gown and all.”

“How old were
you?”

“This was last
week.”

“You’re full of it,” Tim
chuckled.

Ben grinned back at him.
“Seriously, though. I must have been nine or ten. Eventually my dad
came to find me and they had to put me under with a shot to the
butt.”

“What, did they shoot you
with one of those tranquilizer guns like in Jurassic
Park?”

“Something like
that.”

“Wyman!” a nurse called,
glaring at the waiting room impatiently.

She led them down a hall to
a room where, much like at a doctor’s office, vitals were taken and
they were left to wait again. Before long, a gray-haired doctor
came in consulting a chart.

“Mr. Wyman,” he said. “I’m
Dr. Baker. And this is?”

“I’m the one who did this
to him,” Ben answered sheepishly.

“Ah, and what exactly
happened?”

Red-faced, Ben recounted
the accident, blaming the collision on a squirrel dashing across
the sidewalk. The doctor nodded and “mm-hmed” his way through the
story while examining the ankle in question.

“I see,” Dr. Baker said
when Ben was finished. “We’ll need X-rays to be sure, but I believe
the ligaments in the ankle might have torn completely.”

“Yes!” Ben exclaimed
victoriously. “I knew it. A class-three sprain.”

“Well, well!” Dr. Baker
said appraisingly. “Are you a medical student?”

“No. I just did a little
research is all.”

“I think he just runs
people over so he can diagnose them later,” Tim said.

“Let’s hope not.” Dr. Baker
smiled. “I’m busy enough as it is. If the X-rays check out, we’ll
get the swelling down and put a cast on it.”

“You think it’s broken?”
Tim asked.

“Casts aren’t just for
broken bones. We need to keep the ankle protected and in position
so it can heal. We’ll have it off in a couple weeks, don’t worry.
I’ll need to inform your parents about this, of course.”

“They’re in Switzerland,”
Tim said, scowling at his ankle as if it had betrayed
him.

Dr. Baker adjusted his
glasses. “Any other family in the area?”

“Nope.”

“My family can take care of
him until they are back,” Ben offered. He had no idea if they would
actually be willing to, but it didn’t really matter. He would find
some way of making it work.

“So much for parental
consent,” Dr. Baker said with a sigh. He consulted the clipboard.
“The good news is that we managed to track down your insurance
information. However, with your parents out of town, I would feel
better if you stayed overnight.”

Ben’s stomach grumbled,
prompting him to look at his watch. It was well past eight and he
had promised to be back in half an hour when he had left to check
on Tim. He wasn’t likely to get in trouble, but he didn’t want to
raise suspicion that something was up. And what was up exactly? Ben
felt he was on the verge of something big. In front of him was a
guy who needed his help, with no friends or family in the area to
look out for him, except Ben. As dubious as the methods had been,
he now stood a good chance of getting close to Tim. He didn’t want
anyone intruding on that now. If his mom found out what was going
on, she would probably hire a nurse to take care of Tim, but Ben
had a different plan in mind.

“I have to get home,” he
said. “But I can pick him up tomorrow?”

“I suppose,” Dr. Baker
said. “Could you please bring the number of his parents’ hotel with
you? Or better yet, phone it in tonight?”

“Absolutely,” Ben
lied.

“Wait, you’re taking my
car?” Tim sounded panicked.

“It’s not like you can use
it,” Ben said, happily patting the pocket that held the keys. “See
you tomorrow, tiger.”

A few minutes later Ben was
sitting in the something-or-other 3000GT with a big smile on his
face. The next few weeks were going to be very interesting
indeed.


Chapter 5

 


“Oh. My. God.” Allison
stood slack-jawed in the middle of her driveway.

Ben leaned over to get a
better look at her out the passenger side window. The movement of a
curtain caught his eye, just as he was about to say something
smart. Allison’s father stood in the living room window,
immaculately dressed in the type of conservative business suit he
always wore. Ben had never seen him wear anything different. He
wondered if the man slept in a suit as well. It was hard to imagine
him in something as casual as pajamas and impossible to believe
that he would sleep in his skivvies.

Mr. Cross gave a smoldering
glare that sent chills up his spine.

“Just get in,” Ben said
impatiently.

Once his passenger had
boarded and they were a block away, he felt free to resume his
jovial mood.

“When you said you were
going to pick me up for school, I thought maybe you had your
parents’ car or something!”

Ben shrugged, enjoying
keeping Allison in suspense. This didn’t dissuade her from finding
out the truth. She popped the glove box and pulled out the only
contents—the insurance card.

“Tim Wyman?” Once again her
jaw lost the ability to hold her mouth shut. “You have got to be
kidding me! Does he know you have it?”

Ben was offended. “What,
you think I stole his car or something? I’m not that
sick.”

“Well, how
then?”

“I put him in the
hospital.” Ben laughed. “That’s how.”

Allison didn’t find this
statement amusing until he told her the complete story.

“That’s the most depraved
thing I’ve ever heard,” she said once he had finished. “You realize
that you need help?”

“Say what you like,” Ben
said as he waved a hand dismissively. “My methods get results. If
things aren’t going so hot with Ronnie, cripple him. Guys are crazy
about it, trust me.”

“So what’s next?” Allison
asked as she reached over to gently take the wheel. She turned it
slightly, just enough to stop the car from barreling into a trash
can on the side of the road.

“Oh, thanks. Next is
complicated. I’m supposed to pick him up, which I figured I could
do during lunch, but I don’t really want to come back afterwards.”
Ben pulled into the school parking lot and swung into the nearest
empty spot. He killed the engine and turned to his best friend. “I
need you to cover for me in choir. Say I started hurling during
lunch or something.”

“Will do.”

“I don’t know what to do
about the other classes. I guess my parents will be getting a call
tonight.”

Allison shook her head.
“You should be fine. Have you ever noticed that they only take
attendance in second period?”

He hadn’t, but now that she
mentioned it, that’s how it always had been. The first week of
school every teacher did a roll call, but after that only his
English teacher still did so.

“The office would go mad
trying to compare every attendance record,” Allison continued, “so
they just go by the one from second period. Mindy Scott was an
office assistant last year and told me how it works.”

“So as long as I’m there
during English I can skip the rest? Awesome!”

“Well, within reason. If
you don’t show up for a week, a teacher will probably ask the
office if you keeled over or something.”

This was still good news
and made his future plans much easier to execute. “Can you find a
ride home?” Ben asked as he unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out
of the car.

“I’m sure Ronnie wouldn’t
mind bringing me,” Allison said with a smile.

“Yeah, well, just make sure
he’s out of the house before your dad gets back.”

“Like you need to tell me
that.”

Ben was resiliently happy
during his morning classes. In P.E. a baseball hit him in the
shoulder, giving him good cause to swear loudly and be sent on
another jog around the school. He felt twice as daring as usual and
made sure to stand out of sight until he heard the coach call
everyone back in.

English was pleasant and
the usual teacher was back in Spanish class. When Ben was called to
the front for an exercise, a number of students made sure to try
their new word, but mariposa
failed to cause a reaction in the teacher. Maybe
the substitute hadn’t given them the right word, or maybe Mrs. Vega
chose not to hear. Ben didn’t know how aware the teachers were of
his sexuality, but surely the faculty gossiped just as much as the
students did. The name calling irritated him, but he was so close
to escaping school for the day that he tried not to dwell on
it.

When lunch break finally
came, he had a hurried meal with Allison, his stomach bubbling with
nervousness the whole time. Then he made a break for it. Ben had
never skipped school before, at least not like this. He had
previously feigned illnesses and had his mom call it in; who
hadn’t? But this was different. He had imagined running into
teachers or security guards on the way to the car and had a
selection of excuses prepared. His best was to claim that he had
forgotten some books in his car. That seemed reasonable enough.
Once he was in the car he would simply drive away, or maybe he
would retreat and try again between classes.

As it was, he had nothing
to worry about. There were plenty of seniors who worked jobs the
second half of the day, so he wasn’t alone in his excursion across
the parking lot. He made it to the 3000GT, cautiously pulled out of
the parking lot, and then went the exact speed limit all the way to
the hospital. No sense in getting pulled over at this point in the
game.

Ben entered through the
emergency entrance, which was impractical in retrospect since it
was no longer an emergency. A different receptionist, one even less
friendly than the night before, gave him a vague idea of which
direction he should head. He wandered the hospital halls for what
felt like an eternity, wrinkling his nose at the sterile smell and
trying not to stare at patients through the doors. After asking
twice more and travelling two floors up, he finally reached Tim’s
room.

The victim of his
affections was stretched out on the bed, an ivory-white cast now
covering his foot and lower leg. Currently an attractive young
nurse was taking Tim’s blood pressure. At least, that’s what she
was supposed to be doing. The cuff was still on his arm but so was
her hand as she giggled at something Tim had just said. She sat
down on the edge of the bed just as Ben cleared his throat, causing
her to jump back up again.

“Benjamin!” Tim exclaimed
happily. “And here I thought you had stolen my car and hightailed
it to Mexico.”

“That’s the plan—” Ben
smiled “—but I thought I’d bring you along. We’re checking out,” he
said to the nurse.

“I’ll let the doctor know,”
the nurse said as she left.

“Feeling better?” Ben
suddenly wished he had brought flowers or a teddy bear or
something. Wasn’t that what you were supposed to do in such
situations?

“A little, yeah. Did you
call my parents?”

“No. Yes! Sorry, yes,” Ben
backtracked once Dr. Baker’s shadow filled the doorway. “They don’t
think they can change their flight, but they’ve arranged for a
nurse to take care of you and everything.”

“They’re probably pissed,
huh?”

Ben found this comment
surprising. Why would they be angry at their son for getting hurt?
“Not at all,” he replied. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Do you have their number
handy?” Dr. Baker interjected.

“Oh! No, sorry,” Ben
apologized. He had been prepared for this question. “I totally
forgot it.”

“Well, as long as they were
informed,” the doctor said meaningfully.

Ben gave him his best
innocent, doe-eyed look and nodded. This seemed to satisfy the
doctor, who began scribbling on his clipboard.

The nurse returned and
began to help Tim dress. While she was doing this, Dr. Baker gave
Ben some papers and went over instructions that were to be given to
the in-home nurse. Ben tried to keep up and nod when appropriate,
hoping to get through it as quickly as possible since the doctor
was standing in his line of vision. By the time the droning had
ended, Tim was dressed. The doctor and nurse helped Tim into a
wheelchair and gave him over to Ben.

He couldn’t help but be
reminded of when they adopted Wilford. Ben’s family had visited the
animal shelter and picked him out from among his litter mates. Then
there was a grueling waiting period of one week, during which the
dog received his shots and was neutered before Wilford could be
picked up. When they finally handed Ben the leash, he had felt
proud, excited, even nervous. But mostly the experience had made
him happy. Much like he was feeling now. He hoped that Tim would
feel the same once he caught wind of his plan.

* * * * *

“So, no nurse?”

“No nurse,” Ben
repeated.

