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Now Away We Go

9 P.M. on a November Saturday. Joni, Tony, ane loait on the town. Tony is from the next
town over and he needs to get out. His parentexdremely religious. It doesn't even matter
which religion—they're all the same at a certaimpand few of them want a gay boy
cruising around with his friends on a Saturday hi§lo every week Tony feeds us bible
stories, then on Saturday we show up at his dqoisedl versed in parables and earnestness,
dazzling his parents with our blinding purity. Thaip him a twenty and tell him to enjoy our
study group. We go spend the money on romantic d@sgdimestore toys, and diner
jukeboxes. Our happiness is the closest we'll ewere to a generous God, so we figure
Tony's parents would understand, if only they wirgst on misunderstanding so many
things.

Tony has to be home by midnight, so we are on dé&a&ila mission. With this in mind, we
keep our eye on the ball.

There isn't really a gay scene or a straight saoeoar town. They got all mixed up a while
back, which I think is for the best. Back when lsama second grade, the older gay kids who
didn't flee to the city for entertainment would kaw make their own fun. Now it's all good.
Most of the straight guys try to sneak into the Ugeer bar. Boys who love boys flirt with
girls who love girls. And whether your heart iscty ballroom, or bluegrass punk, the dance
floors are open to whatever you have to offer.

This is my town. I've lived here all my life.

Tonight, our Gaystafarian bud Zeke is gigging atltical chain bookstore. Joni has a driver's
license from the state where her grandmother liseshe drives us around in the family
sedan. We roll down the windows and crank the radue like the idea of our music spilling
out over the whole neighborhood, becoming parhefdir. Tony has a desperate look tonight,
so we let him control the dial. He switches to apdd-olk station, and we ask him what's
going on.

"l can't say," he tells us, and we know what hemse@hat nameless empty.

We try to cheer him up by treating him to a bluerBiSlurp at the local 24-7. We each take
sips, to see whose tongue can get the bluest. Qomogs sticking his tongue out with the rest
of us, we know he's going to be okay.

Zeke's already jamming by the time we get to tlyhway bookstore. He's put his stage in the
European History section, and every now and thdhtheow names like Hadrian and
Copernicus into his mojo rap. The place is crowdetittle girl in the children's section puts
the Velveteen Rabbit on her shoulders for a betev. Her moms are standing behind her,
holding hands and nodding to Zeke's tune. The G&rsan crowd has planted itself in the
Gardening section, while the three straight membgtise guys' lacrosse team are ogling a
bookstore clerk from Literature. She doesn't seeminhd. Her glasses are the color of
licorice.



| move through the crowd with ease, sharing nodssaniling hellos. I love this scene, this
floating reality. | am a solo flier looking out avihe land of Boyfriends and Girlfriends. | am
three notes in the middle of a song.

Joni grabs me and Tony, pulling us into Self-Hdlpere are a few monkish types already
there, some of them trying to ignore the music leadn the Thirteen Ways to Be an Effective
Person. | know Joni's brought us here because sog®eyou just have to dance like a
madman in the Self-Help section of your local bdoies So we dance. Tony hesitates—he
isn't much of a dancer. But as I've told him aionlltimes, when it comes to true dancing, it
doesn't matter what you look like—it's all abouw tby you feel.

Zeke's jive is infectious. People are crooning savdoning into one another. You can see the
books on the shelves in kaleidoscope form—spinromgs of colors, the passing blur of
words.

| sway. | sing. | elevate. My friends are by myesidnd Zeke is working the Huguenots into
his melody. | spin around and knock a few bookdlwgfshelves. When the song is through, |
bend to pick them up.

| grasp on the ground and come face to face witbioh pair of sneakers.

"This yours?" a voice above the sneakers asks.

| look up. And there he is.

His hair points in ten different directions. Hisesyare a little close together, but man, are
they green. There's a little birthmark on his nelk,shape of a comma.

| think he's wonderful.

He's holding a book out to migligraines Are Only in Your Mind.

| am aware of my breathing. | am aware of my hesattbl am aware that my shirt is half
untucked. | take the book from him and say thahpsit it back on the shelf. There's no way
that Self-Help can help me now.

"Do you know Zeke?" | ask, nodding to the stand.

"No," the boy answers. "l just came for a book."

"I'm Paul."

"I'm Noah"

He shakes my hand. | am touching his hand.

| can feel Joni and Tony, keeping their curiousatise.

"Do youknow Zeke?" Noah asks. "His tunes are magnificent."



| roll the word in my head-magnificentlt's like a gift to hear.
"Yeah, we go to school together," | say casually.

"The high school?"

"That's the one." I'm looking down. He has perfeatds.

"l go there, too."

"You do?" | can't believe I've never seen him befdfrI'd seen him before, it would have
damn well registered.

"Two weeks now. Are you a senior?"
| look down at my Keds. "I'm a sophomore."
"Cool."

Now | fear he's humoring me. There's nothing cholLé being a sophomore. Even a new kid
would know that.

"Noah?" another voice interrupts, insistent andeeignt. A girl has appeared behind him.
She is dressed in a lethal combination of pas&is:s young, but she looks like she could be
a hostess on the Pillow and Sofa Network.

"My sister," he explains, much to my relief. Shedges off. It is clear that he is supposed to
follow.

We hover for a second. Our momentary outro of tediteen he says, "I'll see you around."

| want to say hope sobut suddenly I'm afraid of being too forward. | dar with the best
of them—~but only when it doesn't matter.

This suddenly matters.

"See you," | echo. He leaves as Zeke begins ans#teWhen he gets to the door, he turns to
look at me and smiles. | feel myself blush and bioo

Now | can't dance. It's hard to groove when yogotthings on your mind. Sometimes you
can use the dancing to fight them off.

But | don't want to fight this off. | want to ke&p
"So do you think he's on the bride's side or tlwmgr's side?" Joni asks after the gig.
"l think people can sit wherever they want nowadalyeeply.

Zeke is packing up his gear. We're leaning agaestront of his VW bus, squinting so we
can turn the streetlamps into stars.



"I think he likes you," Joni says.

"Joni," | protest, "you thoughwes Traverdiked me — and all he wanted to do was copy my
homework."

"This is different. He was in Art and Architectufree whole time Zeke was playing. Then
you caught his eye and he ambled over. It wasift+&#p he was after.”

| look at my watch. "It's almost pumpkin time. WesrTony?"

We find him a little ways over, lying in the middbé the street, on an island that's been
adopted by the local Kiwanis Club.

His eyes are closed. He is listening to the musthetraffic going by.

| climb over the divider and tell him study grouplsost over.

"I know," he says to the sky. Then, as he's getimghe adds, "I like it here."

| want to ask himyhere is here® it this island, this town, this world? More thanything
in this strange life, | want Tony to be happy. W@arid out a long time ago that we weren't
meant to fall in love with each other. But a pdrine still fell in hope with him. | want a fair

world. And in a fair world, Tony would shine.

| could tell him this, but he wouldn't accept ite Mould leave it on the island instead of
folding it up and keeping it with him, just to knatwas there.

We all need a place. | have mine—this topsy-tuijection of friends, tunes, afterschool
activities, and dreams. | want him to have a pltm®, When he says "I like it here,” | don't
want there to be a sad undertone. | want to betalday,So stay.

But | remain quiet, because now it's a quiet night] Tony is already walking back to the
parking lot.

"What's a Kiwanis?" he yells over his shoulder.

| tell him it sounds like a bird. A bird from sombere far, far away.

"Hey Gay Boy. Hey Tony. Hey folkie chick."

| don't even need to look up from the pavementllitiig&ed,” | say.

He's walked up-just as we're about to drive oaarl hear Tony's parents miles away,
finishing up their evening prayers. They will expas soon. Ted's car is blocking us in. Not

out of spite. Out of pure obliviousness. He is at@aof obliviousness.

"You're in our way," Joni points out from the dni\geseat. Her irritation is quarter-hearted, at
best.



"You look nice tonight," he replies.

Ted and Joni have broken up twelve times in théfeasyears. Which means they've gotten
back together eleven times. | always feel we'reeteey on the precipice of Reunion Number
Twelve.

Ted is smart and good-looking, but he doesn't usegood effect, like a rich person who
never gives to charity. His world rarely expandshfar than the nearest mirror. Even in tenth
grade, he likes to think of himself as the kingpaf school. He hasn't stopped to notice it's a
democracy.

The problem with Ted is that he's not a total I&smetimes, from the murk of his self-
notice, he will make a crystal-clear comment thed'snsightful you wish you'd made it
yourself. A little of that can go a long way. Esjadlg with Joni.

"Really," she says now, her voice easier, "we'itaggo."

"You've run out of chapter and verse for your stgcyup? 'O Lord, as | walk through the
valley of the shadow of doubt, at least let me vee#alkman. . .."

"The Lord is my DJ," Tony says solemnly, "I shadt mvant.”

"One day, Tony—I swear we'll free you." Ted bartgs lhood of the car to emphasize the
point, and Tony gives him a salute. Ted moves &isand we're off again.

Joni's clock says it's 12:48, but we're okay, sitisdeen an hour fast since Daylight Saving
Time ended. We drive into the blue-black, the rad&low now, the hour slowly turning
from nighttime to sleep.

Noah is a hazy memory in my mind. | am losing tratkhe way he ran my nerves; the
giddiness is now diffusing in the languid air, bexog a mysterious blur of good feeling.

"How come I've never seen him before?" | ask.
"Maybe you were just waiting for the right timenotice," Tony says.

Maybe he's right.



Paul is Gay

I've always known | was gay, but it wasn't confidmantil | was in kindergarten.

It was my teacher who said so. It was right thereny kindergarten report card: PAUL IS
DEFINITELY GAY AND HAS VERY GOOD SENSE OF SELF.

| saw it on her desk one day before naptime. Anavie to admit: | might not have realized |
was different if Mrs. Benchly hadn't pointed it outean, | was five years old. | just
assumedboys were attracted to other boys. Why else wdwg spend all of their time
together, playing on teams and making fun of thisgil assumed it was because we all liked
each other. | was still unclear how girls fit iritte picture, but | thought | knew the boy thing
A-OK.

Imagine my surprise to find out that | wasn't ezifirright. Imagine my surprise when | went
through all the other reports and found out thatame of the other boys had been labeled
DEFINITELY GAY. (In all fairness, none of the ottsehad a VERY GOOD SENSE OF
SELF, either.) Mrs. Benchly caught me at her desklaoked quite alarmed. Since | was
more than a little confused, | asked her for sohagfication.

"Am | definitely gay?" | asked.

Mrs. Benchly looked me over and nodded.

"What's gay?" | asked.

"It's when a boy likes other boys," she explained.

| pointed over to the painting corner, where Gragtan was wrestling on the ground with
Ted Halpern.

"Is Greg gay?" | asked.
"No," Mrs. Benchly answered. "At least, not yet."
Interesting. | found it all very interesting.

Mrs. Benchly explained a little more to me—the whbbys-liking-girls thing. | can't say |
understood. Mrs. Benchly asked me if I'd noticeat tharriages were mostly made up of men
and women. | had never really thought of marriaggethings that involved liking. | had just
assumed this man-woman arrangement was yet areathirquirk, like flossing. Now Mrs.
Benchly was telling me something much bigger. Ssoréof silly global conspiracy.

"But that's not how | feel," | protested. My attientwas a little distracted because Ted was
now pulling up Greg Easton's shirt, and that wasl kif cool. "How | feel is what's right . . .
right?"

"For you, yes," Mrs. Benchly told me. "What youlfeseabsolutely right for you. Always
remember that."



And | have. Sort of.

That night, | held my big news until after my faterNickelodeon block was over. My father
was in the kitchen, doing dishes. My mother wathenden with me, reading on the couch.
Quietly, 1 walked over to her.

"GUESS WHAT!" | said. She jumped, then tried totprel she hadn't been surprised. Since
she didn't close her book—she only marked the pattpeher finger—I knew | didn't have
much time.

"What?" she asked.

“I'm gay!"

Parents never react the way you want them to.ughp at the very least, my mother would
take her finger out of the book. But no. Insteael thined in the direction of the kitchen and
yelled to my father.

"Honey . . . Paul's learned a new word!"

It took my parents a couple of years. But everjuaikéy got used to it.

Besides my parents, Joni was the first personi easme out to.

This was in second grade.

We were under my bed at the time. We were undebaaybecause Joni had come over to
play, and under my bed was easily the coolest phattee whole house. We had brought
flashlights and were telling ghost stories as anlavower grrrrred outside. We pretended it
was the Grim Reaper. We were playing our favoramg: Avoid Death.

"So a poisonous snake has just bitten your leftawhat do you do?" Joni asked.

"l try to suck the poison out."

"But that doesn't work. It's spreading up your armd.

"So | take my axe and chop off my arm."

"But once you chop off your arm, you're bleedingléath."”

"So | pull off my shirt and tie it around the stungpstop the blood."

"But a vulture smells the blood and comes swoopimgn at you."

"So | use my right arm to pick up the left arm thatt off, and | use it to bat the vulture
away."

"But. . ."



Joni trailed off. At first, | figured | had her styed. Then she leaned over, her eyelids
closing. She smelled like bubblegum and bicyclegee Before | knew it, her lips were
coming near mine. | was so freaked out, | stoodSipce we were still under my bed, |
crashed into the bottom of my mattress.

Her eyes opened quickly after that.

"What'd you do that for?" we both yelled at the saime.

"Don't you like me?" Joni asked, clearly hurt.

"Yeah," | said. "But, you know, I'm gay."

"Oh. Cool. Sorry."

"No problem."

There was a pause, and then Joni continued.

"But the vulture pulls your left arm out of yourrithand begins to hit you with it. . . ."
At that moment | knew Joni and | were going to thenfds for a good long time.

It was with Joni's help that | became the firstrdpeay class president in the history of Ms.
Farquar's third-grade class.

Joni was my campaign manager. She was the persorcavhe up with my campaign slogan:
VOTE FOR ME . .. I'M GAY.

| thought it rather oversimplified my stance on tb&ues (pro-recess, anti-gym), but Joni said
it was sure to generate media attention. At fglse wanted the slogan to be VOTE FOR

ME ... I'M A GAY, but | pointed out that this clobeasily be misread as VOTE FOR ME . . .
I'M A GUY, which would certainly lose me votes. 8@ A was struck, and the race began in
earnest.

My biggest opponent was (I'm sorry to say) Ted dalpHis first slogan was VOTE FOR
ME ... I'M NOT GAY, which only made him seem dulhen he tried YOU CANT VOTE
FOR HIM . .. HE'S GAY, which was pretty stupidcaese nobody likes to be told who they
can (or can't) vote for. Finally, in the days leadup to the election, he resorted to DONT
VOTE FOR THE FAG. Hello? Joni threatened to beat bp, but | knew he'd played right
into our hands. When the election was held, helefagith the rather tiny lint-head vote,
while | carried the girl vote, the open-minded gwye, the third-grade closet-case vote, and
the Ted-hater vote. It was a total blowout, andmibevas all over, Joni beat Ted up anyway.

The next day at lunch, Cody O'Brien traded me twnKies for a box of raisins—clearly an
unequal trade. The next day, | gave him three Yoftela Fig Newton.

This was my first flirtation.



Cody was my date for my fifth-grade semi-formal.@Dteast he was supposed to be my date.
Two days before the big shindig, we had a fightr@aslintendo cartridge he'd borrowed

from me and lost. | know it's a small thing to biceg over, but really, the way he handled it
(lying! deceit!) was symptomatic of bigger problerhackily, we parted on friendly terms.
Joni was supposed to be my back-up date, but shasad me by saying she was going with
Ted. She swore to me he'd changed.

This was also symptomatic of bigger problems. Beté was no way of knowing it then.

In sixth grade, Cody, Joni, a lesbian fourth gratlned Laura, and | formed our elementary
school's first gay-straight alliance. Quite hongstle took one look around and figured the
straight kids needed our help. For one thing, theke all wearing the same clothes. Also
(and this was critical), they couldn't dance toestneir lives. Our semi-formal dance floor
could have easily been mistaken for a coop of grarKsgiving turkeys. This was not
acceptable.

Luckily, our principal was cooperative, and allowesito play a minute or two of "I Will
Survive" and "Bizarre Love Triangle" after the Rjedbf Allegiance was read each morning.
Membership in the gay-straight alliance soon swgashat of the football team (which isn't
to say there wasn't overlap). Ted refused to jmith,he couldn't stop Joni from signing them
up for swing dance classes twice a week at recess.

Since | was unattached at the time, and since Isteaing to feel that | had met everyone
there was to meet at our elementary school, | wottkeh sneak out with Laura to the AV
room, where we'd watch Audrey Hepburn movies uhélrecess bell would ring, and reality
would beckon once more.

In eighth grade, | was tackled by two high schomstlers after a late-night showing of
Priscilla, Queen of the Deseat our local theater. At first, | thought it wastaange kind of
foreplay, but then I realized that their grunts evactually insults—queer, faggot, the usual. |
wasn't about to take such verbal abuse from strargenly Joni was allowed to speak to me
that way. Luckily, | had gone to the movies withunch of my friends from the fencing team,
so they just pulled out their foils and disarmeel lilgheads. (One of them, I've since heard, is
now a drag queen in Columbus, Ohio. | like to thitlad something to do with that.)

| was learning that notoriety came with a certaacktash. | had to be careful. | had a gay
food column in the local paper—"Dining OUT"—whiclasra modest success. I'd declined
numerous pleas to run for student council presjdetause | knew it would interfere with
my direction of the school musical (I won't boreuywith the details, but let me, just say that
Cody O'Brien was an Auntie Mame for the ages).

All'in all, life through junior high was pretty fulh didn't really have a life that was so much
out of the ordinary. The usual series of crushesfusions, and intensities.

Then | meet Noah and things become complicateghdesit immediately, driving home from
Zeke's gig. | suddenly feel more complicated.

Not bad complicated.

Just complicated.



The Homecoming Queen's Dilemma

| look for him in the hallways on Monday. | hopeatine's looking for me, too.

Joni promises me she'll be my search party spyafftaid she'll get too carried away with the
job, dragging Noah over to me by the ear if shddihim.

But the connection isn't made. No matter how @uift from the hallway conversations I'm
having, | never drift into him. The halls are awastiomecoming Pride posters and post-
weekend gossip. Everybody is jingling and janglinigiok for Noah like I'd look for a pocket
of calm.

Instead | run into Infinite Darlene. Or, more a&tety, she runs on over to me. There are few
sights grander at eight in the morning than a sot-four football player scuttling through

the. halls in high heels, a red shock wig, and rtlbas-passable make-up. If | wasn't so used
to it, | might be taken aback.

"Ah'm so glad | caught you," Infinite Darlene exaota, sounding like Scarlett O'Hara as
played by Clark Gable. "Things are such a mess!"

| don't know when Infinite Darlene and | first bevafriends. Perhaps it was back when she
was still Daryl Heisenberg, but that's not verglik few of us can remember what Daryl
Heisenberg was like, since Infinite Darlene consditmen so completely. He was a decent
football player, but nowhere near as good as wleestdrted wearing false eyelashes.

Infinite Darlene doesn't have it easy. Being ba#n quarterback and homecoming queen has
its conflicts. And sometimes it's hard for heritarf. The other drag queens in our school
rarely sit with her at lunch; they say she dodsiké good enough care of her nails, and that
she looks a little too buff in a tank top. The toat players are a little more accepting,
although there was a spot of trouble a year agoieick, the second-string quarterback,
fell in love with her and got depressed when sl Isawasn't her type.

| am not alarmed when Infinite Darlene tells magjsi aresuch a mess:or Infinite Darlene,
things are alwaysuch a messf they weren't, she wouldn't have nearly enougtalio about.

This time, though, it's a real dilemma.

"Coach Ginsburg is going to have my hat," she desldlt's the frickin' Homecoming Pride
rally this afternoon. He wants me to march with tb&t of the team. But as homecoming
gueen, I'm also supposed toib&#oducingthe team. If | don't do the proper introductions,
my tiara might be in doubt. Trilby Pope would takg place, which would be ghastly,
ghastly, ghastly. Her boobs are faker than mine."

"You think Trilby Pope would stoop that low?" | ask

"Is the Pope shrewislOf courseshe would stoop that low. And she'd have graviobfams
getting back up."



Usually Infinite Darlene acts like she's in a péupécongeniality contest. But Trilby Pope is
her weak spot. They used to be good friends, aldledount an hour's worth of activity with
three hours' worth of conversation. Then Trilby fefo the field hockey crowd. She tried to
convince Infinite Darlene to join her, but footbaths the same season. They drifted into
different practices and different groups of frien@islby started to wear a lot of plaid, which
Infinite Darlene despised. She started to hang wigiby boys. It all became very fraught.
Finally, they had a friendship break-up — an exgeaof heated classroom notes, folded in
the shape of artillery. They averted their glaraesnatically when they passed in the halls.
Trilby still has some of Infinite Darlene's acce$ss, from when they used to swap. Infinite
Darlene tells everybody (except Trilby) that shentsahem back.

My attention is beginning to wander from the comadion. | am still scanning the hallways
for Noah, knowing full well that if | see him, | Wmost probably duck into the nearest
doorway, blushing furiously.

"l do declare,” Infinite Darlene does decldmehat has gotten you so distracted?"

It is here that | feel the limit of our friendshipecause while Infinite Darlene feels
comfortable telling me everything, | am afraid tifdttell her something, it will no longer be
mine. It will belong to the whole school.

"I'm just looking for someone," | hedge.

"Aren't we all?" Infinite Darlene vamps ruefullytHink I'm off the hook, but then she adds,
"Is it someonespecial?"

"It's nothing," | say, crossing my fingers. | pidnat it's not nothing. Yes, | pray to my Big
Lesbian God Who Doesn't Really Exist. | say to hdon't ask for much. | swear. But |
would really love Noah to be everything | hopelh®sl Please let him be someone | can
groove with, and who wants to groove with me.

My denial has sent Infinite Darlene back to her @idemma. 1 tell her she should march
with the football team while wearing her homecomgugen regalia. It seems like a good
compromise to me.

Infinite Darlene starts to nod. Then her eyes seaeshing over my shoulder and flash anger.
"Don't look now," she whispers.

Of course, | turn and look. And there's Kyle Kimhaalking by.

Turning away from me like he might catch plaguerfra single bubonic glance.

Kyle is the only straight boy I've ever kissed. (tHen't realize he was straight at the time.)
We went out for a few weeks last year, in ninthdgraHe is the only ex I'm not on speaking

terms with. Sometimes | even feel like he hatesltisea very strange feeling. I'm not used to
being hated.



"He'll learn,"” Infinite Darlene says as Kyle recedeto a classroom. She's been saying that
for a year now, without ever telling me who Kylg@ing to learn from. I still wonder if it's
supposed to be me.

With some break-ups, all you can think about afteds is how badly it ended and how
much the other person hurt you. With others, yarobee sentimental for the good times and
lose track of what went wrong. When | think of Kylee beginnings and the endings are all
mixed up. | see his enraptured face reflectedenitint of a flickering movie screen; passing
him a note and having him rip it into confetti-siz@eces without reading it; his hand taking
mine for the first time, on the way to math class) calling me a liar and a loser; the first
time | knew he liked me, when | caught him hoveramgund my locker before | actually got
there; the first time | knew he didn't like me argney, when | went to give him back a book
I'd borrowed and he pulled away instinctively.

He said I'd tricked him. He said it to everyone.

Only a few people believed him. But it wasn't wtiety thought that mattered to me. It was
what he thought. And if he really believed it.

"He's the worst," Infinite Darlene says. But evee &nows this isn't true. He is far from the
worst.

Seeing Kyle always takes some of the volume oatytoundtrack. Now I'm no longer
floating on a Noah high.

Infinite Darlene tries to cheer me up.
"l have chocolate," she says, reaching a big haredher purse for a Milky Way mini.

| am sucking at the caramel and nougat when Janesaup to us with her latest Noah Report.
Sadly, it's the same as the last five.

"I haven't been able to find him," she says. "fmend people who know who he is, but
nobody seems to knowherehe is. Chuck was helping me before, and Chucktkaithe's
one of those arty types. Now, from Chuck that waamultimate compliment, but at least it
pointed me in the right direction. | looked at thall outside the art room and found a photo
he did. Chuck helped me get it."

| am not really alarmed by Joni's thievery—we tHkags off walls and put them back all the
time. But my inner security device does take nobticthe number of times that Joni's name-
checked Chuck. In the past, I've been able tdltetlthings with Ted were getting better
when Joni began to name-check him again. The fiatitts now Chuck has looped me for a
throw.

Joni takes a small, framed photograph out of hgr bae frame is the color of Buddy Holly's
glasses, and has largely the same effect.

"You have to look at it closely,” Joni tells me.



| hold the photo up to my face, ignoring my owneefion to see what lies beneath. At first |
see the man in the chair, toward the back of tliegpiHe's the age of my grandfather and is
sitting in an old wooden rocker, laughing his heffidThen | realize he's sitting in a room
covered by snow globes. There must be hundreds yberthousands—of the small plastic
shakers, each with its own blurry locale. Snow gkbover the floor, the counters, the
shelves, the table at the man's arm.

It's a very cool photograph.

"You can't keep it," Joni says.

"l know, | know." I look at it for a minute morehen hand it back.

Infinite Darlene has kept quiet through this whexehange. But she's about to burst with
curiosity.

"He's just some guy," | say.

"Do tell," she insists.

So | do. Tell.

And | know as | do that he isn't "just some guyhielle was something in our two minutes
together that felt like it could last for years llirg Infinite Darlene this doesn't just feel like

I'm setting myself up for gossip.

No, it feels like I'm putting my whole heart on thee.



Pride and Joy

Joni, Ted, and I sit together for the Homecomingd®Rally that afternoon. It's the first rally
that I've ever been in the stands for. This istdue fluke of scheduling. Our school has too
many activities and teams to be represented in @aglevery cheering session, so whenever
we have a rally, only a dozen groups are spotl@jhfdey'd asked me to bring my acting
troupe this time around, but | felt such recogmitimight damage our art—putting the
personality before the performance, as it wereassa result | am sitting in the bleachers of
our gymnasium, trying to gauge the Joni-and-Tediater. Right now, it looks like the
pressure is high. Ted keeps looking over at JartiJoni isn't looking as much at Ted.

He turns to me instead.

"You find your boyfriend yet?" he asks.

Panicked, I look around to see if Noah is in thenigdliate vicinity. Luckily, he is not.
| am starting to wonder if he actually exists.

The principal's secretary gets up to the microphorstart the rally. Everybody knows that
she wields the real power in the school, so it ma@nse to have her leading things here.

The gymnasium doors open and the cheerleaders cdimg in on their Harleys. The crowd
goes wild.

We are, | believe, the .only high school in Amenath a biker cheerleading team. But |
could be wrong. A few years ago, it was decided haing a posse of motorcycles gun
around the fields and courts was a much biggerrahdecer than any pom-pom routine
could ever hope to be. Now, in an intricately clographed display, the Harleys swerve
around the gym, starting off in a pyramid the shafp& bird migration, then splitting up into
spins and corners. For a finale, the cheerlea@erall at once and shoot themselves off a
ramp emblazoned with our high school's name. Tiheyewarded with massive applause.

Already the rally is doing its job. | am proud te & student at my high school.

The tennis team is the next up. My brother andriead Mara are the doubles champions, so
they get a pretty good reception. | try to cheedlg so Jay can hear my voice above the
crowd. He's a senior now, and | know he's staxdddel sad about everything coming to an
end. Next year, he'll be on a college tennis tdamon't be the same.

After the tennis team has been cheered, our scover band comes out to play. The cover
band's stats are actually better than the tenam'se— at this past year's Dave Matthews
Cover Band Competition, they went all the way te finals with their cover of the Dave
Matthews Band covering "All Along the Watchtoweoyily to be defeated by a cover band
that played "Typical Situation” while standing dwir heads. Now they launch into a cover
of "One Day More" fronLes Miserablesand | admire the lead singer's versatility.

After an encore of Depeche Mode's "Personal Jethes frincipal's secretary asks for quiet
and introduces this year's homecoming king andmjueénite Darlene strides out in a pink



ball gown, covered in part by her quarterback per3&e homecoming king, Dave Sprat,
hangs from her arm, a good thirteen inches shtréar her (if you count the heels).

Infinite Darlene is holding a portable microphone orrowed from Zeke's van, so she can
introduce and march at the same time. As the sadw@r band strikes up a skacore version
of "We Are the Champions" (we're neritirelywithout tradition), the members of the
football team line up for their presentation.

| lean over to Joni. She's fixing her eyes on Chuck

| honestly don't know why. Chuck is the secondagtiquarterback who fell for Infinite
Darlene and got all upset when she didn't retusraffections. He was real bitter about it,
worse than Ted in his fouler moods. Ted, at leastble to lose his cool without totally
losing his sense of humor. I'm not sure that Clauitlé same way. | wish Tony went to our
school, so | could lift my eyebrow and get his takethe situation.

Ted doesn't seem to notice where Joni's glan@kisg her. He is looking elsewhere.

"Is that him?" he asks.

Because he's Ted, he goes right ahead and poiswsn&ione in the stands across the
gymnasium. | squint to make out the faces fromctiogvd. At first, | think he's pointing at
Kyle, who is somewhat subdued in his applausehfefdotball players as Infinite Darlene
introduces them. Then | realize Ted is pointing\a fows up.

| see an empty seat. Then, next to it, | see Noah.

He senses me looking. | swear. He looks right at me

Or maybe he's looking at Ted, who's still pointing.

"Put your finger down,T say between gritted teeth.

"Chill,” Ted tells me, moving his finger throughetlir, as if he hadn't been pointing at Noah
at all. I try to play along.

