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Cranberry Boys

 

By Scudder James Jr

Watermarsh Tales: Book One

 

Cross-country runner Zeph is ready for happily-ever-after. So what if he and junior class president Connor are only sixteen years old and live in a dying town of old cranberry bogs? So what if their relationship is a secret and Connor has a girlfriend for cover? That’s how they win the race. Until Bronson, an old friend of Zeph’s, returns after being kicked out of boarding school.

Bronson doesn’t explain his mysterious past. Instead, he shares his prep-school savvy with Zeph and Connor to encourage them to start a blog to get the attention of colleges that usually ignore students from small towns like theirs. All is good. But the past starts to unravel, and Bronson comes between Zeph and Connor. No one can run away from everything.

Caught in his first love triangle, Zeph will do whatever it takes to have a happy ending, even if it means going undercover at Bronson’s old boarding school.




To the guy I met in history class and later married. Dreams come true.




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

EVERYTHING WAS perfect. My feet pounded the trail and my breath dug deep. Coach Allsup’s words echoed in my head—“Eyes on the prize.”

I got it. My times were decent. I was a junior, and next year I’d be even faster. Coach had staggered our starts, so Connor was running ahead of me, and I kept my eyes on the back of his red T-shirt and gray shorts. Connor was my boyfriend. No one knew. As I said, everything was perfect. We were in the zone, our kind of zone. Don’t tell me our zone had to be something else.

I picked up my pace. Up ahead in the woods, Connor rounded a boulder. His stride was wide as if he liked taking up more space, which he did. In Watermarsh High he was all swagger, his wide shoulders swaying, his brown curls catching flecks of light, and his eyes looking ahead as if anything were possible. Connor was popular and would do anything to stay the center of attention. We’d been best friends since the eighth grade and boyfriends since last year as sophomores. We used to be the same size, and I’d thought we’d stay that way. Now it was weird that I was shorter than Connor, less than six feet—okay, way less, I was five eight—while Connor had hit six on the dot. But I was sixteen. I still had time to grow.

On the trail I was gaining on Connor. His shoulders squared the back of his shirt, and a triangle of sweat darkened the top of his shorts but disappeared at the twin rises of his butt.

I focused on my stomach muscles as Coach Allsup had instructed, pulling them in to lift my feet higher. The trees sped past me. The air was sharp in my lungs. No thoughts… just my legs… my arms… my stomach… my body doing its thing… until I was beside Connor.

“Dude?” Connor kept his pace.

The two of us breathless in the woods. Yup. We knew about stuff like that. In truth we’d only done it in the woods a few times. The warehouse was a safer place. But not now. Now was running, now was practice. The team was all around us.

We stayed together for a few seconds, but then Connor changed. I knew him. He’d think my catching up, my looking good in practice, made him look bad. He tried to break ahead. Connor had longer legs, but he lugged more weight. My shorter legs were up for it.

Neither of us broke into the lead. The trees fell away, sunlight hit us, and we shot out of the woods and onto a sidewalk where Coach Allsup, stopwatch in hand and potbelly over his running pants, barked our midpoint times to Fresh-Clark, the only freshman who’d made the team.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” yelled Coach Allsup. “Eyes on the prize! This isn’t a race.”

But it was.

Connor and I bolted past him and down a street of small houses, chain-link fences, and cars crammed in front yards. We ran past a park, a mash of old shops, an explosion of weeds, and a peeling billboard: Cranberry is Your-Berry. Twenty minutes later we made it to a wide green space, the playing fields of clean-enough, big-enough, and ordinary-enough Watermarsh High.

Coach Allsup’s truck screeched to a stop. He jumped out and scrambled to the track as Fresh-Clark struggled to keep up. Coach whipped out a stopwatch, and Connor threw his arms up in victory. Yeah, of course Connor would want to take the win. It was a dead tie.