The expression on Tim’s
face was hard to read. He looked concerned, or maybe just confused.
He leaned back on the peach living room couch and raised an
eyebrow. “And you never called my parents? They have no idea I was
in the hospital overnight?”

Ben started having second
thoughts. What sort of monster intentionally kept parents in the
dark about their son being injured? “They have no idea,” he
admitted.

The worry scattered from
Tim’s face as a broad smile appeared. “Thanks, man! That was really
cool of you!”

Ben breathed out in relief.
“I’m glad you think so! I was worried that I’d done the wrong
thing.”

“Naw, they would have been
pissed.”

“Really?”

“Really. A couple of years
ago I came down with the flu the day before they were flying to
Japan. It totally messed with their plans. They had to reschedule
everything, missed out on some group tour thing. I don’t know.” Tim
scratched at the skin near his cast. “They were so pissy the whole
week after that I wished they hadn’t bothered staying.

“I’m a mistake you know,”
he continued. “My parents are pretty cool and all, but it’s obvious
that it was never in their plans to have kids. I’m an only child,
and my parents have done everything in their power to keep going
with the lifestyle they had before me.”

Ben wasn’t sure what to say
to this. His own parents were always supportive, loving. In a way
he wished he had some dirt to dish on them so he could commiserate,
but there wasn’t a single bad memory that sprang to mind. “So you
have two weeks to survive without them,” Ben said, guiding the
conversation where he wanted it to go. “I’ll help you of course.
That’s why I didn’t think we needed a nurse. I can come by a couple
of times a day to cook, clean up, that sort of stuff.”

“You can cook?”

“Sure,” Ben lied. As much
as he’d been stretching the truth in the past couple of days, it
was practically instinctual.

“That’s good, because I’m
hungry.”

“Well, let’s get you set up
comfortable here, and then I’ll whip something up.”

“Not here,” Tim insisted.
“I hate this room.”

With the assistance of his
crutches, he stood and swung his way toward the back of the house,
Ben following. He led them through the dining room, across a large,
open kitchen, and down a hall that ended in a dimly lit
room.

The den, as Tim introduced
it, was his father’s stronghold. His mother was in charge of the
rest of the house, but here his father had full reign. He decorated
the room in typical masculine style. A big-screen TV dominated one
wall with massive boxy speakers to each side. A number of
bookshelves held everything but books—namely sports memorabilia,
business awards, and an impressive video collection. Bar signs and
beer advertisements hung on the ebony, wood-paneled walls that
complimented the equally dark carpet. This combined with the
shuttered windows kept the room cool and comfortable.

“I figure this is a good
place to make camp,” Tim said, as he headed toward a brown leather
couch. “There’s even a fridge to keep drinks in.”

Ben turned and found a wet
bar in the corner. The unit was basically just a sink, shelves for
glasses, and one of those tiny refrigerators that he always
associated with college dorms.

“So what all do we need
then? Blankets and pillows obviously… Um.”

“In one of the hall
closets,” Tim said. “I want my pillow from upstairs. And some real
clothes. Throw something in the oven too, will ya?”

“Right,” Ben managed to say
just before the TV blared into life. His patient had certainly
taken to the idea of him playing nurse!

Ben realized with some
delight that he now had free reign over the house. With Tim settled
in, he was now free to explore. He had been tempted to last night
when he dropped the car off. He figured arriving home in a shiny
new sports car would be beyond suspicious, so Ben had returned it
to Tim’s driveway. As he had done so, the keys in his pocket had
been a major temptation but the idea had felt too creepy. Now he
was free to look around anyway.

He started with the
kitchen. The refrigerator was well-stocked with frozen entrees,
which meant cooking wouldn’t be too hard. He chose two pizzas and
fiddled with the oven for a while before he got it running. Once
that was finished he went upstairs and located Tim’s
bedroom.

Ben entered and felt
strangely intoxicated for a moment. The whole room smelled exactly
like Tim, as if someone had bottled up his essence and sprayed
generous puffs of teenage boy into the air. Being there felt so
personal. In a way, everything present was an extension of Tim,
representative of what he liked and the place where his private
life took place. Adults had an entire house and maybe an office or
workspace to spread their existence over. For their kids, personal
life was contained to just one room. In this small space Tim lived,
slept, talked on the phone, watched TV, jacked-off, and did
whatever else he wanted to do.

Ben sat on the king-sized
bed and looked around. Music and baseball posters covered most of
the walls. He found all sports boring, but at least some of these
featured pretty hot athletes. The only exception to the generic
posters was an abstract painting, a collection of cool colors that
might be depicting an ocean or waves. He stared at it for a while,
wondering why it had been included. Did Tim choose it, or was it
his mother’s idea?

Across from Ben sat a
dresser that supported a medium-sized television and VCR. A closet
door and bookshelves were to his right, this time actually filled
with the intended content. Ben browsed the titles, hoping to get a
hint of what Tim liked to read but unable to do so. They were a
completely eclectic mix, some even written in Spanish. His music
choice was easier to discern, the CD rack containing nothing but
popular alternative music. Well, that and the Little Mermaid soundtrack. Ben
mentally filed that one away as potential ammunition.

He paused to gaze out the
bedroom window at the long, well-groomed backyard before returning
to the dressers to collect a change of clothes. Socks were easy to
find, as was underwear. He didn’t examine the contents of this
drawer too carefully. Doing so felt like cheating, like peeking
ahead at the end of a book, since he hoped to discover Tim’s
underwear one by one over a series of hot encounters. Ben laughed
at his own presumptions and went to the closet for a shirt and
jeans.

He brought these items and
the pillows back downstairs to his patient. The pizza was soon done
afterwards and served. They ate together
while flipping back and forth between MTV and VH1 to avoid
commercials, laughing at most of the videos but genuinely enjoying
a handful. There were quite a few songs that Ben wanted to sing
along to, but for the first time in his life he was feeling too shy
to perform. Finally the Fugees’ new version of “Killing Me Softly”
came on, which was too perfect of an opportunity to show
off.

Ben gave it all he had,
belting it out along with the lead vocals and almost putting Lauryn
Hill’s voice to shame. Tim sat straight up, his eyes wide in
amazement. He clapped and raved when the song was over and spent
the next hour trying to get Ben to sing along to some of the other
videos. A few, like Beck, were a hopeless cause, but for some of
them Ben was able to comply.

After a while Tim switched
off the TV.

“So what’s it like being
gay?” he asked, catching Ben off guard.

“Like anything else I
guess,” Ben answered. “What’s it like to be whatever you
are?”

“Straight,” Tim assured
him. “Don’t you catch a lot of flack for it? I mean, everyone at
school knows, right?”

Ben nodded.

“I’m surprised you don’t
get beaten up every day.”

“I get a lot of crap,” Ben
said with a shrug, “but I got crap before I came out for totally
different reasons. It’s no different now. Not really.”

“I guess that’s true. If
it’s not one thing, it’s another.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Like
you would know. It must be hard being a jock with rich parents and
a brand-new sports car. People must tease you
unmercifully.”

Tim’s grin was cocky. “When
you put it like that, I do have it good, but I still get crap from
other people. Miss a catch or don’t make it to base and your team
turns on you, especially if you lose the game.”

Ben made sure he didn’t
look convinced.

“Well, all right, how about
this then?” The smile dropped from Tim’s face. “At my last school
my ex-girlfriend went around telling everyone that I raped her,
just because I dumped her. I had every girl in the school coming up
to me and saying the craziest shit. A few even tried to knee me. It
was insane.”

“What happened?”

“What do you mean? Nothing
happened. It was her word against mine, but she didn’t take it to
the police or anything because she knew the truth. It blew over
after a while, but people never treated me the same afterwards. You
don’t know how glad I am to have a fresh start.”

“The idea sounds
appealing,” Ben admitted.

“Would you still come out?
If you moved to the other side of the country where no one knew,
would you come out again?”

“Yeah,” Ben answered
immediately. “Are you kidding me? What would I do otherwise?
Pretend I’m into girls and start sleeping with them?”

Tim only shrugged in
response.

“I’d definitely come out
again. It’s the only chance I have at meeting someone else who is
gay. It pays to advertise. That’s the theory at least.”

“No luck in the romance
department?” Tim asked with an amused expression.

“Not really. Not love at
least.”

A garish cuckoo clock came
to life, the little bird popping out and returning to its little
home seven times.

“Jesus, I should get home.”
Ben hurried to leave, pulling a shoe onto the wrong foot before
realizing it and reaching for the other. “Are you going to be all
right? There’s drinks and stuff in the fridge and leftover pizza on
the counter. Should I bring it in?”

“Naw, I can
manage.”

“I thought I’d come by in
the morning to make breakfast and check on you, and then again in
the afternoon?” Ben didn’t mean to phrase it as a question. He
wanted to say it like it was the obvious thing to do.

“Yeah?” Tim answered with
his own inquiry. “You’d do that for me?”

“That and a hell of a lot
more.” The words were out of his mouth before his brain could stop
them. The only damage control he could do was a nervously little
laugh, which probably made him sound twice as crazy. “Uh, so see
you tomorrow then,” he said before he made a mad dash for the
door.

* * * * *

The pancakes were the right
shape—round and flat. They were also spongy like they should be.
Only the color was off. The first few out of the pan were an albino
version of the normal brown variety. The next three were almost
black. Ben had no idea what he had done wrong.

He had read and reread the
simple instructions in his mom’s Betty Crocker cookbook three or
four times and had even written down the basics, but these didn’t
look right at all. He shoveled the last pancake onto the plate with
the others and poured a generous amount of syrup over them to
conceal their inadequacies.

If Tim noticed that they
weren’t quite right, he didn’t let on. It may have helped that he
had taken a painkiller when Ben had shown up half an hour ago. His
eyes had a certain glazed look about them when Ben presented his
creation. Within five minutes the entire plate had been cleared and
licked clean.

“A guy could get used to
this,” Tim said appreciatively as Ben carried the plate back to the
kitchen.

Next up was Tim’s request
for a bath. This idea had already been the subject of more than one
of Ben’s fantasies the last few days. In them he had to assist his
poor, helpless invalid out of his clothing, place him in the
bathtub, and sponge clean every delicious nook and cranny of his
body. This, of course, would lead to an involuntary physical
reaction on Tim’s part, one so intense that he’d beg Ben for
relief.

The reality wasn’t anywhere
near as exciting. Ben was asked to run the bath before he left for
school, Tim insisting that he could manage the rest on his own. If
this was true then it was also clear that Tim could have turned the
faucet on by himself, but Ben let it slide. The more indispensable
he became the better.

As the tub filled and the
bubble bath frothed, Ben thought of how he was supposed to be in
P.E. this very moment. He felt deliriously happy about missing it,
but he still had to make it back to school in time for roll call in
English class. Even though he had awakened early to have extra
time, he already needed to leave if he wanted to make
it.

“Bath’s ready!” he yelled
as he headed for the door. “See you later today!”