When the whole pointing charade is over, | seeuath's still where he was a second ago. |
don't know why | thought he would have disappeargdess | don't believe these things can
ever befasy, although | also don't see why they have todbd.

Joni's broken her attention from Chuck for longugioto get what's going on.

"Don't just sit here," she says.

"If you don't go over there, | will — and I'll telim all about your crush,” Ted informs me.
I'm not sure if he's kidding or not.

It's a mighty thin border between peer pressurebaadery. Knowing that Joni and Ted aren't
going to let me get out of it, | head to Noah'ssiflthe gym. One of the teachers shoots me a
stay-in-your-seat glance, but | wave her off. Qtherloudspeakers, | can hear Infinite



Darlene's crystal voice: "And now, introducing thearterback . . . the one . . . theonly . ..
ME!"

| look at the crowd. Everyone cheers, except fonesof the more elitist drag queens, who
feign disinterest.

| duck behind the bleachers, weaving to the sthusnder what I'll say. | wonder if I'm
about to make a fool of myself.

All I can feel is this intensity. My mind beating iime with my heart. My steps keeping
sway with my hopes.

| get to the bottom of the stands. I've lost tratkhe space. | can't find Noah. | look back to
Joni and Ted. Much to my mortification, they botiirt me on my way. The football
presentation is over and the quiz bowling teanrep@ring to enter. Infinite Darlene is
basking in her last round of applause. | sweamghks when she looks my way.

| focus on the seat next to Noah. | do not focusisrcrazy-cool hair, or his blue suede shoes,
or the specks of paint on his hands and his arms.

| am beside him.

"Is this seat taken?" | ask.

He looks up at me. And then, after a beat, he lsreak smiling.

"Hey," he says, "I've been looking all over for ybu

| don't know what to say. | am so happy and soestar

There is a roar through the stands as the quizibgwéam is announced. They come
sprinting onto the court, rolling for pins whilesamering questions about Einstein's theory of
relativity.

"I've been looking for you, too," | say at last.

He says, "Cool," and it's cool. So cool.

| sit down next to him as the audience cheershercaptain of the quiz bowling team, who's
just scored a strike while listing the complete kgoof the Bronte sisters.

| don't want to scare him by telling him all thenips that are scaring me. | don't want him to
know how important this is. He has to feel the img@oce for himself.

So | say, "Those are cool shoes," and we talk abloetsuede shoes and the duds store
where he shops. We talk as the badminton teanitddtgrdies fly. We talk as the French
Cuisine Club rises the perfect soufflé. We laugtemh falls.

| am looking for signs that he understands me. l@king for my hopes to be confirmed.



"This is such serendipity, isn't it?" he asks.nhast fall off my seat. | am a firm believer in
serendipity—all the random pieces coming togeth@me wonderful moment, when
suddenly you see what their purpose was all along.

We talk about music and find that we like the s&més of music. We talk about movies and
find that we like the same kinds of movies.

"Do you really exist?" | blurt out.

"Not at all," he says with a smile. "I've known tlsence | was four."

"What happened when you were four?"

"Well, | had this theory. Although | guess | was tpung to know it was a theory. You see, |
had this imaginary friend. She followed me everyighewe had to set a place for her at the
table, she and I talked all the time—the whole d€hén it occurred to me that she wasn't the
imaginary friend at all. | figured thatvas the imaginary friend, and she was the one who
was real. It made perfect sense to me. My pareségjced, but | still secretly feel that I'm
right.”

"What was her name?" | ask.

"Sarah. Yours?"

"Thorn. With anh."

"Maybe they're together right now."

"Oh, no. | left Thorn in Florida. He never likedtravel."

We are not taking each other too seriously, whech serious plus. The paint on his hands is
not quite purple and not quite blue. There is aké just-right red on one of his fingers.

The principal's secretary has the microphone ad#ie.rally is almost over.

"I'm glad you found me," Noah says.

"Me too." | want to float, because it's that simptie's glad | found him. I'm glad | found him.
We are not afraid to say this. | am so used tcshantd mixed messages, saying things that
might mean what they sort of sound like they mé&ames and contests, roles and rituals,
talking in twelve languages at once so the truedevon't be so obvious. | am not used to a
plainspoken, honest truth.

It pretty much blows me away.

| think Noah recognizes this. He's looking at méhwvai nifty grin. The other people in our
row are standing and jostling now, waiting for addave so they can get to the aisle and

resume their day. | want time to stop.

Time doesn't stop.



"Two sixty-three," Noah tells me.

"21227?" | reply.

"My locker number," he explains. "I'll see you afsehool.”

Now | don't want time to stop. | want it to faseficard an hour. Noah has become umil.

As we leave the gym, | can see Kyle shoot me a.lbd&n't care. Joni and Ted will no doubt
be waiting under the bleachers for the full report.

| can sum it up in one word:

Joy.



Hallway Traffic (Complications Ensue)

Self-esteem can be so exhausting. | want to cubaity change my clothes, erase the pimple
from the near-tip of my nose, and strengthen myewjapm definition, all in the next hour.
But | can't do that, because (a) it's impossilid, @) if | make any of these changes, Noah
will notice that I've changed, and | don't want horknow how into him | am.

| hope Mr. B can save me. | pray his physics daday will transfix me in such a way that |
will forget about what awaits me at the other éBuk as Mr. B bounds around the room with
anti-gravitational enthusiasm, | just can't jois paradeTwo sixty-fouhas become my new
mantra. | roll the number over in my head, hopingill reveal something to me (other than a
locker number). | replay my conversation with Noting to transcribe it into memory

since | don't dare write it down in my notebook.

The hour passes. As soon as the bell rings, Idublof my seat. |1 don't know where locker
264 is, but I'm sure as hell going to find out.

| plunge into the congested hallway, weaving thiotlge back-slap reunions and locker
lunges. | spot locker 435 — I'm in the wrong cooriéntirely.

"Paul!" a voice yells. There aren't enough Paulsiynschool that | can assume the yell is for
someone else. Reluctantly | turn around and sesa lygg about to pull my sleeve.

| already know what she wants. Lyssa Ling does@t &alk to me unless she wants me to be
on a committee. She's the head of our school's ¢tbeenon appointing committees, no doubt
because she's so good at it.

"What do you want from me now, Lyssa?" | ask. (Skised to this.) - "The Dowager
Dance,"” she says. "l want you to architect it."

| am more than a little surprised. The Dowager [@as@ big deal at our school, and
architecting it would mean being in charge of laél tlecorations and music.

"l thought Dave Davison was architecting it," | say
Lyssa sighs. "He was. But then he went all Gotmex'
"Cool."

"No. Not cool. We have to give people the freedorwéar something other than black. So
are you in or are you out?"

"Can | have some time to think about it?"
"Sixteen seconds."

| count to seventeen and then say, "I'm in."



Lyssa nods, says something about slipping the dudtgemy locker tomorrow morning, and
walks away.

| know it's going to be a rather elaborate bud@ké dance was created thirty or so years ago
after a local dowager left a stipulation in herlwhiat every year the high school would throw
a lavish dance in her honor. (Apparently she waie guswinger in her day.) The only thing
we have to do is feature her portrait prominentigt &his is where it gets a little weird) have
at least one senior boy dance with it.

At first I am distracted by theme ideas. Then | eember the reason for my after-school
existence and continue heading to locker 264until | am stopped by my English teacher,
who wants to compliment me on my reading of Oscdd&\in yesterday's class. | can't
exactly blow her off, nor can | blow off Infiniteddlene when she asks me how her double
role at the Homecoming Pride Rally went.

The minutes are ticking away. | hope Noah is eguddlayed, and that we'll arrive at his
locker at the same time, one of those wonderfuhkisconnections that seem like signs of
great things to come.

"Hey, Boy Romeo." Ted is now alongside me, luckibt stopping as he talks.

"Hey," | echo.

"Where you goin'?"

"Locker two sixty-four."

"Isn't that on the second floor?"

| groan. He's right.

We walk up the stairs together.

"Have you seen Joni?" he asks.

Sometimes | feel like fate is dictated by irony, @rthe very least, a rather dark sense of
humor). For example, if | am standing next to Jooi-and-off boyfriend and he says, "Have
you seen Joni?" the obvious next step would bedolr the top of the stairway and see Joni

in a full frontal embrace with Chuck, on the veaje serious kiss.

Joni and Chuck don't see us. Their eyes are pagslgnexpectantly closed. Everybody
pauses to look at them. They are a red light irhdikvay traffic.

"Bitch,"” Ted whispers, upset. Then he charges back dowstdirs.
| know Noah is waiting for me. | know Joni shoulddkwv what I've seen. | know | don't really

like Ted all that much. But more than | know albgle things, | know | have to run after Ted
to see if he's okay.



He stays a good few paces ahead of me, pushingghiallway after hallway, turn after
turn, hitting backpacks off people's shoulders avaiding the glances of gum-chewing
locker waifs. | can't figure out where he's goifigen | realize he doesn't have any particular
destination in mind. He's just walking. Walking awa

"Hey, Ted," | call out. We're in a particularly etpgorridor, right outside the wood shop.

He turns to me, and there's this conflicted flashis eyes. The anger wants to drown the
shock and the depression.

"Did you know about this?" he asks me.
| shake my head.

"So you don't know how long?"

"No. It's news to me."

"Whatever. | really don't care. She can hook ufnwihoever she wants. It's not like | was
interested. We broke up, you know."

| nod. | wonder if he can actually believe whastsgying. He betrays himself with what he
says next.

"l didn't think football players were her type."
| agree, but Ted's not listening to me anymore.

"l gotta go," he says. | want there to be sometleisg for me to say, something to make him
feel even marginally better.

| look at my watch. It's been seventeen minutesesihe end of school. | use a different
stairway to reach the second floor. The locker nemmblescend for me: 310...299. ..
275 . ..

264.
Nobody home.

| look around for Noah. The halls are nearly deskrtow— everyone's either gone home or
gone to their activities. The track team races pasbn their hallway practice run. | wait
another five minutes. A girl I've never seen beftwer hair the color of honey-dew, walks by
and says, "He left about ten minutes ago. He loaksappointed.”

| feel like a total loser. | rip a page out of myygics book and write an apology. | go through
about five drafts before I'm satisfied that I'venaged to sound interested and interesting
without seeming entirely daft. All the while, I'tilshoping he'll show up. I slip the note into
locker 264.



| head back down to my own locker. Joni is nowher&ght, which is a good thing. | can't
even begin to know what to say to her. | can segshie would have kept the news about
Chuck from Ted. But | can't figure out why she meteéd me. It hurts.

As | slam my locker shut, Kyle walks by me.

He nods and says hi. He even almost smiles.

| am floored.

He keeps walking, not turning back.

My life is crazy, and there's not a single thinrgah do about it.



Finding Lost Languages

"Maybe he was saying hi to someone else," | say.

It's a couple of hours later and I'm talking to Yorecounting the drama to the one person
who wasn't there.

"And the smile—well, maybe it was just gas," | add.

Tony nods noncommittally.

"l don't know why Kyle would start talking to meag. It's not like I've done anything
differently. And it's not like he's the kind of gwsho changes his mind about this kind of
thing."

Tony sort of shrugs.

"I wish | could call Noah, but I don't feel like e close enough for that. | mean, would he
even know who | was if | called? Would he recogmagname or my voice? It can wait until
tomorrow, right? | don't want to seem too neurbtic.

Tony nods again.

"And Joni. What was she thinking, snogging up ta€khin the middle of the hall like that?
Do I let her know that | know, or do | pretend Inttcknow and secretly count the number of
times she talks to me before she lets me knowntiegeeach and every minute that goes by
without her telling me the truth?"

Tony sort of shrugs again.

"Feel free to chime in at any time," | tell him.

"Don't have much to say," he answers with anothghtsshrug, this one slightly apologetic.
We are at my house, doing each other's homeworkiry\te do this as often as possible. In
much the same way that it's more fun to clean apesme else's room than it is to clean up
your own, doing each other's homework is a way azerthe homework go faster. Early in
our friendship, Tony and | discovered we had simhiandwriting. The rest came naturally.
Of course, we go to different schools and haveetbfiit assignments. That's the challenge.
And the challenge is what it's all about.

"What book is this paper supposed to be on, any\agsk him.

"Of Mice and. Men."

"You mean, 'Please, George, can | pet the bunriies?'

"Yup."



"Cool, I've read that one."

| start scribbling a topic sentence, while Tonpslthrough a French-English dictionary to
finish my French homework. He takes Spanish.

"You don't seem very surprised about Joni," | say.

"Saw it coming," he replies, not raising his eyesf the dictionary.
"Really? You pictured Ted and me catching thenhanhallway?"
"Well, not that part.”

"But Chuck?"

"Well, not that part, either. But face it. Jonidéhaving a boyfriend. And if it's not going to
be Ted, it's going to be someone else. If this@hyck likes her, odds are she's going to like
him back."

"And you approve of this?"

This time he looks right at me. "Who am | to apgrav disapprove? If she's happy, then
good for her."

There is an unhappy edge in Tony's voice, andasdd take leaps to get to the source of it.
Tony's never really had a boyfriend. He's nevenbedove. | don't exactly know why this is.
He's cute, funny, smart, a little gloomy—all attree qualities. But he still hasn't found what
he's looking for. I'm not even sure he knows what ts. Most of the time, he just freezes.
He'll have a quiet crush, or even groove with samesho has boyfriend potential . . . and
then, before it's even started, it will be ovetmiasn't right,” he'll tell us, and that will beath

This is one of the reasons | don't want to dwelNmah with him. Although I'm sure he's
happy for me, | don't think his happiness for namstates into happiness for himself. | need
another way to buoy him. | resort to speaking moaexistent language.

"Hewipso faqua deef?1"ask him.
"Tinsin rabblemonk titchticker He replies.

Our record for doing this is six hours, includingeagthy trip to the mall. | don't know how it
started—one day we were walking along and | justiged of speaking English. So | started
throwing consonants and vowels together in randoangements. Without missing a beat,
Tony started to speak back to me in the same wagywWeird thing is, we've always
understood each other. The tone and the gesturasadha

| first met Tony two years ago, at the Strand m ¢hty. It's one of the best bookstores in the
world. We were both looking for a used copyltie Lost Language of Crandde shelf was
eight feet up, so we had to take turns on the laddie went first and when he came down

with a copy, | asked him if there was another wgye¢hStartled, he told me there was a second
copy and even went back up the ladder to get itfer After he came back down, we hung



together for a minute — | asked him if he'd r&aplial Affection®r A Place I've Never Been,
and he said nd,ost Language of Cranesgas his first. Then he drifted off to the oversized
photography books, while | got lost in fiction.

That would have been it. We would have never kneach other, would have never been
friends. But that night as | boarded the train hohsaw him sitting alone on a three-seater,
already halfway done with the book we'd both bought

"Book any good?", | asked as | hit the space iraibke next to him.

At first he didn't realize | was speaking to hinineh he looked up, recognized me, and half
smiled.

"It's very good," he answered.

| sat down and we talked some more. | discoverddsad in the next town over from mine.
We introduced ourselves. We settled in. | coultitelwas nervous, but didn't know why.

A cute guy, a few years older than us, passed ¢ifrour car. Both of our gazes followed
him.

"Damn, he was cute,” | said once he'd left.

Tony hesitated for a moment, unsure. Then he smiled
"Yeah, he was cute." As if he was revealing higpdsesecret.
Which, in many ways, he was.

We kept talking. And maybe it was because we weamgers, or maybe it was because we
had bought the same book and had thought the sayneds cute. But it was very easy to
talk. Riding the train is all about moving forwamljr conversation moved like it was on
tracks, with no worry of traffic or direction. Heltl me about his school, which was not like
my school, and his parents, who were not like nmgpis. He didn't use the wogayand |
didn't need him to. It was understood. This clatidedrip was secret and special to him. He
had told his parents he was going on a churchatfféen he'd hopped on a train to visit the
open doors of the open city.

Now the city lights ebbed in their grip over thadacape. The meadowlands waved in the
darkness until the smaller cities appeared, thermtuses with yards and plastic pools. We
had talked our way home, one town apart.

| asked him for his phone number, but he gave meiaail address instead. It was safer that
way for him. | told him to call me anytime, and wade our next set of plans. In other
circumstances, this would have been the startrofreance. But | think we both knew, even
then, that what we had Was something even moreaaceeven more meaningful. | was
going to be his friend, and was going to show hasgibilities. And he, in turn, would
become someone | could trust more than myself.

"Diltaunt aprin zesperado?Tony asks me now, seeing me lost in thought.



"Gastemicama,T answer decisively.

I'm good.

It's hard for me to concentrate on Tony's homewwity so many things to think about.
Somehow | manage to write three pages before nthéraomes downstairs and offers to
give Tony a ride home. Of all my friends, Jay likemy best. | think they have compatible
silences. | can imagine them on the way back toyBonot saying a word. Jay respects Tony,
and | respect Jay for that.

| already know that Tony won't give me any advibewt what to do with Noah or Joni or
Kyle. It's not that he doesn't care (I'm sure hesjloHe just likes people to do their own thing.

"Lifstat beyune hegralie says when departing. But his tone holds no cliesd-bye?
Good luck? Call Noah?

| don't know.
"Yaroun,"I reply.
Good-bye. See you tomorrow.

| head back to my room and finish my homework. n'ttook over what Tony's already
written. I'm sure it's fine.

| spend the rest of the evening in a televisiored&pr the first time in a long time, | don't
call Joni. And Joni doesn't call me.

This is how | know she knows | know.



Dangling Conversations

The next morning, | look for Noah and find Joniteed.
"We've got to talk,"” she says. | do not argue.

She pulls me into an empty classroom. History'atjigures — Eleanor Roosevelt,
Mahatma Gandhi, Homer Simpson—Ilook down at us fpasters on the walls.

"You saw us. Ted saw us."
It isn't a question, so | don't have to answer.

"What's going on?" | ask instead. Implied in thaestion is the bigger on&/hy didn't you
tell me?

"l wasn't expecting this to happen.”

"Which part? Falling for Chuck, or having to admtf®’
"Don't get hostile."

| sigh. Early signs of defensiveness are not good.

"Look," | say, "you know as well as | do what Chudikl after Infinite Darlene rejected him.
He trashed her locker and bad-mouthed her to tledengthool.”

"He was hurt."

"He was psycho, Joni." (I don't mean to say thatist comes out. A Friendian Slip.)

Joni shoots me the look | know so well — the saoo& she shot me when she dyed her hair
red in sixth grade and | unsuccessfully tried tet@nd it had come out well; the same look
she shot me when | tried to convince her (afteffiisebreak-up) that getting back together
with Ted wasn't the best idea; the same look sbersk when | confessed to her that | was
worried I'd never, ever find a boyfriend who loveé the same way | loved him. It's a look
that stops all conversation. It's a look that itssiéou're wrong.

We've been best friends too long to fight eachrodher this. We both know that.

"So have you talked to Ted?" | ask.

"l wanted to talk to you first."

| think she's doing the wrong thing. My intuitiandlear on this: Chuck is bad news. But |
know there's nothing I can do to convince her tange her mind. Not without proof.

"So are you, like, Chuckgirlfriend now?"



Joni groans. "Remains to be seen, okay? And howaare&loing with your Mystery Boy?"

"l have to find him again."

"You lost him?"

"Suppose so."

| say good-bye to Joni and head to Noah's lockegellnfinite Darlene and duck past her—
I'm sure by now she's heard about Joni and Chuek|'an sure she'll have loads to say about
it.

| also pass Seven and Eight in the halls, theidsiégsaned gently into each other, their words
impossible to overhear. Their real names are StaadrKate, but no one has called them that
for years. They started going out in second gradehaven't been apart since. They are the
one-percent of one-percent who meet early on anermeeed to find anybody else. There's

no way to explain it.

Noah is waiting by his locker. No—let me changéd.thie isstandingby his locker. There is
no sign in his posture or in his gaze that he igimgafor anybody.

"Hey," | say. | scan his features for a reactiourpise? Happiness? Anger?
| can't read him.

"Hey," he says back closing his locker.

"I'm sorry about yesterday,” | continue. "Did yoet gny note?"

He shakes his head. I'm a little thrown.

"Oh. | put a note | your locker. I tried to get derght after school, but ten thousand things
got in my way. | really wanted to be here."

He can't read me, either. The confusion is ondas.fHe doesn't know if I'm being since.
"Locker two-six-for, right?"
"Two-six-three."

Oops. | apologize on behalf of my pathetic memany then ask him what he did last night,
trying to ease things into a conversation.

"l painted some music. You?"

"Oh, | fought a fast fire." When | don't have angthinteresting to say, | usually y to make
up something interesting. Then | take one last ataounding impressive: "And | started
thinking about the Dowager Dance. I'm going to aech it.”

"What's the Dowser Dance?" he asks.



| forgot he's new to the school. He has no ideat \Wmatalking about.
For all he knows, leally do fight forest fires iryrfree time.

| start giving him answers, explaining away the [dger Dance and the organization fury of
Lyssa Ling. But instead of giving answers, | wanbe king him questions. What does he
mean by "paint some music"? I'm happy I'm here?sDmewant me to stop talking? Because
| keep talking and talking. | am telling him abadlé time Lyssa Ling tried to sell bagels with
fortunes baked inside them as a sixth-grad fungeraand how the shipment was switched
and we got the fortune bagels that were supposgd to a bachelor party, with XXX-rated
slips of paper inserted into the dough. It's a fustory, but somehow | am making it boring.

| can't stop in the middle, so | go on and on. Ndaésn't walk away or nod off, but he's
certainly not riding my tangent. I'm barely on iyself.

"Thank God | found you!"

It's not Noah saying this. It's Infinite Darlenght behind me.

"Am | interrupting?" she asks.

Now, I really like Infinite Darlene. But among atfly friends, she's usually the last |
introduce to new people. | have to prepare themmaBsge Infinite Darlene doesn't make the
best first impression. She seems very full of Hergéhich sheis. It's only after you get to
know her better that you realize that somehow shalsaged to encompass all her friends
within her own self-image, so that when she's gdiiti of herself, she's actually full of her
close friends, too.

There is no way | can expect Noah to understarsd thi

| try to send Infinite Darlene a look to let heroknshe's interrupting, without actually telling
her out loud.

It doesn't work.

"You must be that boy Paul likes," she says to Noah

| turn EImo red.

"And boy," Infinite Darlene continues, "you sure aute."”

The first time Infinite Darlene talked to me likag, | stuttered for days. Noah smiles and
takes it in stride.

"Now, are all the girls at this school as nice ag?®" he asks. "If so, I'm definitely going to
like it here."

He looks right at her as he says it. And | cantket even Infinite Darlene is a little taken
aback, because it's clear he's seeing her jusieasants to be seen. So few people do that.



With two sentences, he's managed to win over myt prdical friend.

| am in awe.

| am also mortified by Infinite Darlene's declaoatiof my liking. Sure, I'm about as smooth
as a camel's back . . . but | was still trying io0 im over with my own sweet plan (whatever
that might be).

Of course, Infinite Darlene will only let a beasiao long before stepping in again.

"Is this awful, vile rumor | hear actually true?eBk it to me gently."

"Do you mind if | derail for a second?" | ask No#éten quickly. add, "Please stay."

"No problem," he says.

That settled, | face Infinite Darlene. In heelss sheasily six inches taller than me. In an
effort to break it to her gently, | talk to her ghi

"It appears that Joni has started something with—"

"Stop!" Infinite Darlene interrupts, stepping bakd holding up her hand. "I can't take any
more. Why, PaulwWhy?"

"l don't know."
| am not about to argue with a football captain vilas long fingernails.

"Haven't | taught heanything?"Infinite Darlene is clearly exasperated. "I meakndwshe
has bad taste. But this is like licking the bottohyour stiletto.”

Clearly, Infinite Darlene still feels some hostiltoward Chuck.

"l have to find that girl and talk some sense imo," she concludes. | put up a show of trying
to dissuade her, but we both know there's no wayding to stop her. She leaves in a huff.

"Friend of yours?" Noah asks, eyebrow raised.
| nod.

"I'll bet she's always like that."

| nod again.

"| feel very calm in comparison.”

"We all do," | assure him. "This is the kind of fftiwas dealing with yesterday when |
should've been here."

"Does this happen often?"



"Not this specific thing, but there's usually sohieg like it."

"Do you think you could escape the crisis for a fesurs this afternoon?”
Since Infinite Darlene blew my cover so thoroughlgiecide to take a risk.
"You're not asking me just because | like you?"

He smiles. "The thought never crossed my mind."

We don't say any more than that. | mean, we sag$hi-we make plans and all. But the
subject of us is dropped back into signals andifang

We make plans for after school.

I'm going to help him paint some music.



Painting Music

Noah's house is in a different part of town thanenbut the neighborhood looks just the
same. Each house has a huge welcome mat of laiwrg $it front of it, bordered by a
driveway on one side and a hedge on the othenolild be boringly predictable, but it's not
really. The houses are personalized— a blush @gems around the front stoop, a pair of
shutters painted to echo the blue sky. In Noahd, yhe hedges have been made into the
shape of lightbulbs—the legacy of the former owhah tells me.

He lives close to the high school, so we walk thiediy cross-hatched roads together. He
asks me how long I've lived in town, and | tell hixe lived here my whole life.

"What's that like?" he asks.

"l don't really have anything to compare it togaly after a moment's thought. "This is all |
know."

Noah explains that his family has moved four tinmethe last ten years. This is meant to be
the final stop—now his parents travel everywherebigsiness instead of making the family
move to the nearest headquarter city.

"I'm so dislocated," Noah confesses.

"You're here now," | tell him.

If my family were to move (honestly, | can't imagiit, but I'm stating it here for the sake of
argument), | think it would take us about threergda unpack all of our boxes. Noah's
family, however, has put everything in its places Walk through the front door and I'm
amazed at how immaculate everything is. The furaihas settled into its new home; the
only thing the house lacks is clutter. We walk itfte living room—and it's one of those
living rooms that look like nobody ever lives ireth.

We head to the kitchen for a snack. Noah's sistsitting alert at the corner table, like a
parent waiting up late at night for a kid to conuerte.

"You're late," she says. "You missed Mom's call."”

She must be in eighth grade — maybe seventh. Sldeeough to wear make-up, but she
hasn't figured out yet how to wear it well.

"Is she going to call back?" Noah asks.
"Maybe." End of conversation.

Noah reaches out for the mail on the table, siftimgugh the catalogs and bulk mail for
something worthwhile.

"Paul, this is my sister, Claudia," he says asdpamates the recyclable from the
nonrecyclable. "Claudia, this is Paul.”



"Nice to meet you," | say.

"Nice to meet you, too. Don't hurt him like Pitddokay?"

Noah's annoyed now. "Claudia, go to your room,$&s, giving up on the mail.
"You're not the boss of me."

"l can't believe you just said that. What are ygix,years old?"

"Excuse me, but aren't you the one who just sadd&3/our room'? And by the way, Pitt
wrecked you. Or have you forgotten?"

It's clear Noah hasn't forgotten. And neither, ¢o ¢redit, has Claudia.
Satisfied by this turn of conversation, Claudiapdrthe subject.

"l just made a smoothie pitcher," she tells ushaesgets up from the table. "You can have
some, but leave at least half."

Once she's out of the room, Noah asks me if | laditde sister. | tell him | have an older
brother, which isn't really the same thing.

"Different methods of beating you up,” Noah says.
| nod.

After drinking some of Claudia's mango-cherry-viendoncoction, Noah leads me up the
back stairs to his room.

Before we reach his door, he says, "I hope yout daind whimsy."
In truth, I'd never given whimsy much thought befor
Then | see his room and | know exactly what he rmean

| don't know where to begin, both in looking aaitd describing it. The ceiling is a swirl of
just about any color you'd care to imagine. Bdioésn't seem like it was painted with
different colors — it looks like it appeared at enas a whole. One wall is covered with
Matchbox cars glued in different directions, wittoan and roads drawn in the background.
His music collection hangs on a swing from theiegijlhis stereo is elevated on a pedestal of
postcards from absurd places — Botswana, the Kaisasnternational Airport, an Elvis
convention. His books are kept on freestandingvelsdhung at different angles on a sea-
green wall. They defy gravity, as good books sholid bed is in the middle of the room,

but can be rolled effortlessly into any corner. Wisdowshades are made from old
bubblegum wrappers, arranged into a design.

"You did all this in two months?" | ask. It has ¢éskme fifteen years to decorate my room,
and it isn't nearly as intricate or . . . whimsidal like it to be.



Noah nods. "Since | don't know many people hegeess | had time."

He goes to the stereo and hits a few buttons. Hieslittle nervously.

"This is very cool,” | assure him. "It's a very tomom. Mine isn't nearly as cool.”

"l doubt that," he says.

It's not that the weirdness of the moment doesiikiesme. | realize that the two of us don't
really know each other. And at the same time, the¢hat comforting, unattributable vibe
we're both feeling, which intuitively tells us thaé shouldget to know each other. By
showing me his room, he's giving me a glimpse sfsoul. | am nervous about giving in
return.

In the middle of the book-angled wall is a veryroar door— it can't be more than two feet
wide. "This way," Noah says, guiding me towardHi¢& opens it up, revealing a guard of
shirts. Then he disappears inside.

| follow. The door closes behind me. There is gl

We push through the closet, which is unusually dBegause it's so narrow, Noah's clothes
are hung in layers. | push through the hangeredofdws shirts and find myself folded
between two dangling sweaters.

"Are we going to Narnia?" | ask.

| squeeze to a crawl to follow him through a veké-lpassage. Then his legs stretch up—he's
standing in a new passage, pulling himself up & tagder, up toward a trap door. By my

reckoning, we're headed into a corner of the &iitt.| can't be sure.

As the trap door is raised, light streams down £ am surrounded by brick. | am in the
middle of an old chimney.