“Holy sh—” Coach choke-paused like he couldn’t think of anything to say. Principal McNally had come down on him for his language. I knew that because Mom led Coach’s Prayer Circle at Old Christ. Mom had also told me that Coach had once wondered aloud to the good Lord that if he’d cleaned up his act earlier then maybe his wife wouldn’t have gone back to Plymouth. “Shaving cream,” Coach finished. “What the… fudge were you thinking? No injuries. Don’t you get it? No injuries! What about building up don’t you understand? What about strategy? What about being good to your bodies, good to your spirit? We’ll be sprinting your… aspirins off later this week.” Coach Allsup shook his head. “That’s it, ladies, walk it off. At least remember that part of training.”

“Our times, Coach?” Connor wheezed. “What about our times?”

“You have a watch. Figure it out.”

“I want to know officially.”

“I’m not telling you,” said Coach.

“Well, who won?”

Coach Allsup tucked his shirt around his belly and shook his head.

Connor pumped his victory arms again, smiled to anyone who was watching, which of course was everyone, and collected high fives from the team. As if I’d conceded the race. As if I hadn’t started thirty seconds after Connor and I hadn’t caught up with him. As if I didn’t notice that he looked good, arms over his head, biceps popped for everyone to see, shirt half up his stomach and that thin trail of hair diving into his shorts. As if I didn’t know about stuff like that.

Our secret rocked.

 

 

THE NEXT morning, I sped out of the driveway and pedaled like crazy so I’d have time to chug an OJ with the team at Dana-Lee’s Diner for our weekly team breakfast, one I usually missed because my parents insisted I eat every breakfast with them. Our breakfast eat-n-pray was our compromise for my quitting their church. Breakfasts were manageable—my parents couldn’t tell what I prayed for anyway.

I hopped off my bike and flew up the stairs of the streetcar diner to join the team, but everyone was already standing, stretching, grabbing packs and scrambling out of booths.

“Hey, Zeph. Sorry, man.” Westy slapped my back. “It’s late. Coach made me promise we’d make it to school before the buzzer. He’s been getting in trouble again. We have to be there for him. We’re a team. Eyes on the prize.”

If Westy were a normal person, it would have been annoying that the blond, curly-haired captain of the cross-country team was a walking billboard for Coach Allsup’s Eyes on the Prize philosophy. But it was okay because Westy was a New England medalist and holder of a Watermarsh record. He was so easygoing, open-eyed, and listening that it was like he understood everything about you, and he was bizarrely nice to everyone—the jocks, the geeks, the unknowns. No one seemed to care that he kept regurgitating Coach Allsup’s line. Westy wanted us to be the best high school cross-country team in Massachusetts. He actually meant it. “How was the big guy this morning, the big J.C.?”

“Big,” I said. Everyone knew my parents were obnoxious sign-holding, protesting Jesus Freaks. And they knew I wasn’t.

“J.C. was a rebel, man,” said Westy. “Feed the hungry. Give away all your stuff. Love the unloved. Not a bad guy to hang with. He’d totally let you skip the family breakfast once a week to eat with us. Convene with the team, you know what I mean? Are you still coming Friday? Or have your parents outlawed parties too?”

“Friday is Varsity Club, so they think it’s official. I’ll be there.”

“Way to pitch it, dude. And wear that shirt. Very non-Zephaniah Fuller. Non-Watermarsh. Awesome.” Westy patted my chest and tugged the collar of the button-down shirt I’d found when I’d ridden my bike an hour and a half to the big mall on the way to Boston to see if I could. The shirt was red and fit well, unlike the T-shirts most Watermarsh guys wore and unlike the boring striped business shirts my mother kept buying for Dad and me, the future father-and-son duo of H. Wayne Roadworks. Dad would tell you his company did the best road repairs in southeastern Massachusetts. My new shirt wasn’t tight or shiny or crying for attention. And I wore it with my rattiest, most torn-up jeans in order to balance out the fancy factor. The shirt was stiffer and had form that moved with my shoulders and let you know that I held my own in the weight room. I hoped the shirt was the kind that a cool TV sitcom guy would wear to his cool high school. Couldn’t I be that guy? I had stuff going on. I was getting some. Connor and I knew how to play the game.