“Don’t take my car!” Tim
shouted back.

“What?” Ben responded
before shutting the front door and getting in the sports
car.

Ben felt conspicuous being
the only person walking across the parking lot when he arrived, but
he wasn’t stopped and figured it wouldn’t matter if he was. What
were they going to do, punish him for showing up? He felt less
confident when he entered the school and found the hallways empty.
Having just heard the bell, he had assumed that first period just
ended. Now it was clear that second period had begun. He was
huffing and puffing by the time he reached his English
class.

“Well?” Mrs. Carroll
insisted with raised eyebrows.

Ben sighed. Some teachers
were happy to wordlessly issue a tardy or not bother about it at
all. Others expected explanations and apologies.

“Sorry,” he panted. “Just
came from P.E. and Coach made me stay behind.” He doubted she would
ever check up on this. He took his seat before she could ask any
more questions. To his relief she resumed whatever lecture he had
interrupted.

“Lose track of time
loitering in the showers?” whispered a snide voice from next to
him.

Ben looked over to the
sneering, freckled face of Daniel Wigmore. He didn’t know how it
was possible, but Daniel had ended up sitting next to Ben in at
least one class every year, much to his chagrin. He had become
something of a ginger-headed nemesis. Daniel was one of those
students who took scholastic competition very seriously. He was
always sure to flash his homework when he got “A’s,” which was
always, and would speed through tests and slam his pencil down,
surveying the class with a smug expression.

“Or did Coach ask you to
stay behind and blow him?” Daniel pressed.

“Keep your fantasies to
yourself, faggot.”

That wiped the grin off
Daniel’s face. People never expected Ben to use a word like that.
It was twice as effective coming from a gay guy, and more worrying
too, thanks to the whole “takes one to know one”
philosophy.

Daniel turned his attention
back to his obsession with perfect grades and left Ben to mentally
plan when he would skip school again. Technically he could leave
after this class, but he knew it would probably be a bad
idea.

Third period Spanish didn’t
help his resolve any. There was a test that he had forgotten to
study for that he had surely failed, along with a few more
snickering uses of the word mariposa whispered in his
direction.

By lunch he was anxious to
go and told Allison as much.

“Forget it!” she said
vehemently. “You can’t start ditching me at lunch for anyone, no
matter how hot they are. Besides, your absence didn’t go unnoticed
in choir. You’re Mrs. Hammond’s star pupil. All of her hopes and
dreams are being lived vicariously through you now. She practically
organized a search party when you didn’t show up
yesterday!”

Allison might have been
exaggerating, but she did have a point. Mrs. Hammond was the
teacher most likely to notice him not being there.

“What did you tell her
yesterday?” Ben asked.

“That you were
sick.”

“Well, tell her I am again
today. Two days in a row isn’t so suspicious.”

Allison sighed and shook
her head dramatically. “So what’s going on that you’re so excited
about? Is Tim less straight than we initially
suspected?”

“No, he’s straight all
right, but—” Ben grasped for words but failed to find any that
suited him. “I don’t know. I just like him, and taking care of him
is sort of like playing house. It feels real, even if it
isn’t.”

“So in other words, you are
deluding yourself.”

“Maybe, but better an
imaginary romance than none at all.”

“I guess,” Allison
conceded. “I’m just worried that you are headed for a broken
heart.”

“Mm,” Ben replied
noncommittally. “What’s up with your heart lately?”

“You mean with Ronnie?” A
sly smile crossed her face. “Things are going good. Very good. He
has my class schedule memorized and keeps escorting me to each one.
We still haven’t been on a proper date, though. Speaking of which,
you and I are going to the movies on Saturday.”

“We are?” Ben hadn’t
considered it, but this weekend he would finally be free to spend
the entire day and night with Tim. He didn’t want to brush Allison
off for any reason, even his latest infatuation, but it might be
the only opportunity to spend an extended amount of time with
him.

“We are,” Allison
confirmed. “At least that’s what I’m telling my dad. I need you to
cover for me so Ronnie and I can go out. You’ll do that, won’t
you?”

“Yes!” Ben breathed a sigh
of relief. “That’s perfect, actually. I’ll be over at Tim’s until
late, so my parents will think I’m out with you. If your dad calls
then my parents will back up the story.”

Allison took a final bite
of her sandwich and chewed thoughtfully before tossing the
remaining crusts into the brown paper bag. “Who knows,” she said
with a wicked grin, “maybe we’ll both be getting laid this
weekend.”


Chapter 6

 


The week finally came to an
end after a series of breakneck starts and whiplash stops. The
mornings and afternoons spent with Tim went by in the blink of an
eye, while the truncated school hours felt twice as long as they
had before. Saturday came and Father Time, choosing perhaps to show
mercy, steadied to a meandering pace that promised a long and
satisfying weekend.

Oppressive humidity forced
them to crank up the air conditioning in Tim’s house. Even the dark
and shadowy den was affected by the thick heat outdoors as a storm
of massive proportions gathered. Ben spent the morning cleaning up
around the house and wrestling with the controls of the laundry
machine. As fun as it was being domestic, he was glad to be done
with the chores and to spend some time with the person in his care.
Unfortunately, the pain killers had once again put Tim to
sleep.

Ben wandered the house,
absorbing the details and decorations that hinted at Tim’s life. On
the nightstand in the master bedroom, he found a photo of a
grey-haired, stern-faced man with an impressive physique. Next to
him smiled a slight and beautiful Hispanic woman, the source of
Tim’s dark hair and tan skin. After considering them for a number
of minutes, Ben set the photo back down next to the rosary beads
that lay there.

As Ben continued to explore
he found a number of crucifixes hanging on the wall, as well as a
small collection of Bibles in the living room. Possibly the
religious items were no more than decorations to Tim’s mother. Ben
could remember one client of his own mother who had a thing for
rustic crosses despite not being religious, but it was much more
likely that Tim’s parents were Catholic. Ben couldn’t help
wondering what they would think of him when they met, if they ever
did.

There were two types of
religious people in the world, in Ben’s experience. The first were
those who let their heart lead them, who chose what fit with their
world view while disregarding what didn’t. Ben’s parents were like
this. They rarely went to church and held a rather idealistic and
loving vision of God that didn’t mesh with the Old Testament’s
portrayal.

Then there were those who
took every piece of Scripture literally. Such people
unquestioningly followed every rule and obeyed every command of
their spiritual leaders, no matter how nonsensical and outdated
these conventions might be. These mindless extremists tended to
make life difficult for everyone else. Ben certainly hoped that
Tim’s parents didn’t fit into this category.

As for Ben, he tended not
to believe in any sort of god or devil. Except when he sang. That
was the only time the veil between reality and the impossible
melted for him. Singing revealed to him a million worlds made up of
colors the physical eye could never see, realms populated with
countless spirits and energies of all kinds. God was there too, a
benevolent being of as many faces as there were religions on the
earth. Oh, yes, when he sang such things were possible, but the
second he stopped it all faded away, forgotten until the next time
he took up his voice again.

A snort followed by a grunt
called his attention back to the present. There was a shuffling
followed by the sound of a Coke can opening. Tim was finally
awake.

“Oh, man, I slept deep,” he
said as Ben entered the room. His hair was sticking up in all
directions and was so adorable that it took all of Ben’s willpower
not to reach out and muss it up further. “The house looks nice.
Thanks.”

“No problem. You can repay
me by staying awake. I was going out of my mind with
boredom.”

“Sorry.” Tim grinned. “I
took too many of those pills. You should try them. They make you
feel great.”

“I might take you up on
that,” Ben said, remembering the mellow buzz that had followed his
tonsils being removed.

Tim yawned like a lion in
the Savanna heat. “I feel grody. Would you mind running a bath for
me?”

“Bored,” Ben reminded
him.

“Oh. Once I’m in the tub
you can come in and keep me company,” Tim offered.

Surely Tim was aware of how
erotic such a situation would be for Ben. Was he offering more than
it sounded like or was he just being playfully flirtatious without
any real intentions? Regardless, Ben rose to run the bath without
revealing any enthusiasm. If Tim thought he could easily arouse
Ben’s appetite... Well, he could, but Ben wasn’t going to give him
the satisfaction of knowing it.

Once the tub was full of
steaming water and bubbles, he waited outside the door while Tim
climbed in. It took much longer than it would for an uninjured
person, but once he was settled he called for Ben. The shower
curtain was half-closed, obscuring from view everything from the
waist down. It hardly mattered. Tim’s impressive upper body was
enough to evoke an unquenchable lust in Ben.

Ben sat on the toilet, for
lack of a better place, directly across from the bathtub. Aside
from being the only seat available, it allowed him a more revealing
angle. There would have been nothing left to his imagination if not
for Tim’s injured leg. The cast was propped on the side of the tub
so that it wouldn’t get wet. The unfortunate side effect of this
was an obscured view.

“I’m guessing this isn’t
how you usually spend your weekends?” Tim asked.

“You mean watching straight
guys take baths?” Ben replied innocently enough. “Oh, you’d be
surprised. It’s a fairly common occurrence.”

Tim’s laughter echoed in
the small tiled room. “Well, what do you do besides
that?”

Ben shrugged. “Hang out
with Allison Cross. She’s my best friend.”

“And what do you usually do
together?”

“Shop, mostly. Hit the
movies sometimes or just drive around. What about you?”

“Me and my friends? Same
stuff you do, I guess. We don’t shop, but we drive around and try
to find somewhere to hang out. There’s been a couple of good
parties this year too.”

Ben didn’t know anything
about that. He was rarely invited to any parties. Such things were
the mysterious domain of the popular kids. He had almost forgotten
the crowd Tim ran with. How the nice person in front of him could
be cronies with the biggest assholes in school was hard to
comprehend.

“Haven’t been on any dates
yet?” Ben asked, even though he knew otherwise.

“Yeah, that too,” Tim said
without any great enthusiasm. “Shit. I still haven’t called Krista
since this happened. She’s going to be pissed.”

“Who’s that?”

“My girlfriend. Krista
Norman. Maybe you know her?”

“I think so,” Ben said
evenly as an image of an anorexic witch sprung to mind. “Wow, and
you haven’t called her for a week?”

Tim shrugged, slipping
further down into the tub. “I guess I should have, but it just
seems pointless right now. The pain killers pretty much kill my sex
drive, you know.”

Ben didn’t know, but now he
could safely assume that Tim wasn’t hoping to initiate something
with his weird choice of social setting. Such a shame. It would
have been a scene right out of those magazine stories. The straight
guy starts talking about his girlfriend and gets aroused,
eventually turning to the only other warm body around…

“She never puts out
anyway,” Tim continued. “She’s a real cock tease.”

Ben swallowed a laugh,
Tim’s line fitting the fantasy all too well.

“That sucks. You’ll
probably score major sympathy points, though, when she sees you
injured.”

“Hey, yeah! You’re right!”
A lazy smile came over Tim’s face as he considered the
idea.