At the top of the rope ladder is a white room. Bhisrone window, one cabinet, and two
speakers. An easel stands in the middle of the y@oth a blank square of waiting paper.

"This is where | paint,” Noah says as he sets sgecand easel. Nobody else is allowed up
here. My parents promised me that when we moved.r&¥oeally the first person to see it."

The floor is paint-splattered—trails of color, spof shape.

Even the white walls have hints of vermilion, azumed gold. Noah doesn't seem to mind.

| am a little worried, since the last time | paohtbere were numbers on the paper telling me
which colors to use. | am an ace doodler, but fatten that my artistic repertoire is quite

limited.

"Jesus died for our sins,"” Noah says solemnly.



"What?!?" | reply, choking back my thoughts.

"l was just seeing if you were listening. Your fagent far away for a second.”

"Well, I'm back now."

"Good." He hands me a vase of brushes and an leetcay of paints. "Now we can start.”
"Walit!" | protest. "l don't know what to do."

He smiles. "Just listen to the music and paintldwothe sound. Don't think about rules.
Don't worry about getting it perfect. Just let #omg carry you."

"But what about instructions?"

"There are no other instructions."

He walks over to the speakers and plugs them i@aviall. The music begins, drifting into
the room like a perfumed scent. A piano tinklegizz cadences. A trumpet chimes in. And
then the voice— this wonderful voice—begins to croo

"There's a somebody I'm longing to see."

"Who is this?" | ask.

"Chet Baker."

He's marvelous.

"Don't get lost in the words," Noah says, readgamt. "Follow the sounds.”

At first I don't know what this means. | dip my Bhuinto a velvety purple. | raise it to the
canvas and listen to the music. Chet Baker's vieisewuous, floaty. | touch the brush to the
paper and try to make it soar in time with the sdrsgvoop it down, then up again. | am not
painting a shape. | am painting the tune.

The song continues. | wash my brush and try diffecelors. The sunflower yellow settles in
patches, while the tomato red flirts over the linépurple. Another song begins. | reach for a
blue the color of oceans.

"...I'm so lucky to be the one you run to see. .. ."

| close my eyes and add the blue to my paintingeMhopen my eyes, | look over to Noah
and see he's been glancing at me. | think he kihowderstand.

Another song. | am now able to see things in mytpag—the hint of a wing, the undertow
of a tide.

Noah surprises me by speaking.



"Have you always known?" he asks. | know immedyatdiat he's talking about.

"Pretty much so, yeah," | answer. "You?"

He nods, eyes still on the canvas, his brush a widnkue.

"Has it been easy for you?"

"Yes," | tell him, because it's the truth.

"It hasn't always been easy for me," he says, shaga no more.

| stop painting and watch him for a moment. Heasaentrating on the music now, moving
his brush in an arc. He is completely in tune whih trumpet that solos above the beat. His
mood reflects indigo. Is it heartbreak that makies $ad (I remember his sister's comment in
the kitchen), or is it something else?

He senses my stillness and turns to me. Therangting in his expression the moment
before he speaks — | cannot tell whether H s valpiéty or doubt. Is he unsure about
himself or unsure about me?

"Let me see what you've done," he says.

| shake my head. "Not 'til the song is over."

But when the song is over, I'm still not satisfied.

"It doesn't look right,” | tell him as the next gpbegins.

"Let's see," he says. Part of me wants to blockieis, blot out what I've created. But | let
him see anyway.

He stands next to me, looking at the music I'vateai. When he speaks, Chet Baker's horn
highlights his words.

"This is splendid,” he says.

He is so close to me. All | can feel is his presericis in the air surrounding us, the music
surrounding us, and all my thoughts.

| am still holding the paintbrush. He reaches fgrimand and lifts it gently.
"Here," he whispers, guiding me across the papaxihg an auburn trail.
"It's only twilight, | watch 'til the star break&rough. . . ."

The brush covers its distance. We both know whendts. Our hands lower together, still
holding on.

We do not let go.



We stand there looking. His hand over mine. Ouattieg.
We leave everything unsaid.

The song ends. Another begins. This one is a bfagbbeat.
"Let's get lost. . . ."

Our hands separate. | turn to him. He smiles arlksa@ack to his easel, taking up his brush.
| follow him to peek over his shoulder.

| am floored.

His painting is not an abstraction. He has onlydus®e color, a near-black green. The
woman in the painting is dancing with her eyes@tbsShe is all that he's drawn, but all you
need is her figure to know what is going on. Shenis dance floor, and she is dancing alone.
"Wow," | murmur.

He bashfully turns away. "Let's finish," he says.

So | head back to my own easel, stepping on th&swdrmpaint | have already left on the

floor. We lose ourselves to the songs once moren&tpoint, he briefly sings along. | do not
stop to listen, but instead work it into my canvdy.flights of color are meeting his dancer
somewhere in the middle of the room. We do not neegbeak to be aware of each other's

presence.

We stay this way until twilight colors the windowdthe hour calls me home.



Chuck Waggin

"So did you kiss him?" Joni asks first thing. lveetakes her very long to get to the point.
She's going to ask all the questions about Noah'thanot going to ask about Chuck. Now, |
am not one to kiss and tell, but Joni's heard abweity single boy I've ever kissed.
Sometimes I've told her two minutes after the fatiter times it's come up years later, as my
way of proving she doesn't knaverythingabout me. From my first spin-the-bottle kiss with
Cody to the final, conflicted kiss-off kiss with Ky Joni's been the one I've shared the stories
with. So it comes as no surprise to have her questie now, on the phone, fifteen minutes
after I've'come home from Noah's.

"That's none of your business," | say.

"Is that a 'none of your business' yes, or a 'dry@ur business' no?"

"l don't want to tell you."

"So its no."

| don't know how to explain it to her. It's not thalidn't want to kiss Noah. And | think he
wanted to kiss me. But we left the moment to sieimstead. The promise of a kiss will carry

us forward.

Since | don't say anything more, Joni lets theesttlgrop. Much to my surprise, she picks up
the subject of Kyle instead.

"Has Kyle spoken to you?" she asks, in a way thaktas it clear that Kyle has spokerhtr.
"Does saying hi in the halls count?"

"Well, it's a step.”

Joni always liked Kyle. She liked his confusiors hioundedness, his bafflement. . . the same
things | liked about him, as well as his naturarch and his sincerity. When these things
turned against me, | think Joni was almost as émittwas. She'd trusted him with me. He let
both of us down.

The thing is, Joni got over it easier than | diguess hurt is essentially a firsthand emotion.
When Kyle started talking the straight-and-narreiae was willing to believe him. Sure, he'd
started dating girls—but those relationships raladyed longer than a PSAT prep course.
After they broke up, they never stayed friends.

"l think he wants to talk to you.Knowhe wants to talk to you."

"What could he possibly want to talk about?"

"I think he feels bad," Joni tells me.



| wonder whafeeling badmeans in this particular situation. | can't imagt'eethe same
feeling badas when you lend your boyfriend your favorite ultcanfortable sweater and then
find him wearing it as he says that the only fegle can muster toward you is annoyance,
and then wearing it again a week later as he wadks you in the halls, pretending you don't
exist as he flirts with the one girl who had beé@arehim the whole time you'd been going
out. It can't be the sanfieeling badas knowing that the sweater— the sweater you looked
best in, the sweater you felt best in, the sweatarnow fear he'll be wearing when you see
him in between classes — is sitting at the bottém doset, where he doesn't give a damn
about it, or has been given away to some otheopéie's pretended to love.

Perhaps | need to polish my vindictive streak,llmldn't want him to feel that bad. Because
I've seen him — I've seen the loneliness behin@yes, the way he'll stop in the halls unsure
of where to make the next step.

Since he made me feel invisible, | spent month&iwgshe'd disappear. Now it feels like I've
gotten half my wish. His spirit has gone. His boesains.

"How's he doing?" | ask Joni, despite my bettetimncss.
"I don't know if he's happy. But he's got a cat.”

"A cat?" As far as | know, Kyle hates animals.

"He took in a stray."

"How ironic," | say, even though | know Kyle is ookthe few people in our school who
doesn't do irony on a breathing basis.

"Chuck has a cat, too," Joni volunteers.

Which is, of course, her way of saying she wantsltoabout Chuck.

| brace myself.

"He'sreally not that bad," she says.

"Who? Kyle?" I'm not going to make this easy. Thaty right as her best friend.
"No, Chuck. I really like him."

"I'm sure if | spent more time with him, I'd getknow him better," | say, choosing my words
very carefully.

"And I'm sure I'll like Noah," Joni replies.

| freeze for a moment, afraid she'll propose a tkodhte. Instead she says that she, Chuck,
and | should head out to lunch together tomorrow.

Because she's my best friend, | say yes.



Only seniors are allowed to leave campus for lubcilh that doesn't stop the rest of us from
going out anyway. Our principal's wife owns the stbp down the street, and | think she'd
be out of business in a second without the supgarafeteria-fleeing sophomores and
juniors. The seniors can manage to drive somewbedter, but the underclassmen basically
have two walking-distance choices.

Whenever | go out, | skip the sub shop and hedled/eggie D's on the other side of the
street. The Veggie D's used to be your usual pseckslaughterhouse fast-food joint, but a
few years ago a bunch of vegetarians launched eotttognd soon the chain lost its link. A
local food co-op took over the building, keepingthé fixtures intact. They even made the
workers keep the uniforms, only with a leaf pinmdtere the corporate logo used to be.

Since Joni can drive, we could conceivably go sohee else. But | want to be within
departure range this time, just in case Chuck mailegant to go away.

What | really want to do is, of course, spend asmtime as | can with Noah. This is sudden
and unusual for me, but I decide to ride it. | wianknow more. | tell him this when | see him
at his locker before first period. He tells me twworry about lunch—we have a whole
weekend coming up, and all the time it offers. Withsaying a word, we arrange to pass
notes between each class. Between first and sea@naheet at my locker. Between second
and third, we head to his. And so on. Reading abmuboredom in math class, or the dream
he had last night about penguins, or his mom's @leaii from some indistinguishable airport
lounge, | begin to learn about him in the firstqmer. | try to write back in the same way,
giving a little clue to myself in every sentencer Rim, | recall my grandmother's smile, the
time Jay and | dressed as each other for HalloWms@me of the neighbors got it), Mrs.
Benchly's words on my kindergarten evaluation.alf ¥ery random, but that's what my
thoughts are like. | can tell from Noah's noted tha@ have a compatible randomness.

I've told Joni to meet me (with Chuck) in frontraf/ locker. In retrospect, this is a stupid,
stupid decision. Because as soon as they showfiipité Darlene walks past, clicking her
tongue and swishing away. Then, even worse, askCnat | are nodding hey, Ted appears
behind him. He stops for a second and takes a lpodédat what we're doing. He, too, walks
away irate, betrayed. | feel like a dust mite. Arstill have to get through lunch.

Chuck is a short guy but he works out a lot, sa essult he's built like a fire hydrant. Most
of the time he acts like a fire hydrant, too. Casedion is not his strong suit. In fact, I'm not
sure it's a suit he owns.

So it's Joni and | who chat the whole way to Vedgje | doubt Chuck is very happy about
our destination—he strikes me as a carnivore—butdesn't really protest. | find myself
liking him okay when his mouth is shut.

After Joni orders a VegHummus and a six-piece M#g-Nuggets, Chuck and | both opt for
the Double Lentil Tempeh Burger with a side ordries. | get a smoothie, but Chuck goes
for a VegCola.

"I don't like fruit," he explains. "No offense."

Only his "no offense" offends me.



But because he's my best friend's new boyfrietet, it slide.
(For now.)

Eating makes Chuck talk more. He and Joni arengiticross from me, holding hands while
they chew. They are exactly the same height.

Since Chuck's a sporting guy, | think it's only fdiat | keep score of his conversation.

"So | hear you're planning that dance?" he sayge (points: He's showing an interest in me
instead of prattling on about himself.)

"Well," | reply, "Lyssa Ling's planning it. I'm mely the architect.”

"Whatever." (Minus two points.) "If you want to stkein a keg, my dad knows a supplier and
| can probably get you one cheap."” (Plus threetpdor helpfulness, minus two for
inappropriateness.)

"Chuck's dad has the biggest liquor collection éver seen," Joni chimes in.

"But he doesn't drink any," Chuck continues. "Hst jikes the bottles.” (Plus three for an
interesting father.) "How lame is that?" (Minus ifdar not realizing it.)

"How's football going this year?" | ask.

Chuck's eyes light up. (Joni would be lucky if thention of her name ever got such a
response.) "l think we really have a chance to &tla¢e. Watchung is weak, and South
Orange's best player graduated last year. Livimystoest player is on the verge of
indictment, and Hanover hasn't fielded a decemhteiace their coach was a player.
Caldwell's the one to watch, but | feel like we Icbiake them if we keep our guard up. Our
practices have beew rockinlately. We're tight, you know. Real tight." (Tenits for
passion. So what if it's football he's talking abeif you can be so engaged and excited by
the thing you do, you get points.)

"The only problem," Chuck continues, "is our goddaguarterback. He's totally psycho."

Minus twenty points. Chuck knows I'm friends witffihite Darlene. So why is he slamming
her? Doesn't he know any better?

He goes on. "He's more worried about breaking ails than throwing the pigskin.” (At the
sound of the worgigskin,half the Veggie D's customers turn around and gs/a nasty
look.) "He should just enter the beauty contesttesd of heading onto the gridiron, if you
know what | mean."

Oh, I know what he means. He mednsad a crush on the quarterback and she didn'ehav
a crush back, so now I'm going to bad-mouth hesesircan't undo the crush | once had.
can see right through every word he's said, bedatswitnessed Infinite Darlene on the
football field. When she is on the hundred yardig, is all business. She will break her nails
and blotch her mascara and sweat and grunt ane stmalvdo whatever it takes to get to the



end zone. She is all precision, no distractioa.ptbbably what attracted Chuck in the first
place.

| stop keeping score, because in my book, Chutiéady lost the game. | look over to Joni
for confirmation . . . but she just smiles at ms.i o saylsn't he cute?

Chuck asked me about movies, because Joni mustdigvem | like movies. But he only
asks me about the movies he's seen, so he cahigiga/n opinion. Opinions like "That
helicopter chase was intense" and "She can't atgHe sure is a babe." | look over at Joni
again.

She's nodding along.

She's not saying much.

She hold his hand and looks happy.

Part of me wants to scream and part of me wartutgh, both

| for the same reason: This is an impossible sanafioni doesn't need my approval, but she
wants it, in the same way that | would want herst iBl approve, I'm lying. And if | don't,

I'll be shutting myself out of a major part of hiée.

"I really liked that article you wrote for the papbout the hate crimes law," Chuck is now
saying. Does he realize he's lost me? Is he ttgign me back? That effort alone would
count for something, if not a lot.

| usually think our thirty-four-minute lunch periasitoo short. Now | feet just right. We

sort and throw out our garbage, then head backhod. Since it's Friday, we talk about our
weekend plans. For some reason, | decide not téiomeloah. In contrast, every plan Joni
and Chuck mention starts with the wavd. Usually Joni and | would plan a point to connect
over the weekend. This time, neither of us makasrtiove.

| notice this. | wonder if she does, too.

In between sixth and seventh periods, before ageite from Noah, Ted comes right up to
me and calls me a traitor. Now, I've never felt aliggiance to Ted before. In fact, | was
usually a big fan when Joni decided to dump hint.tBday it feels different. Todaydo feel
like a traitor though maybe the old Joni is the tbve betrayed.

"You're taking sides," Ted spits out at me.

“I'm not," | try to convince him. "And | thought yosaid you didn't care."”

"I don't. But I didn't think you'd be supportingrtstupid decision, Gay Boy. | thought you
had some sense."

| can't tell him | agree, because then word witl lgggck to Joni and she'll know how | really
feel. So | stand there and take his wave of arigeake it clear | don't know what to do.



He stares me down for a second, says "Fine," teadoff to his next class.

| wonder if it's possible to start a new relatiapshithout hurting someone else. | wonder if
it's possible to have happiness without it beingoaiheone else's expense.

Then | see Noah coming over to me with a note fbideghe shape of a crane.
And | think, yes, it's possible.

| think I can fall for him without hurting anybody.



A Walk in the Park

Our plan for Saturday is to not have a plan foukty. This un-eases me a little, since I'm a
pretty big fan of plans. But for Noah, I'm willirig try a planless day out.

He's going to come by my house at noon. I'm tofady with this—until | realize it means
he'll be meeting my family.

Now, don't get me wrong—I like my family. While maof my friends' parents have been
arguing, divorcing, and custody-sharing, my paréatge been planning family vacations and
setting the table for family dinners. They're usupfetty good about meeting my boyfriends,
although I think they're always a little confusdxbat who's my boyfriend and who is just a
friend who happens to be a boy. (It took them gtmmonths to catch on that Tony and |
weren't a thing.)

No, my fear isn't that my parents are going to pNebh out the door with a cattle prod.
Instead, I'm afraid they'll be too friendly and gisoo much of me away before | can reveal it.
As a precaution, I lock all the family photo albuims drawer and decide to tell them Noah
is "a new friend" without specifying anything elSay, who (like any older brother) loves to
see me squirm, is the big wild card—he's off ahigipractice, but there's no telling when
he'll come home.

| clean my room thoroughly, then mess it up aditib it won't look so clean. | worry that it's
not whimsical enough. Instead, it's the museumyfumnole life, from my Snoopys with

their wardrobes to the mirror ball my parents getwhen | graduated from fifth grade to the
Wilde books still open-winged on my floor from lageek's English report.

This is my life, | think. | am an accumulation djjects.

The doorbell rings precisely at noon, as if it watiached to a grandfather clock.

Noabh is right on time. And he's brought me flowers.

| want to cry. T am such a sap, but right now Isovhappy. Hyacinth and jacaranda and a
dozen other flowers that | cannot begin to namealphabet of flowers. He is giving them to
me, smiling and saying hi, reaching out and puttivegn in my hand. His shirt shimmers a
little in the sunlight. His hair is as unkempt &gl He teeters a little on the front step,
waiting to be invited in.

| lean forward and kiss him. The flowers crush kestwour shirts. | touch his lips, | breathe
him in. | close my eyes, | open them. He is sugatjd can tell. | am surprised, too. He kisses
me back with a kiss like a smile.

It's very nice.

Actually, it's wonderful.

"Hello," | say.



"Hello," Noah says back.
| hear footsteps coming down from upstairs. My ptee

"Come in," | say. | hold the flowers in one hand awing my other hand behind me. Noah
takes it as he walks through the door.

"Hello there," my parents say together as theyhrélae bottom of the stairs. In one glance
they see the flowers, and me and Noah holding hardsy can immediately figure out that
Noah is more than just a new friend.

| don't care.

My mother instinctively looks at Noah's teeth ashgs, "It's a pleasure to meet you." | can't
really blame her: she's a dentist, and she calp'tdweng it. The biggest fight we ever had

was when | refused to get braces. | wouldn't eymmany mouth to let the orthodontist see

my teeth. He "threatened to put the braces on wsed mouth, and as far as | was concerned,
that was that. | won't be bullied into anythingddrnave the crooked teeth to prove it. My
mother is constantly mortified by this, althougle'simice enough not to mention it anymore.

Because | am my mother's son, | noticed right atlvayyNoah's bottom front teeth overlap a
little. Because | am nantirelymy mother's son, | find this flaw to be beautiful.

"It's a pleasure to-meet you," my father tells Ngaltting his hand out to shake. Noah and |
disengage so he can make a good impression. Mgrfats, | believe, the perfect handshake,
neither fish nor fist. The handshake is his greaiatizer—by the time he pulls his hand back,
you feel you're right on his level. He's honed tredt in his years as the director of
philanthropy at Puffy Soft, a national toiletridsam. His job is to take a portion of the profits
that come from selling TP and give the money awayiderfunded school programs. He is a
walking example of why our country is such a steaagd unbelievable place.

Noah is checking out our living room, and | am igetia look through his eyes. | realize how
strange the wallpaper print is, and how all thiopis from the couch are in a pile on the floor,
betraying the fact that someone (probably my fatjust had a lie-down.

"Do you guys want pancakes?" my mother asks.

"My family believes breakfast can be served atmegal,” | explain to Noah.

“I'm all for it," he says. "I mean, if you want ‘to.

"Do you?" | ask.

"If you do."

"Are you sure?"

"Are you?"



"I'l make the pancakes," my mother interjects. tMyuys have about ten minutes to decide if
you want to eat them."

She heads into the kitchen. My father points toflihneers.
"You should put those in water," he says. "Thelguely."

Noah blushes. | blush. But | don't move. I'm notstiNoah is ready to be alone with my
father yet. Still, if | say that, I'll offend bothf them. So | head for the nearest vase.

It's not until I'm alone — it's not until I'm givensensory pause—that the full enormity of
what's happened hits me. Two minutes ago, | wasrigdNoah and he was kissing me back.
Now he's in the living room with my father. The bigyst kissed is talking to my father. The
boy | want to kiss again is waiting for my motherserve pancakes.

| must fight the urge to freak.

| find an oldDallasthermos and put the flowers inside. Their color ptaments Charlene
Tilton's eyes nicely. The thermos is a relic frdra early years of my parents' everlasting
courtship.

Now that the flowers are in place, I'm feelingtddibetter. Then | hear my father's voice
from the other room.

"Look at how big his thighs are here!"
Oh, no. The photo shrine. How could | have forgutte

Sure enough, I walk in and find Noah framed by fanthe story of my transformation from
pudgy to gawky to awkward to lanky to awkward agaihin the space of fifteen years.

Luckily, the thighs in question are on my six-macotl self.
"Pancakes are almost ready!" my mother calls.

We head to the kitchen. My father takes the lead,get to hang back a moment with Noabh.
He looks perfectly amused.

"Do you mind?" | ask.
"I'm having fun," he assures me.

| know that other peoples families are always naneising than your own. But I'm not used
to my family being the other person's family.

"States or countries?" my father asks as we rdackitchen.

"You tell me," my mother replies.



| have no idea why I'm surprised by this. It mustiNpah's presence that makes me expect
normal from my parents, even when | know this relsathe case. Whenever my mom makes
pancakes, they are usually the shape of statesuntrees. It's how | learned geography. If
this seems a little bizarre, let me emphasize keleam not talking about blobs of batter that
look like California when you squint. No, I'm tatlg coastlines and mountain ranges and lit-
tle star imprints where .the capital should be.&&se my mom drills teeth for a living, she is
very, very precise. She can draw a straight linbauit a ruler and fold a napkin in perfect
symmetry. In this regard, | am nothing at all Ihker. Most of the time, | feel like a perpetual
smudge. My lines all curve. | tend to connect tlieng dots.

(Joni tells me this isn't true, that | say I'm ausiye because | can see my mother's precision
growing inside of me. But let me tell you—I couldvwer make two separate pancakes that fit
together the way my mother's Texas and Oklahoma do.

My parents steal glimpses of Noah. He steals glespd them. | watch them all openly, and
nobody seems to mind.

"How long have you been living in town?" my fatlaesks, perfectly conversational.
Just then, my brother busts into the room, leawit@il of tennis sweat.

"Who are you?" Jay asks, pouring a little syrugMinnesota before lifting the whole thing
into his mouth.

"Noah." | like that he doesn't explain any furthemd that he resists saying "It's nice to meet
you" until he figures out whether such a stateneetrue.

"Another gay boy?" my brother says to me, thensigklan, why can't you ever bring home
a really cute sophomore girl to fall desperateliove with me? Do yohaveany cute
girlfriends? Dogface doesn't count.” (He and Jawwagy back; she calls him Dungbrain.)

Before | can say anything, Noah steps in. "l was@to set you up with my sister,” he says,
"but you just blew your chance.”

Jay stops chewing and pauses before making a gra&fykansas. "Is she hot?" he asks.
"Your sister?"

"She's malaria hot,"” Noah tells him. "Isn't thathti, Paul?"

"l had to look twice when | saw her,"” | chime iAdd | don't even like girls that way."

Jay nods in approval. My mother swats his hand wispatula as he goes to stick his finger
in the leftover batter. My father looks at us batlondering how he can have two sons who
make him feel so midway.

Finally, Jay starts to talk about practice, andiNaad | get our share of the edible nation.
My mom asks us if we want more ("'l can do provindegou'd like"), but we both take a

pass.

We're ready to leave the house.



"I'd like to meet her!" my brother shouts out asivead for the door (after thanking my mom
profusely). It takes me a second to realize hikstpabout Noah's sister.

We have a laugh about that as we bound down my [ai..
"Where now?" we ask each other at the same time.

Both of us hesitate, not wanting to be the firshhswer.
Finally, we can't take it.

"The park," we say at the same time.

Which is very cool.

We hold hands as we walk through town. If anybootyces, nobody cares. | know we all

like to think of the heart as the center of theyhdulit at this moment, every conscious part of
me is in the hand that he holds. It is through Hzatd, that feeling, that | experience
everything else. The only things | notice aroundareethe good things—the mesmerizing
tunes spilling out from the open door of the recstate; the older man and the even older
woman sitting on a park bench, sharing a blinte;gbven-year-old leaping from sidewalk
square to sidewalk square, teetering and shiforaybid stepping on a crack.

As if by agreement, although we haven't made a, plarhead for the paddleboat pavilion. A
lone duck greets our arrival. To our right, thetspanks swoosh-ride on a ramp made of
hemp, speeding to queercore thrash and the souhdiobwn bodies merging with the wind.
To our left, a posse of Joy Scouts takes guitaoles from a retired monk. (We used to have
a troop of Boy Scouts, but when the Boy Scoutsd#gtgays had no place in their ranks, our
Scouts decided the organization had no place itovum; they changed their name and
continued on.)

The pond's surface is like a wrinkled blue shiithvemall buoy-buttons marking the distance
of water. The paddleboat wrangler has named thes ladir his seven daughters. From the
time | was little, I've always chosen Trixie, besawshe's orange and has the funniest name.
This time the paddleboat wrangler lifts his eyebaiwne because | go along when Noah
chooses the light green Adaline. | like the ide&otibwing his whims. 1 like the idea of

going with him into a boat I've never been in befdrrixie has seen me with Joni and Kyle,
other friends and other guys; she has also segradaie alone for hours, trying to sort out
my problems by leaving a wake. Adaline doesn't kiaoy of my secrets.

Noah and | start to talk about our favorite bookd aur favorite paintings — sharing our
Indicators, hoping the other person will apprectam as much. | know this is a normal
early-date thing to do, but it's still unusual te;mince I've lived in the same ; town my
whole life, I'm used to dating people | already knwell.

There are always smaller mysteries to unravel) btten have the general picture right in my
mind when the dating begins. Noah, however, igegtnew to me. And | am entirely new to
him. It would be so easy to lie—to make my favaritee same as his, or to pick more
impressive choices. And yet | tell the truth. | wéns all to be the truth.



The paddling pond isn't very large. We interseat itonstantly different angles. We shift
direction like we shift conversation — in slow, ebnatural ways.

"I don't do this very often," Noah says to me. "Yaww, go out."

"Neither do I," | assure him. It's mostly true haltigh not quite as true as what he's said to me.
"It's been a while."

"What happened?" | ask, because | sense he warns asé.

But maybe I've sensed wrong. He stops paddling &econd and his looks dark-cloud on me.
"You don't have to tell me,” | say quietly.

He shakes his head. "No . . . it's okay. It's dnh@se things that you don't want to come up,
but you know it has to come up, and then whenéisdmu hope that once you've talked
about it, it won't be that important anymore. ig€ally not a very interesting story. | liked this
guy a lot. And | thought he liked me a lot, butrath he didn't really like me at all. He was
my first boyfriend, and | made him my everything—kas my new life, my new love, my
new compass point. | guess that's the danger wattsfyou lose all sense of proportion. So
| made a fool of myself, even though | didn't realit at the time. | was stevotedo him."

His "devoted" is italicized by sarcasm, underlimgchurt. "And he didn't really care. He was
a year older than me, and for a while | used tharaexcuse for not knowing he was
cheating on me with roughly half his grade. | thiotuigcould see him so well. But | didn't see
him at all, really. And he didn't even try to see.m

"Finally, he told me. And the really screwed-umthis, when he told me, it was one of the
most caring things he'd ever done for me—at leaatwhile. | guess he got a ninth-inning
conscience. He told me | was great, and that bedawas great there were some things |
needed to know. And of course | wondered for moafterwards why, if | was so great, he
had to go play on me. | felt so destroyed. Morathshould have—nbut | only realize that
now. It was so unfair. It was smkind.

"l was still getting over it when my parents decide move. In a lot of ways, | was relieved.
| couldn't stand seeing him in the halls. He was ¢bnstant, living reminder of my biggest
mistake."

| nod, and sift through my noticings. | notice thidah hasn't mentioned this boy by name
(even though I'm sure it's Pitt, the one Noahtsimentioned before). | notice that Noah has
been facing me the whole time instead of lookintheowater or in the direction we're
paddling; he is not just telling this story—he igigg it to me. | notice the hope and
expectation in his eyes, the desire to have meratad®l exactly what he's saying. Which |
do, to some extent. It reminds me of my time witiek without really being the story of me
and Kyle. Kyle was certainly unfair, and he wadaiaty unkind, but his intentions were
more confused, less deliberate. Or so | like tokthi

| tell Noah a little about Kyle—how could | not? and about some of the other disastrous
dates I've had. More the funny stories than theqmhones. The blind date with the boy in



seventh grade who tucked his shirt into his undanaed his pants into his socks, just to be
"more secure.” The boy at sleep-away camp who giyghenever | used an adverb. The
Finnish exchange student who wanted me to pretebd Molly Ringwald whenever we
went out.