The team crossed the street to Watermarsh High, and we got all heated arguing about some hot actress in a movie I’d lied to my parents about seeing. Connor started howling and soon we were a pack of injured, yelping wolves in heat, or, in Fresh-Clark’s case with his changing voice, a dying guinea pig.

In the school lobby, Westy said, “Eyes—”

“Westy, chill. Practice is over.” Connor hitched his pack and scanned the crowd. Classic Connor. He was always checking who was around.

“Absolutely not. Practice is never over. Practice is life. You got to know what you want and keep your mind on it 24-7. It’s always eyes on the prize. Hey, Zeph buddy, say a prayer for me. I got a physics test today. Put in a good word with the big guy or big whatever. I can use all the help I can get.”

Westy sauntered away, the team disbanded, and then it was only Connor Carver and Zeph Fuller, kinda jocks and kinda popular. I thought it was funny, a joke on the school that nobody knew the whole story.

“Hi, boys.” Stephanie kissed my cheek and landed a big wet one on Connor. He grabbed her waist and pulled her in, the two of them beaming, Connor all broad-shouldered and white-toothed and Stephanie…. Well, Stephanie was Stephanie. She was Connor’s girlfriend. Of course Connor had a girlfriend, the perfect cover. Stephanie had long chestnut hair that she told people she’d never color because it would support the chemical industry, all toxins, animal testing, and preying on girls who thought they should be dumb blondes. Her brown eyes sparkled with flecks of gold. She wore tight shirts. Stephanie was an actress, the star of every play since Danielle the Dark Green Dinosaur in the second grade.

Connor and Stephanie had been together five months, half as long as Connor and me. He never looked at me in public the way he looked at her, but I didn’t care. I knew the truth, and this, Connor had told me, was how to play the game.

“Zeph, we look good, right?” Connor ran his hands over Stephanie’s shoulders.

“Of course,” I said.

She gave Connor another kiss and shrugged him off. “Zeph, I’ll see you in English class. We’re starting Shakespeare. It’ll totally help me get a role in Hamlet.”

“Steph, everyone knows you’re the best actor in town,” I said.

“Isn’t Hamlet a guy?” Connor hugged her waist. “You’re so not a guy. I dig that about you.”

“There’s Hamlet’s mother, but she’s pretty gross. Ophelia is the girl role. It’s smaller.” She kept rubbing Connor’s forearm.

“Wow, so for, like, the first time ever, Stephanie Goodman won’t be the star. You’ll survive, right?” Connor quick-kissed her neck.

“Ophelia is interesting. She goes crazy. But it’s a small part.”

“Is Ophelia hot?”

“I guess she could be.”

“Cool. So you’ll be the token hotness. That’s way better than being the lead.” He grabbed her.

“I don’t want to be token anything.”

“But I know you like token.” Connor nuzzled her neck.

“Connor, you’re half-black. Your dad’s white.”

“Still makes me one of Watermarsh’s token brothers.”

“True,” she said. Then her face brightened. Stephanie always bounced back to whatever point she was making. “I could be Hamlet. I could totally be Hamlet. They should do that, gender-blind casting. I’d be Watermarsh’s first female Hamlet ever. I’ll talk to the drama club. It’ll be great. Totally exploring the feminine side of the Danish prince.”

“The who?” Connor dropped his arms from Stephanie.

“Some say Hamlet was in love with his best friend.” She turned to me. “Hey, Zephy, hot shirt and the best jeans. You’re getting too old for your momma’s boy, Boy Scout look. I love it. You’re like Huck Finn hits the city.”

“Thanks, I think.” Cool, I thought.

“Bronson!” Stephanie yelled across the lobby at the front doors. “Bronson!”

We turned to see a guy in a pressed yellow shirt looking ignored as students flowed around him, hands in pockets, staring. He was kinda tall, sandy blond, definitely worked out, and he looked like he should be working in a store too cool for Watermarsh. He saw us and relaxed a little. Stephanie beamed.

“Bronson?” Connor skewed his face.

“Bronson?” I muttered.

“He left Watermarsh forever ago,” said Connor.

“And now he’s back.” Stephanie patted Connor’s chest and glided across the lobby toward Bronson.