Ben cursed his mouth and
brain for conspiring against him. Soon after he was sent upstairs
to fetch a new outfit for Tim, which was fun and only helped to
further the feeling that they were a young married couple. Was Tim
at all aware how this felt for him? Did he care, or was all this
just a blur of opium-induced numbness for him?

As the afternoon faded into
evening, the pressure outside finally peaked and exploded. The sky
opened with a grumble of thunder and a hammering of rain. They
killed the air conditioner and opened the windows, enjoying the
rhythmic sound of water pummeling the leaves outside.

Ben busied himself in the
kitchen, attempting to make a simple dinner of spaghetti and
meatballs. He had gone over the process a dozen times with his mom,
who was becoming increasingly puzzled at his sudden interest in
cooking.

The pasta sauce wasn’t a
problem, since it came from the supermarket in a jar. The meatballs
were trickier since the meat wasn’t fully defrosted. Ben sculpted
them into balls as best as he could, his hands stinging from the
cold. Timing was something he hadn’t considered before he started.
The pasta was finished boiling before he had even started frying
meatballs or warming up the sauce. He took the pasta off the heat
but left it in the water in the hopes of keeping it
moist.

After an hour of effort, he
ended up with pasta that was much too soggy and meatballs that were
slightly burnt on the outside but barely cooked on the inside.
Because he couldn’t mess up the sauce, and as he had done with his
pancakes, he used a generous amount of it paired with Parmesan
cheese to help cover up his mistakes.

Ben set the dining room
table, but abruptly changed his mind, feeling it revealed too
blatantly his domestic fantasies. That and the result of his labors
didn’t seem worthy of such a formal presentation. He brought the
plates into the den instead and placed them on the coffee table.
MTV serenaded them in the background as they began their
meal.

Tim reacted to the food
like a ravenous stray dog. He tore into it at a speed that promised
he wouldn’t be tasting very much of anything, much to Ben’s relief.
They were halfway through their meal when the power went off. A
vehement snarl of thunder followed the sudden silence, the storm
proclaiming its role in the outage. There were a few minutes of
scrambling in the dim light until matches and candles were found
and lit.

“Romantic,” Tim joked as
they resumed eating.

“Isn’t it?” Ben tried to
chuckle casually.

“It’s funny. It’s like fate
has some crazy plan in mind for us. You running into me that day
and dragging me to the hospital. Then you take care of me, do all
the stuff you’ve been doing, and now this.” He gestured to the
nearly empty plates in front of them. “Dining in candlelight. It’s
so close.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, you know. If you
were a girl it would be perfect.”

Ben raised his head to make
eye contact, and for one electrical moment, Tim looked at him as if
he were just that. Then the amorous expression was replaced by one
of confusion followed by a few sniffs. “Is something
burning?”

Ben sniffed a couple of
times himself. “Shit! The garlic bread!” He darted into the kitchen
or at least intended to. With the lights out he ran into a number
of walls, probably dislodging a multitude of crucifixes. Eventually
he spotted a glow that revealed itself to be the smoldering remains
of the bread loaf. He felt around for oven mitts, took the pan from
the oven, and tossed the charred bread into the sink, running water
over it for good measure.

With the emergency over,
Ben leaned against the kitchen counter and took a deep breath. If
only he were a girl, huh? On one hand Tim’s words meant that he was
the wrong gender and didn’t stand a chance in hell. On the other
they also said, with a few physical differences aside, that Ben was
everything that Tim was looking for in a guy. Girl.
Whatever.

* * * * *

The lawnmower sputtered and
chugged, running off fumes now. Ben eyed the three remaining strips
of grass yet to be mowed and hoped he could finish without having
to refill the tank. He broke into a run, pushing the mower ahead of
him with all his strength. A few strenuous moments later and the
lawnmower gave one final protesting cough before dying just seconds
after the last blades of grass had been sheared.

Ben smiled in satisfaction
as he surveyed his work. The yard didn’t look perfect, but then it
never did. As he cast his eye over the lawn, a movement drew his
attention to the house where his mother stood in the window. She
was peering at him intently as she had been all day, treating Ben
with suspicion ever since he had come home this morning. She had
assigned him an unmerciful number of chores and regularly checked
on him as he worked, as if to catch him doing drugs or whatever
else she suspected. Once the mower was put away, he stepped into
the kitchen which connected to the garage.

“All done then?” his mother
asked as she handed him a glass of Kool-Aid.

“Yeah, with everything,”
Ben gasped after chugging the drink. “I’m going to take a shower
now.”

“Afterwards you can help me
make dinner, since you’ve been so interested in cooking
lately.”

“Yeah, all
right.”

Ben took his time in the
shower, since it was apparently the only time he would get any rest
today. Some way to spend a Sunday! After he relieved himself
sexually, he stood tranquilly under the stream of hot water for
what felt like half an hour. Eventually he reluctantly turned off
the water and stepped out. Wiping the steam from the bathroom
mirror, he eyed himself as he dried off, wondering all the while
what Tim would think of his body. Was it good that Ben was so
slender because it was more like a girl? Or would it be better if
he had muscles that could compete with Tim’s?

Once he was downstairs
again, his mother switched off her usual decorating TV program and
hustled him into the kitchen.

“Chili,” she announced as
she began pulling ingredients from the cabinets. “This is one of
the easiest things to cook.”

Ben helped her to reach
some of the items on the higher shelves. His mother was so short
that she actually made him feel tall. He had inherited his small
build from her, as well as the blond hair. Really, he didn’t
resemble his father very much. “What did you eat last night at your
friend’s house?” she asked casually as she turned the oven
on.

“I tried making spaghetti,
but it didn’t turn out so well.”

“So you cooked for his
whole family?” His mother turned her lie-detecting gaze on
him.

“No, they were out of
town.” There was no point in lying. He never managed to get away
with it. His mom saw through it every time.

“You didn’t mention that
when you called last night,” she said. “You were supposed to be out
with Allison but ended up at some guy’s house. Someone we’ve never
met.”

Ben shrugged, knowing that
the less he said the better.

“Did you actually know this
guy, or did you meet him at a bar?” she pressed.

Ben laughed, feeling
relieved at finally understanding the source of her
worries.

“I wasn’t at a bar, Mom. I
don’t even have a fake ID. I met Tim at school a few weeks
ago.”

His mom didn’t respond.
Instead she showed him the proper way to cut an onion, probably
while rethinking her strategy.

“I just want you to be
safe,” she said as she slid the diced onion off the cutting board
and into a frying pan sizzling with ground beef. “If you need
something, like condoms or lube, you just have to ask.”

Ben fought to hold back his
laughter. His mother was imagining all sorts of illicit sex, when
the most that had happened last night was a few board games. He was
pretty sure that a condom wasn’t required to play Scrabble or
Life.

“He’s not my boyfriend,
mom. He’s straight.”

She set down the can she
was trying to open with a loud thunk. “Then why are you cooking for
him? And how come you haven’t been home all week? What exactly do
you two do together?”

Now she was back to
suspecting drugs. She would be twice as shocked to learn that he
had in reality been doing many of the same chores that he had
tackled today.

“I just really like him,
that’s all.”

“Oh, Benjamin,” she said
sorrowfully. “You need to find someone who can return your
feelings. You’re just going to end up getting hurt.”

“That’s what everyone keeps
telling me,” he responded tersely.

“You haven’t met any other
gay boys at your school?”

He shook his
head.

“None? Maybe we
should get you a fake ID.
We could go to the bar together.”

“Sure!” Ben laughed. “You
can help me pick someone out.”

“I would too! I just don’t
think that’s the best place to meet someone. Have you thought about
personal ads?”

“C’mon, Mom. Stop worrying
about it. I’m sure I’ll meet someone. I just hope it happens before
I’m thirty.”

“It will. It’s just a
matter of time before someone realizes how special my baby
is.”

Ben smiled as they
continued making chili together. The recipe was easy. All he had to
do was throw a bunch of stuff in a pot and let it cook. Even he
couldn’t mess this one up.

“You should have been
honest though,” his mother said, almost as an afterthought. “All
that stuff about being out with Allison!”

Ben remained silent,
wondering suddenly how she figured out that he hadn’t gone to the
movies at all.

“She’s going to be in
trouble with her father too, you know,” she continued in chastising
tones. “He sounded furious when he called last night.”

“What? Allison’s dad
called?”

“Late last night. After you
called and said you’d be sleeping over. He asked if I knew where
you two were, and, well …”

Ben didn’t need her to
finish. The sinking feeling in his stomach told him all he needed
to know.


Chapter 7

 


Lunchtime couldn’t come
quick enough on Monday. Despite calling Allison at least three
dozen times Sunday evening, Ben had been unable to reach her. The
phone only rang and rang, not even the answering machine picking
up. Unless she had entered into a six-hour conversation with
Ronnie, which seemed unlikely, her phone had probably been taken
away, or maybe her private line had been canceled.

Ben’s apprehension
increased as she failed to appear at their usual place in the
cafeteria. Usually she was there waiting for him, since her third
period class was much closer. Finally, ten minutes into the lunch
break, she arrived looking haggard and stressed.

Ben stood and embraced her,
clutching her as he let loose a string of clumsy
apologies.

“What are you talking
about?” she demanded once he had pulled away.

Ben confessed his guilt in
being a key factor in her getting caught.

Allison waited until he was
finished and waved a hand dismissively. “I would have gotten in
trouble anyway,” she said as she sat down. “My dad was waiting for
us in the driveway.”

“No!”

“Yes! He’s completely
psycho. I even had Ronnie drop me off further down the street, but
not far enough I guess.”

Ben slid his Twinkie over
to her as a gesture of peace, even though it was clear she wasn’t
angry with him. “So your dad spotted you getting out of Ronnie’s
car?”

“Yeah. He was sitting in
the middle of the driveway in a fold-out chair, drinking his whisky
like it was going out of style. He sat there waiting for me for who
knows how long.”

“So what did he
do?”

“Well, luckily I saw him
running down the road in time to tell Ronnie to take off. He
managed to get out of there before my dad caught up with him, but
he did throw his whisky bottle at his car. Hit it too.”

Ben sat in a stunned
silence, taking in this news. Allison’s dad had always been a bit
loony, but he seemed to be getting worse every year.

“Did it jack up Ronnie’s
car?”

“No. I just saw him a
second ago and he said it was fine. It’s the first that I’ve talked
to him since it happened. Dad smashed the hell out of my phone in
the process of grounding me.”

“So…” Ben hesitated, not
wanting to ask if she and Ronnie were still dating. It wouldn’t be
the first time her dad managed to scare away one of her
boyfriends.

“I don’t know what he
thinks of it all,” Allison sighed miserably. “He seemed okay.
Concerned more than anything. He’s in my last class, so I’ll have a
better chance to talk to him about it then.”