There is an unspoken recognition as we share gteses—we can talk about the bad dates
and bad boyfriends because this is not a bad datkwe will not be bad boyfriends. We
forget the fact that many of our earlier relatiapsidefinitely with Kyle, probably with Pitt)
started in the same way. We pencil-sketch our previife so we can contrast it to the
Technicolor of the moment.

This is how we proclaim a beginning.

We talk about school and we talk about the othés ki town. | talk about my brother and he
talks about his sister. After a while, our legs ge¢ting tired and we're running out of new
angles to cross the pond. So we stop paddlingetraltselves drift. We push our legs
forward and slump in the seats. | put my arm ardusdghoulders and he puts his arm around
mine. We close our eyes and feel the sun glow oriames. | open my eyes first and study
the curve of his jaw, the smoothness of his chedblkesrtandom arrangement of his hair. |
imprint him with my shadow as | lean in closeridskhim once, but it lasts a long time.

This, too, is how we proclaim a beginning.

The sun starts to dip lower, and we return to ckitle. We make our way to the paddleboat
pavilion, where the paddleboat wrangler gives uagproving nod for bringing Adaline
safely home.

As we cross back through the park we see more peopstly regulars. The Old Queen sits
at his bench, reminiscing about Broadway in the0892Zwo benches away, the Young Punk
shouts loudly about Sid and Nancy and the birtteweblt. They rarely find themselves
without a willing audience, but when the foot tr@lows, the Old Queen and the Young
Punk sit together and share memories of eventhtgiened long before they were born.

| explain this all to Noah, and I love the wondeaittshows in his eyes. We continue to tour
through the town, and everything is new to him:It&eream Parlor, which shows horror
movies as you wait for your double dip; the eleragnschool playground, where | used to
tell the jungle gym all my secrets; the Pink FiI@ydine in our local barber's backyard. |
know people always talk about living in the middfenowhere—there s always another place
(some city some foreign country) they'd ratherBag.it's moments like this that | feel like |
live in the middle of somewhere. My somewhere.

We walk rings around Noah's neighborhood, and tieen we enter it, we walk rings around
his block. He has to be home at a certain time,itsdnclear to me whether I'm being
invited along.

"Both my parents will be there,” he says, to explas hesitation.

"l can handle them," | reply.

He's still unsure.



"They're not like your parents,” he warns.

"That's a good thing!"

"l don't think so."

Suddenly I'm picturing Tony's parents, who neethiok that Joni and | are safely dating in
order for Tony to leave the house with us. Thegkhhat Tony's personality is simply a
matter of switches, and that if they find the right, they can turn off his attraction to other
guys and put him back on the road to God.

"Do they know you're gay?" | ask Noah.

"They couldn't care less. But with other things—wtbleir priorities are a little weird."
We've stopped circling now—we're in front of hisuse.

"What the heck," he says. We walk inside and his cait, "I'm home!"

"Who cares?" Claudia yells back from a distant room

We head to the kitchen for ice pops. | can't heipriotice three credit cards sitting on the
counter.

"Mom!? Dad?! I'm home!"

Claudia trundles into the room. "You are, but theeyot. They say hi, though. We can order
whatever we want. Just use the United card, bedhegeneed the mileage there more than
on Continental.”

"Where'd they go?" Noah asks.

"Out to dinner, to celebrate. Mom finally got adimé to the Commander Club. She can now
use the Commander Club lounges at all major aspiotiudingfree coffee and Internet

access."

As Noah ponders this, Claudia pulls the ice popodtiis hand and takes it for herself. She
walks back into her distant room; | can hear hetdteps fade, and then the TV blare up.

"l guess we have to stay in," Noah says.

"Isn't she old enough to be alone by herself?kl as

"I'm not worried about her being alone. I'm worradgbut her being lonely."

| feel guilty for bringing it up; it would never oar to me to worry about Jay being lonely.

| follow Noah into the TV room, where Claudia sttssconced on a lime-green couch like a
kindergartner who's built her own fort from cushgoBhe has all the modern comforts — a



remote control, snack food, a half-read magaziné fall-purpose climate control. She looks
miserable in her attempt to hide how miserablefebks.

"What do you want?" she asks with her normal hiogtil

"Just want to plan the evening's entertainment. /gou like to go out?"

"Do I look like | want to go out?"

"Then how 'bout pizza and a rental?"

"Fine."

"Are you sure?"

"l said 'fine." What more do you want from me?"

Now, if this weremysister talking, | would say something likeyant you to stop being such
a glum divaBut Noah is clearly a better (or, at the very leashore patient) person than |

am, since he takes it all in stride.

"One pizza and one rental coming up!" he says dige&Ve'll be back soon.” Claudia
doesn't respond. She just turns the TV up louder.

"Exit . . . stage right," Noah says to me. We Hdveek to the kitchen.
"Is this her usual state?" | have to ask.

"Not always. Right now | think she's mad at ourgpais. And | think she's trying to impress
you."

"Impress me?"

"Well. . . maybempressisn't the right word. | think she's picked up oa fhct. . . that | like
you."

"And does she realize | like you back?" | ask,tahg closer, fingers moving over his shirt.
"Definitely."

"Then | must say, you have a very observant sisfée are at whisper distance now.
"Cut it out!" Claudia shouts from the other room.

Noah and | burst out laughing, which no doubt willy make her angrier. The TV is silent
now, waiting for our next move.

We pick up the credit cards and head back to town.



Please 'Rewind Before Returning

Noah and I split up—he'll get the pizza while | ge rental. This is probably for the best,
since I'm headed to Spiff's Videorama, where nesvare discouraged. Spiff is the reason
most of us still have VCRs—he's a tapehead likedjsvinyl freaks. He refuses to carry
DVDs or any of the new technology.

Spiff arranges the videos in his store accordinigiscown logicAmerican Pias filed under
Action/Adventure, whild=orrest Gumgsits in Pornography along with other inspirational
classics. Spiff will never, ever tell you whereapé is, or even if it's in. You have to find it

for yourself or leave empty-handed. He doesn't gidamn about any of us—just the movies.
This is probably why we keep coming back.

Noah has given me a brief lowdown of what Claudiwilling to watch. Basically, if it
features an Indie It Girl, it's a safe bet. Johs&k is also a plus. | head to Drama to look for
Say Anythingknowing full well that Spiff believes that comesdibold life's true drama).

"Hey, Paul."

It's my name, coming from Foreign Language. It'smagne . . . and it's Kyle's voice.

I'm caught in Comedy. Only Science Fiction stanetsveen us. It's a big section, but not big
enough.

"Paul?" Kyle says again, this time hesitant. Higregsion is more open to me than it's been
since we broke up. | mean, since he dumped me.

"Hey, Kyle."

There's nobody else in the store—just me and KiyteSpiff at the counter, watching the
monitor he devotes solely to Tarantino and Juliei&ws.

"I've been meaning to talk to you," he says. H&slfiom foot to foot. | look down at the
frayed cuffs above his shoes. | remember pullitiy@ad from those very frays and then
touching the ankle underneath, all a part of a Swphrk daydream that surprised me by
actually being real.

His sneakers, are different, though. | notice that.
| don't know what I'm supposed to say. | don'tlyeahnt to get into a conversation right now,
especially since Noah is supposed to drop by whepizza's ready. And at the same time,

I'm dying to know: What could he possibly havedlh me?

"I'm sorry," he says. So plain, so clear. | learttemnearest rack, nearly knocking over a full
collection of Abbott and Costello.

"Why?" | ask. Maybe I've misheard him. I try tortkiof a word that could sound lils®rry,
but there isn't a single one.



"l was wrong. | made a mistake. | hurt you. And $arry." Then, as an afterthought—a
punctuation—"1 just had to tell you that."

How many times have | imagined this conversation@ ¥et, it's not at all like | pictured it
would be. | thought | would be angry. | thoughtdwid turn hissorryinto a spiked thing to
throw right back at his heart. | thought | would Sdl bet you're sorryor Not as sorry as |
am for ever getting involved with you.

| didn't think I'd feel such a lack of rage. | didiink I'd want to tell him it was okay.

| look atThe Breakfast Cluim his hands and remember all the times we remtéwdw we
would take turns reciting the lines—sometimes &dle jock, sometimes he'd be the geek or
the princess. | know he must remember this, tBaolw he couldn't rent that movie without

in some way thinking of me.

"You don't have to say anything,” he continues renhember how silence makes him
nervous. "You probably don't want to talk to me."

"That's not true," | find myself saying, even thauge better (i.e., smaller) part of my brain
is yelling, STOP IT! STOP IT!

"Really?"
T nod. The door to the video store opens and | jbagk a few feet, practically into
Romance. But it's just Seven and Eight from schooljost in each other to care about

anyone else. Seeing them makes me feel wistful.

"Are you waiting for someone?" Kyle asks, unernngicking the one question | least want
to come out of his mouth.

"Why are you doing this now?" | deflect. "A weekoagou wouldn't even look at me in the
halls. What's going on?"

"Don't you get it?" For the first time, he lookétte fiery and irritated. "The reason |
couldn't talk to you was because | felt so badhfairtalking to you."

"That doesn't make sense," | shoot back. But ofsmit makes perfect sense.

Kyle goes on, his expression half desperate arfdappkasing. "There was a time | thought |
was right. And that's when | was the most wrong. tBa past month or so — | tried to stop
thinking about you, and | couldn't. | just couldih’tlon't expect you to understand, but | can't
avoid it anymore. | can't avoigbuanymore. | walk around the school and | can feel yo
hating me. And the worst part is, | can't blame.You

Don't make him feel bettehat smaller (better) part of my brain screabwsn't accept his
apology so east+

"l don't hate you," | say. "I've never hated yowas hurt."

"I know. I'm really, really sorry."



The door opens again, and there's Noah, hoistegittza box like the Dino Diner waitress
in the opening credits dthe FlintstonesKyle catches my glance and takes a small step
forward.

"You've got to go, don't you?"

| nod. And then, surprising even myself, | takee Breakfast Clubut of his hand.

"I need a movie," | say.

"Can we talk again? Like Monday, after school?"

This is bad news. I know it's bad news. But I'vetgdkeep on following it. I've got to see
how the bad news ends.

"I'l meet you outside the chem lab. Only for dditbit."

"Thank you," Kyle says to me. And | have to fighéturge to say thank you back.
It doesn't make sense. Nothing makes sense.

"Paul?"

By the time Noah sees me, Kyle's retreated to §stnlewalk over and Noah looks at the box
in my hand.

"Good choice," he says. "That's one of Claudia/eriges."

| can feel Kyle watching us, even though | cargt Ben. Noah doesn't notice. He is so happy,
S0 oblivious. As Spiff signs out the tape, | trymaister all my happiness and obliviousness
back. Then, as | step through the doorway, | tarraflast look. Kyle sees me turn and raises
his hand. | don't know what he's doing, then thediraoves a little back and forth. He is
waving to me. It is both a good-bye and a hello.

| am so confused.

Noah is talking to me about the five Italian wonvemo were waiting in front of him at the
pizza joint, each wanting a different topping oaitlpizza, enraged when the toppings
overlapped on a single slice. The pizza guy trieeXplain that toppings are not an exact
science— sometimes in the melting process a steme @f sausage ends up snuggled next to
an anchovy. The women insisted on sending theau&.b

| shake my head at the right places. | laugh atitite places. But | am not there with him.
My mind is back in the video store, in one of tket®ons between Comedy and Drama.

| become a little wary that Noah isn't noticing digtance. Then | get more angry at myself
for digressing.



As we near his house, | am able to summon up thre monderful events of the day. Our
first kiss seems like ages ago. It is already beéegra memory.

| ride the Noah train of thought—spinning into hsuse, dealing with Claudia's begrudging
approval of the movie selection— before the mowémds me agairWhat was I thinking?
Molly Ringwald makes me think of Kyle. Judd Nelsoakes me think of Kyle. Even the
goddamn principal makes me think of Kyle.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

Then | realize something. Noah seems just as disttaAfter Ally Sheedy throws her ham at
the statue, | leave the room to reheat the pizeahNollows me.

"What's up?" | ask, scared that he's caught ongatihat he's going to boot me out for mental
disloyalty.

"I have a confession to make," he says. "It's fiardne to watch that movie."
"Why?"
"The first time | went over to . . . well, Pitt'sise, we watched it."

| look at his pained, solemn expression. And thiearkt out laughing. Not because it's funny
(although in many ways it is). Because | feel aasé.

"l know exactlyhow you feel," | saybriefly mentioning Kyle (not by name, and not
including more recent events).

The night is saved.

We stay in the kitchen for the rest of the videoaN breaks out a Winnie the Pooh cookbook
and we decide to make lemon squares.

"You two are insane," Claudia pronounces when theienis over and she comes into the
kitchen to find us covered with powdered sugar fémat.

"Why, thank you," Noah says. | curtsy. Claudia sstys's going to sleep.

Perhaps it's Claudia's presence right over ourdydad Noah and | keep our affections quiet
for the rest of the night. We relish the briefelstomches—brushing against each other as we
take the lemon squares out of the oven, skimmimgl lezer hand when we reach to turn off
the oven, pressing arm against arm as we waslheunixing bowls.

His parents aren't home yet when it's time for mieave. Tiredness has crept into our
conversation.

"Meet me before the morning bell,” | say, reachipgo touch his hair.

"I'l be there," he replies, ruffling me back, kisg me good-bye.



As | walk back outside, | take a deep breath. SKiyke's still in the back of my mind. But |
think | can manage to keep Noah in the front.



Things Unsaid

When | see Noah on Monday morning, | can tell Huahething has shifted within me, within
him, and within us. Before, it was all about hopd anticipation. Now it's about hope,
anticipation, and proximity. | want to be closehicm—not out of some vague notion of what
it would be like, but because | have already bdesecto him and | don't want that to stop.

We talk about our mornings and leave so many thimgsid: the choreography of our note
passing, our happiness in seeing each otherleaditour fear, our desire to keep our displays
of affection private. The first bell rings, and Ihmot sure what we'll do—is there a way to
acknowledge our newfound closeness without beimgadrthose couples who can't get
through the day without a loud hallway snog?

It's Noah who finds the answer, without me havimg@dk the question. "I'll see you later," he
says, and as he does, he runs his finger briety oy wrist. It passes over me like air, and
makes me shiver like a kiss.

| walk into French class feeling very, very lucky.

"Good weekend?" Joni asks once | sit down in fadriter.

"Great weekend," | reply.

"I'm sorry | didn't call you. | was with Chuck."

Of course you were.

Before she can say any more, Ms. Kaplansky begnsdnjugations. We continue our
conversation in folded, college-ruled form.

Chuck and | went to the driving range. | wantedhiai-golf, but he said that was for wusses.
So he taught me how to swing. After a while, hetsthcalling me his eighteenth hole. Then
he took me to the nicest place for dinner, and &g so sweet about it. He tried to order us
drinks, but the waitress just laughed. Chuck wearsed for a while about that, but | cheered
him up. Did you go out with your lover boy?

Yes. Noah and | spent Saturday together. It was groovy. | like him alot.

| want juicy details.

| had Tropicanafor breakfast this morning. Without pulp.

That's not what | meant. Fine. Be secretive. Likedp anything from you. By the way, Ted's
started to stalk me. Chuck and | are very upset. by

What do you mean?

| mean, he keeps calling me and dropping by my &o0se time | was there with Chuck,
and Chuck almost pummeled him. | mean, doesn'tgéed? I'm through with himTrhrough.



Perhaps he's hurting. [I am thinking for a momdri{ye]
Yes, he's hurting ME and my relationship with Chuck

At this point, Ms. Kaplansky announces a pop glie. all groan and clear off our desks. Ms.
Kaplansky has an uncanny habit of asking us tcstade phrases into French that we would
never, ever use in English.

1. Sir, are you familiar with the works of Australiilmmaker Gillian Armstrong?
2. He was predisposed to believe that she had a daseigestion.
3.1 am amazed by the size of that ostrich.

When Ms. Kaplansky is distracted, | turn and loblani. | don't see any softness there. |

know it's Ted and not me she's angry with. Butahger still surprises me. If | can still feel
vulnerability and tenderness towards Kyle (who dathpy sorry ass), then why can't Joni
feel something less than hostility towards Ted, whe's left behind?

These questions haunt me throughout the day. Nod @ass notes between every period,
little observation installments to tide us overilthie next real conversation. | see Ted and he
looks awful— sleepless and dressed to depress.uebies a near-silent hello to me, then
passes like a defeated shadow. | would rather hawe¢ease me. | would rather have him
yell.

Lyssa Ling makes an announcement during homeroatrtith committee sign-ups for the
Dowager Dance have been posted along side thegukelihe cafeteria. Infinite Darlene
confides in me that she was the first to sign uprig committee, and that she's already
planning what to wear for the first meeting. (l@s® this means | should figure out when the
first meeting will be; | haven't thought that fdresd.) She spits some venom about Joni and
Chuck, who she's decided to call Truck, "sincedatiner alternative is just too obscene for a
lady like myself." Later in the day, Chuck walksspane. Out of allegiance to Joni, | say
hello. He doesn't acknowledge me. | turn to watam walk away. A minute later, Joni

comes bounding into his arms. He acknowledges hebput not as much as she is
acknowledging him. She is too enthusiastic to moti@r perhaps I'm reading him wrong.

| don't encounter Kyle until our planned meetinghia chem lab after school. When | told
Noah | would be meeting him thirty minutes lateartfusual, he didn't even ask me why. |
feel guilty, both because of the truth | didn'twaieer and because | know that if | had been
in his place, | would've asked.

Kyle and | sit at one of the chem tables; the warfdsur conversation will fall from the air
into empty glass beakers, awaiting invisible measBehind Kyle, the equation-strewn board
hangs like cryptic wallpaper. Neither Kyle nor kéachemistry. | figured this would be
neutral ground.

| study his face—the close-cropped black hair siteter-freckles, the shadow-hint stubble.
He looks different than when | last really knew hiris features have lost some fierceness.
His angles are not so sure of themselves.



"I'm sorry for springing that on you in the vidgore," he begins, his voice steady and low.
"That's not how I'd planned it to be."

"How did you plan it to be?" | ask, not to be snakit because | am genuinely curious.

"l planned it to be a million different things," heplies. "And in the end, | couldn't figure
which one it should be."

"But now you've told me." Part of me is still expieg him to take it all back, for this to be
his one last cruel trick on my mind.

He nods.

"And what do you want from me?" | ask.

"l don't know." He looks me right in the eye fomamment, then looks behind me, to the
periodic table of the elements. "I know | don't any right to do this. | was really. . . | don't
know what the word is for what | was to you. | didsreak up with you the right way.
Something inside me flipped out and I. . . | cottldtand you. It wasn't your fault. But |
couldn't stand you. | needed to. . . | needed tibevlte you. Not you personally. But the
thought of you. Your presence."”

"Why?"

"It was just a feeling—it was anstinct.| had to do it. It wasn't right. It didn't feel Hg"

"But you didn't have to lash out at me," | say, voyce rising until | bring it back down.
"You could have just told me. Said ‘it doesn't fegiht.™

"No"—he's looking at me again now—"you don't untemg. You would've talked me out of
it. | would've backed down."

"Maybe you would've backed down because you didalty want to do it."

"You see—you would've used that logic on me. Adélh't want to use your logic."

"So instead yowbliterateme?"

He's playing with one of the beakers now, lookihd & his hand. "I know—I'm sorry."

| decide to continue the narrative. "So you dump Yfea bad-mouth me. Then a couple of
weeks later you're in the halls playing tonsil hegkvith Mary Anne McAllister, telling
everyone that I'd tricked you into liking guys. Newhat? It didn't work with Mary Anne or
Cyndi or Joanne or whoever else, and you've de¢medme back to my side again?"

"It's not like that."

"Then what is it like?" | can see he's confuserin see he's trying to tell me something. But
all of my own hurt is coming out now—and i#egry hurt. "Please tell me what it's like.



Because as you've been walking past me all thes¢hsie— as everyone has been asking me,
'Whatever happened with Kyle?' and I've been tryingiece together your side of the story
from all the second hand accounts I've heard—allttime, | have been wondering more than
anything elsavhat you think it's like"

He starts to shiver then. And | remember it sorbydzow he used to shiver when he was
upset, when he was overwhelmed. There was notl@ray hcould do to make it stop. When
he told me his brother had learned he had diabeteen his father yelled at him on a Sunday
visit for quitting basketball, when we got to thedeng ofBoys Don't Cry—these were the

only times | got to hold him with all my strengts his body shook out what his mind
couldn't handle. After the first time, when hei@drto laugh the whole thing off, we hadn't
talked about it. We just rode it out, until | waghere anymore.

| want to touch him right now. Not hold him, jusuth him. But I'm paralyzed. My own
reaction to being overwhelmed.

"I'm sorry," he mutters.
"Don't be. I'm sorry | snapped at you."

"No." He looks at me again; the shivering subsidelsnow you hate me. You have every
right to hate me. You don't have to speak to méndga

He gets up to leave, and my paralysis is brokent my hand on his arm and gesture to him
to sit down.

"Listen to me, Kyle," | say. He sits back down amgjles his face toward mine. "I mean this
entirely. And I'll only say it once. | do not hateu, and have never hated you. | was angry at
you and depressed by you and confused about ydihéBe never came into it.

"Thank you," he whispers.

| continue quietly. "If you want me to forgive yoluguess have. If you want to know that |
don't hate you, you know that now. Is that all?"

A slight shiver again.
"No," he says.
"What, then?" | ask gently.

"I need your help, Paul. | have no right to ask faut, but | can't think of anyone else to
talk to."

| am already involved. I've put myself in this gam, and the truth is that | don't really mind.
"What is it, Kyle?"

"I'm so confused."

"Why?"



"I still like girls."”

"So?"

"And | also like guys."

| touch his knee. "It doesn't sound like you'refased, then."

"But | wanted to be one or the other. With you,dnted just to like you. Then, after you, |
wanted to just like the girls. But every time I'ntthwvone, | think the other's possible."”

"So you're bisexual."

Kyle's face flushesl hate that word," he tells me, slumping back indhair. "It makes it
sound like I'm divided."

"When really you're doubled?"

"Right-O."

| smile. It's been a long time since I've heaRight-O.

| know some people think liking both guys and gisl& cop-out. Some of Infinite Darlene's
biggest rivals save their deepest scorn for th@leabey call "dabblers.” But | think they're
totally full of garbage. | don't see why, if I'mned to like guys, someone else can't be wired
to like both girls and guys.

"We could call you an ambisexual. A duosexual, A—"

"Do I really have to find a word for it?" Kyle imipts. "Can't it just be what it is?"

"Of course," | say, even though in the bigger wdridnot so the world loves stupid labels. |
wish we got to choose our own.

We pause for a moment. | wonder if that's all -héfjust needed to say the truth and have it
heard. But then Kyle looks at me with unsure eyeksays, "You see, | don't know who I'm
supposed to be."

"Nobody does," | assure him.

He nods. | see there is something else he was@taBut he keeps it inside, and it fades
somewhere behind his expression.

"Do you think we can be friends?" he asks.
It's so funny—if he had asked that during the brepkthat old "we'll be friends" fallback, |

would have laughed out loud or torn out all hishBut now, here, it actually works. It
means exactly what it says.



"Yes," | answer. Then he surprises me. He leanfhis chair and envelops me in a hug.

This time he holds me with all his strength, evsough | don't shiver. | don't know what to
do at all.

| know he wants me to feel like comfort. And deepny heart, | know | am afraid that he'll
feel like comfort, too.



Pinba

| tell Joni everything.
Then she tells Chuck.
A few days pass between the events of these twersass. But the effect is the same.

| find out from Infinite Darlene. This alone meansuble, since Infinite Darlene tries to put
as many degrees of separation as possible betveeselfrand Chuck.

"Oh, honey," she says, "they were talking aboir the locker room."
"Talking about what?" | ask.

And she tells me: They were talking about me antkKand me and Noah.
Then it gets worse.

"I'm only telling you for your own good," InfinitBarlene murmurs under her breath. "Rip is
inonit."

Rip is our resident oddsmaker. His parents owmddaso his allowance allows him to bet on
just about anything: How many times will the prpaiis secretary use the wdlain the
morning announcements? How many kids will passlédgscoom 303 between sixth and
seventh periods? What color will Trilby Pope wésr imost in the month of April? Rip is
ready to make the odds and stand by them.

He loves betting on how long couples will last.

"What are my odds?" | ask.

Infinite Darlene pouts a little at me. "Darlin’,.ydon't want to know that, do you?"

"I'm serious."

Infinite Darlene sighs. "It's six to one that yoweup with Noah, five to one that you end up
back with Kyle, and two to one that you botch bdtiances and end up alone in the next
twenty days."

"Which did you bet on?"

Infinite Darlene flutters her eyelashes at me. ihmever tells,” she chirps. Then she spirits
herself away.

| wonder what, the odds are that Noah has hearddssip. Two to one? Even?

| haven't noticed any change in his heart, any esndaispicion or wariness. And I've been
seeing him a lot the past week. We've be&tiing.On Wednesday we sneaked into the city



after school, to go to a museum free night and ktaddl the people there. The art students
stood like intellectual twigs in worn-through swexat while the too-beautiful Europeans
dipped and glided around them, conversing in laggsdoth floral and spicy. On Thursday
we hung out with Tony. It felt like ages sincelégt seen him. Noah and Tony seemed to get
along pretty okay, although Noah's presence didptioate the homework routine.

We've also been kissing like crazy. Hours passwandon't notice. We have all the time in
the world because it feels like, for once, the @aslgiving us the time we need.

Luckily, I haven't had to disappear from everyolse's lives in order to be a part of Noah's.
We don't want to be that kind of couple (see: dmai Chuck). I've also had time to check in
with Kyle, for shorter amounts of time. It's haadresist the pull of someone who needs you.
We've kept all of our exchanges limited to conveosa—but the fact that we're having
conversations at all means something. Neither d&hasvs what.

| find myself relieved that both Noah and Kyle gaeng away for the weekend—Noah to
hang with his old-town friends, Kyle to visit arliag aunt.

Joni makes the mistake of approaching me on Fiadl@ynoon, after I've talked to Infinite
Darlene. Chuck is at her side. The fact that stesiforealize | know she blabbed is more
amazing than the fact that | didn't know in thstfpplace.

"We're going to pick up Tony," she says. "Wanna €®@in

These are perhaps the only words in the worlddbald get me into a car with her at this
point. She appeals to the part of me that yeamm$bant time travel—a trip to the not-so-
long-ago, when Tony, Joni, and | were a band afehr

Of course, this time Chuck comes along. He doe$iet me the front seat. He takes it as if
it's rightfully his.

Joni doesn't seem to notice.

So I sit in the backseat amidst the empty Fresha#tma bottles (hers) and smashed Pepsi
cans (his). | wonder when Joni stopped recycling prompt manner, and start to regret my
voluntary passengerdom. The anger | feel towardsfdo sharing my thoughts with Chuck
begins to reach the boiling point again. | vowatlk to her at the first moment | can catch her
without him.

That moment never comes. They don't even take d@thbreaks from each other.

My testiness is a little offset once Tony jump®ittie backseat with me; now | have
someone to share glances with. The first glance-wide-eyed, Tony's eyebrow raised—
comes when Chuck hijacks the radio and blasts Saamsterone Rock, the kind of music
best suited for "professional” wrestling compilaso The second glance—me squinting in
disbelief, Tony looking to heaven—is prompted wi@huck starts to sing along and
chastises us for not joining in. As if | know theits to a song called "Sh ' All Mouth."

Joni doesn't sing along, either, but she makema Ettempt at drumming on the steering
wheel. At one point, she accidentally hits the harhich cracks Chuck up.



"Nice toots," he chuckles.

Third glance—me and Tony each pleadi@gt us out of this car now.

We head to the local diner, the kind of place whene need a mob connection in order to get
your song on the jukebox. The waitresses are pérfiecquered, the waiters freshly slicked.
The menu is the size of a wood plank and takesragtb read as the morning paper.
Breakfast is always served, most of the time asetin

As we sit down in a booth, | see Joni's eyes lyrigdish worry. It's the first non—Chuck-
related reaction she's had since | got into her@aat least that's what | think at first. Soon |
realize that all her reactions are Chuck-relatesbime way.

| turn and follow her gaze. | see Ted sitting this@des away with Jasmine Gupta. His back is
to me, but when Jasmine sees me looking, she winks.

Kyle could take lessons from Jasmine—she'll fallaoybody, guy or girl. The hitch is that
the person has to be on the rebound from a sebi@adk-up. Something about this fragile-
yet-vindictive state entrances her.

The old Joni comes back to us for a brief moment.

"l see Ted's finally gone the predictable routbg snarks. (In all his other break-ups with
Joni, he had chosen not to flee in Jasmine's thregt

"He's scum,” Chuck mutters, perhaps because hiestitla his duty to do so.
"No, he's not," | say pleasantly.

"What's everybody getting to eat?" Tony interje@se of the weaknesses of being mellow is
an inability to deal with non-mellow moments.

"l bet Joni'll get the grilled swiss," Chuck sayshaa smile.

"He knows me so well!" Joni replies. | wonder wheatthat's really what she'd planned to
order.

What have you done with the old Joni, you imposter?

"That sounds good,"” Tony says. Our waitress arrarekswe are freed from one another's
conversation for a minute or two. After she leawves stick to non-controversial topics like
school and homework. It is all terribly boring, whiis not something our diner excursions
used to be.

Of course, | blame Chuck. And Joni, for being withuck.

| can see her trying to watch Ted without appeatingatch Ted. | know she can read the
back of his head like the rest of us can read ialfagpression.



We make it through the meal. Tony becomes volubtaita church retreat his parents are
threatening to send him on.

"That's just plain wrong," Chuck declares, speaadrigench fry.