“Why is he here?” I asked.

“He left boarding school,” said Connor.

“No one from Watermarsh goes to boarding school.”

“He did, but he’s back.” Connor cocked his shoulders. “You’re right. No one from Watermarsh goes to boarding school. Looks like he failed out.”

Stephanie reached Bronson, and by the way she hugged him, you could have mistaken him for her boyfriend—if you didn’t know about Connor, which everyone did.

Suddenly the five-minute buzzer went nuts and Stephanie and Bronson and everyone but Connor and me took off.

“What was it we called him before he left?” asked Connor.

“Huh?”

“His nickname. What’d we call him in eighth grade?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Yes, you do.” Connor smiled big. “Little Women. Like the girls’ book.” Connor zipped his backpack.

“I don’t think he liked being called Little Women.”

“It was funny.”

“Probably not to Bronson.”

Connor hiked his pack over his shoulders to walk away but stopped and pulled at my shirt. “And kill your fag wear.”

“Don’t talk phobe.”

“Don’t dress gay.”

I rolled my eyes at him.

“But good jeans.” He tossed me a hint of a smile and turned to walk away.

 

 

IN ENGLISH class Miss Goodrich asked us to welcome Bronson. He sat beside Stephanie, who proceeded to ignore Miss G’s discussion about the homework. She kept arranging and rearranging Bronson’s books and handouts.

“Stephanie, I’m sure Bronson appreciates your help, but we’re talking about Romeo and Juliet, which will be the Shakespeare we’re reading this semester. Not Hamlet, by the way. That’s drama club,” said Miss Goodrich, in her usual black clothes and funky glasses. She had the thickest curls swept up and falling off her head in different directions. Natural, Stephanie had once insisted because it was impossible to create hair that dramatic. “I’m telling class to forget about the movies they’ve seen. Forget about your performance last year as Juliet in the Watermarsh spring play. It was quite nice, actually. Commendable.”

“Thank you….” Stephanie sat up straighter, probably to explain her concept of the performance. I didn’t think she’d mention the fawning review in the Watermarsh Weekly Mirror, but she’d come up with something to remind us of her “perfect embodiment of innocence and wisdom, beauty and strength,” in case Connor, practically her publicist, had allowed anyone to forget. He’d even had his dad mention Stephanie on his weekly cable show about life in Watermarsh.

“But at the moment, you’re not center stage.” Miss Goodrich turned to the rest of class. “I don’t want anyone telling me how she or he or some actor played a role in Romeo and Juliet. I don’t want to hear about theater you’ve attended. I don’t want to hear about movies. I want you to look at the text. This isn’t an acting or a film class. We’re not actors. Or if we are,” Miss Goodrich said, nodding to Stephanie, “then we’re going back in the closet and pretending that we’re not. The important thing in English class—and, in fact, life—is to remember where you are and who you are. As Hamlet is told in his eponymous play, know thyself.”

Miss Goodrich gave me that annoying teacher’s look, probably wondering if I knew what eponymous meant, which of course I didn’t. I was good on the fall cross-country course and the winter and spring track. I wasn’t a classroom kind of guy. Connor made fun of me for how much I read, but those were stupid spy books, adventure series, not school stuff.

“Know thyself.” Miss Goodrich raised her eyes to Russ, a thick-necked football player with an always-red face, as if remembering his name was tougher than benching two hundred or whatever pounds. But in September he’d read a paper aloud in class and had shocked everyone by how good it was. Now Russ set the curve. From meathead to English god in one day.

“But right now,” she continued, “we’ll start reading Romeo and Juliet, the world’s greatest romance.”

“Miss Goodrich?” Charlie raised his hand. Charlie…. You’d probably think I was a jerk if I called Charlie the school gay guy, (Connor would call him worse), but I wasn’t a jerk, just observant. And, come on, be honest. There were different ways to be gay. Charlie had something in the oddly aggressive way he moved, something about his hips that seemed, well, gay. Connor and I weren’t like that. “In the end of Romeo and Juliet,” Charlie said, “they’re dead.”