Because Ben skipped sixth
period to take care of Tim, he didn’t have a chance to catch up
with her after school. He didn’t hear anything else about it until
the next day. Allison didn’t show up at lunch at all, conjuring the
worst case scenarios into his mind. As psychotic as her dad might
be, so far he had never laid a hand on Allison. Sometimes Ben
thought it was only a matter of time before he did. With less than
two years left before college, he hoped that she would be free
before anything like that ever happened.

To his great relief,
Allison was waiting for him outside fourth period choir. His
reprieve didn’t last long when he saw how panicked she
appeared.

“You have to help me,” she
said, grabbing both his arms.

Ben’s mouth went dry. “What
happened?” he rasped, feeling certain that his worst fears had come
true.

“Ronnie is coming over.”
Her eyes searched his, questioning if he understood the full
implications. “Tonight!”

“Wait, you invited him
over? Why would you do that?”

“No, I didn’t invite him!
Are you insane? He invited himself!”

Ben pondered this for a
moment before understanding what was going on. “He’s doomed.” He
couldn’t help but laugh as he said it. Ronnie’s intention was
obviously to introduce himself to Mr. Cross and possibly get
Allison ungrounded. The gesture was noble, if not
suicidal.

“It’s not funny!” Allison
hissed, casting an uneasy glance toward Mrs. Hammond, who had come
outside the choir room to investigate.

“Is there any reason you
two are so apprehensive of entering my domicile?” she asked in
dramatic tones that were wholly unnecessary.

“We just have a few things
to talk over,” Ben said.

The look of pleasant
amusement fell from Mrs. Hammond’s face. Ben might be her star
pupil, but her own ego came first. “What, exactly, is more
important than my class?” she insisted, all theatrical traces now
gone from her voice.

“The talent show,” Ben
said, thinking fast. This was Mrs. Hammond’s favorite subject. She
had high hopes for them to win last year until a tonsillectomy took
Ben’s voice out the week of the show. Since then she mentioned the
following year’s competition almost daily. “It’s not more
important, of course. It’s just that I had a few ideas last night
and—”

“Say no more!” Mrs. Hammond
trilled, her mood instantly favorable again. “The talent show!
Well! If you two would rather practice today, the auditorium next
door is empty.”

After a few comments
engineered to make Mrs. Hammond feel good about herself, they were
able to escape to the privacy of the auditorium. Allison flopped
down in one of the chairs and aimed an expectant look at
him.

“Just talk him out of it,”
Ben said easily. “Tell him that it’s a sweet but horrible idea and
that will be the end of it.”

“What do you think I was
doing during lunch? He kept smiling at me as if I was exaggerating
things for my own amusement.”

“Even after having his car
pelted by a whisky bottle?”

“He acts like he didn’t
even notice.” Allison frowned. “Now I wish it had busted out one of
his windows or something.”

“I guess some lessons need
to be learned the hard way.”

Ben smiled sympathetically,
a gesture Allison didn’t reciprocate. Instead her frown increased
and her forehead wrinkled with concern. “I’m really worried about
Ronnie,” she said. “You know my dad. He gets crazier and meaner
every year. I need your help.”

Ben shrugged and nodded,
indicating that he would do whatever she needed.

“Come over tonight,” she
pleaded. “When Ronnie’s there I want you there too.”

“Yeah, right.” Ben’s
chuckle faltered when he saw that she was being serious. “And this
is going to keep your dad calm, how?”

“He won’t be calm no matter
what happens, but he’s much less likely to do something stupid with
other people around.”

Rubbing his forehead
wearily, Ben paced back and forth a few times. “If you want a
witness to keep the situation in check, maybe you should try the
police.”

Allison didn’t respond,
choosing instead to wait for a definitive answer.

“All right. I’ll be there.
When?”

“At six. Or a little
before, so you are there before Ronnie shows up. Here…” Allison dug
in her purse and pulled out her wallet. “You can bring this to me.
That will be your excuse for being there. There’s one other
thing.”

“What’s that?” he asked
apprehensively.

“You totally just entered
us in the talent contest a few minutes ago.”

Ben rolled his eyes and
smiled. “Wonderful.”

* * * * *

Five minutes before six,
Ben walked up the driveway of Allison’s home with increasing
trepidation about this plan. He was certain that his presence would
only serve to aggravate Mr. Cross further, but he couldn’t get out
of it now. He had promised Allison and had no choice but to follow
through.

The door swung open before
he could knock. Allison put one finger to her lips to indicate that
he should stay quiet and waved him into the house.

“I don’t want dad to know
you’re here until Ronnie shows up,” she whispered.

“That makes sense,” Ben
muttered.

They crept into the living
room and sat together on the comfortable burgundy couch. The living
room, like most of the house, was warmly decorated and very
inviting. Little had changed since Mrs. Cross died eight years ago.
Ben had few memories of her, but remembered her being as expressive
and friendly as her daughter. He wondered how someone like her had
ended up with the man she married. Was Mr. Cross a different man
back then? Was it the death of his wife that transformed him into
the domineering brute he was today?

The doorbell rang, causing
both Allison and Ben to jump.

“Aren’t you going to get
it?” he asked her when she didn’t move.

“Nope. I’m
grounded.”

Shivers went down Ben’s
spine as footsteps came tromping from the hallway behind them.
There was a pause when they neared, before they continued quicker
than before.

“What the hell is he doing
here?” Mr. Cross grumbled as he entered the room and saw
Ben.

“He brought me my wallet.”
Allison nudged Ben, prompting him to dig it out of his pocket. “I
left it at school today.”

Mr. Cross scowled and
started to say something, but the doorbell interrupted him. Shaking
his head, he marched to the door and threw it open.
“Yes?”

“Mr. Cross?” A figure could
just barely be seen beyond Allison’s father.

“Who the hell are
you?”

“I’m Ronnie Adams. Your
daughter’s boyfriend, sir.”

The door began to shut.
“She’s grounded!”

“I’m here to talk to you,
sir. About your daughter. Please.”

Mr. Cross stood there in
silence, momentarily unsure how to react. Finally he stepped out of
the way, allowing Ronnie to enter.

Ben hadn’t seen Ronnie
since biology class last year and was unaware how much he had
changed. Ronnie had always been moderately attractive in a grunge
sort of way, but now he had come into his own. The shoulder-length
dreadlocks had been culled, revealing a handsome face with even
features. The concert T-shirts and ratty jeans were gone, replaced
by trendier clothing that fit closer to his body. He had either
been working out or the oversized shirts of yesterday had disguised
his nice pecs and narrow waist.

“Do you know this person,
Alli?” Mr. Cross demanded as they neared the couch.

“Yes, he’s the guy you
threw a whisky bottle at,” Allison said.

Ben held his breath,
waiting for an explosion, but instead Mr. Cross apologized
reluctantly to Ronnie.

“It’s okay. It didn’t do
any damage, sir,” Ronnie said politely.

He was being a bit too
cordial, in Ben’s opinion, but it had gotten him this far, which
was more than he had expected.

“I can understand why you
were angry,” Ronnie continued. “I should have asked permission to
take your daughter out.”

“Well, that’s why she’s in
trouble,” Mr. Cross huffed, working himself up. “She won’t be going
out with anyone for some time.”

“I understand, sir,” Ronnie
responded calmly. “I respect your authority. I just felt I should
come by to apologize and to introduce myself properly.”

Mr. Cross eyed Ronnie
suspiciously. “You can’t stay. She’s grounded.”

“That’s fair. I’ll be on my
way then.” Ronnie held out his hand to Mr. Cross, who took it after
a moment’s hesitation. “Maybe once Allison is no longer grounded,
you would allow me to take her out again? This time with your
permission?”

Multiple expressions fought
for dominance on Mr. Cross’s face until it settled on perplexed
acquiescence. “That might be possible.”

“Thank you, sir,” Ronnie
said with one final handshake. He spared a single nod and smile at
Allison before he headed for the door.

As soon as the front door
was shut, Mr. Cross wheeled around and pointed an accusatory finger
at Ben. “You think it’s funny, saying my daughter is with you when
she’s out with a stranger?”

“No,” Ben answered, trying
not to make eye contact.

“You’re damn right it’s
not!” Mr. Cross boomed.

“Dad,” Allison interjected.
“It wasn’t his idea. It was mine!”

“But he was happy enough to
go along with it!” Mr. Cross countered, refusing to take his eyes
off of Ben. “I bet you think you’re real smart, pulling the wool
over my eyes, don’t you?”

“No,” Ben answered again,
beginning to feel agitated. He handed Allison her wallet and stood.
“I have to go home.”

“Yeah, you go home! You
won’t ever be coming back here again, you hear me?”

“Fine, whatever.” Big loss.
It wasn’t like they ever spent any time here with Mr. Cross being
home so often.

“You won’t be seeing
Allison again either.”

Ben stopped in his tracks.
“What?”

“Your friendship with my
daughter is over. You’re never allowed to see her again. Or call,
or anything else!”

“Dad!” Allison
protested.

“Shut up, Alli!”

“You shut up!” Ben yelled,
surprising even himself. “You can’t tell me who I’m friends with.
You can’t tell me anything!”

Mr. Cross’s shock only
lasted a second before blind fury took control. Two long strides
brought him close enough to grab Ben by the back of the neck. Mr.
Cross shoved him toward the door, releasing Ben as he stumbled
forward. “Get out!” he screamed. “Get out of my house!”

The second Ben opened the
door, he felt himself shoved from behind. He hit the screen door,
which buckled open. Sprinting to the driveway, he hopped into Tim’s
car, his shaking hand stabbing at the ignition until the key slid
inside. Once the engine sprang to life, he put it into drive and
escaped down the street. He looked in the rearview mirror to see
Mr. Cross standing in the yard, huffing and puffing like a bull.
Allison stood behind him, a look of complete shock on her
face.

* * * * *

There was, thankfully, very
little that Mr. Cross could do to prevent them from seeing each
other during the weekdays, short of sending Allison to a different
school in another district. This possibility wasn’t so far-fetched.
The idea would have seemed laughable a few short years ago, but Mr.
Cross’s grip on reality was slipping at an exponential
rate.

Seeing each other after
school was too risky so soon after the fallout, but they still had
the benefit of lunch break and choir. Mrs. Hammond enthusiastically
insisted they leave class to practice, either in the auditorium, or
if it was being used as it was today, then outside.

The two friends were
currently enjoying a sunny bench secluded by two large oak trees.
Ben’s head rested in Allison’s lap as she played absentmindedly
with his hair and he gazed at the lazy clouds above.

“I asked Dad if I could go
out with Ronnie this weekend.”

“What did he
say?”

“No, but that I could next
weekend when I’m ungrounded.”

“That sucks,” Ben sighed.
“I mean, I’m happy for you, but it seems unfair that I’m always on
his shit list.”

“Who knows what his deal
is? You know what’s funny? I’m probably going to have to say I’m
out on a date with Ronnie the next time I want to do something with
you.”

“Then when you get busted I
can show up and say ‘sir’ every other word and your dad will love
me.”

“Shut up!” Allison
laughed.