After we finish eating, we head to the pinball maels at the back of the diner. Let me tell
you—nothing can compare to putting the entiretyair fate in a small metal sphere that
bounces across light, sound, and plastic. The maslstill only cost a quarter, and each of us
has our superstitions. | always play best wherelai&eorgia or Rhode Island quarter. Tony
is partial to Pennsylvania and Maryland. Ted, I\knbas a stack of Connecticuts in a drawer
at home; sometimes we swap in the cafeteria ta lmuf own caches.

Tony and | always take turns off the same mactdeeked out in gold lights and Elvis. It
plays "Love Me Tender" if you break 10,000. "Caietp Falling in Love" greets you at
25,000. A losing shot ends with "Heartbreak Hotel."

Chuck commandeers his own machine—sometimes hs 8jgpers with Joni, sometimes he
chooses to go it alone, with her cheering him on.

About fifteen minutes after we start playing, Ted @asmine come over.

"What are you gay boys doing?" he asks me and Tony.

"Who are you calling a gay boy, loser?" Chuck shauit.

"Uh, Chuck?" | say. "He was talking to me. And Tdny

"Oh."

But Ted isn't going to let it pass. He slaps a @atinut quarter onto Chuck's machine.
"l got next game," he says. "You better make tinis good."

Since it's Tony's turn on Elvis, | fade back dditAs Ted hawk-eyes Chuck's game," Jasmine
steps beside me.

"What are you up to?" | ask her.

She smiles flirtatiously. "Who says I'm up to angg?"

Jasmine has always been a little bit after menly because she knows I'll never go for her.
"Are you and Ted a thing now?"

"Hardly. He just needs someone to talk to. He dbesed anyone to talkbout—he's
already got that.”

We both look over and see him glaring at Chuck dmd. Chuck is clearly uncomfortable
with this, but he doesn't know how to handle ithwiit looking like a brute (which clearly
won't go over well with this crowd). He plays asergame of pinball. And as anybody



knows, a tense game of pinball id@omedyame of pinball. He barely hits 8,000 before
guttering out his last shot. He looks a little sted at the score, then moves to the side of the
machine so Ted can get his play.

| already know Ted is going to win. He's damn gabgdinball. And he wants it bad.

Joni looks like she's waiting for someone to paléarm. She knows what's going to happen,
too. She puts her hand on Chuck's shoulder, alnre@dlythe comforting zone.

Ted sees this and plays harder. Tony's game eradseapectable 16 749- It's my turn to
move. We're all watching Ted now.

Usually Ted's a yeller, shouting at the ball to ktedt or bounce right. Now, though, he has a
Zen-like calm. A casual observer might say thalh&® become one with the ball, that he has
made himself the ball.

But | know the truth.

Chuck is the ball.

And Ted plans to wham the heck out of it.

Bumper to bumper, save after save — the numbesadadscSix thousand. Seven thousand.
Chuck leans in from the side and looks at the score

We may never know whether it's the lean that dbeswhether it's Ted's reaction to the lean
that causes the ball to angle a little into theowralley between the flippers. Ted's opinion is
loud and clear.

"You tilted me!" he shouts, slamming one hand angimball machine and poking the other
one at Chuck.

"It was all your fault, buddy,” Chuck shouts bakle knocks Ted's hand away from him.
"Don't do this," Joni says.

"Stay out of it," Chuck snaps.

"Don't tell her what she can or can't do!" Ted a&agu

Chuck shoves Ted away from the machine. Ted pusdi@sand knocks Chuck's baseball cap
off his head.

Then Tony steps in between them and starts sirigfimgdad a Hammer" at the top of his
lungs.

| can't believe it. | once told him that the besiywio break up a fight is to step between the
two people and start singing ancient folk songd.IBunever heard of anyone actually doing
such a thing.



It works. As Tony's voice cracks, hammering outiggsand warning and love between the
brothers and the sisters all over this land, Teti@nuck back off. Joni grabs Chuck's arm
and pulls him away from the pinball area. Aftereat) Jasmine does the same with Ted,
wrapping her arm around him only after Joni turaskoto look.

"Nice job," | tell Tony.
"It was either that or '‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashot

We look at the couples in our midst and deciddiitie to take a break from everyone else.

Tomorrow we'll hit the mountain.



Hitting the Mountain

Tony and | figure the best thing a straight boyhwétligious, intolerant parents can do for his
love life is tell his parents he's gay. Before Terparents discovered he was gay, they
wouldn't let him shake hands with a girl. Now if tmentions he's doing something with a
girl—any girl—they practically pimp him out the doo

Jay and | wait in a Laundromat parking lot a cowgflblocks from Tony's house. Tony tells
his parents that he's going on an outing with Maayherine Elizabeth from school. The
'rents immediately have visions of Immaculate Catinas and press spending cash into
Tony's hands. He leaves his house dressed forsssatdlirtation. When he gets to the car, |
throw him a duffel and he changes into some hikjear. Jay drops us off at the local water
supply reservation and we hit the mountain.

It's not a mountain, really. Not in a Rockies ompafachian sense. Any serious mountain
climber would call it a hill. But Tony and | ares&rious mountain climbers. We're suburban
teen gay boys who need a place with nature andngppiaths. | relish the anonymity of the
trees. I've been here so many times that | domtmihen I'm lost.

| first came here with Tony. It's his place, reallye'd been hanging around for a few weeks
by then, grabbing movies and surfing the mall. bld ine there was a place he wanted to
show me, so one Friday after school | hopped avéig house and we walked an hour to get
to this reservation. | had passed it a million srbefore, but I'd never been inside.

Tony knows the names of trees and birds. As we wakind, he points them out to me. I try
to record them in my mind, but the information nelvelds. What matters to me is the
emotional meaning of the objects. | still rememivlich rock we talked on the first time we
came here. | always salute the tree | tried tolelon our fourth visit—and ended up nearly
breaking my neck on. And then there's the clearing.

Tony didn't explain it to me right away. On our ed or third visit, he pointed through a
thatch of trees and said, "There's a clearingeneth A few times later, we poked our heads
inside—sure enough, there was a patch of grasg #fmsize of two trailers, guarded on all
sides by branches, trunks, and leaves. It washltweid been coming to the mountain for a
month or two that Tony told me that he'd livedhee tlearing for a week—the week after his
parents found out he was gay. His mother had dddamewap his winter clothes for his
summer clothes and went through his drawers wigle/éis at school. She found a magazine
folded into a flannel shirt—nothing raunchy, just@d issue offhe Advocat¢hat Tony had
bought on one of his city trips. At first she didmderstand— she thoughhe Advocate
sounded like something a lawyer would read. Thenssit on his bed, opened up to the table
of contents, and Tony's secret wasn't a secret argym

They didn't kick Tony out of the house, but theyde&im want to leave. They didn't yell at
him—instead they prayed loudly, delivering all bétr disappointment and rage and guilt to
him in the form of an address to God. This was leef® knew me, before he knew anyone
who would take him in and tell him he was all righo he kipped together a tent and some
clothes and pitched his life in the clearing. Hi wient to school and let his parents know he
was okay. Eventually, they reached a collect-catt¢. He went back home and they
promised to hold back their condemnation. Theiyerawere quieter, but they still filled the



air. Tony couldn't trust them any longer—not witle gay part of his life. Now he keeps the
few love notes he's ever received in a box atdboise, and borrows my magazines instead
of buying his own. He can only do e-mail at schaoh friend's house; his family's computer
Now screens its sites.

| know Tony still goes to the clearing every novddhen, to think or to dream. | give it a
silent salute every time we pass. We never sit dihere together. | don't want to trespass on
his solitude— | want to be around when he choosasep out of it.

"How are things with Noah?" he asks me now, asetef on our hike. As usual, we have
the path to ourselves.

"Good. | miss him."

"Do you wish he was here now?"
"No."

"Good."

We walk a few more steps, then Tony asks, "So hevirangs with Kyle?" | love Tony
dearly because there's no judgment in this question

"l don't know what's going on," | tell him. "He led me, then he loved me not. Now he needs
me. I'm sure pretty soon he'll need me not.

We walk along for a few minutes in silence. | kndany hasn't lost the subject, though.
"Are you sure that's- healthy?" he asks at last.

"l think it's good he's opening up,"” | say.

"l don't mean for him. | mean for you."

I'm confused. "He's the one asking for help. Whyildat be unhealthy for me?"

Tony shrugs.

The thing is, | m not vulnerable this time, | explalt doesn't mean everything to me."

"Did you know you were vulnerable last time?"

This one | can answer in confidence. "Yes. Of ceufhat's what falling in love is all about."
Tony sighs. "l wouldn't know."

The part of me that misses Noah right now has aalggart in Tony. The difference is that
his longing doesn't have a hame or a face.

"Someday your prince will come," | assure him.



"And the first thing I'm going to say to him is, Hat took you so long?™

We reach the mountain's steepest incline. We pgiclallen branches to use as walking
sticks—not because we really need them, but bedtsiseore fun-to walk that way. We start
talking in our own languag@Sasquan helderfigglebarth?" "Yeh sesta.” "Cumpsyhen

stop when Tony hears a birdcall that interestsdneatly. (The only birdcall | know is the
Road Runner'BEEP BEEP.)

Tony's sights alight on the highest branches. tcae a thing, but after a moment, he looks
very pleased.

"A bohunk. Not native to this area. But that makesore mysterious."
| nod. | can go for mysterious.

We continue walking.

"So what's up with you?" | ask.

"Not much."

"And how are things?"

RRRRRRRRRmake a loud game-show-buzzer noise. "I'm soirgdy, "we don't recognize
fine' as an acceptable answer. We see it as a&cgational cop-out. So please, try again.”

Tony sighs again, but not that heavily. He knows been snagged. If | ever say "fine" to
him, he reacts the same way.

"I've actually been thinking about life lately, atiils one image keeps coming to me," he
says. "Do you know when you cross against traffio@d look down the street and see a car
coming, but you know you can get across beforets ¢p you. So even though there's a
DON'T WALK sign, you cross anyway. And there's ajga split second when you turn and
see that car coming, and you know that if you dooritinue moving, it will all be over.

That's how | feel a lot of the" time. | know I'llake it across. | always make it across. But the
car is always there, and | always stop to watclming."

He gives me a low smile. "You know, sometimes Ihlisiad your life. But I'm sure |
wouldn't be much good at it."

"I'm not that great at it myself."
"You get by"
"So do you."

| try.



| find myself thinking back to something | saw dw tiocal news about a year ago. A teen
football player had died in a car accident. The ea® showed all his friends after the
funeral—these big hulking guys, all in tears, sgyitt loved him. We all loved him so
much." | started crying, too, and | wondered ifshguys had told the football player they
loved him while he was alive, or whether it wasyonlth death that this strange wotdye,
could be used. | vowed then and there that | waelkr hesitate to speak up to the people |
loved. They deserved to know they gave meaningytdifen They deserved to know |
thought the world of them.

"You know | love you," | say to Tony now, not fdre first time. "You are really one of the
greatest people | know."

Tony can't take a compliment, and here | am, giviimg the best one | can give. He brushes
it off, sweeping his hand to the side. But | knosishheard it. | know he knows it.

"I'm glad we're here," he says.

We switch to another language—not our inventeduage or the language we've learned
from our lives. As we walk further into the woodsdaup the mountain, we speak the
language of silence. This language gives us spaitenk and move. We can be both here
and elsewhere at the same time.

| hit the peak with Tony and then we turn back achu am conscious of this in my silence,
but | am also conscious of Noah and Kyle at théfeknt destinations, miles away. | am
conscious of Joni, who is no doubt somewhere withdR, not getting any silence unless he
permits it. (Is this an unfair thought? I'm trulgtrsure.)

| don't know where Tony is while he's with me — baye's simply concentrating on the
birdcalls and the slant of the sunlight, which tiiugh the trees in a pattern that decorates
his arm with the space between leaves.

But maybe it's more than that. As we get back ¢ontlain path, Tony turns to me and asks for
a hug.

Now, | don't believe in doing hugs halfway. | castand people who try to hug without
touching. A hug should be a full embrace— as | wrgparms around Tony, | am not just
holding him, but also trying to lift off his troudd for a moment so that the only thing he can
feel is my presence, my support. He accepts this@&re and hugs me back. Then his posture
raises an alarm—his back straightens out of the hisdhands fall a little.

| look at his face and realize that he's seen dungebehind me. | let go of him and turn to
find two adults gawking.

"Tony?" the woman asks.
But she doesn't really need to ask. She know$oty.

After all, she's his mother's best friend.



Everybody Freaks Out

Tony is grounded, and his mom's best friend cag&pkher mouth shut. The church group
network goes into overtime, and by the time | geg¢hool on Monday, | find out that Rip's
odds on my love life are now twelve to one for md &loah, ten to one for me and Kyle,
eight to one for me and Tony, and one to two forhoehing everything up and spending the
rest of my life unrequited.

By the end of the day, the odds have changed ew#ref, and I'm a total basket case.

It's no use protesting to people that Tony ane ljast friends (only the people who know us
believe me, and all the rest want to believe theospie because it's a better story). | can't
even talk to Tony anymore—I tried on Sunday butrhésn hung up on me, muttering
something about the devil's influence, which | khivas a little overstated.

"Do you think I'm an agent of the devil?" | ask gd.ing after she briefs me on Rip's odds
and hands me my Dowager's Dance committee list.

"I would hope that an agent of the devil would berenattractive than you," Lyssa zings back.
Before | take offense, | look at the committee list and gulp.

"Um, Lyssa? You've put both Trilby Pope and Infrnidarlene on my committee?"

"So0? It's already posted. A done deal.”

"Clearly, you don't realize the implications ofghirhey both HATE EACH OTHER'S GUTS.
They can't be on my committee together."

"They both wanted to architect, and I'm not goindpé the one to play favorites. They'll just
have to deal. And so will you."

With that, she pulls her clipboard back to her tlaesl walks away.

I've gotten to .school early to find Noah and see his weekend went. But before | can find
Noah, Kyle finds me.

"We have to talk," he says urgently.

"How about after school,?" | ask.

"No. Right now."

As Kyle drags me into the janitor's closet, | car the whole school watching through the
eyes of the few people in the hall. I can only ilmagvhat they're thinking, and what they'll

say.

The janitor's closet has the usual brooms, mogkbankets. At its center, though, is a state-
of-the-art computer. Our janitorial staff is onetloé richest in the country because of their



day-trading skills. They could have retired lon@ algut they all have a compulsion to clean
schools. <

"What is it?" | ask Kyle, trying to ignore the skoticker scrolling across the computer screen.

Some of the confusion has lifted from his facelaegd by this decisive urgency. He doesn't
look sad or happy. He looks as emotionless asta fac

"My aunt died this weekend," he says, "and | dettithet we should be together.”
Before | can say anything, he continues.

"She wasn't very old, only a few years older thanmom. She always lived far away, so |
didn't really know her until she moved out heretfeatment. Her husband was with her; they
got married two days after she got her diagnosessvéived he would never leave her side,
and he didn't. | don't know how to describe it. 8beld be retching or shaking or not really
there, and he would kneel right beside her, loakright in the eye, and say, 'I'm here." And
the way he said it+m here—was an 'l love you' and a 'Hang in there' and’lado

anything, absolutely anything'—all these intensgifgs in this one calm phrase. If he had to
leave the room, he made sure she had this teddybmaped up next to her—they called him
Quincy—to take his place. Toward the end, thereevleese few moments when she got all
anxious a few minutes after he left the room, amavbuld come right back in, as if he knew
exactly how she felt. | came to the room early atulay and | saw him curled up in the
hospital bed, singing Beatles songs to her andngadker in the eye. | couldn't go inside. |
just stood in the doorway crying, because it wasasband it was so beautiful.

"That night | stayed awake thinking about thingthdught about all the stupid things I've
done, and you were at the top of the list. You gaeesomething, Paul. And | don't think |
realized it until | saw Tom with my aunt Maura. Thiknew. | knew what | wanted."

He sees my expression and laughs, which makes#ewbecause | like him more for it.
"Don't worry," he says. "I'm not asking you to nyame, or to curl up with me in a hospital
bed. | don't know what I'm asking you. All | know/this: | want somethinggal. | know I'm
young, and | know 'real’ doesn't mean forever, ililed for Tom and Aunt Maura. But |

want to feel like life matters. | had somethinglnedh you, but then the realness scared me. |
decided to go for other things instead."

"Like Mary Anne McAllister?"

"Look, | freaked out on you. And now I'm freakingt@bout it. I'm a mess. Aunt Maura died
last night, as we were driving back.

| have to go to the funeral tomorrow morning. ¢itsng to be the worst thing. And I. . . |
don't know. | wanted to talk to you before that.”

What can | say to him? | think about him standimghiat hospital doorway+-was so sad
and it was so beautifuBecause, yes, | see it: Right now, tears in hisayet yet released,
Kyle is so sad and so beautiful.

He needs me.



| know | must step to him. He won't step to mepén my arms and he folds himself inside. |

hold him as he shivers. | stroke his hair. | whisgaging, words. Then he pulls his face back,

tears now released, and | kiss him. Just oncecan take some of the tears away. Just once,
because | want him to know somethitign here.

We hold each other again, and | can feel the momh&mt from us. We are transitioning to
the moment when we have to open the door and loegldds. What we have right now is real,
but it is an isolated reality. It is the realityamimoment, of a separate calm. When we open
the door, life will resume. We will be confused emoore.

| know Kyle will not ask anything else of me. | kmd have taken some of his freak-out and
made it my own.

Even in the janitor's closet, the bell-for firstipel rings. Kyle wipes his face with his
shirtfront—not the most delicate of gestures— aicigpup his book bag.

"Thanks," he says.
"No problem," | say, and immediately regret my deoof words.

Once in the halls, we go our separate ways. | d@vée time now to find Noah. Part of me is
relieved.

| expect to see him after first period, by whiaheil've managed to turn the moment with
Kyle into a dreamlike surreality, to the point thaan pretend it didn't really happen. | have
a note in my hand for Noah, but he never showoupdk it up.

Bad timing, | figure. After second period, | hedchght to the classroom he's coming from.
But he's not waiting for me there, either. And whah hour and a half ago | was somewhat
happy to avoid him, now I'm somewhat worried thelslavoidingne.

At the next break, | head to the fourth-period €las's going to instead of the third-period
class he's coming from. Sure enough, our paths cHEseemdappy to see me, but I'm not
sure has happy to see me. He takes my note and says wedstiouth base" at lunch.

He doesn't have a note for me in return.

| stress about this on my way to lunch, also woimdewhat Kyle's reaction will be if | see
him again. As | head distractedly to the cafetdraan waylaid by Infinite Darlene.

"I musttalk to you right this moment—I awutraged}'she exclaims.

Here it comes| think. Infinite Darlene has no doubt heard slo@'the same committee as
Trilboy Pope. And she is no doubt aggrieved.

"It's not my fault,” | say defensively.



"How could it be?" Infinite Darlene asks, shootmg a tilted look. "You had nothing to do
with Truck kidnapping Joni's heart. And now all feyars have been realized. He is an awful,
awful, subhuman being."

"What are you telling me?" | ask her.

"My goodness, haven't you heard? Truck and | hatesioing of an altercation yesterday, and
I'm afraid the truth came out.” Infinite Darleneugas dramatically. Then, seeing that I'm still
in the dark, she resumes. "It was on the bus raheehfrom our game in Passaic. He was
brooding like a pit bull because he felt I'd calted wrong plays. Please note that we won the
game anyway, but that's beside the point. | sangesioing that set him off—I honestly can't
recall what it was — and he said something likegliWWnaybe we would have scored more if
you'd made more passes my way' and | shot backeygyouknow!I'm not going to be
making any passes your way." This evil grin poppeid his face and he said, 'Well, I'm
scoring anyway, and there's nothing you can dedjp is.' | said, 'So* ishatwhy you're

doing this?' He grinned even wider. His eyes wene gpite. And | knew. That's what this is
all about. Not Joni. Not love. He's getting backn&t He's going to hurt one of my friends,
and it will be my fault unless | stop it. He hatess Paul. Make no mistake."

Even for Infinite Darlene, this seems a little fatehed. "Don't you think Joni could see
through him if he was really doing this out of sgit

Infinite Darlene puts a hand on my shoulder anétdane deep in the eye. "C'mon, Paul,” she
says. "We all know love makes you do stupid thihgs.

This close, | can see through all her layers. Béniee mascara and the lipstick and the
chicken pox scar on her lower lip, beneath theand the boy to the person within, who is
concerned and confused and sincere. | wonder i€aheee through my layers as well, right
through my badly held peace to all of the love asrdn underneath. There's no way she can
know | kissed Kyle unless she sees it in my faseonder if my freak-out is as legible as
hers.

"We have to do something," she 'says. "We havéojsm,"

"How?"

"l don't know. First and foremost, you have to takloni."

| knew this was coming.

"You want me to tell her that the only reason Chiscfoing out with her is to get back at
you?"

"Not in those exact words, but yes."
"And you think she'll listen to me?"
"Honey, if she's stopped listening to you, thern'sha bigger problem than anything else.”

| know this much is true.



"Fine," | say. | expect Infinite Darlene to be esled by this,; but she doesn't look relieved.

"They're over there,"” she says, pointing to Jodi @huck in the cafeteria, somehow eating
and snuggling at the same time. "Now's as goocha &s any."

Naturally, | want to look for Noah (don't 1?), butan't find a way to say no to Infinite
Darlene. | head over to Joni under her watchful eye

Joni doesn't even detach herself from Chuck wreamle into range. She lets him put his
hand in her back pocket. | fight the urgesteww.

"What's up?" she asks. She sounds defensive, satveymust be noticeable.

"Can we talk?"

"Sure." She doesn't move.

"l mean, somewhere else."

She looks at Chuck, who's looking at me.

"We can talk here, can't we?" she says, turningg bmmy direction.

"No."

It's such a simple word+e.But it has the force of a slam. | am not goingaié to Joni in
front of Chuck because that's not what | came beee to do. And Joni's not going to budge.
| know this already. And that sound you hear—ti@that slam — is the sound of our
friendship taking on the tone of a war.

"Why can't we talk here?"

"Because | want to talk to you alone."

"Well, you can't now. I'm busy."

Busy with Chuck's hand in her back pocket, and $tuffing french fries into his face,
possibly thinking that his revenge against Infiriarlene is working perfectly.

"Sorry to bother you, then," | say, hoping to throe last dagger of guilt her way. | turn
away abruptly because I'm too afraid to see iftltge reaction | wanted.

| can't find Noah anywhere in the cafeteria. |Isealant to see him now. | ask around, and
Eight tells me she saw him out by the soccer frgtti his camera. | immediately head in that
direction.

He is exactly where Eight said he'd be. He is enettige of the field, in the space between
the goal line and the surrounding woods. His cangehald to his eye, his posture silently



observant. | am walking up behind him, but | carfigaire out what he is taking a picture of.
| see an empty set of bleachers with a half-futbgge can at its side, nothing more.

There is a faint click, then another. | circle ardunto Noah's side view. | look at his
haphazard hair and his blue hooded sweatshirt esalite how much I've missed him. More
than touching him or kissing him, | just want tékte him.

| feel like the Paul who kissed Kyle is a totalijferent person from the Paul who likes Noah.
And right now, | am entirely the Paul who likes Modhe other Paul is in another country.

"Hey," | say. He turns to me with the camera $tilhis eye. He doesn't smile or say anything
back. He maintains his concentration, seeing nautir the viewfinder.

| walk closer, until | can see myself reflectedhie glass of the lens.

"Everyone's freaking out,"” | continu#'m freaking out. So much is happening. God, I've
missed you. I'm sorry I've been so out of range."”

| hear another click. | smile after the picture bagn taken.
"It's okay," he says. Then he puts the camera dowinl can see his headlong expression.
"How was your weekend?" | ask.

"Good. | thought about some things." From the waygays it, | can tell that all of these
things are me, and that I'm not going to like wiedows.

"Like what?"

"Like . . . maybe we should slow down a little. €ak time-out."

| nod as if | understand what he's saying. But thask, "Why?"

"Because | need to."

"Why?"

"Because . .. | feel. .. | feel like | don't knovinat | feel. | really like you, but I'm not sure
what that means. | don't know what you want from A | don't know if | can give it to
you. | went home this weekend and | thought abbahese things. | was talking to my old
friends about you, and about me, and hearing dwlloud | realized that I've gotten myself
into something that | might not be ready for. | melaknow you're not going to hurt me, but
at the same time | don't want to throw myself iatplace where | can be hurt. Chloe, Angela,
and Jen pointed that out to me, and | can see whey&e coming from."

The bottom line is clear to me. "You're freaking,busay.

He smiles a little at that. "Maybe. But | need éotghis out. And | can't be with you while
I'm doing that."



"You're overanalyzing it," | argue. In the backnoy mind, I'm thinkingThere are so many
other reasons for you to break it off with me. Wy one?

He raises the camera back to his eye.

"Don't take my picture,” | say.

"Okay." He puts the, camera down again.

"Do you want to do something this afternoon?"

He shakes his head. "How about Thursday?" he offers

"Thursday," | repeat. Is there some sort of equatie's following that makes going out on
Thursday okay, but not this afternoon?

| don't want to, but | sort of understand where lteming fromBe carefulhe's saying. |
want him to be careful with me, too. And sometiroaseful feels like it has to be slow.
Especially if you've been with someone fast andeleas before.

He looks so nervous. Hioesstill like me, but it's freaking him out.

"Is that okay?" he asks, backing down a little.

"How about Tuesday?" | say.

"Wednesday." His seriousness is cracking.

"Tuesday and a half."

"Tuesday and three-quarters."

Because | can't think of what's between a halftaree-quarters quickly, enough, | agree to
seeing him on Tuesday and three-quarters.

"l just need to think," he says.

| know | shouldn't, but | lean over and kiss hinpréss against his camera, and it takes
pictures of our feet as he kisses me back.

"That's definitely something to think about,” hgsance we pull apart. But he doesn't give
in entirely.

"Tuesday and three-quarters,” he says.
"Tuesday and three-quarters,” | agree.

When he's gone, | miss him. | know | will miss Hion the rest of today and tomorrow, and
the three-quarters after. Even though he doesaWwlabout the Paul who kissed Kyle, even



though | can't think of anything | might have sarddone to make him freak out, | feel like
it's all my fault. | tempted fate, and now fateisking me back a little.

What's worse is that | don't have anyone to talidtout it. Tony's in exile, Joni's
experiencing pair-a-noia, Ted isn't a real optanmg Infinite Darlene would probably tell me
I'm getting what | deserve. So all the words staiptained in my head, never leaving me
alone.

| space through the rest of the school day. Thenslwots me down to earth.

"What were you trying to pull at lunch?™ she ratsme as I'm piling books back into my
locker.

| notice Chuck isn't with her.

"Hey," | say, "where's your appendage?”

She slams my locker shut, narrowly missing my fisge

"I'm sick of it, Paul,” she yells. "I'm sick of ypattitude and everybody else's. You want
everything to stay the same. You want me to be laitkTed, and all of us to be the same
little group for the rest of our little lives. Blin not going to be: like that. My world is
bigger than that.”

My defense mechanism kicks in. "Are you quoting €hdirectly or just paraphrasing him?"
| ask, more to anger her than because | thinkritss

Bull's-eye. If my locker had popped back open,&he’slamming it again—this time with
my head in it.

"You think you're such a good friend, don't youR& snarks. "Is that why Tony's grounded
and Infinite Darlene can make you do her dirty vark

"What are you talking about?"
"I know what she's saying about me and Chuck."

"And have you maybe paused for one clueful secomdoinder if it's true? Infinite Darlene's
your friend, remember?"

"Sheused to beny friend."
"Just like me, huh?"
I've pushed her to it, but still I'm startled whsdre says, "Just like you."

It's Kyle, of all people, who breaks in at thisuoi



"Hey, Paul Hey, Joni." He bounds over and flashesameager look. | try to downplay it, but
Joni's eyes widen a little. She's seen— I'm nat suactly what, but it won't go unremarked
upon.

| can't take it anymore. | am freaking out becdug®gow | made a mistake with Kyle, and |
am freaking out because it doesn't totally feed Bkmistake. | am freaking out because my
friendship with Joni is at a ten-year low, and | ieaking out because she doesn't seem to
care. | am freaking out because Noah doesn't knbat Wwwant from him, and | am freaking
out because | don't know what | could possibly diira in*return. | am freaking out because
I've been caught—not by anyone else, but by myss#e what | am doing. And | can't stop
myself from making things worse.

So I run. | make excuses and | run. Out the doat.dDthe school.

But not away.

| can'tmake itaway.

When | get home, | find a note from Noah in thenfrpocket of my backpack. Somehow he
managed to slip it in without me noticing. Sindenbw | got a calculator out of the pocket
after lunch, I know he got to me after | saw hirheThote has only one line on it, but I'm sure
it's his handwriting.

The note says:

| can't believe you kissed him.



Elsewhere

Since | was a little kid, I've been doing this thincall Going Elsewhere. It's almost like
meditation, but instead of blanking myself outylto color myself in. | sit in the middle of

my room, on the floor, and close my eyes. | putttimees on the stereo that will take me to the
right Elsewhere. | fill myself with images. And théwatch them unwind.

My parents and even my brother are pretty cool aletting me do this. They never ask me
why | need to leave. They respect my closed dd@orheone calls on the phone, they tell the
caller I'm Elsewhere and that I'll be back soon.

When | get home after school, the house is emptyité a note on the pad lying on the
kitchen table—Elsewhere—and head to my room. | put on Erasure's "Always] take off
my shoes. | sit in the exact center of the roomeWhclose my eyes, | begin with red.

The colors come first. Red. Orange. Aquamarineshda of solid color, like origami paper lit
by television light. After going through colorspicture patterns — stripes, slants, dots.
Sometimes | pass through an image in a split se@tieers | hold on to. | pause on the way
to Elsewhere. And then I'm there.

| never have a plan. | never know what I'm goingee after the colors and patterns are done.
This time it s a duck.