“I think most of us know that Romeo and Juliet ends in death.”

“That’s not so romantic. For me, personally, I’m hoping for something a little better than death,” Charlie finished.

Death. Death. Death. Death. I knew better, but suddenly the classroom morphed into the kitchen at home and I was listening to Mom and Dad insist that people like me ended in death. They got beaten up, murdered, became alcoholics or meth addicts with nasty teeth. And if they didn’t kill themselves, they died of AIDS or overdosed or finished their lives depressed and alone, which was worse than death, but not worse than the eternal damnation that awaited. Think flames. I knew not to listen to my whacked-out parents who’d never lived anywhere outside of Watermarsh, but I couldn’t help it if the crap they dumped on me sometimes bubbled up.

“Zephaniah?” Miss Goodrich was waiting for the answer to a question I hadn’t heard. “Welcome back from Zeph’s World. Anything there about Shakespeare?”

The florescent lights buzzed, and outside a leaf blower whirred. My brain shut off, as it usually did when a teacher asked me a question. I’d once asked my parents if the same thing happened to them, temporary stupefaction. Dad said it was time to learn to think on my feet because I wasn’t a kid anymore. I’d need skills for the real world, which was just around the corner. He would have winked at me. He was a winker, my dad, and, like me, not much of a classroom-thinker.

“No? Zeph’s World seems to be Shakespeare-free. So, Zeph, what’s your take on the reputation of Romeo and Juliet?”

Where had the conversation gone? My stupid shirt dug into my armpits. Did the shirt make me look as gay as Charlie?

“Or how about this…. Zeph, what do you want to say to Charlie about the nature of romance?”

All I managed was “Uh….” And “uh” again. Why was I stammering? I knew about the nature of romance. Keep it a secret. I knew that. Just ask Connor. And seriously, Romeo and Juliet would have been okay if they’d kept their thing a secret.

Then, for real, my mouth started moving. “Romeo and Juliet both saw what they wanted. They wanted each other. And they went for it. But, yeah, maybe they shouldn’t have sprinted from the start. Maybe they should have taken it slow and steady and built up for the big race. Maybe that was why they didn’t make it. They burned out too soon.”

“Who knew that Romeo and Juliet were athletes? Thank you, Zeph. If only Romeo and Juliet had trained better? Is that it?”

“They should have kept their eyes on the prize.”

Miss Goodrich let out a chuckle and looked at me friendlier than teachers usually did. Then I saw Bronson. He smiled too, the kind of generous smile you gave a good friend, the kind that Westy gave everyone, the kind that Connor gave me in private.

I smiled back.

Of course I remembered Bronson.




CHAPTER TWO

 

 

CONNOR LEARNED how to give parties from his older brothers, who were now at Bridgewater State. At Watermarsh High they’d been top-tier jocks, one basketball, the other football. The Varsity Club ran pep rallies and carwash fund-raisers, but we all knew the real reason the club existed was to sponsor “under the radar but kind of official” parties. Connor assumed he’d be the next president. I told him to give it up because he was only on the cross-country team. I was betting on Russ, the meathead who could read—football.

I was late to the party because I had to be home for Friday dinners when we evaluated what had happened that week. Dad had lost a client and wondered what he’d done to anger his Lord and Savior. Mom’s week had been good. The accounting boss where she was a receptionist was out sick, so she didn’t have the jerk breathing down her neck, and she’d submitted a petition to get an elementary school teacher fired.

“No one can hide from Jesus,” insisted Mom. “Zeph, that even means you. He knows who you are.”

“That’s the point, Mom,” I mumbled.

“What was that?”

“You’re right.” I went back to my smiling, nodding self.

By the time I made it to the party, Fresh-Clark was on Connor’s shoulders. They were on the back porch and the freshman was chugging, his throat bobbing and beer splashing his face and chest and soaking Connor beneath him. Fresh-Clark tottered, Connor stumbled, and their tower of two people swayed to the porch railing until in one swift motion Fresh-Clark raised his empty pitcher. Then Connor got his footing, the two stood straight, and Fresh-Clark erupted in a wet, sloppy smile. The crowd went wild, and Connor lowered Fresh-Clark to a mash of knuckle-bumping and guy-hugging.