“You know,” Ben said,
leaning up on his elbows and shooting a disdainful glare toward the
school, “we’re going to have to start working on a song soon. It’s
only a matter of time before Mrs. Hammond asks us for a
preview.”

“For the talent show?”
Allison chewed her lip thoughtfully. “I’d totally forgotten about
that. So what are we going to do?”

They spent the rest of the
period discussing which song to perform. Last year they had been
set to sing “Under Pressure” by David Bowie and Queen, but they had
practiced it so much that they had grown tired of it.

“Ronnie has a band, you
know,” Allison said coyly.

“I think you may have
mentioned that a few million times.” Ben paused to read between the
lines. “Wait, you want us to sing with them or
something?”

“Maybe. They aren’t
perfect, but they have this one song with amazing lyrics. It’s
about a girl, and she’s watching this guy from far away that she’s
totally enamored with. He doesn’t know she exists, but the girl
knows everything about him, sees more than everyone else. It’s like
she knows more about him than he does.”

“And I’m the
girl.”

“Well, yeah.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m not doing it justice,”
Allison sighed. “Just listen to it once.”

When the bell rang, Ben
returned to school with Allison before doubling back and heading
toward the parking lot. Just as his hands were on the exit door,
someone called his name. He turned around and craned his head over
the crowded hallway until he spotted Ms. Hughes waving him down.
Ben almost bolted in terror, but it was too late. She had seen him.
His teacher for science, a class that he had been skipping for the
better part of two weeks, approached him with concern.

Ben’s feet were glued to
the floor as he tried to think of what he should do or say as she
navigated the swarming students.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted out
when she reached him.

“Where have you been?” she
asked, looking him over for signs of illness.

Ben breathed in and waited
for the words to come, but they didn’t. He had been so preoccupied
with everything lately that he hadn’t dreamed up what his excuse
would be when he inevitably returned to the classes he was
skipping.

“Ben?” she prompted when he
failed to answer. “Is everything all right? Is something wrong at
home?”

As tempting as it was to
lie and say he had a problematic home life, he knew it would only
lead to more trouble. “I’m really sorry that I’ve been skipping,
Ms. Hughes,” the words came finally. “It’s… It’s hard to explain
what’s going on. I’m not in trouble or anything, but there’s
someone who needs my help. That’s why I’ve been leaving school
early.”

The school bell rang while
she considered his words with an open expression of confusion. The
students disappeared one by one until they were left virtually
alone. He knew Ms. Hughes would stand there until she had her
explanation. After all, she was often late to her own
classes.

Ms. Hughes had been his
teacher freshman year as well. Running late from lunch one day, Ben
had seen Ms. Hughes and another female teacher standing very close
together. They kissed and went their separate ways, never noticing
Ben. Occasionally he had wanted to bring it up, to let her know he
was gay as well, but it had always seemed such an odd subject to
broach and he worried she would react defensively, but perhaps now
was the time to tell her.

“Level with me, Ben,” Ms.
Hughes said. “Do you need my help? Is there something I can
do?”

Ben wanted to hug her. She
was possibly the only teacher in the world who would offer to help
instead of dragging him off to the principal’s office.

“It’s nothing too serious,
but I really am needed.” Ben smiled to reassure her, but it only
made her worry lines deepen.

“And you can’t tell me
why?”

“I can. But not yet.” He
could tell her now, but gay or not, she was still an adult and
would probably insist that Tim’s parents would be informed and a
proper nurse hired. All that mattered now was getting free of the
school.

She looked into his eyes,
hoping the truth would betray itself there. “When are you coming
back to my class?”

“Monday,” he answered
truthfully. Tim’s parents came back late on Sunday. That left only
three more days before his domestic fantasies would come to an
end.

“I’m trusting you, Ben,”
she said. “You owe me an explanation. And an essay since you’ve
missed the first test.”

“All right,” he grinned,
relief washing over him. “I promise.”

Ms. Hughes watched him as
he left, even though her classroom was full of students who were
probably going wild in her absence. Once he could no longer be
seen, she turned and walked slowly down the hallway, wondering what
it was in Ben that she saw in herself.


Chapter 8

 


“Honey, I’m home!” Ben
crowed happily as he struggled with a grocery bag in each
hand.

Today had been one of those
Fridays where even the teachers had their hearts set on the
weekend. None of the classes he bothered to show up for had been
difficult or involved any homework. He and Allison once again
disregarded the talent show and spent the period gossiping. He
related to her for the umpteenth time how much he enjoyed taking
care of Tim, while she filled him in on the action she and Ronnie
had been sneaking in between classes.

After school, Ben took some
of the money Tim’s parents had left and went grocery shopping,
restocking much-needed supplies and picking up the ingredients for
chili.

“Aren’t you going to help
carrying in?” Ben called as he deposited the bags on the kitchen
counter.

“I could probably manage
something,” Tim said as he crutched his way into the
room.

Tim had been much more
active and restless the last few days. The painkillers had run out
on Wednesday and he had no interest in a refill. He was wincing
more often, but he seemed happy to pay this price for his
sobriety.

“Seriously,” he said as he
followed Ben out to the driveway. “Sling a few plastic bags on my
wrists.”

“I’ve only got paper,” Ben
chided as he took the last one and a twelve-pack of Coke from the
trunk. “Your moral support is appreciated though.”

“Why’d you buy so much? My
parents are coming back on Sunday.”

“I know, but tomorrow I’m
cooking a meal fit for a king. Well, a very poor and
underprivileged king maybe,” Ben corrected.

“You’re making me hungry.
Why not cook it tonight?”

“My parents are on my back
because I’ve barely been around the last few weeks and have missed
every single dinner.” Ben waited while Tim opened the glass door
for him. “I promised that I would actually be there
tonight.”

Tim rolled his eyes. “So
it’s frozen burritos for me?”

“That or a pot pie. I
promise I’ll make it up to you tomorrow.”

Ben stayed long enough to
put the groceries away and make sure Tim had everything he needed.
He meant to leave immediately afterwards, but they started talking,
first about Tim’s homework that Ben had brought from school and
then about some of the insane antics Tim had seen on the daytime
talk shows. By the time he left to go home, Ben was already ten
minutes late for dinner.

He ran most of the way
home, cursing his mom for insisting he be there tonight. What
difference did it make? Couldn’t they shove food down their gullets
without him there? He didn’t see why meals were considered quality
family time. Half the time you couldn’t talk anyway since your
mouth was full.

Then again, he could barely
wait to cook for Tim tomorrow. He supposed that preparing a meal
was an expression of love and that he had been standing up his
mother all week. Burdened by guilt, he burst through the door and
dodged Wilford’s greeting in order to reach the dining room sooner.
He was in luck. The table was just now being set. Whatever Mom had
cooked had obviously taken longer than she had intended.

Ben took over setting the
table as his sister and his father came into the room and took
their places.

“How nice of his royal
highness to grace us with an appearance,” his father
joked.

“Can’t blame him for not
showing up,” his sister Karen complained when their mom entered the
room with a meatloaf.

Ben had no complaints.
Meatloaf was one of his favorite meals. Lately he couldn’t seem to
get enough red meat in his system. His mother’s meatloaf was made
with strips of bacon on top and slathered with ketchup, which
caused his mouth to water as she set it down. He was glad to be
home for dinner tonight.

They went through the usual
motions. His mother made them say grace, which he always mouthed to
make her happy even though he didn’t believe in it. Once that was
over and everyone was served, Dad went into his usual rants about
what had happened at work that day. Being manager of the local
cable company didn’t sound very intriguing, but his father managed
to bring home at least a few crazy customer stories every
day.

There was a lull in
conversation as the meal neared its end and they all became tired
and full. The mood was meditative until Ben’s sister decided to
break the silence.

“Janny swears she saw you
driving around in a Mitsubishi yesterday.”

“A what?” Ben asked, buying
for time.

Karen rolled her eyes. “A
black sports car. She was next to you at a stoplight and got a good
look at you.”

Maybe he should have denied
it, but Ben didn’t see what he had to hide. He had earned his
driver’s license last year, and it wasn’t criminal to drive around
in someone else’s car.

“Yup, that was me,” he
said. He didn’t elaborate, enjoying being enigmatic about
it.

“Whose car were you
driving?” his mom asked.

“Who cares,” his dad
interrupted. “I’m just happy he’s actually using his license. We
should break out the champagne!”

“The car belongs to a
friend of mine,” Ben answered his mom while smiling at his
dad.

“Do we know this friend?”
his mom asked. “Is it this Tim person?”

“Tim who?” his sister
prodded.

“None of your business,”
Ben shot at her. “Yeah, it’s him,” he said to his mother. It felt
good to keep Karen out of the loop. That his mom already knew and
that his sister didn’t irritated Karen and made Ben even happier.
As it turned out, he had chosen a bad time to push her.

“I’m surprised you admit
it,” Karen said, a wicked gleam in her eye. “When Janny saw you
school wasn’t over yet.”

“What are you saying?” his
mother asked, while keeping her eyes on him.

“It was still sixth
period,” Karen explained joyfully. “Janny has work leave so she
leaves after fifth period. Apparently Ben does too.”

“Is this true?” his father
inquired.

Ben didn’t need to answer.
His mother saw it all on his face. Denying anything would only make
it worse.

“How long has this been
going on?” she demanded. “Have you and this friend of yours been
skipping school every day? What’s going on between you
two?”

“Well, that’s not hard to
guess,” Karen interjected.

“Be quiet,” his mother
hissed at her before turning her attention back to Ben. “What’s
gotten into you lately? First you lie to us about where you are and
who you’re with, and now you’re skipping school? I don’t know who
this Tim person is, but it’s clear that he isn’t good for
you.”

“That’s not true!” Ben
protested, feeling betrayed. She knew how much Tim meant to him. He’d
told her, and now she was using it against him.

“You may not think it’s
true,” she insisted, “but believe me it is. Anyone who asks you to
lie and encourages you to skip school—” She shook her head,
overcome with emotion. “Adam.”

“You’re grounded,” his
father said on cue. “Starting now.”

“Grounded from what?” Ben
asked incredulously.

His father looked to his
mother for help. “The computer?” he suggested.

“For Christ’s sake, Adam!”
She glowered at her husband before redirecting her wrath to her
son. “You are grounded to the house. You aren’t going out with
anyone until further notice. And I’ll be calling your school to
make sure you are there the whole day too!”

“That’s not fair!” Ben
managed to shout as emotion constricted his throat. “I fucking hate
you!” he croaked to his sister before he ran upstairs to his
room.

Things only became worse
once he had slammed the door. Left alone, he had time to realize
the implications of this punishment. The last few days alone with
Tim, the romantic meal and whatever memories they would have made,
were all gone, forever stolen away from him by his stupid sister
and his treacherous mom.

* * * * *

Groggy and miserable, Ben
pulled himself out of bed at eleven in the morning and stumbled
into the shower. He had stayed up late, wrestling with the anger
lurching inside and listening to music that amplified these
emotions.