It splashes into view and beckons me forward. lasessland— your usual desert island, with
crystal-blue water, perfect beach sand, and a paenangled in an arched slant. | pull myself
ashore and lie looking at the sky. | can feel yaninding at a door, but | don't let her in.
When | go Elsewhere, | travel alone. Shells ringshgdow. | reach over and pick one up,
expecting to hear the sea. But the shells aretsilemy walks by and waves. He looks happy,
and I'm glad. | hear volcanoes in the distance) knbw I'm safe. The duck waddles at my
feet. | laugh at its movements. Then it plops diwta the water and begins to glide. | follow
it in, wanting a swim.

| begin to sink. | am not drowning—there is no gie, no fear. It's the opposite of floating,
a simple downward fall. I am pushing through thgogmwvater, unaware of what lies at the
bottom. | expect rocks, fish, wreckage. But instefidd Noah in his studio, slashing colors
into a canvas. | try to see what he's painting,| lzain't. Then it occurs to me that he's not
painting a picture. Instead he's painting emotiansl, every color he uses means hurt. | try to
swim away, but | hang suspended. This isn't Elsegyhibis is Somewhere. | try to switch
back to colors and patterns, but all of them nomedrom Noah's brush. | try to go back to
the beach, back to the volcano. But even the masity head is telling me there's no escape.
And | know this. | am floating back to the surfat®av. Noah grows smaller, his room
diminishes. But | know it's my ultimate destinatidfe's where | want to be.

| don't open my eyes. Not yet. | am back now; Istting in the absolute center of my room,
my brother's footsteps new on the stairs.



Sometimes the space between knowing what to daetodlly doing it is a very short walk.
Other times it is an impossible expanse. As | #itwy eyes closed, | try to gauge the
distance between me and the words that | will Havaay. It seems far. Very far.

I'm not ready yet.

| put my hand in my pocket and feel the edges adi\®notel can't believe you kissed him.

It would be so easy to obsess about how he fouhdBo that's only a speculative digression.
The real problem is that it's the truth.

| open my eyes. | take out my homework and dothwven less enthusiasm than usual.

| decide to call Tony. His mother answers.

"May | please speak to Tony?" | say.

"He's not here," his mother frostily answers.

"Where is he?" | ask.

She hangs up.

| call my friend Laura and am relieved to find sheot at her girlfriend's house. | ask her to
call Tony and see if he's okay (I'm sure his monhlet a female caller through). She readily
agrees to the assignment, and calls back fifteetes later to tell me he's feeling low, but
the situation is survivable. His parents are kegpim under constant watch, afraid he might
steal some kisses if they're not on guard. Theadsmaf me getting to see him in the near

future are about as likely as me becoming Heavywtgidnampion of the World.

At dinner, my parents notice my gloom. They tryskart around it at first, but curiosity gets
the best of them, and by dessert they're plunggig in.

"What's going on?" my mother asks.

"Are you okay?" my father backs her up.
"What have you done now?" Jay chimes in.
| tell them about what happened with Tony.

"Perhaps it's time to send in the P-FLAG commaridlzg; suggests. In our town, P-FLAG
(Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) isgea thiaw as the PTA.

My mother nods at my brother while my father shadkieshead at Tony's parents.

| dash back up to my room before | start blabbingud Noah. Jay calls me on it anyway.

"Busy day?" he pokes his head in and asks.



"How'd you bet?" | ask, since | know he must'vertehings from Rip.

"l didn't,” he says, and holds on for a secondst'die me a favor and tip me off when you
know which way it's going to go."

“I'll do that," | say.
"Hang in, Paul." He closes the door gently.

| try to arm myself with distractions. | finish nippmework. | read a book. | go downstairs
and watch TV. But the image of Elsewhere — of Nmahis studio—hasn't gone away.

| can't believe you kissed him.

It isn't until eleven that | decide | can't takauity longer. | know what | have to do.

My parents are in their bedroom, watching a comsbo cable.

"I have to go out,” | tell them. "I know it's lated | know you probably won't let me, but |
have to go and do something because if | don'ill be up all night and by the time | get to
talk to Noah, it will probably be too late."

My parents look at each other and converse witepeaaking.

"You can go as long as you wear the reflective,V@sy mom says.

"Mom."

"We're not having you walk outside in the middletteé night without wearing the vest. End
of discussion. You decide."

| go to our front closet and pull out the hideowsnge polyurethane beast. | put it on and
head back to my parents' room.

"Satisfied?" | ask.
"Be back by midnight."”

| don't even have time to think about the wordsdimg to say. | have to hope they'll be
there when | need them.



Boy Loses Boy

| throw pebbles at Noah's window. Finally the ligioies on. He opens the window and looks
out. Then he starts throwing the pebbles back at me

"Go away," he whisper-shouts.

"I need to talk to you," | whisper-shout back.
"But | don't need to talk tgou"

"Please."”

He closes the window and puts out the light. Iéinfpr a minute, then give up. It was stupid
to come here, stupid to expect to be treated bigtder | rightfully deserve.

As | hit the street, | hear a door open. Noah coouw®f the house in his bare feet, and | step
back onto the curb. The neighborhood is lamplighég | can hear Noah take in a breath,
waiting for me to speak. | look at his feet on ¢inavel, then at his pajama bottoms and
tattered RISD T-shirt.

"Why are you wearing that stupid vest?" he asks.
"My parents made me wear it," | explain. | begirptdl it off.

"I don't remember saying you could take off yowtlees,” Noah says dryly. | keep the vest
on.

The tone feels almost familiar. Then | remember Wwagn here in the dead of night.

"I'm sorry," | say, finally looking him in the ey&.don't know what you heard or how-you
heard it, but | want you to know that it was sonmggtthat just happened. He needed me in a
really serious way, so | kissed him. Just oncet fdus moment. | wasn't thinking about you,
or even about me. | was thinking about him."

| pause, then continue. "I know that doesn't makigt. And | know I'm probably not your
favorite person right now. But the bottom linehatt | still like you and want to be with you. |
don't want to have to wait for Thursday or next kveenext year. | want to talk to you and
be random with you and be ridiculous with you. hdd&now what | want from you, and |
don't know what you want from me. If anything. Whdb know, though, is that | don't want
you to hate me because of one spur-of-the-momeast ki

| stop here for his reaction. His face shows mang than anger. | don't know if he's going to
simply walk away, or lash out at me.

"So youdid kiss him?" he asks.

"Yeah."



"When?"
"This morning."
"Yeah."

"Okay," he says. "What | want to know is this. Albng, | assumed you and Tony were just
friends. So does this mean it's more than that?"

| double-take.

"What do you mean?" | ask.

"I mean, is this the first time you've kissed Tohy?
"Tony?" | want to laugh.

"Yeah, Tony."

Now I'm smiling despite myself. "I didn't kiss Tarng thatwhat you heard? Oh, God! | was
in the park with him yesterday and gave him a heigplise he was bummed out. That's all.”

| figure this will clear things up. But Noah looksore confused than ever.
"So who did you kiss this morning, then?" he asks.
Gulp.

"Uh. . .er..."

"Uh? Er?"

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

"Kyle?" | say

Noah's eyes widen. He's totally awake now.

"Your ex-boyfriendKyle?"

| nod.

Now it's Noah who's laughing.

"Man," he says, "l really hawgreattaste in guys. | think I'd rather have you kissiamy.
But Kyle—wow."

"l can explain,” | interject, although | supposaireadyhaveexplained.

"Don't bother,” Noah says. "Really. You weren'tgpio tell me, were you?"



"But | did tell you," | point out. | should at least have thratny favor.

Noah goes on. "When | was home over the weekemahd out with my three best
girlfriends. | told them all about you. And you kmavhat they said? They told me to watch
out. Chloe, Angela, and Jen all said that I'm tagyeon people. | think things are too good to
be true, and it ends up that theag too good to be true. | liked yao muchPaul. You have

no idea how hard that was for me. To come to thig town, to leave everything | love
behind—and then suddenly to put all this hope amst into a stranger. | did that with Pitt,
and then—despite the fact thaworel wouldn't do it again — | started to do it withwy.o
Luckily, it didn't get that far. Luckily I'm findig this out now instead of two months from
now."

| see where this is going. | want to stop it.

"Please don t do this, | say quietly.

He starts to back away. "I'm not doing it," he sdy®u already did."

"It was just a kiss!"

Noah shakes his head. "It's never just a kiss. Rfmw that. So just go home."

| am starting to cry. | have no control over itryl to keep it in, just until he gets back inside
and stops looking at me. Now he has the anger &l the hurt—hurt that is all the more
painful because it's been self-inflicted. All hented was for me to be careful. And | was
careless. So careless.

"Goodnight," | say as he ebbs away to his frontpor

"Goodnight," he says back—out of habit, out of kiads, who knows?

| walk home in the middle of the street, all alaméh my thoughts and my frustration.
Perhaps craziest of all, | still feel a flickertadpe. | know there isn't anything | can say or do
right now to change Noah's mind about me. But sagit now will be minutes ago and days
ago and weeks ago. What | feel about Noah carékbeguished with one shut-down
conversation. The fact that | feel so awful is avpese proof of his worth and meaning to me.

| got myself into this mess. | can get myself out.

Or so | think.



Dealing with the Club Kids

My mother finds me the next morning as I'm decidiigether or not to get out of bed. | don't
see why | get to stay home when | have a fever ¢loimg that will pass in time) and yet
have to brave the lonesome hallways when thereasihgle person I'm looking forward to
seeing (something that may or may not pass). kiutcy to formulate an excuse, but before
| can even open my mouth, she says, "Don't evelh. #ynd be sure to hang the safety vest
back up in the closet before you go. Don't leawnithe floor like that."

Snagged on two counts. Not a great way to stardalye

| become neurotic about what to wear. Because suyldgery piece of clothing has
something to do with someone else. Shirts thatiJdelped me pick out. The pants | wore the
night I first met Noah. The clothes from yestertlaipwn over the back of the chair—it's
amazing to believe that | kissed Kyle and was duiripeNoah all in the span of a single pair
of jeans.

In the end | dig into the back of my closet andlfansweater my aunt got me for my birthday

last year. It's orange and green, and brings @ubtange in my eyes even though my eyes
are usually green. The neck is a little too tighd &he arms are a little too long. | wear it

anyway.
| figure this is my new beginning . . . or my lassort.

The first person | bump into when | get to schadRip, the bookie. | can tell he's been
waiting for me. He stares for a moment at my swdatédoesn't say anything about it.

"So is that it, then?" he asks me. "You got no oigit?"

Technically, | figure this is true. I've lost Nodidon't want Kyle. Tony was never an option.

| don't have anybody.

But. ..

| think again of Noah.

"The betting .isn't over yet," | tell Rip.

"Seems pretty over to me," he says with a griran see him counting the money in his head.

| surprise myself by clamping my hand down on higudder and thinking of a sports
metaphor.

"Listen to me," | say. "You can't run a Super B@obl and then declare the winner
midseason. As far as I'm concerned, we haven't gotan to the playoffs yet. If you start
collecting, I'm going to tell everyone that yoyraying them for a fast one. They won't like
that."



Rip thinks for a moment.

"I'll give you until the Dowager's Dance," he séyslly. "That way, more people can place
bets."

| nod and remove my hand from his shoulder.

As he skulks off, Infinite Darlene appears from inelhme.
"Rip never dates anyone," she observes.

"Why?" | ask.

"He doesn't like the odds."

Infinite Darlene is staring at my sweater now.

"I know | should hate it," she says, "but | actydike it."
"Thanks, | think."

She is dressed immaculately in a vint&erlie's Angeld-shirt and white pleather
miniskirt. (I have no idea how she pulls it off.fact, | have no idea how she pulls it on.)

"How's it going?" she asks me.

"l can't even begin to tell you," | say, then blout the whole story.

"Oh, honey," she says when I'm done with my wallayi'it's like my grandma used to say:
Just when you think life's got you in a gutterpenido will come along and destroy your
house."

"And then you rebuild?" | ask.

"Well, she never mentioned that part, but | suppbseuld happen.”

| am not cheered up.

Then, to make matters worse, Infinite Darlene ct®e, sweetheart, are you ready for the
committee meeting sixth period?"

The dance committee meeting. I've totally forgo@éout it. And I'm in charge.

Infinite Darlene continues. "l know that wench"—tkauld be Trilboy Pope—"will be there.
| know there was no way for you to stop her frogngig up. So it's not like | holgou
responsible. But please make sure she keeps kimgtéd a minimum. It gives msucha
migraine."

"I'll be fair," | tell Infinite Darlene.



She sighs. "That's what I'm afraid of. Believe mdpes neither of us any favors."
With that, she swings and sashays away.

| don't see her again until sixth period, in theaBmoom the library reserves for meetings like
this.  am not at all prepared, but I'm ready tcefd.

There are ten people on the committee. The fgstlare two best friends who join
everything together; since their names are Amykmdy, we call them the Indigo Girls,
even though they're straight. Then there's Trilbgdand Infinite Darlene, sitting at opposite
ends of the room—Infinite Darlene is glaring atidyj and Trilby is simply gazing at the
floor in response. I'm sure this drives Infiniterae crazy—she likes nothing better than a
glaring match.

Kyle is in the back of the room looking a littlestoHe's not on my list, and | have a sneaking
suspicion he joined up late.

Then there are the Club Kids. From the start ofl&ngarten, they have been slaves to their
college applications. They join any club availalpetform every volunteer hour they can,
and stab each other in the backs with sharpene@ Nencils in order to be valedictorian.
(fronically, the kid who's going to end up being waledictorian, Dixie LaRue, is a total

party girl who refuses to let the Club Kid pressge¢to her.) Since the Club Kids tend to
spread themselves thinner than Saran Wrap—witpéhsonality to match — | know they'll
probably show up for one or two committee meetiaigsost, put it on their resume, and then
move on to the Future Arms Merchants of AmericabChr whatever.

The problem is, they always want to speak up befwg leave. They feel that doing so
many things qualifies them as experts in everything

This is very rarely the case.

"l think we should have a seventies theme" Club Kicalls out as soon as | gather the group.
"Having a seventies themesenineties,"” | tell her. "Any other suggestions?"

"How about 'The Future'?" Club Kid B chimes in.

"Or 'The Diversity of Life'?" Club Kid C adds.

"How about we just go for 'Vagueness' as a themle?'hl interject. "This is a dance, folks —
not a science fair."

Club Kid D, who'd been raising his hand, puts avdanow. No doubt, he thought he was at
the committee meeting for the science fair.

"How aboutThe Wizard of OzClub Kid E meekly proposes. | can tell from thengln her
eye that she's at least an acquaintance of Dorothy.

It's not a bad idea. But like many Club Kid ide#is,not particularly grounded in originality.
Last year's Dowager's Dance theme Whas Sound of Musié&nd as much as I'd love to lay a



yellow brick road down in the middle of the gymnamsiand force the cheaper ones to dress
like flying bellhop monkeys, I'm afraid it will oplpale in comparison to last year, when
most of the kids showed up in outfits made fromirtharents' old curtains.

| explain this to Club Kid E, who doesn't seem tieberred. | think there just might be hope
for her yet. | ask what her name is, and she tedist's Amber.

"Anybody else have an idea?" | ask.

"How about death?" Kyle says.

"Excuse me?"

"Death. As the theme."

We all pause for a second.

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard,"” WiRbpe sneers.
"l love it," Infinite Darlene predictably disagrees.

"I'mnot so sure ... ," | say.

"No, think about it," Amy pipes up. "It could beatly neat. In most cultures, dancing is part
of the death ceremony. It makes life seem everecdban it did before."”

"You could decorate with images of death,” Emilysa
"And people could dress up as their favorite deardqn.” Amy is pretty engaged right now.
"You could use tombstones as centerpieces," gagming up to the idea.

"I mean, someone has to dance with the portralt@tiead dowager, anyway," Kyle points
out.

"You guys aresick," Club Kid B says.
Shut up, Nelly, Amber interjects. "This could batbethan last year's debake-off finals!"
| shoot her a blank look.

"One of the finalists from Petaluma wet his panmtstage because of the pressure,” Amber
explains. "It was fantastic.”

"You guys aren't serious, are you?" Trilby trills.
"You wouldn't know serious if it gave you a makegVénfinite Darlene shoots back.

"Well, at least | know how to appiypyeye shadow."



Infinite Darlene jumps out of her seat, yelling,d'BPou want to take this outside, Trilby?"
"Kicking your butt isn't worth risking a run in nsgockings Daryl"
| step in before Infinite Darlene can lunge at her.

"Enough!" I shout. "We're trying to architect a darhere, so crouch your tigers some other
time. Infinite Darlene, sit down. Trilby, if you n4 say something nice, then get the hell out
of the room. Okay?"

They both nod.
"Now, let's talk a little more about death. . .."

I'm starting to have a vision for this dance. Far test of the period, we shoot out ideas and
the architecture takes form. When the bell ringssthof us look satisfied. Club Kids A
through D are a total loss, but Amber's sure ta keeper. Trilby and Infinite Darlene have
disagreed on every issue brought up, but theigdesanent has at least given two points of
view for the rest of us to choose between.

Amy and Emily stay a little late—they want to waédme death poems into the DJ's mix.
When they leave, it's only me and Kyle in the robfeel a little awkward—the last time |
saw him, | ran out of the building. | expect himagk for an explanation. But instead he
surprises me by saying, "You're really good at, tyhos know."

"It was your idea," | point out.
"l guess s0." He pauses and studies his sneakers.
"How are you doing?" | ask. "I mean, with your aand all.”

He looks back up at me. "Okay, | guess. My monealy sad. | don't know what to say to
her. Nothing is easy, you know?"

Some things are easy. But | realize he might n@xXperiencing them now.
"Thanks for asking,"” he adds, and it's entirelyugee. -

| -ask him a little more—about home, about the fahthat morning. | don't touch him, and
he doesn't seem to need to be touched.

The second bell rings. We're both late for seveetind. We pack up our bags and leave
together. As we do, we talk about life being unéaid the idea of a death-themed dance. We
don't talk about the kiss or anything after. Arfthtl myself thinking how strange it is—once
upon a time, when we were going out, all | wanted ¥or Kyle to open up to me and tell me
what he felt about us. Now | am grateful to himlfgting us talk without having A Talk.

As far as | know, nobody besides Noah knows abdwt Wwappened with Kyle and me. So
it's not at all awkward to walk with him througrethalls — as long as we don't bring the
issue up, and as long as Noah is nowhere to balf&ince seventh period has already



started, we have the hallways pretty much to ouesell walk him to his classroom. Once we
get there, he thanks me.

| thank him back. | don't tell him what for.



More Than, Equal To, Less Than

| only see Noah once, at the end of school. Hedsitahirty feet away from me in the hallway.
| can't decide whether to go up to him or leave &iane. By the time | choose to make a
move, he's already gone.

This, it seems, is the new story of my life.

With Joni, it's even worse. She has our friend Bdal me that she thinks I'm a jerk, and that
if I'm going to be angry about her and Chuck, | migs well stay away.

"What is this, third grade?" | ask Laura.

She sighs. "To be honest, Paul—yes, it is. | dait to do this in the first place. | told her
to talk to you herself. But she's in a mood. | barely talk to her anymore. And if you think
it's bad with you, triple that and you can begisée how bad it is with Ted."

"Is that supposed to cheer me up?"
"No, it's meant to clear you out."
"But you don't really think | should give up, dou®

Laura looks me right in the eye, but still it's madirect look. | can see all of her thoughts
canceling one another out.

"l don't know what to say," she says, which | té&kenean that she knows exactly what to say,
but she's afraid if she says it, it'll get backiémi and she'll be joining me on the blackout list.

It's not like Joni and | haven't fought before. Bistalways been about stupid things—which
soda goes best with pizza, or how early you haygetdo a movie if you want to be sure to
get tickets. Once we didn't talk for a week becalmedidn't think an outfit of mine matched,
when | swore up and down that it did. (Under vgrggafic circumstances, ii$ possible to
wear white socks with dark pants.) That time ah¢hal other times we both knew we were
being silly, even as our pride got caught up ingfgument. We got so into it that by the end
we were both at fault, which made getting back tioglemuch easier.

This time, though, it's different. This time | kn@hke's being silly, and | know she doesn't
think she's being silly at all. | blame her forrbiag me. And that kind of game is hard to
kick.

| decide to get all contradictory on her. | knom Bupposed to avoid her, so | search her out.
| don't want Chuck to be around, so | wait unté $fas gym class. When there's a few
minutes before the bell, | sneak into the girlskker room.

"What the hell are you doing here?!?"

This is Joni's reaction. The rest of the girlsravachalant. They all know I'm gay, and that
their boobs mean as much as their elbows to me.



Joni's already dressed, so | know the problem is me
"l want to talk to you," | say.

"Didn’t Laura tell you to stay away?" Joni askse Sloesn't see anything weird about this
sentence.

"I'd rather hear it from you."
"Stay away."
The other girls are giving us space. One comestoveack Joni up, but she waves her away.

| can recognize her anger so well. There's the vesyeyes shoot fire, and the perfect D her
arm forms when her fist parks against her hip.

You don't want to do thiswant to say. Which is really me sayingldn't want you to do this.

I've witnessed this scene before. I've heard abauhousand times. And now here we are,
and there is no question where her tone is taksng u

"Are we breaking up?" | ask quietly. Because thatiat it feels like. She's dumping me as a
friend.

"We were never going out,"” she replies sarcasyicaliere's a little hurt in her voice, a little
bitterness. That's what I latch on to. That's whaake with me.

A locker door slams. Then another. Bags are slumig shoulders. Towels are folded away.
The girls around us begin to exit. | try to holdtorJoni's glance for as long as | can, hoping
there will be another word to take all the otherteaces back. She looks at me for a beat. . .
and then she turns away. She starts putting thimiger locker. She closes it. She puts on the
lock (I know the combination). She is pretendiragr no longer here. | had expected her to
rage. | had expected her to be snide. But | hadpécted her to make me invisible. She
knows that's the thing that hurts me the mostr&m her, it destroys me. | don't say another
word. | want to cry in both senses of the word—hw&ars, and | want to shout out. | push
my way out of the locker room, out to a silent abor between the gym and the nurse's office.
| find a fire extinguisher and stare at the gldwsg tovers it. | stare into my own washed-out
face, into my own reflection. | want to break itithh don't dare.

We were never going outwonder if things would have been different ifdutd've gone out
with her, if we had been a couple at some poiminlives. We always said we had the best
deal of all—friendship without sexual tension. Weught it was so uncomplicated.

"I hate the phrase 'more than friends,' " Joni toklone night not long ago. We were bundled
on her couch, flipping to strange channels. "lishsnonsense. When I'm going out with
someone, we're not 'more than friends'—most ofithe, we're not even friends. 'More than
friends’ makes no sense. Look at us. There's rgpthore than us.”



| snuggled in close to her ‘and vowed to neverthieghrase again. But now it comes back to
me, and | wonder if she's used it with Chuck, tald that they're more than friends, more
than Joni and me. The only thing I can't give Jsisiex. The only thing Chuaangive her

is sex, from what | can tell. | never thought itlab be a contest between the two. And |
never, ever thought that it would be a contest uildose.

| miss Joni. | miss Noah. | don't really miss Kyibeit he's the one who finds me. Not right
then, not in the halls. But later, after seventhqoe

"l heard what happened,” he says.
"How did you hear?" | ask.

He looks at me like I'm a freak. "You had a scenthe girls' locker room. You didn't think
word would travel from there? You might as well bdroken up over the PA system.”

"Well, | wasn't planning on us breaking up. | wésnming on us being okay."

Kyle spins a little on that one. It's like he knomesshould be consoling but is unfamiliar with
the language of consolation. | appreciate the nhatiempt on his part, and at the same time
| am relieved that he doesn't take it any furthéion't know how I'd take kindness right now.
Because of Joni, | feel deserving. Because of Nbdbn't feel deserving at all.

There's something else Kyle wants to say, | cdnBat he holds that back, too.

"l was thinking we could go to the cemetery,” Histee. "All of us;. For the dance. To get
ideas."

"NOW?"
"Um ... tomorrow?"

I'm in no mood to argue. And | figure if our danseyoing to have a death theme, there are
few better places to go for inspiration than a denye

Kyle goes to spread the word of our deliberatelybitbfield trip. | try to focus on class for
the rest of the day, which is a new experiencarfer In history, | try to rearrange the words
on the board into a poem.

no treaty but trenches all quiet years to years @amno man's land

This helps pass the time, but it doesn't do myitspmuch good.

After school, | turn a corner and find Infinite Dewe talking to Noah. | can't even hide my
surprise — | nearly drop my books as | pull baakd&didden view. Neither of them sees me.
They talk for no more than a minute. Infinite Daeputs her hand on Noah's shoulder and
smiles. He smiles back, looking a little confuddtks hair is messier than usual, his shirt half
tucked. | wish for the thousandth time that | cotalkle back all the emptiness I've given him.

As soon as he's out of the picture, | leap towafuhite Darlene.



"Have you been spying, honey?" she asks. "You kigowd girls don't spy.”

"What wasthat about?"

"What waswhatabout?"

"Why were you talking to Noah?"

"Darlin’, it's a free country."

Now, "it's a free country" has to be the lamessogeaever invented. It's something people say
when they have no other good excuse for what teeyone. Hearing it come from Infinite
Darlene doesn't inspire confidence.

"What are you up to?" | ask, somewhat severely.

"Don't use that tone with me," Infinite Darlene gsal've pushed her too far. "You're going
to have to trust me on this one, okay?"

God, | wish | could trust her.

Seeing that | won't argue any further, her facghians. "I heard what you said to Joni today.
Thank you for trying."

"l wasn't trying for you. | was trying for me."
"I know. But we're all in this together. Against (@ik."

Now it's my turn to snap. "Don't you see? We'regmihg to win that fight. We can't be
against Chuck. Being against Chuck is like beingragy Joni right now."

"That's how she sees it. But that doesn't meafsthatv it is."

"How she sees it isxactlyhow it is. She's the one calling the shots."

"You're upset.”

"Duh! Of course I'm upset."

"So you're taking it out on me."

"I'am NOT TAKING IT OUT ON YOU. Sometimes it's aetly not about you."

"Well, to me it is."

"Aaaaaaggggggh!" | don't want to fight with InfieiDarlene. She knows | don't want to fight

with her. So | just throw my hands up in the atream my frustration, then move on. | can
hear her laughing-supportivelylaughing—as | leave.



| want to laugh, too.

It hurts me that | can't.



To Bring You My Love

I'm walking through town on my way home from schdbé sun on its way to down, the
streets decorated with mailbox shadows and jutrfééaves. | have nowhere to go (but
home, eventually) and no one to see. My backpahkasy, my thoughts even heavier. So |
focus on the shops and the sky, expose my fadeetwind.

| stop at the tune store, where I'm greeted byedand Jules. Half the store is Javier's, half is
Jules's — they have entirely different musicaldasso you have to know going in whether
the tune you're looking for is more like Javieldates. They have been together for more
than twenty years, and today as they offer me @ddrargue the blues, | want to ask them
how they've done it. To be together with someomévienty years seems like an eternity to
me. | can't seem to manage twenty days. Twenty sveekild be a stretch. How can they
stand there behind the counter, spinning songsdon other day in and day out? How can
they find things to say—how can they avoid saymmgds they'll always regret?ow do you
stay together? want to ask them, the same way | want to ask apply parents, the same
way | want to go up to old people and ask thé/hat is it like to live so long?

Ella Fitzgerald croons through the speakers, thieH#&vey lets out a forlorn cry. | flip
through Javier's sale bin and see he's sneakedaolukes's tunes in there, too. Javier
jokingly tells me to be careful what | wish for.ldsiwarns me against having too many PJ
Harvey dreams.

It's colder outside when | leave, or maybe thatly because | felt so warm inside. | stop in
the coffee shop to get my mother some groundsl to the funky puff-couches in the
corner and see Cody (my first elementary schoofriend) hanging with his new boyfriend,
whose name is either Lou or Reed. They have suokle cushions, sharing a single cup of
latte, sip by sip. Happiness rises from them lileas1. Cody sees me and waves me over. |
smile and gesture that | can't. | pretend I'm rogrout of time.

Their companionship makes me think of Noah. It nsake think about how I'd never felt
that close to someone before, in that exact way.

| slip into the five-and-dime, where things stitist a nickel or ten cents. | pick up some
chocolate clusters for my brother and a strandrafvderry shoestring licorice for Tony. The
root beer barrels are Joni's favorite. | have op shyself from buying those.

Next stop: the thirdhand duds store down the blBcksearching for combat boots when |
see a woman who looks almost identical to Noalonitdvant combat boots for combat; |
want them because | think they'll make me feel gdaa. The woman is looking at a set of
slightly chipped flower pots, asking if they'll fjeraniums. Her hair is longer than Noah's,
well-mannered. But the eyes are almost the same.

Suddenly Claudia comes up to her side. That's wiigare it out—I am seeing Noah's mom
for the first time.

"Why don't you go look for jeans?" she suggests.



| am in the middle of the aisle. It's too late foe to move. Claudia looks right at me. If | turn
around and flee, it would be the ultimate coward®e instead | say hi.

She walks right past me.

| figure that's her right. | find a pair of comlmiots, majorly scuffed, on the bottom shelf. |
fit them on and lean over to tie the laces. | timarcome back towards me. This time, she
stops. With one eye on her mom, she keeps her \mice

"If | were bigger,” she says, "l swear I'd beat ¢th&p out of you."
Then she leaves. | don't have a chance to saya Wardid, the word would bsorry.

| head out without the boots—they don't fit rigBt. maybe it's my mood that doesn't fit. I'm
pushing the outskirts of downtown now, moving pghstshops to the insurance salesfolk and
the dentists' offices. | put on my headphones hnt digure whether | want a soundtrack that
will reinforce my mood or combat it. | switch orethadio and decide to leave it to fate. As a
result, I get five minutes of car ads.