“The coolest freshman!” Connor kept slapping Fresh-Clark’s chest. “The coolest freshman!” As if Connor had the power to decide who was cool. Fine. He did. From now on, skinny, voice-cracking Fresh-Clark would receive nods at school from the real jocks. He’d found his point on the social map.

“Zeph, did you see me?” Fresh-Clark beamed as the music exploded and the crowd swept the suddenly freshest freshman inside.

I was alone on the porch with Connor. His party smile slacked. Beer dripped from his forehead and suctioned the T-shirt to his pecs. “You’re late,” he said.

“You know it’s Friday Night Eat-n-Pray. Of course, I’m late.”

“You’re not drinking. That’s water. Quit being so serious.”

“What’s up with you? You know my parents would go ballistic if they caught me drinking. This is just a party. It’s not worth it.”

“Zeph, you used to be fun.” He thumped my shoulders.

“Monday night wasn’t fun?” I whispered.

Connor’s eyes zoomed the empty porch, then settled on me, and he became private Connor, the guy only I saw, not the public, popular “concerned about everyone around him” Connor. Not junior class president Connor. He warmed into his maybe-tonight look. Then he took off. Cool, I thought. We’d meet up later. Like Monday.

I went inside as the living room melted into dancing. Connor and Stephanie moved together, synchronized like one entity. Like they knew everything about each other’s bodies, although Connor had promised me that, no, they didn’t. Not yet.

Connor kissed Stephanie and left her for the keg. Did people stop to let him pass? The parting of the Red Sea? Yeah, people always noticed Connor. He arched into a laugh, his smile perfect, his chest out, and his biceps rounding as he lifted his shirt and patted his stomach. His jeans dipped below the rim of his boxers.

I got that weird feeling that I was being watched and jerked my eyes away from Connor’s stomach.

Stephanie was staring straight at me. She tilted her head to see if her boyfriend was doing something worthy of being gawked at. Nope. Connor was normal, just laughing. She skewed her eyes at me.

Busted. But I knew how to play the I’m-not-looking game. It wasn’t rocket science. All I had to do was join Connor when he returned to Stephanie, and I’d start a conversation as if I hadn’t been caught staring at him and everything was normal. Everyone stared at Connor. It didn’t have to mean something.

I didn’t know why, but the moment was a buzzkill. Not that I had a buzz, but you know what I mean. Having Connor was excellent, but sneaking around was getting old. And maybe our game wasn’t so nice to Stephanie.

I left the party.

 

 

WATERMARSH WAS quiet and the streets dark. Traffic rose and fell like the waves on Lake Winnipesaukee at last summer’s Old Christ youth retreat with Christal Littleton—Christal with an i, like Christ her personal Lord and Savior, not a y like a new-age infidel quartz.

Stop it.

No thinking about Christal.

No reminiscing. No regret that I’d gone temporarily insane when I’d returned from camp and had told Mom and Dad that I liked guys. It shouldn’t have surprised me that they’d flipped out and got terrified about what their friends would say if they found out they’d raised a son who was into guys. Mom and Dad would be considered failures. Mom didn’t want to lose her place on church council.

Huh? Most of their crying and yelling was about losing their power at church. I hadn’t expected that, but it gave me an idea—I agreed not to tell anyone else that I liked guys, as in I wouldn’t ruin their reputation, as long as they allowed me to quit going to Old Christ.

Deal.

I wasn’t surprised that my church friends dumped me for leaving. They’d never understood me anyway. When I was a kid, maybe fourth grade or something, I’d tried to explain to my Sunday school class that God wouldn’t send anyone to hell for not being Christian because it wasn’t fair to make people be born into different religions and then punish them because of it. The Sunday school teacher asked where I’d gotten that information, and I told him I’d thought it up myself. He said I was too young and wrong and should be quiet. Kids in class agreed with the teacher. They said I thought too much and talked too much.

Thank you for the early lesson that some adults didn’t need to be listened to.