Before all of this he
called Tim to let him know that he wouldn’t be showing up after
dinner or even this weekend. Tim, while sympathetic that he had
gotten in trouble, didn’t sound as devastated as Ben had
hoped.

Once he was dressed, he
stomped downstairs for some cereal. Ben was scowling at the
selection when he heard the jangle of car keys. He turned to see
his mother with her purse over her shoulder.

“Wanna go with me to the
store?” she asked in pleasant tones as if nothing had
happened.

“No, thanks,” Ben answered
carefully. Maybe she realized how she had overreacted and would
unground him.

“You sure?” she prompted.
“It’s your only chance to get out of the house today.”

He turned his back to her,
anger swelling up inside of him.

“Well,” his mother sighed,
“your sister and father will be back any minute.”

Ben maintained his bitter
silence until he heard the garage door raise and lower again. He
counted to twenty before he dared move to the front windows to
check that her car was gone.

“Dad? Karen?” he yelled,
just to be sure that he was alone.

Only Wilford responded to
his calls, panting happily as he trotted up to him.

“You look like you need to
go potty,” Ben suggested. “Don’t you, boy? Don’t you?”

Wilford barked and leapt in
anticipation.

Ben smiled at his little
victory. There was no choice but to take the poor dog out for a
walk. Clearly it was an emergency. He threw on his shoes and gave
himself a once-over in the mirror before leashing Wilford and
escaping from the house. He ran the first block, just in case
either of his parents was on the verge of returning. Once that
obstacle was out of the way, he was home free.

He felt a wild sense of
liberation as he approached Tim’s house. So what if he got into
trouble? They could ground him all they wanted. Right now he was
somewhere his parents didn’t know about, somewhere safe. He would
have his weekend with Tim and they couldn’t do anything about
it.

Ben entered the house
without ringing the doorbell. He realized he might catch Tim in a
compromising situation by doing so, but the idea of finding him
jerking off only encouraged him to make his way stealthily down the
hall. It was a good thing that he did, otherwise he might not have
heard the girlish giggle before he entered the den.

A seductive murmur
responded to the giggle as Ben tiptoed the last few steps to peek
around the doorway, Wilford padding along behind him. Tim was on
the couch with his leg up on the coffee table. A girl was bent over
the cast, writing something on it with a pen. Her back was to him,
but Ben didn’t need her to turn around to know that it was Krista
Norman. Tim wiggled his foot, and she chastised him and giggled
again. He grinned back at her in satisfaction.

Ben decided to make a
silent retreat, but before he could do so, Wilford opened his mouth
and starting panting loudly. Tim spotted Ben. Krista began turning
to see what the noise was but Ben retreated down the hall before
she could see him.

“Wait here,” he heard Tim
say to her.

“Is someone here?” Krista’s
voice sounded panicked, as if she was already being menaced by a
gang of burglars.

“It’s just my neighbor,”
Tim reassured her. “He promised to bring something by. Wait
here.”

Tim appeared in the hallway
and brushed by Ben, barely using his crutches as he hurried away,
gesturing for Ben to follow. They retreated all the way to the
front door before Tim turned to speak with him.

“What are you doing here? I
thought you were grounded?”

“I snuck out,” Ben
said.

“Jesus, man! You almost
gave me a heart attack.”

“Sorry. I wanted to
surprise you.”

“That you did.” Tim
squatted down to pet Wilford. “Who’s this?”

Ben introduced
him.

“You know, he looks oddly
familiar,” Tim commented.

Well, yeah, I walked him
past your house a million times before we met, Ben thought. “He
looks like Wilford Brimley,” Ben explained. “You know, the old guy
in the oatmeal commercials?”

“Oh yeah,” Tim laughed. “He
totally does.”

“That’s why we named him
that. He just needs a pair of glasses and the look is
complete.”

Tim chuckled and Ben joined
him. For a moment it felt like everything was going to be okay. Tim
would send Krista away, since she wasn’t important to him, and they
would have their day after all. All these hopes were blown away
when Krista’s voice called from the den.

“Look, you can’t stay,” Tim
whispered. “I’m trying to get laid. I’m playing up the injury thing
like crazy, and she’s eating it up.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Ben mumbled
awkwardly. “I, uh, yeah. Good luck, man.”

“You too!” Tim gave him an
amiable punch to the arm. “I hope you sneak back in without getting
caught.”

“Yeah. Well, see
ya.”

“Yeah. Wait!”

Ben turned around, that
last desperate spark of hope igniting.

“I need my car keys
back.”

“Oh yeah. Of
course.”

Ben handed them over and
then hurried to leave. His face burned bright with embarrassment
the whole way home. He felt humiliated and silly. How else did he
think this little game of his would end? Tim was feeling better and
his parents were coming home. He didn’t need Ben anymore. He would
be back in school soon with his ditzy girlfriend and asshole
friends, and Ben would be nothing more than an amusing memory, if
he was even remembered.

He didn’t bother to sneak
back in the house. Who cared if he was grounded now? Allison was
forbidden to see him and Tim had better things to do. There was no
longer a reason to leave.

Neither of his parents was
home, so Ben had his bowl of cereal and numbed his mind with
television. He barely noticed when they did arrive, ignoring his
mother’s request for help unloading the car. When their attempts at
communicating with him became too annoying, he turned off the TV
and went upstairs to his room.

The phone rang before Ben
could sit down on his bed. He picked it up irritably. It would only
be one of Karen’s annoying friends, but at least he could have the
satisfaction of hanging up on them.

“What?” he snarled into the
receiver.

“Benjamin?” came the
startled response.

“Tim?” he asked, not
believing his ears.

“Man, I’m glad I didn’t get
one of your parents. Are they still gone?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ben
insisted. “What’s up? Are you calling to brag or something? Tell me
you aren’t screwing her right now!” he joked, feeling elated that
Tim would call him for any reason.

“No, almost,” Tim said, his
voice laced with frustration. “Came close, but she got freaked out
by the European standard.”

“Okay,” Ben replied, not
understand what was being said or why.

“Anyway, we got into an
argument and she’s gone.”

“Sorry?” Ben
offered.

“So you want to come
over?”

Well, of course he did, but he had
missed his chance. Sure, he could still sneak out and face the same
consequences that he had been willing to face an hour ago, but he
didn’t like the idea of playing second fiddle to Krista, of all
people.

Tim picked up on his hesitation.
“Maybe you and I can pick up where she left off,” he
said.

Ben’s mouth dropped open in
shock. His brain buzzed, analyzing what he had just heard and
trying to find any other interpretation of the words except what he
thought they meant. “I’ll be right there,” he said, slamming down
the phone.

Ben ran. He didn’t know
where his parents were, and he didn’t check. He was down the stairs
and out the front door in two seconds. Another twenty seconds and
he was in the safety of the park. Anywhere away from the road was
safe from his parents. Had they ever gone for a walk or ridden a
bike in their lives? His mind rejected thoughts of them and instead
turned to his destination.

Was Tim really inviting him
over to mess around? Jesus! Maybe there was a god! Something had
scared Krista away. Maybe it was just too big for her to deal with.
What was it he had said? The European standard? Did Tim measure it
in metric or something? Well, whatever. He’d soon find
out!

He found the door unlocked
and let himself in, heart thudding in his chest as he walked to the
den. Tim was waiting for him on the couch, fully dressed and
looking subdued and uncertain. Was he having second thoughts? Ben
hesitated in the doorway.

Tim’s black hair was messy
and sticking up, probably from when he and Krista had been messing
around. His silver eyes sheepishly considered Ben’s own, before
looking away and down at his own body. Ben followed his gaze, over
the sea blue tank top to the white shorts where it was more than
obvious that he was aroused. The silver eyes found his again, all
hesitation in them replaced by lust.

“C’mere,” he
invited.

Ben went to him and sat
down on the couch. As much as he had fantasized about touching Tim,
he found it ironic that he now didn’t know how to proceed. He
concluded that there was nothing left but to do it. He reached out
toward Tim’s crotch, but his hand was caught by the
wrist.

“What’s the rush?” Tim
laughed, pulling on the wrist to draw Ben closer to him.

With his other hand, Tim
reached behind Ben’s head and pulled him in for a kiss. Their lips
met clumsily before they readjusted and found the perfect fit. Tim
kissed him passionately, taking full control which was good because
Ben was at a loss. This isn’t how it usually went at all! Strange
as it was, considering the number of guys he had blown before, this
was Ben’s first kiss.

He breathed in through his
nose, taking in Tim’s smell as he enjoyed the sensation of the
tongue darting into his mouth. Ben’s hand was released and so he
used it to feel the chest he had spent so much time admiring. Tim
moaned in approval and broke their kiss so he could take off his
shirt. He leaned back and placed Ben’s hand back on his pecs. Ben
rubbed his hand over them and Tim smiled cockily, enjoying having
his impressive physique worshiped so transparently.

Ben worked his hand
downward, Tim squirming beneath his touch in anticipation of where
he was going. Ben wanted to draw it out and tease him longer, but
he couldn’t control himself and grabbed Tim’s cock through his
shorts.

“Wow!” Ben gasped. He been
with a few guys slightly bigger than himself before, but Tim was
significantly thicker.

He pumped his hand up and
down, enjoying the look of bliss on Tim’s face. His eyes were
closed and his mouth was open. Ben burned the image into his mind
as one of the most beautiful things he had even seen. He never
wanted to forget it.

Ben reached his fingers
under the elastic band of Tim’s athletic shorts and pulled them
back. Tim tensed and sat up, an uncomfortable expression on his
face. Ben looked down to see and was startled. It was uncut! So
that’s what all the fuss was about.

“The European standard?”
Ben inquired.

“It’s normal over there,”
Tim said apologetically.

“It’s gorgeous,” Ben said.
He meant it too. He liked that it was different than his own. It
was exotic, and like the body it was attached to, breathtakingly
attractive.

“You don’t mind?” Tim
asked, still adorably uncertain.

Ben answered by taking it
into his mouth. Tim tensed up but then immediately relaxed again,
letting himself enjoy the sensations Ben was giving him. Tim was
certainly one of the most appreciative recipients of his favors. He
moaned approvingly and ran his fingers through Ben’s hair as he
worked.

Soon Tim’s hips began
thrusting and his moans became louder and more insistent. He bucked
wildly as he came, Ben struggling to keep him inside his
mouth.

“No more, no more, stop!”
Tim panted, pulling Ben off of him.

Ben unwillingly receded.
This was the part that he hated the most. His own cock was
painfully begging for release, both from the confines of his jeans
and sexually, but his mind was already troubled by the awkward
moment to come. Sometimes the guy just went back to pretending he
was asleep, or if it had started when they were awake, would find
some pretense to distance himself. Any second now Tim would say he
had to use the restroom or feign some other important thing that he
had to do, anything to get away from the gay guy he had just
used.

“Fuck, that was good,” Tim
said, still trying to catch his breath. “Man. I have to take a
piss.”