Warnock Chevrolet's Never-ending November Saldt would be a ten-minute walk to
Noah's house. . 3.5 percent APR financing. but what else could | tell him besides "sorry"?
| don't have any new excuses.Act now! This offer is good for a limited time anly. How
could | possibly explain that he's the one my heat made for? That's how it feels—he's
the one my heart was made for.

| walk. | am dizzied by all the words | can't saynim. | sprint. | scream at myself for all that
has happened. The streetlights blink on in ther&aahants of sunlight. | run. | push myself
harder. Harder. | want my body to be as exhaustadyaheart. | want to push it farther. |
want to break through. The wind pulls against ntee @arkness erases all the shadows. | feel
pain in my legs, a rip in my lungs. | stumble otrex curb. | slow down. | gasp.

| am home.



A Very Late Night Conversation with Ted
"Gay Boy?"

"Yeah."

"It's Ted."

"Hey."

"l hope it's not too late."”

"No." [pause to throw off the covers, turn on tleglbide light] "Something on your mind?"
"It's Joni."

"l kind of figured." [there is no other reason heall me]
"Yeah."

"Yeah." [this is how guys talk]

"l can't get her off my mind."

"l hear you."

"l heard what you did today. How she wrecked you."
"It wasn't pretty."

"That's not like her. | mean, it's definitely liker to wreck people. But it's not like her to
wreckyou'.'

"l know."

"I mean, she's crossed a line."
"l think she knows that."
"Does she?"

"Yeah."

"You really think?

"I think."



[long pause for thought] "I keep trying to thinksidmething we can do. | keep wondering
what it was that | did, and at the same time | knalidn't do anything. She did it this time.
And she keeps doing it."

"Maybe she's just changing.”

"Because of Chuck?"

"It's been known to happen.”

"But not to Joni."

[noticing something in Ted's voice] "Ted?"

"Yeah?"

"Are you drunk?"

"Me?"

"Yeah."

"Not really."

"Not really?"

"Well, a little. | was just feeling so gloomy. Itever been like this before, man. It's never
been this . . ."

"Difficult?"

"Hard. It's never been this hard. | know this igngao sound totally whacked, but before
when we broke up, | was kind of okay with it, besalirealized that she was better off
without me. And maybe | was better off without Heut this time | don't feel like she's better
off at all. She's dissing her friends. She's losiagself in Chuck. And she and I—well, we've
lost it."

"Lost what?"

[impatient] "You know—that spark. That electricifgven when we were broken up, we had
it. She could rile me up with a simple look, armbuld do the same to her. Now that's not
there. And | feel—I don't know."

"You feel naked without it?"

"Naked? Hah!"

| mean, you feel empty.

"Kind of. Is missing something proof of how muchuywere into it in the first place?"



[thinking again of Noah's smile] "Could be."

"So what do you do with that, Paul? What do yowitb that missingness?”
"In some circumstances, you just let it go."”

"Is this one of those circumstances?"

"What do you think?"

"I think no."

"I think you're right."

"So what are we going to do?"

"We're going to wait for Joni to feel the missingsgtoo."
"And what if she doesn't?"

[pause] "Then maybe we'll have to let it go."

[a little alarmed] "But not yet, right?"

"No, not yet."

"Because Joni's worth that, right?"

"Yeah, sheis."

[hesitation] "I'm not really that drunk, okay?"
"It's okay, Ted."

"But you'll remind me of all this in the morning?"
"Yes, Ted."

"You're not that bad, Gay Boy."

"You're not too bad yourself, for a guy.”
"Thanks."

"Anytime."

"But you'd prefer earlier?"

"Yeah, two's a little late."



"Cool. And hey—"
"Yeah?"

"Goodnight"






Meet Me at the Cemetery Gates

Because Amy and Emily have lacrosse practice aimitenDarlene is prepping for the
weekend's football game, we don't meet at the camentil the sun is going down. There is
only one cemetery in our town, where people ofdifjions and beliefs rest side by side. Just
like a community.

Although my father's parents were born and bumeahiother part of the country, all of my
mother's family is buried here. | suppose one dgyarents will be buried here, too. And
even me. It's strange to walk around and think that

In our cemetery, each tombstone has a locked lhagre#d to it. And inside each locked box
there's a book. | don't know who started this idedyow long it's been around. But if you go
to the cemetery gates, the keeper will give youkheto any box you'd like. Inside each
book you will find the pages from a life. Some loé tbooks have the dead person's own
writing. Others have writing from after the degtlepple who come to visit the graves will
write down memories and stories. Sometimes theyite directly to the person, asking
guestions or giving updates on how everything tdrmgt in the afterwards. Every now and
then I'll look at my grandmother's book, whichile#l with recipes and home truths. Or I'll
take out a pen and add a line or two in my graheéfa book, telling him who won the World
Series, if my mother hasn't already come by to fill

him in.
With the keeper's permission, we are going to takee words from the memory books to
include in our dance. Amy and Emily are also gdimghake rubbings of some of the

tombstones to help decorate the walls.

As soon as Kyle arrives at the cemetery, he gassrig for something. He doesn't tell any of
us what it is. He disappears.

Of all the Club Kids, Amber is the only one who glscup. She arrives with Infinite Darlene,
but it's Trilby who asks her for help.

"l need to get some ideas for a dress," Trilby sdyseed some input.”
Amber lets out a starstruck "Sure."
Infinite Darlene is miffed. "It won't be as goodlast year's dress," she bitches.

"Oh, please,” Trilby snorts. "You wanted me to wgaliow so you could take home all the
boys."

"The theme waSound of Musie-and they were yellowurtains."

"Yes, but there are good curtains and there arebgddins. You had me wearing some pretty
bad curtains.”

"You didn't think so at the time."



"Oh, but I'm wiser now."
To my surprise, it's Amber who steps in this time.
"Do you guys always do this?" she asks.

"Yes," Trilby and Infinite Darlene reply togeth@men they try to jinx each other, but that
too is simultaneous.

"And what do you get out of it?" Amber asks.

"Excuse me?" Trilby looks a little down her noséatber. Amber seems to fade into her
overalls, but she's gone too far now to turn back.

"It's clear to everyone how much you're gettingasffgetting even," she observes. "Can't you
just admit that?"

"No way."
"You're out of your mind."
"Am |?"

Trilby gives Amber a serious once-over. "l thirlkdo look for dress ideas myself. | don't
know why | asked a girl wearing OshKosh to helpimthe first place."

"They're not OshKosh. They're Old Navy."
"That's not my point.”
"Yeah, but it's mine."

Trilby storms off dramatically. Infinite Darleneosins off with equal drama in the opposite
direction.

Amber laughs.

"Well done," | say. "l swear, if you weren't an Qldvy—wearing lesbian Club Kid, I'd
probably kiss you right now."

Amber's laugh stops. She looks around to see raglg heard.
I've gone too jar] think.
"I'm sorry," | say.

Amber waves me off. "It's okay. It's just that hot. . . well, | don't like to think of myself
as...aClubKid."



She smiles again.

"I'll never think of you that way again,” | promise

"I mean, | love joining clubs and all. | just dowant word to get out, okay?"
Her secret is safe with me.

Away from the Club Kids, she's so much more sureen$elf. Or maybe she's just as sure of
herself when she's with the other Club Kids, ofhlg doesn't have a chance to show it.

"Trilby and Infinite Darlene are like Nelly Petersand George Bly," Amber observes.
"Nelly and George were great friends until theytsthcompeting for valedictorian. Now it's
all about the grades. They want to beat each odiner at the same time they secretly want to
beeach other. So they fight."

"And how will it end?"

"They'll either kill each other or sleep togethEne jury's still out.”

"But Trilby and Infinite Darlene don't want to sfetogether— they want to sleep with the
same people.”

"Different kind of tension, same emotional resuRkis, who says they don't want to sleep
together?"

"Are you saying that Infinite Darlene idesbian?"

"Stranger things have happened. And that's jutisntown.” Amber looks across the
cemetery. "You know who I like the most in here?"

"Who?"

"The witch in the corner. She lived here two huddyears ago. Her memory book is full of
spells that have been written in over the years."

"You like that?"

Amber nods. "l once went out with a witch. It dicend well."

"What happened?"

"l didn't get along with her cat.”

We are quiet again in the near dark. | realizeousth be doing some serious architecting at
this point, but I'm not sure what to do. SuddeAlynzy and Emily are lit by a flash as they

trace gravestone inscriptions. Then another fl@simeone is taking pictures.

Noah.



Infinite Darlene sidles up behind me.

"I asked him to come," she whispered. "l figuredaseld use some black-and-white shots."
"You're interfering!" | accuse.

She bats an eyelash. "Of course | am. That's wieaidls are for."

Noah doesn't seem to notice me. He focuses omidmdeg branches reaching out to cover the
emerging moon. He focuses on the angel statuamingéheir wings turn a ghostly pale in
one illuminated moment.

"Go over and say hello," Infinite Darlene insists.

"You're the one who invited him," | grumble.

"Yes, but you're th@ost"

I'm ready to dig in my heels and resist InfiniterlBae's meddling. Then Amber asks me,
"What do you really want to do?" And | think abautWhat Iwantto do is run away into the
darkness. Whatreally wantto do is talk to him.

So I walk over.

He is sitting on the ground now, getting a levedtsit a tombstone.

"Hey," | say.

Snap and flash. My eyes take a second to rea#jesttands in the afterglow.

"Hey," he says.

It's too dark for me to see his full expression.

"I'm glad you're taking pictures,” | go on. "I mearwas a good idea."”

"Did you ask Infinite Darlene to ask me?" His voise&asual curiosity, nothing more.

"No. But | should have."

"Why?"

"Because you're a really good photographer.”

He thanks me and we teeter there for a moment.réd/aa moving, but we're teetering at the
same time.

"Look . . ."I've missed yowDo | really have to say it? Can't he see it on aoef I'm about
to say it—then | hear someone calling my name.



"Paul! You've got to come see this, Paul!"

It's Kyle. He runs over to me, not seeing Noabh.

"Oh, sorry," he says when he realizes I'm not alone

"No problem," Noah replies, raising his camera frioisside.

Don't go,l want to say. But | can't say it in front of KyMho looks so excited to have found
me.

The moment's over. Noah nods at me and Kyle, treksraway. | call out another thanks to
him, but he only sends back another nod.

"Sorry," Kyle says again. "l didn't know you were—"

"He was just taking some shots of the cemeteryiferdance. Infinite Darlene asked him."

- We stand there for a moment, Kyle looking at me.

"You wanted to show me something?" | prompt.

"Yeah. This way."

He takes me to the dowager's crypt. | had forgaiteabout it.

Kyle has lit the inside with candles, so as we apph, it looks like an elfin mansion with a
fire in the grate. The outside is plain ("I woré& §eeing it from the outside," the dowager is
rumored to have said), but the inside is colorétg-fwo different shades of blue. Every year
or two they touch it up, importing paint from as éavay as Cyprus to make the blue
complete.

Kyle got the key to her memory book from the keegred has been jotting excerpts into his
biology notebook. | lean over to see, but he qyickbses the cover and shuffles the
notebook away in his bag. | look around at the temnide’'s lit. They, too, are all blue.

"I wish we could have the dance in here," Kyle sagsiding to a portrait of the dowager that
hangs over her tomb. It is nearly identical topbetrait that is partnered at the dance. "I

think she would have liked that."

Next to the portrait is a piece of sketch papelekyust have been trying to duplicate it. |
walk forward for a closer look.

"I'm sorry again about interrupting,” Kyle saysrfreaomewhere behind me.
"Don't worry about it,” | reply, my eyes not leagithe drawing. He's changed the

perspective—it's now a portrait looking slightlyvdwo The candlelight makes her expression
waver, her lines blur. The thing that strikes metiost is the portrait's silence.



| feel a hand on my back. When | don't move, Kyle$ me gently around. Then he leans in
and kisses me. Softly, at first. Then embracing.

My instinct kicks in, and it isn't the instinct I'mecessarily expecting. After the surprise
wears off, | quietly step away. | let go of thekiand he lets go of my body.

"What?" he asks soothingly. "It's okay."

"No," I whisper back. "It's not."

"But it is." He takes my hand in his. | used todat’when he did that, just casually holding
my hand as we had a conversation. | don't pulvayanow. "l know | messed up last time,"
he says, "but that won't happen again. | know gostared. I'm scared, too. But this is what |
want. This is how it should be. | love you."

"Oh no!" I say. Out loud. | don't mean to. It justmes out.

Kyle laughs, but | can see his scaredness grow.

| squeeze his hand lightly. "Seriously, thoughudti" | can't find the right words.

"You just what?"

"l just don't want to. Not like that. | love yowa, but as a friend. A good friend."

He lets go of my hand. "Don't say that," he insists

"What? | mean it, Kyle. You know I'm not just sagithet's be friends."

"But you are, Paul. You are."

There's shock in his eyes now. | actually haveetxh out for him because he's about to back
into a candle and set his shirt on fire.

"Thanks," he says. His voice has lost all certaitByt why did you kiss me? | thought that
meant something."

| can't tell him it meant nothing. But | can't telm it meant what he wanted it to.
"Do you regret it?" he asks, after | haven't resjgoh

"No," | say, even though | do.

"But you don't want to do it again?"

"l don't think we should.”

"And you know what you want."”

| nod.



"You always know what you want, don't you?"
"That's not true," | say, thinking about the lagb tweeks. "And that's not fair."

"No," Kyle agrees. "It's not fair at all." He isdaby his book bag now, gathering his things.
"l thought this would work. | thought it would beparfect way to start again. But | forgot
about you. | forgot how easy it is for you."

"Easy?"

"Yes," Kyle says, punctuating the phrase by thrgadown his things:Easy.Paul, you don't
know how lucky you are."

"How am | lucky?"

"Becausegyou know who you ar@lost of the time, Paul, | have no idea what | w#mtd
then when | do, something like this happens. Youemae feel so low, when all | want is to
be with you."

| could point out that he used to make me feektrae way, but I've already forgiven him for
that. | could point out that it isn't always easypWwing who you are and what you want,
because then you have no excuse for not tryingta.d could point out that right now—
even now-I am still thinking about the few words | just éenged with Noah. | could point
out any number of things. But | am entirely disadmgecause now Kyle is shivering in front
of me, holding in his tears as he picks up his B&g.sorry,” | say, but | know this isn't
enough. There isn't a single phrase for all thegi need to say—there isn't a single
sentence that will explain how | want to hug Kyioi security but don't want to kiss him. He
is walking around the crypt now, not looking at met saying another word. He blows out
the candles one by one. | stand where | am andlisayame. The last candle is on top of the
dowager's tomb. Kyle leans over and extinguishé&/'d are left in a darkness of blues. | say
his name again. But the only response comes frensdhnd of his leaving.

Tony

| ask Amber to call Tony's house for me. When reneaamns, she passes the phone my way and
| ask if | can come over. He says there's aboutoam before his mother will be back from
her prayer circle.

Emily gives me a ride. From her respectful silena@n tell that she's pieced together Kyle's
departure, my agitation, my own departure, and egdrfor respectful silence. She's
probably figured out a close variation of the aky.

Tony's front door is unlocked. | head right to liem. After one look at my face, he asks me
what happened, and | tell him.

As | talk, clocks chime throughout the house. Aflmoard creaks under ghost steps. Alert,
we listen for the sound of the garage door opeamakey turning in the back door.



| tell Tony about Noah. | tell Tony about Kyle aalllthe things he said. | show him my
confusion, my hurt, my anger—I don't hold anythbagk. As usual, Tony reserves his words
until the end, prompting me with nods and listening

| expect him to tell me that Kyle is off base, thatd been speaking out of confusion, hurt,
and (yes) anger, not truth. But instead Tony sd§e’s right, you know."

"What?" | heard him the first time, but | want tweg him the option to change his mind.,
"l said, Kyle's right. | know exactly where he'syuag from."

I'm so taken aback by what Tony's saying that k laway from him. | look at all the chaste
decorations in his room, all the childhood relicsaséball cards, sports car ads—that he

hasn't been able to replace with the telltale sgjriss present life. Everything that's visible
in this room is exactly the same as when | firgt gaOnly the hidden parts have changed.

"Paul," Tony continues, "do you know how lucky yane?"

Of course | know this. Although | have to admitways tend to think of other people as
unlucky rather than thinking of my own life as amad.

"I know I'm lucky,” | say, perhaps a little defewsly. "But that doesn't mean it's easy. Kyle
said it's easy for me."

"That's not a bad thing, Paul."
"Well, the way he said it, it was. And the way yewsaying it, too.
Tony is sitting cross-legged on the floor, playwigh a thread from his sweater.

"The first time | met you," he says, not direcibyrhe, not directly to the floor—somewhere
in between, "I honestly couldn't believe that soneelike you could exist, or even a town
like yours could entirely exist. | thought | undexsd things. | thought | would get up every
morning with a secret and go to sleep every nigtit the same secret. | thought my life
would start only when | was out of here. | felttthaad learned something about myself too
soon, and that there was nothing | could do to uhddruth. And | wanted to undo it, Paul. |
wanted to so bad. Then | met you in the city andhertrain, and suddenly it was like this
door had been opened. | saw | couldn't live likebken living, because now there was
another way to do it. And part of me loved thatdArart of me still hates it. Part of me—this
dark, scared part of me—wishes | never knew hawutd be. | don't have the courage that
you do."

"That's not true," | say quietly. "You are so muxhver than | am. You face all these
things—your parents, your life."

"Kyle feels lost, Paul. That's all he's saying. Aradknows that you're not lost. You've never
really been lost. You'vielt lost. But you've nevdreenlost.”

"And are you lost? Do you feel lost?" - Tony shakiesshead. "No. | know exactly where |
am, what I'm up against. I'm on the other side).Pau



| can hear all the emptiness in the house. | cartteeway the pennants droop away from the
walls of his room. | know that he's not happy, @rateaks my heart.

"Tony," | say.

He shakes his head again. "But this isn't aboutisn&} It's about you and Noah and Kyle
and what you're going to do."

"l don't care about any of that," | tell him. "I arg | care about it. But not right here, right
now. Talk to me, Tony."

"l didn't want to bring this up. Forget | said amyig." "No, Tony. Tell me."

"l don't know if you want to hear it."

"Of course | want to hear it."

"l love being with you and Joni and the rest of gheup. | love being a part of that. But | can
never really enjoy it, because | know that at the, ¢l be back here. Sometimes | can forget,
and when | can forget, it's bliss. But this pasékvbas been hell. It's like I've been pushed
back into the shape of this person | used to bel. IAton't fit into the old shape anymore. |
don't fit."

"So leave," | say—and the minute | say it, I'm fflithe idea. "I'm serious. Let's pack up
your things. You can live at my house. I'm surepagents will take you in. Then we can
figure things out. We can find you a room somewherenaybe in that room over Mrs.
Reilly's garage. You don't have to be here, Torgu ¥on't have to live like this."

I'm getting all excited. It's like an airlift. Tonyg a refugee. We need to get him to a better
place.

It seems so simple to me. But Tony says, "No, lt¢an

"What do you mean?"

"l can't, Paul. | can't just leave. | know you wamderstand this, but they love me. It would
be much easier if they didn't. But in their own wthey love me. They honestly believe that
if | don't straighten out, | will lose my soul.dthot just that they don't want me kissing other
guys—they think if 1 do it, | will be damne@®amnedPaul. And | know that doesn't mean
anything to you. It really doesn't mean anything®. To them, though, it's everything."
"But they're wrong."

"I know. But they don't hate me, Paul. They honesthg Ime."

"Part of love is letting a person be who they wartbe."

Tony nods. "l know."



"And they're not doing that."

"But maybe they will someday. | don't know. Allhéw is that | can't just run off. They think
that being gay is going to mess up my whole lifeart't prove them right, Paul. | have to
prove them wrong. And | know | can't prove them mgdoy changing myself or by denying
what | really am. The only way for me to prove themong is to try to be who | am and
show them it's not hurting me to be that way. Io fears I'll graduate. I'll be gone. But in
the meantime, | have to find a way to make thiskw/or

| am so scared for him. | realize that what heysngpis beyond my scope of comprehension.
What he wants to do is more than I've ever hadto d

"Tony," | say, "you're not alone in this."

He leans back against his bed. "Sometimes | knowdt, and sometimes | really think I am.
| don't like to get into the middle of things, lmametimes | stay awake at night, petrified that
we're all scattering apart. And | know I'm not sigeenough to keep us all together and keep
myself together at the same time. Plus, you'reve,| Paul. You might not call it that, but
that's what it is. And | don't want to be the dowtzeyour upper. | know there are only so
many things you can float at once."

| don't let him finish the thought. "I'm here,"dllthim. "I will always be here. And | know

I've been overwhelmed by the past week. And | kgow can't always count on me to do the
right thing. But | want to help.",

"I don't know if | can do it, Paul.” | can tell eants to. He's decided he wants to.

"You have a much better chance than | would," | 8&gu are so much braver than me."
"That's not true."”

Yes itis.

The garage door opens. Both Tony and | tense up.

"I'l go," | say, gathering my things, planning aick escape.

Tony looks up at me and says, "No, don't.”

The garage door is closing now.

"Are you sure?" | ask. | don't know what kind ajuble this will bring. All I know is that
whatever he wants me to do, I'll do it. | m sure.

The door to the basement. Tony's mother callinghaiae.
“I'm in here with Paul!" he yells.

Silence. Keys on the front counter. A pause. Feptsbn the stairs.



All those years of us pretending. All the "biblady groups” and midnight curfews. All those
times we had to wash the scent of a basement tava dony's clothes, or let Tony onto our
computers to go places his parents wouldn't letgomAll those moments of panic when we
thought we wouldn't make it back on time, when eught that Tony would come home
and the door would be locked for good. All thoss liAll those fears. And now Tony's
mother coming into the room—not even knocking—ageirsg the two of us sitting on his
floor, him cross-legged and leaning on the sidei®bed, me kneeling by the bookcase, not
even pretending to be looking for a book.

"Oh," she says—the kind of word that falls liketare.
"We're going to do some homework," Tony says.
She looks straight at him. "I'm not sure that'®adjidea."

All those silences. All those burning thoughts Keigiden. And now Tony is letting them out,
carefully. Now Tony is standing his ground.

"Why?" Tony asks -— the kind of word that is throlilke a stone.

"Why?" Tony's mom repeats — an off-guard echo, mgettain response.

"Paul is my best friend, and we've been doing hoankwogether for a long time. He is my
friend—nothing more, no different from Joni or Laura ayather girl. | am being totally
honest with you, and | want you to be totally harveigh me. Why could you possibly think
it's a bad idea for Paul and me to do our homewaykther?"

| see it in her eyes. | see exactly what Tony \a#lsrig about. That strange, twisted, torn love.
That conflict between what your heart knows is trigid what your mind is told is right.

He's called her on it. And she doesn't know hovwespond.

"l don't want to talk about this right now," she/saHer body language is pretending I'm not
in the room.

"We don't have to talk about it. But Paul's goiagtay until he has to go home for dinner."
"Tony, I'm not sure about that.”

"We'll leave the door open. We can even go intckitehen if you want us to. There are
some girls at school whose parents have thosewliea boys come over, even if they're just
friends, so | guess that would make sense for ooe’; t

If I told this to my parents, there'd be an elenwdrghallenge in it, or sarcasm. But Tony's
speaking is plain and simple. He is not crossirgitie into snarkiness. He is making his

point, but being perfectly respectful in tone.

| wish | could know what thoughts are going throdnghimom's mind right now. Is she trying
to dismiss this away®h, it's just a phaser It must be that evil Paul's influeneéne's the



one to blamels she devastated that Tony is beyond "savingShéscursing fate — or even
God—for putting her in this situation? Is she ensbrg it as a challenge? | can see her
thinking, but | don't know the thoughts. | am sigtino more than five feet away from her, but
she's in a different world.

She looks at the walls, inhales and exhales.
"Leave the door open,"” she says. "I'll be in thehen."

Tony is speechless. He merely nods. His mom doesd'in return. She backs away, out of
the door, down the steps. Tony looks at me. | bnussmiling. | clap without making a
sound. He smiles, too. Then his smile falls anafd sudden he is sobbing. He is shuddering
and shaking and gasping. He has kept all this wiaige inside him, and now some of it is
coming out. His face is newborn raw, his arms vwaayund his body. | move over to him and
hug him tight. | tell him that he's brave. | telihthat he's done it—he's taken not the first
step (that happened a long time ago) but the riept Blis cry carries through the house. |
rock him a little and look up to see his mothethie doorway again. This time | can read her
perfectly. She wants to be where | am, holding Buoit. | know she will not say the things |
am willing to say. Maybe she knows this, too. Matgtie will change, too. She looks at my
face and gives me a nod. Or maybe she is finallymang Tony's nod. Then she retreats
again.

"I'm sorry," Tony says, sniffling back into composu.
"There's nothing to be sorry about," | tell him.
"l know."

| find my greatest strength in wanting to be strdrfgnd my greatest bravery in deciding to
be brave. | don't know if I've ever realized thedye, and | don't know if Tony's ever
realized it before, but I think we both realizedw. If there's no feeling of fear, then there's
no need for courage. | think Tony has been livintdp\is fear for all his life. | think now he's
converting it to courage.

Do I tell him this right now? | would, only he chgas the subject. And | let him/ because it's
his subject to change.

"What are you going to do about Noah?" he asks.
"Why don't you ask me what I'm going to do aboute®y I'm curious.

"Because there's nothing you can do about Kyld ngkv. But you need to do something
about Noah."

"I know, | know," | say. "The only problem beingatih(a) he thinks I'm getting back with my
ex-boyfriend, (b) he thinks I'll only hurt him, kagse (c) I've already hurt him and (d)
someone else has already hurt him, which meansmy&turting him hurt even more. So (e)
he doesn't trust me, and in all fairness, | (f)dravgiven him much reason to trust me. Still,
(9) every time | see him, | (h) want everythingo®right again and (i) want to kiss him
madly. This means that (j) my feelings aren't gamgy anytime soon, but (k) his feelings



don't look likely to budge, either. So either (‘) but of luck, (m) I'm out of hope, or (n)
there's a way to make it up to him that I'm nomking of. | could (0) beg, (p) plead, (q)
grovel, or (r) give up, but in order to do thatyduld have to sacrifice my (s) pride, (t)
reputation, and (u) self-respect, even though bigue very little of them left and (w) it
probably wouldn't work anyway. As a result, | amn lpst, (y) clue-free, and (z) wondering if
you have any idea whatsoever what | should do."

"Show him," Tony tells me.

"Show him?"

"Show him how you feel."

"But I've told him. That night. | made it cleariiom how | felt. My words were out there. He
didn't want them."

"Don't tell him, Paul. Show him."

"And how do | do that?"

-Tony shakes his head. "I'm not going to tell yBut | have a feeling that if you think hard
about it, you'll figure out how to do it. If you whto be loved, be lovable. It's a good place to

start.

| think about what's just happened. | think abaatvbry The risk of making a fool of myself
in front of Noah is nothing compared to what Tony& done. Nothing.

The Snoopy on Tony's clock is doing a disco-Travplise. It's time for me to go home for
dinner.

"Do you want me to stay?" | ask.

Tony shakes his head. "I'll be okay," he triesgsuse me.

"But your father . . . ?"

He'll deal with it."

"You don't have to deal with it by yourself."

"I know. But it would be better if you weren't heMy dad's actually more of a pushover
than my mom, as long as things are a little owtigiit.” He knows what I'm about to say. "I
know that's not right, Paul, but that's the wandgsiare. And right now, I'm going to have to
work with the way things are.”

| nod. "Call me," | say.

"I will,” Tony replies. He sounds so sure of ihdlieve him.

Three hours later, he calls. My mom answers th@g@ho



"Tony!" she says, all happiness. "It's so gooddartyour voice! I've been stocking up on
macadamia nuts, so you'd better come over so@n €een pick you up or drive you home,
just like old times. You're always welcome here."

(Man, | love her.)

"In the next election, I'm voting for your mom te the next God," Tony says when | pick up
the phone.

"How did it go?"

"Well. . ." Tony's voice sounds a little glum. "l'afraid you're not going to see the inside of
my bedroom for a while." irony—

"But youwill be able to see a lot of my kitchen. Just be suke¢p your hands to yourself,
okay?"

This is what a small victory feels like: It feelkd a little surprise and a lot of relief. It makes
the past feel lighter and the future seem everdigihan that, if only for a moment. It feels
like Tightness winning. It feels like possibility.

| was the first openly gay president of my thirég@e class. | have seen men holding hands
walking down the street in a big city and | havad@bout women being married in a state
that's not so far away. | have found a boy | jugthinlove, and | have not run away. | believe
that | can be anyone | might want to be. All thégegs give me strength. And so does
something as simple as talking to Tony on the pladteg curfew, hearing that we'll be
hanging out in his kitchen without having to lie.

It is, as | said, a victory. It might not last, iight now it means everything to me.



Possibly Maybe

It's a fine line between love and stalking. | dedid walk it. | want to do right by Noah.
Show him, Tony said. But really, I'm guided morevidyat Tony's shown me. | will not
hesitate to say who | love.

On the first day, | give him flowers and time.

The night before, | unlock my closet of origami pep-over a thousand sheets of bright
square color. | turn them all into flowers. Evenygée one. | do not sleep. | do not take
breaks. Because | know that as well as giving lhienfiowers, | am giving him the time it
takes to make them. With every fold, | am givintgeconds of my life. With every flower,
part of a minute. | tie as many as | can to pigacer stems. | arrange bouquets and lattices,
some topped by cranes. In the morning, | garlarcthtthroughout the halls, centerpiecing it
all at his locker, so he'll know that they're alt him.