“That’s cool,” Ben said
casually as Tim pulled his shorts back up and left the
room.

He pondered leaving as he
waited. It was usually less awkward that way. The toilet flushed
and Tim’s crutches squeaked their way back over to the
couch.

“I guess I should get
back,” Ben said, starting to stand.

“What?” Tim laughed.
“You’re crazy.” He shoved Ben back onto the couch and tossed his
crutches aside, falling with his full weight onto Ben. He growled
menacingly and wrestled Ben onto his back, kissing him
again.

Ben’s heart swelled with
happy surprise, but not as much as his cock did when Tim’s hand
suddenly grabbed onto it.

“Your turn,” he whispered
seductively into Ben’s ear.

Tim slid to the side,
pulled up Ben’s shirt and undid his jeans, ripping them along with
Ben’s underwear down to his knees in a motion that was anything but
gentle.

“Nice,” he said
appreciatively as he took hold of Ben with one strong hand and
began pumping.

He pushed Ben’s shirt up
further and licked one of his nipples before moving upward to kiss
him on the mouth. Their tongues danced together as Ben struggled to
breathe. He was getting close and opened his eyes, wanting to tell
Tim what was going to happen. He found Tim’s eyes locked fiercely
on his own and didn’t last long after that, soaking his stomach and
even his chest.

Tim grinned. “I’ll grab a
towel,” he said. “And then you’re going to cook for me,” he added
matter-of-factly.

Ben watched him go, his
head still spinning from all that had just happened. The sex had
been incredible, but what really sent his heart soaring had been
the kissing. He felt certain that he had, after all these years of
yearning and wanting, finally met someone who could love him
back.

* * * * *

Nothing had happened
between Ben and Tim, or so it felt. They passed the evening much as
they always did. A horror movie about killer puppets entertained
them while they ate chili. Afterwards Tim put on a few CDs while
they talked; a B-side collection of Nirvana followed by the
Smashing Pumpkins. Ben barely heard the music; instead he pondered
how Tim was taking it all in stride.

The subject didn’t come up
again. Inside, Ben felt like he was going to explode. So many
emotions were stirring within him, all of them positive and
excited. If Tim felt something similar, he managed to hide it
well.

Sleep didn’t come easy that
night. Tim didn’t want to struggle with the stairs, so he stayed on
the couch. Ben made himself a bed of blankets, placing them as near
the couch as possible. As he listened to the sound of Tim’s slow,
rhythmic breathing, he fantasized about sharing a bed with him.
They would whisper pleasantries to each other before kissing
goodnight and holding each other in sleep.

The next morning Ben found
himself roused by his friend and then quickly aroused. Tim pulled
him forcibly onto the couch, kissing him deeply and grinding
against him, leading to a replay of the day before.

“Guess we should get the
place cleaned up,” Tim said once they had both caught their
breath.

“I wish your parents were
going to be gone another week,” Ben sighed wistfully.

“Yeah, me too.”

Tim felt well enough by now
that he was able to help with the chores. By noon the house was as
tidy as could be expected when left in the hands of a
teenager.

“You should probably get
going. Just in case they catch an early flight or
something.”

Dread stirred in Ben’s
stomach. He had his own parents to face today, and he was sure it
wouldn’t be pretty.

“Look,” Tim began, but it
was almost a minute before he continued. “What happened between us,
well…”

Ben perked up, giving him
his full attention.

“It’s probably best we keep it a
secret,” Tim said, reaching behind to scratch his head while
grinning nervously. “I just don’t want people to get the wrong
idea.”

“Wrong idea?” Ben
repeated.

“There’s nothing
wrong with it,” Tim
backpedaled. “I just don’t want people thinking I'm gay, when I’m
not.”

It took every ounce of
Ben’s willpower to keep his face straight in light of this
statement. “Okay,” he said. “Not a big deal.”

In reality it was a big
deal, but he could handle it. If having Tim meant doing everything
gay with him but calling it straight, why not? He could just play
it off as some sort of kinky role-playing game. Unless of course,
Tim intended that this never happened again. As cliché as the
question was, Ben couldn’t help but ask, “So are you going to call
me?”

“Yeah, totally!” Tim
answered enthusiastically. “We’re buds.” The way he stated this was
friendly, but there was a hint of a silent ‘only’ there in the
middle.

“Cool,” Ben replied. “I’m
off, then. Good luck with your parents when they get
here.”

“Good luck with yours! I
hope you won’t be in too much trouble.” Tim reached out and mussed
Ben’s hair as if he were sending his kid off to school.

Ben left the house with a
smile on his face. His future with Tim was uncertain, he was facing
the reaming of his life from his parents, and he was forbidden to
see his best friend, and yet Ben had never been happier.


Chapter 9

 


The school gymnasium,
forever marred by shoe scuffs and perfumed with sweat, was lined on
one side by a long hallway. This led either to the locker rooms or
into the gymnasium itself if you pushed open the two swinging doors
set with small windows. These allowed Ben to peer through and see
that volleyball was being played today. Not one of his favorite
sports, but not as bad as some of the others. Still, he couldn’t
bring himself to enter, even though first period had started twenty
minutes ago.

Ben had chosen to skate to
school instead of taking the bus and had arrived late, despite his
intention of attending all of his classes, as he had promised his
mother yesterday. When he had arrived home on Sunday, he thought he
would be greeted with screams and punishments. Instead things were
unsettlingly calm. His father had been the first to see him,
pulling a comical “look out!” face that warned his wife wasn’t too
pleased with their son.

Except his mother hadn’t
been all that angry. She met Ben in his bedroom, sat down, and very
carefully said, “You are getting to an age where we can’t control
you anymore. In less than two years you will be living on your own.
I hope you will be going to college. If you chose to do so, we will
help support you. If not, then you are on your own. Until then, you
will go to all of
your classes and you won’t drink or do drugs in this
household.”

That was it. He wasn’t even
grounded anymore. His parents had set him free by giving him adult
status. Ben had almost felt sad after it had happened, like he was
being forced to grow up. He quickly moved past those feelings,
though. No longer would he have to deal with curfews or tell them
who he was staying with. The new arrangement was ideal for him,
which was why he felt horrible that he was breaking his promise
already.

He hated P.E. There was
nothing redeeming about it, and it would never contribute to his
health or success later in life. If anything, facing the abuse of
the coaches and his peers threatened to make him jaded and
mistrustful of the human race. Why should he waste an hour every
day in a class that made him feel useless and incompetent? He
refused to subject himself to that, no matter the
consequences.

Ben stayed in the hallway,
feeling it was a safe place to hide, until the bell rang. Students
with flushed faces swarmed out of the locker room. He let them pass
without making eye contact, waiting for someone to ask where he had
been. It didn’t happen until one of the very last people stepped
into the hall.

“Ben, my man!” Leon called
out happily. “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you since my
wisdom teeth were yanked.”

“I’ve been skipping a lot
of classes lately,” Ben confided. “Have the coaches said anything
about it?”

“Those clueless goons? Of
course not. They’re too busy reliving their glory years with the
second-rate jocks who didn’t make the football team.”

Ben laughed in relief. “I
wonder how long I can get away with this.”

“I don’t know man, but
you’ve got the right idea. Tell you what, if the coaches ever
notice you missing, I’ll try to cover for you.”

“Thanks. I owe you
one.”

Leon clapped Ben on the
shoulder. “Hey, I hear your best friend is dating my best
friend.”

“Ronnie Adams?” Ben asked.
“I didn’t know you guys were friends.”

“Yeah, Ebony and Ivory.
That’s our band. Ronnie’s on guitar and I’m on bass. You should
come by with Allison sometime, smoke a j and sing. I crooned out a
few tunes with your girl already, but I’d love to hear what a real
pair of singers can do.”

“Yeah, all right. Sounds
fun. Thanks again for covering for me.”

“No problem my
man!”

Ben hurried to English
class with a weight lifted off his chest. Despite the potential
ramifications with his parents, he felt glad not having to worry
about showing up for first period anymore. He would have to find
something to do, though, now that Tim wasn’t accessible. He kept
his eyes peeled on the way to class, not certain if Tim would be in
school today or not.

In English they had a test,
which meant an unwilling competition with Daniel Wigmore, who
finished early and spent the remaining time gawking at Ben while
mentally timing how long it was taking him to finish.

In Spanish class a few of
the kids had come up with a broken Spanish sentence that referred
to him as a fat and ugly mariposa. This irritated Ben more
because of its stupidity rather than its offensiveness. He might be
a mariposa, but
there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him and he certainly wasn’t ugly
when compared to the perpetually awkward idiots who were trying to
get a rise out of him.

Lunch was a singularly
trying experience too, since he had so much he wanted to tell
Allison, but couldn’t without other students overhearing. Keeping
things under wraps was crucial if he wanted to have future fun with
Tim, and that was one promise Ben was determined to keep. Luckily
there was choir, providing them with uninterrupted free
time.

Allison was the ideal
audience as he spilled the details, gasping and exclaiming at all
the juicy parts and asking all the right follow-up questions.
Reliving the details with her triggered a longing inside of Ben. He
wanted to see Tim again or at least call him, but part of him was
reluctant. What had happened between them had been intense, and now
Ben felt it prudent to back off a little. He didn’t want to scare
Tim off. Plus, it would feel extra satisfying if Tim made the first
move.

Making the transition back
to sixth period wasn’t the struggle that first period had been
since Ben genuinely liked Ms. Hughes, even though he wasn’t looking
forward to explaining why he’d been skipping. He searched his mind
for a believable excuse during class, and she kept her eye on him
as if he would raise his hand and confess at any moment. By the end
of the period, Ben was considering slipping out with the rest of
the students when she asked him to stay behind at the last
moment.

“Well?” she asked, sitting
on the corner of her desk.

Ben took a deep breath.
He’d already been caught by his parents, so that wasn’t a worry,
but he could still get in trouble with the school. Then again he
didn’t have a good story prepared.

“There’s this guy,” he
began. “Tim Wyman.”

Ms. Hughes nodded. “I have
him in my second period. He thinks he’s Tom Cruise.”

Ben laughed and nodded
before all the details came pouring out of him. All of it. Even his
parents didn’t know about Tim’s parents being out of town or the
ankle injury. Ben was also open with his feelings, hesitating only
when he reached the part where they slept together.

“I think I can imagine the
rest,” Ms. Hughes said. She was quiet for a moment, making Ben
wonder if she was doing just that. Then she said, “Sarah
Niles.”

“Sorry?”

“Sarah Niles,” Ms. Hughes
repeated. “She used to copy off my tests during freshman year. Dumb
as a post, but beautiful.” She paused, gauging Ben’s reaction and
continuing when he nodded with encouragement. “Sarah was my first
love, ever since she kissed me behind my parent’s rose bushes at a
birthday party. I would have done anything for her, and I did. She
never would have passed Physical Science if it wasn’t for me.
Unfortunately, like your Tom Cruise, she wasn’t exactly comfortable
with herself.”
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