Every minute, every crease is a message from me.
On the second day, | give him words and definitions

This isn't to say | talk to him — no, | don't dattat all. Instead, | start a list of the words |
love—resplendent giddy trollop

— and then | add definitions —

resplendent-shining brilliantly

giddy—lighthearted and flighty

trollop—an untidy or immoral woman

Soon | decide to look randomly through the dictiyrta find other unique words and
definitions. | do this at Tony's kitchen table, lwitony at my side. We decide this isn't
homework that we can swap—it needs to come from me.

scrappage—material broken into scrap

mucronate—having an abruptly projecting point, like a leafaofeather

frequentation— the act of frequenting

Tony's mother drops by the kitchen twelve timethmfirst hour. First she asks if we need
anything. After a while she pretends to need soimgtherself—scissors from the drawer, a
phone number from the kitchen notepad. Does shestigrbelieve that | will suddenly start
ravishing her son on the kitchen table if she do@sterrupt to get a glass of water every ten
minutes? | guess there's no way to assure her't.viostead, we confuse her with my

assignment, as | read aloud all the words thatd, fsimply by flipping to a page and
choosing a word that I like.



debauchery-indulgence in sensual pleasures
azure—sky blue

isochronal—equal or uniform in time Tony tells me he's bd@nking of calling Kyle, just to
see if he's okay.

"He probably needs someone to talk to,” he saysl ltacan't be you."

| know it can't be me, and say so. | think it'sldbat Tony could help him with things. |
don't know why it has never occurred to me befout,| can really see them getting along.

prophetie—predictive, especially when ominous

vitreous—of the nature of glass

dulcet—pleasant to the ear; melodious

The words don't have anything in common. But thaliat | like about them. There are so
many words in our language; we get to know so fethem. | want to share some of the

strangers with Noah.

After | jot down the words—a hundred in all — | net@ them nicely on a long scroll, under
the heading

Words to Find and Know in this World

| tie the scroll with a ribbon that Tony salvagesni his room, a ribbon from a gift Joni gave
him for his last birthday. | ask Tony if he's tatki® Joni lately. He says, "Kind of," but
doesn't explain.

| leave the scroll of words and definitions at Nsdhcker at the beginning of the day. At the
end of the day, | find a scrap of paper in my oaecker. Noah has given me a word of his
own invention.

literogratumerriment—thanks for the words
On the third day, | give him space.

It's Saturday, and | decide to leave him aloneitlgpletter in his mailbox wishing him a good
day. | don't want to overwhelm him with everythimglso want to give him (and myself)
time to think.

On the fourth day, | give him a song.

Zeke has come -down to the dance hall becausgdiag to favor us with some tunes for
next weekend's dance. | explain my situation to, laind he offers me some of his troubadour
vibe. He asks me how | feel about Noah, and Ihiefl all my thoughts — from the goofy to
the sublime, the ridiculous to the tried-and-tiugive him materials of longing, materials of
hope, and, like an expert quiltmaker, he sews ttugether into something grand and entire.



The whole dance committee (all but Kyle, who's dpiat of the day) pauses to listen, then
breaks out in applause when Zeke is through. Trhanp he gathers us in his notes and leads
us from the school gym into the streets, proud pipdr, swaying and grooving to his strum
until we are all on Noah's doorstep, a parade difwished well-wishers delivering a song.
Amber pushes me to the front, next to Zeke.

"But | can't sing,” | whisper to him.
"l think he'll know it's not from me, even if I'rhé one who sings."

We call up to the bedroom. Claudia comes to the,ddmots us all an evil glare, then says
Noah is in his studio. We prevail upon her to get.tlrinally he comes to his bedroom
window.

Zeke's voice fills the air with sweetness.

there is a once when | never think twice
you give me that, boy

you give me that

there is a kind which is much more than nice
you give me that, boy

you give me that

and now it's time for me to reveal

all the parts of me you've helped become real
to feel

there is a go that turns into a stay

you give me that, boy

you give me that

there is a dream which goes its own way
you give me that, boy

you give me that

and still sometimes | feel so much fear
there are parts of me | want to make clear
from here

there is a true which never rings wrong
I'll give you that, boy

I'll give you that

there is a word in search of a song

I'll give you that, boy

I'll give you thatlet me give you that

| promise

| promise

to give you that

a dream, a song'

a never of wrong

a once, a twice

a much more of nice

a love, a love

a floating of love



I'll give you that, boy
| promise

| promise

to give you that

Throughout the song, Noah looks at me and lookkskeé. When he looks at Zeke, | study
him like you study a baby, waiting for its next ezgsion. When he looks at me, | quickly
look away. | cannot hold his glance, not until bkinhe's meaning for me to have it.

When the song is over, Noah smiles and applaud® Bews slightly, then leads everyone
back to the gym. | am the last one to go, watchNogh fade back behind his blinds. | walk
slowly, wondering what to do next.

He catches up to me and touches my shoulder.
"You don't have to do this," he says.

| tell him | do.

"I'm showing you," | say.

"Okay," he says.

We leave it at that.

On the fifth day, | give him film.

| use money I've saved to buy twenty rolls of fisome of them black-and-white, some of
them bright outdoor color. On the top of each comtial write a word from a quote I'd found
from an old photographe¥hether looking to mountains or studying the shadbabranch,
it is always best to keep your vision clear.

In order to give the film to Noah in a creative wageed willing accomplices. Tony, Infinite
Darlene, Amber, Emily, Amy, Laura, and Trilby arem than happy to help. Even my
brother gets into the act, offering to be a delnMaoy after | tell him my plan.

Each accomplice gives Noah the film in a unique Wagy starts it all off by calling Noah's
cell phone and leaving a riddle that leads himheofirst roll, which I've left sitting atop seat
4U in the school auditorium. Infinite Darlene malaise-fur stoles for her containers and
delicately hands them over throughout the day. Arcbeates a Kodak-sized slingshot and
fires the rolls into Noah's bag when he's not lnogkiand sometimes when he is). Emily and
Amy draw faces on their canisters and give themdah as a family unit. Laura places the
film in mysterious places where she knows Noah fivitl it (like stuck to the bottom of his
desk). Trilby paints her canister the school coltbtg brother, bless his heart, simply walks
up to Noah and says, "Here, my brother wanted nggvtoyou this." Perfect.

Even Ted offers to help. He still looks a littlestsady—rumor has it that he's looking for a
rebound from his rebound. I've already distribwaétdhe film, so | promise him he's my #1
sub if anyone falls through. Neither of us mentidasi, but she's there in our every
encounter.



It still feels strange not to have Joni on my sidl&s not that she's joined someone else's side
— she's just left the field entirely.) | wondeiaifiyone's told her what's going on. | see her in
the halls, always with Chuck, never really lookatgne. At this time last year, she was
helping me hang signs for the Dowager's Dancengethe when I'd taped up the posters
crooked and helping me fix them. If | could geease from her that she missed me — or, at
the very least, that she missed our past—.1 waddidetter. But this total shutting off makes
even the past seem sad and doomed.

On the sixth day, | write him letters.

| know | only have a day left. | know when he leawvee a note thanking me for the film that
the time will soon come to talk to him, to seelifdve a chance. But instead of confronting it
right out, | decide to write him back. At firststarts as a note, telling him I'm sure he'll put
the film to good use. Then it turns itself intae&tér. | can't stop writing to him. | barely pay
attention in any of my classes, pausing only taceaimages and incidents that | can share
with Noah in the letter. It isn't entirely differefilom when | was writing him notes in class,
before everything happened. But it feels more isge note is an update or an
entertainment. A letter is giving of a part of ydibe — an insight into your thoughts beyond
mere observations.

| finish the first letter. | bum an envelope off mgyidance counselor and seal the pages inside.
Instead of relying on my friends, | deliver it t@&h myself. He seems a little surprised, but
not un-receptive. | immediately start the seconigtebeginning with the moment | handed

him the first letter and what was going throughmnd. Suddenly the whole week begins to
explain itself—I am telling instead of showing, lthat seems okay, since I've already tried to
show so much.

| am writing my third letter to Noah in study halhen Kyle sits down across from me. Ever
since the cemetery incident, he's dodged me. Butit®clear he wants to talk. | cover the
letter I'm writing and say hello.

He's nervous.

"Look," he says, "l don't want it to be this wayaay"

"Neither do I."

"So what are we going to do?"

| realize at this moment that Kyle is brave, towant to be worth his courage.

"We're going to be cool with each other," | sayefalty. "We're going to be friends. And |
really mean that. Just because | don't think we'ddid together doesn't mean we have to be
apart. Does that make sense?"

Kyle nods. "Yeah. The last couple of days I've biadking to Tony. But you probably know
that. At first when he called, | thought, what'sngpon here? It was probably the first time

he'd ever called me, except for the times you wesr and he was calling for you. | didn't
know what to say to him, and he totally understtiad. We've been talking a lot now, and



the funny thing is that part of me is glad thatthis happened, because if | become friends
with him and I'm really friends with you, then ililke the good coming out of the bad. And
the bad isn't really that bad. | feel silly abdut bther day. | thought something was there
that wasn't. But now maybe | think something'sehtat's actually there.”

"It is," | tell him.

| can't let him know that the something he thoughsn't there wasrentirelynot there. |

can't tell him that some of my feelings for himvailways be unresolved, and that part of the
desire to have him back in my life was to dispralléhe reasons he left in the first place. |
can't point out to him that right now | like him neathan | did in the dowager's crypt—even
though I'm not liking him in the way that he wanted to (Noah has the monopoly on that), |
amliking him enough to know that a different time aadifferent place might have led to a
different outcome. But since I'm not planning oavMi@g this time or place anytime soon, it's
not a point worth making.

We start talking about the dance some more. Nowttieeawkwardness has lifted, Kyle's
going to start showing up again at our committes laglp with the final architecture.

When Kyle's gone, | finish my third letter to Nodthe fourth | slip into his hanaishe
leaves school. The fifth is the one | take homéwie, saving it for the next day.



Instinct and Proof

On the seventh day, I give him me.

| do this by going over and saying hi. | do thisdigsolving the distance between us. | do this
not knowing how he'll react. Perhaps this will be bne thing that | give to him that he
returns.

| find him in the morning because | don't thinkaihcwait until the afternoon. He hasn't even
hit his locker yet—I wait for him on the school jgte the morning light still new. He sees me
and | walk over. | hand him my fifth letter and dastlo. The envelope is green. When he
holds it up, it brings out the green of his eyes.

"Paul. . .," he begins.

"Noah. . ." | begin.

"I don't know what to say." The tone of his voisenorel don't know what to say because
I'm speechlesmstead of don't know what to say because you're not goirldkéowhat |

have to sayThis is a good sign.

"You don't need to say anything."”

We sit down next to each other on the steps. Qdidsrwalk into the school around us.

"Thanks for the letters. | re-read them all lagfi"

| imagine him in his wonderful room. I'm glad my sdle have been there, even if I've been
banished.

"l wanted to write you back," he continues. "Bugnh decided to do something else instead."
He pulls an envelope out of his bag and handsriteoMy hands are shaking a little when |
open it. Inside | find four photographs. They anapshots from our town, flashes from the
night. Each one is a single word, but | am so feamwith the town that | can tell where they
come from as well as what they say.

From the sign outside the Jewish Community Cemtesh

From a Lotto advertisement outside the stationtmsesyou

From the inscription on the cemetery gatesre

And then, the last photo — Noah reflected in a anihre's placed in his studio. One hand
holds the camera to his eye. The other is holdisigest of construction paper, with a single

word written on it.

Here.



| look at these images and it's like they're thig ¢imng I've ever wanted. How could he
know that?

"Serendipity,” he says. "l was up all night devéhgp | took photos of a hundred words, and
these were the ones | wanted. That's what my ctsiatd me."

"And what's your instinct telling you to do now?adk him. | feel entirely undeserving.
There's a pause.

Then he says, "It's telling me to ask you to thecgeon Saturday."”

| twinkle. "So what are you going to do?"

"Do you want to go with me to the dance on Saturay

"I'd love to. It's not that kind of dance—peoplenddnave to ask dates or anything—but |
would love to be your date anyway." | can't leavat ithat. | have to add, "I'm sorry about
everything."

And he looks at me and says, "l know."

"I've missed you so much," | say, reaching up teckohis face.

He leans in and kisses me once. He says he's nmsseio.

| know this is right. | know he's not going to heaaring all the time, but there's more
amazingness in him than in anyone else I've kné¥enrmakes me want to be amazing, too.

| float through the day. Of course everybody whipéé me out over the past week wants to
know how it ended up. All they need to do is take tbok at me and they know.

"Way to go!" Amber cheers.

Ted punches me on the shoulder. It hurts, but Wkhe means well.
Infinite Darlene says, "Don't mess it up again, dyoh

| tell her | won't.

| swear that | won't.

Even Kyle hears. He doesn't say anything to metahdawut when we pass in the hall he
gives me a silent nod of approval.

After school, | meet up with Noah and we head ®ltBcream Parlor. He gets a blood-red
sundae while | get the sorbet with gummi wormg.ikle tells me what's been going on with
him (his parents were in and are now back outwh)pand | tell him what's been going on
with me. | tell him about the whole Joni saga, abdut what Tony's been through.



"We should go over there, cheer him up," Noah ssigge

"Are you sure?" | ask. It's not like he and Tong frends, really.
"Yeah. We have to stick together, right?"

"Absolutely."”

We call my brother, who's more than happy to takéoulrony's. (He also seems happy that
I'm with Noah; | didn't know Jay had it in him.)

Tony's on the phone with Kyle when we get theraugba up in the happiness of things, |
almost tell Tony to invite him over. Then | realihat a colossally awkward move that
would be (with Noah there) and keep my big moutht.sh

Even though Tony's parents aren't home, we stitheaditchen. This works well, because
we're all in high snacking gear. If we'd been stezhin the dining room, we'd be in big
trouble.

"I have some news," Tony tells us. | love how mestcomed Noah as if it's natural for him to
be here. | love how Noah fits right in.

"What's your news?"

"l want to go to the Dowager's Dance."

This is news. Last year, Tony's parents wouldbhil@ go.
"Great," Noah says. "You can come with us."

Tony sighs. "It's not that easy. You see, my pareay | can't go. But | want to go anyway. |
don't want to sneak out—that would be a bad scene."”

"So what are you—what avee going to do?" | ask.

"Here's the thing. | figure if enough people com@ick me up — if my parents see it's a
whole big group of girls and guys—then maybe théstime go."

"Sounds like a plan,” | say. "We can gather eveeyop."

"I'm in," Noah volunteers.

"As am |. Jay can drive us. I'm sure we can getdamd Emily and Amy and Amber—"
"Who's Amber?" Tony asks.

I've forgotten how new Amber is to my life.

"She's this girl on the committee. You'll love Ker.



"Oh yeah—KYyle's told me about her."

| have to ask. "So will Kyle come, too?"

Tony nods. "He's in."

"And Joni?"

Now Tony's look wavers.

"I don't know," he says.

"Have you asked her?"

"Yeah."

"And?"

"She wants to. . .."

"But?"

"l don't think Chuck wants to."

"l don't see what one thing has to do with the QtHesay. But of course | do. | know exactly
what's going on, and it makes me furious. | amrgpyaat Joni right now. Words can't
describe it. I don't mind her dissing me. Dissirgy is beyond excuse.

| know Tony will feel even worse if | show him hdwthered | am. So | start talking about
the dance itself. Noah reaches into his book bagakes out some of the photos he took in
the cemetery. They are extraordinary—spooky bat spiritual way. | can tell Tony's as
impressed as | am. At one point when Noah has to ¢joe powder room (we figure this is

allowed, even if it isn't in the kitchen), Tony gazme this all-knowing look and smiles.

"It's all because of you," | say. "You told me tww him and | did. Honestly, | wouldn't have
trusted myself to do it if you hadn't suggested it.

"It was all you," he says back. "And was it worttP\'i

| nod as Noah comes back into the room.

"What?" Noah asks, sensing he's walking into thedhei of a conversation.
"Nothing,"” Tony and | say at once, then look atheather and laugh.

"We were just talking about you,"” Tony says.

"Only bad things, | assure you," | add.



Noah takes it in stride. After an hour of hanging and home-working, Jay returns and Noah
and | take our leave. Jay drops Noah off at hissapluwalk him to the door. He ruffles my
hair a little before he goes inside. | ruffle hiack. We smile and say good-bye. We look

forward to hello.

When | get back to the car, Jay turns for home.IBeit him we have one more stop to make.

| need to talk to Joni. Now.



Flicker

Joni's mom is surprised to see me. She also sexienged.
"Paul!" she exclaims after opening the door. '48sgood to see you."

"You too," | say—and it's true. She's like a secomain to me. One of the hardest things
about losing Joni is that I've lost my second fgurtibo.

"Is Joni home?" | ask.

"She's upstairs. A couple of weeks ago, she askedanto let you in if you ever showed up.
But you can come right in."

It's a sign of how little | know Joni anymore thiat actually afraid of getting her mom in
trouble.

"Are you sure?" | say to her.

"As sure as sure can be," she answers. "I knowtwothave had some sort of falling-out,
and in my opinion the sooner you get past it, thiéeln. So go right up. Chuck left about an
hour ago. | think they're on the phone."

| don't ask Joni's mom what she thinks of Chuck-rdw that's totally against the rules—but
| sense from her voice that she's not his biggest®r maybe I'm just hearing what | want to
hear.

If you stripped me of my five senses, | would di# able to find my way to Joni's bedroom
from the front door. The only thing that's changette first grade is the size of my steps.

Her door is closed. | knock.

"Not now! I'm on the phone!"

| knock again. | ‘can hear her walk across the room

"One sec," she says into the phone. Then, "WhatMom?"
As she opens the door | say, "It's not your mots nite."

"l can see that," Joni deadpans. She doesn't put tite phone.
"l need to talk to you."

“I'm busy."

| want to hang up the phone for her. | restrain elfyand simply make it clear that I'm not
going to leave.



She stares at me hard, then says "l gotta go'tie@hone.
"There," she tells me as she hangs up. "Are yopy&ip

Why are you doing thistAvant to screamWhat did | do to you?
| have to remind myself that this isn't about tis.dbout Tony.
"I was just at Tony's," | say.

"| talked to him two days ago. Sounds like he'sagavell.”

| nod. "He's doing amazingly well."

"Thanks for the report.”

| won't let her light my fuse. | won't be the oeblow up.

"l want to talk to you about the night of the danteny wants us to pick him up. | want to
make sure you can."

Joni shakes her head. "I don't think that's goingdrk out. Sorry."
"Sorry?!?That's it?"
"What else do you want, Paul?"

"Joni, this is Tony we're talking about. Do you nevhat hell he might have to go through
in order to go to the dance?"

"l understand that. But | have other plans. | agpp®rt him in other ways. | don't need to be
there.”

Does she really believe this? | see a flicker aftitan her eyes.
"Of course you need to be there," | stress. "Thibe first time that Tony's ever asked us for
anything, JoniAnything.He's doing the one thing we've always wanted highote-he's

standing up to his parents. He wants us there. 8fotis."

"If he'd come up with this idea a week ago, or exdew days ago, | might have been able to
rearrange things. But we made promises, Paul. Wempkans. | can't just back out.”

"Why—won't Chuck let you?"
Joni straightens to full height. "Don't go therapuR' she warns in an icy voice.
"Why not, Joni? After all, I'm not going to tell yanything you don't already know."

There. | am the one who crosses the line. | hopts stappy.



Now | have to leave before she tells me to getlouted that, at least.

"You know the right thing to do," | say. Then Ituand leave. | don't slam the door. | don't
stomp down the stairs. | don't forget to say gogd-io her mom, who gives me a true hug.

| walk home. Even though my jacket is warm, | shieven though it's quiet out, my head is
all noise.

Even though | want to hope for the best from Jbhully expect the worst.
And that's the saddest, maddest thing of all.

| manage to vent most of my feelings to Noah onpth@ne that night and try to keep the Joni
situation out of my thoughts when | get to schbel hext day. There are only two more days
until the dance, and there is lots of architectmngo before then.

We are not focusing on death; instead, we're sadiog ourselves with all the things that
remain after death—words and stones and portraitsyeemories. The dowager's picture is
the first thing we put up on the gymnasium wallgeiything else follows suit.

We avoid black. We want to enfold death in coloylekemerges from a supply cabinet with
his arms swathed in blue drapery—his own tributtnéodowager. Instead of asking people
to dress up in costume, we've asked them to wedodrmas. | will wear my grandfather's
watch and my grandmother's heart-shaped pin. Ipocket, | will carry a monogrammed
handkerchief that my other grandfather took to vaéngside it will be a letter my grand-
mother wrote to him in those years, full of wordsiodying love. | like to think that as |
dance, they will be in some way alive again. | wéNive them with my thoughts and feelings.

We work hard for the next forty-eight hours. Ambandles the sound, weaving excerpts
from grave books and Emily Dickinson into the tusbke's chosen. We are mirrored in other
people's reflections.

Ted drops by to help. | catch him flirting with Thy as they throw streamers over the rafters.
Infinite Darlene clucks her tongue from afar, baesn't say a word.

Noah helps out, too. We've enlarged his photogréphsng in the corners, a way to draw
people there. He catches me when | go to put mandles in the space under the bleachers.

"Isn't that a fire hazard?" he asks.
"Shh,"l reply, moving my finger to my lips, then lettimgdrop.

| light the candles. The air smells like vanillastniNoah reaches over to touch my cheek. His
thumb moves over my lips and down the side of ngknkle leans me back against the wall
and kisses me. | kiss him back hard. We breathie ether in. As the sound system tests
itself out and orchids are floated atop the tabhesgrasp at each other and explore each
other and mark the time in movements and whispgsonly when Trilby calls out my name
that we stop.

"l guess the candles work,"” Noah says, pulling kewk straightening his untucked shirt.



"Shh,"l say again, my voice full of glimmer.
"Debauchery,'he concludes with a smile. One of my dictionary dgor

| always secretly believe that putting togetheragyis more fun than actually attending. As |
tell" Trilboy and Ted where the dancing skeletonsudtt hang, | see how animated we've all
become. Infinite Darlene is spinning tunes with Aamabnd Amy. Emily is unwrapping a gilt
punch bowl. Kyle is taking a practice dance with ttowager's portrait. Noah is leaning
against the gym wall, readying his camera for a.9dheeems a shame that we have to let
other people into this world we're creating. Thehik of Tony, and I'm ready to open the
doors.



One Small Step

Saturday night arrives and | look fabulous. | anameg a secondhand tuxedo and a pair of
shoes that shine like a Gibson guitar. | have ladéower for Noah's lapel and have affixed
my grandmother's pin with pride.

My parents are stunned when they see me. | daktlike a kid anymore. | don't look like an
adult, either—but | definitely look older than alki

"Do you want to borrow one of my harmonicas?" nthéa asks (he always brings one to
parties, just in case the going gets slow).

"Did you brush and floss?" my mother asks.

"Are you ready to go?" Jay says. He has a datésaivin to pick up.
In the car, he thanks me.

"For what?" | ask.

"For tipping me off about you and Noah," he repligfad mentioned it to him, as promised,
before Rip found out that Noah had asked me taltmee.)

"How much are you going to win?"

"Rip's going to owe me five hundred bucks."

"Five hundred?!?" | can't believe it. "Were the sdidat much against me?"

Jay shakes his head. "No. | just bet a lot onweedf you."

Now it's my turn to say thanks. He's shown hishfan his own twisted older-brother way.

We pick up his date, Delia Myers, who looks spléndia purple spiral creation. She shows
me a bracelet that belonged to her great-grandmdthse the shape of two wings.

| am feeling nervous when | get to Noah's housélllhaven't met his parents. | wonder if
this will be the night.

| ring the doorbell. Claudia answers. She lookpssed to see me so cleaned up.
"Is Noah home?" | ask.

"Duh," she replies.

She calls up to him.

"Your parents home?"



She shakes her head glumly.

"So | guess | should ask your permission,” | say.
She looks at me like I'm a Martian. "For what?"
"To take Noah out."

"You don't need my permission.”

"But I'd like it."

She looks me over again.

"l guess so."

That's all she'll give me, but | figure it's a star

Noah comes down and | give him the flower. He handsa photograph of a flower—it's
beautiful, more vibrant in color than the real thin

"l figured it will last longer," he says, gentlygaing it in my pocket.
Claudia fades into another room. Noah takes my hand

"Let's go get Tony," he says.

We are almost out the door when Claudia returns.

"One second,"” she says. We turn to her and she ipléh camera. "l want to get a picture of
the two of you."

She poses us by the staircase. She asks us tmieaach other, for me to put my hand on
his shoulder. It's something so simple and everyeayiling before the flash, checking to
see if everything's in place. But for me it's aglation. For the first time in my life, | truly

feel part of a couple. | feel that Noah and | tbgetare one thing. Posing for his sister's
camera, heading down the front walk hand in handydrother's car—it's not something we
have to think about. It feels natural.

Jay and Delia welcome Noah to the car and drive wvthe block before Tony's. We'd all
planned to meet up there and walk to his househegeKyle is already there (I'll later find
out he was the first to arrive). Infinite Darlesethere wearing a Grace Kelly gown. Trilby
and Ted are there; their outfits don't match, batething in their expressions does. Amber
looks amazing in a cocktail dress that used tortgeto her great-grandmother, from her
flapper days. Laura and her girlfriend are dresselepburn and Hepburn. Emily and Amy
are low-key in jeans and antique sweaters.

Joni is nowhere to be seen. The time has comesfto bead to Tony's, but we don't move.
Those of us who know her are still waiting for become. Even though we don't say
anything, | know that Ted is waiting and Infinit@ilene is waiting. We still don't think she



would miss this. But it's looking like we're wronifiter five minutes, Kyle says we'd better
go. To my surprise, he leads the way. | walk alatghkim, and he shows me a ring that his
aunt gave to her husband Tom. He let Kyle borrdiarithe night. | thank him for showing
me.

We get to the house. The cars are in the garagh.iB® parents are home. Kyle steps aside
so | can be the one to ring the doorbell. | am &bwdo it when | hear Joni's voice say, "I'm
here." I turn to look at her. Chuck is at her sideking displeased.

"Sorry I'm late," she adds.

"No worries," | say. Then | ring the bell.

Tony's mom answers. His dad is at her side.

"We've come to pick Tony up for the dance,” | say.

Tony walks up behind them, dressed in his Sunday be

"l see,"” his dad says, not sounding too happy. "amdyou his date?"

"We're all his date," Joni answers.

Everyone steps forward. Girls and boys. Straiglyskand a drag queen. My boyfriend. My
ex-boyfriend. My brother. Me.

Tony angles past his parents and joins us. His tteooked and - his suit is brown. But I've
never seen him look so marvelous.

"Can | go?" he asks.

His parents stare at him. They stare at us. His mat® her hand over her mouth. His father
steps back from the doorway.

"It looks like you're going anyway," he says stgrnl
"But | want you to say | can go,"” Tony imploress kibice cracking.
His father looks torn between dogma and helplessiesa result, he simply walks away.

Tony turns to his mom. Tears drop from her eyes. IBbks at Infinite Darlene. She looks at
Joni. She looks at me and Kyle. Then she lookeashn.

"Please," he whispers.
She nods. "Have fun," she says. "Be back by midriigh

Tony beams with relief. His mother does not, na@rewhen he leans over to kiss her good-
bye.



"Thank you," he says.

She holds him for a moment, looks into his eye®nl$he lets him go with us into the night.
We all want to cheer, but we know we have to wada that. We've been given another

reason to dance.

We head back to the cars. Tony holds back for a embm
"Wait a second," he says.

"What?" | ask him. Everyone stops to listen.

"Can we be late for the dance?" he says. "I havdem"



What | Will Always Remember

9 P.M. on a November Saturday. We are in a cleaumgpunded by trees and bushes, under
the protection of a hill we like to call a mountaifiord has spread, and most of our friends
are here. The Dowager is waiting in the gym. Sigellher chance soon enough.

Someone's brought a radio, and we're dancing asities dangle in the air. We are
illuminated by flashlights and candles. We carry giandfathers' cigarette cases and our
grandmothers' bangles. We are young and the régiiung. We are in the middle of some-
where and we are feeling everything.

The dirt is our dance floor. The stars are our@late decoration. We dance with abandon —
only the happiness exists for us here. | spin Analpeund in a tango, both of us making up
the steps as we go along. Tony and Kyle are dam@rgto us. Happy. Laughing.

In this space, in this moment, we are who we waiet | am lucky, because for me that
doesn't take that much courage. But for othetakis a world of bravery to make it to the
clearing.

| dance with Noah. Slow songs and fast songs. Quhea slow songs, more of the unsaid
things are understooBe careful. I'm still learning. You are so beadtifthis is so beautiful.
During the fast songs, all those thoughts disapedt there's the giddy exhilaration of being
a part of the crowd, a part of the music, a paglbdur differences and all the things we
share.

At the next song switch, | hang back. | want to tbee as well as be a part of it. | want to
remember it for what it is. | am amazed by the lbfeel for so many people. | am amazed at
the randomness, the comedy, and the faith thagibus all together and makes us hold on. |
open myself wide to take it all in. The scene playslike a rhapsody.

| see trees of green and dresses of white. | $esténDarlene whooping for joy as Amber
attempts to dip her to the ground. | see Ted chge¢hiem on as he strums an air guitar. | see
Kyle and Tony talking quietly together, sharingithiveords. | see Joni leading Chuck in a
slow dance. | see candles in the darkness andl adainst the sky. | see Noah walking over
to me, care in his eyes, a blessed smile on s lip

And | think to myselfWhat a wonderful world.