The parking lot of H. Wayne Roadworks was empty, and the old warehouse dark. The fire escape shook as I climbed. The attic storeroom used to be my secret hideout, the kind of secret hideout that a kid had and everyone knew about. The attic was big, open, dark, and dusty. Board games, coloring books, and adventure novels from forever ago jammed the bookcases. Playing cards littered the ping-pong table I’d built with Dad. I thumped onto a musty sofa I’d bought from the Old Christ thrift store with my lawn-mowing money.

I loved that place. So did Dad—well his business part of the building, not my attic storeroom. He’d started snowplowing and asphalt-replacing for H. Wayne Roadworks the summer he graduated Watermarsh High, and later, when Howard Wayne died of a heart attack, his widow sold him the small company—Dad’s dream come true. “Not bad for the son of a bog worker/farmer,” he’d said with a wink. “If my father could see me now.” Which of course Poppa could but hardly ever did because Dad didn’t like going back to the tiny house of decayed shingles about to fall into the marsh where he’d grown up. And he hated having Poppa visit us. H. Wayne Roadworks wasn’t big money, but it was his. The ping-pong table was ours. The attic mine.

The fire escape rattled as someone climbed.

Cool. Connor and I would have longer than usual. I checked my phone, but he hadn’t texted. Was this a break-in? All I had to do was pull the alarm and an earsplitting blare would send whoever was on the fire escape back down and into the arms of police who’d arrive from the station across the street.

A louder scrape of metal against the brick wall and a voice: “Ow… I hate you, Connor. This is so freaking me out.”

I dropped my hand from the alarm. My one rule was that Connor couldn’t bring Stephanie here.

“This had better be good.” The girl’s voice was slow, drawn-out, and lazy. It wasn’t Stephanie’s. There was nothing lazy about Stephanie.

I sucked in my breath, crossed my arms, and waited.

Crap. I was imitating Mom’s furious pose. The last thing I wanted to be was like her. Especially not with Connor.

The door from the fire escape creaked open.

I dove behind the sofa and hid.

“I don’t like this,” whined non-Stephanie.

Connor whispered, “Shh.” Footsteps shuffled. The silence thickened. A jacket or shoe or something fell to the floor. Then rustling clothes and the smacking sounds of kissing.

Now what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t suddenly stand up and announce my presence. The sofa slammed my back as Connor and the mystery chick fell onto it.

The next fifteen minutes were groaning and spit noises. Fingers in my ears didn’t block the sound. I hated being there. But I couldn’t exactly blame Connor for doing what he was doing. We had a deal. This was acting straight.

Um, way straight. Too straight?

A rip. A tap of something on the floor.

That was when the thumping began. Rhythmic and fast. The thwapping of skin on skin.

Holy crap.

I stretched out along the floor and waited. The knocking sofa…. Skin smacking skin…. Connor’s groans… it was too easy to imagine it. I knew it…. His breath… his skin… his smell… I hated my body for not hating it as much as my mind did. Down, boy. Stupid dick. Do not be into this.

Pretty soon a familiar deep moan came from Connor, nothing from the girl, and then the only sounds were the buzzing lamps of the parking lot and Connor’s high-pitched baby snore, so odd for someone six feet tall.

Five minutes seemed like an hour, and Connor was still snoring and the silent girl still silent.

Slowly, slowly, I stood and adjusted my pants. Damn flagpole. Pathetic flagpole.

The warehouse was old and rickety, but I knew the groaning planks to avoid and made it across the room without making a sound. I didn’t trip on the piles of Connor’s old Rolling Stone magazines that Mom wouldn’t allow in our house. I made it to the door, turned the knob. Click.

“Zeph, what are you doing here?” The outline of Connor sat up.

“How could you ask me that?”

“I just did, bro.”

“Connor, this is my father’s warehouse. Don’t you remember the rule?”

“I didn’t break the rule.” Even in the dark, I could tell that Connor was flashing his victory grin.

“I assumed the rule was all girls, not just Stephanie. Whatever. Thanks for the free show.”

“You watched?”

“Listened.”

“Really? Dude.” If Connor were nearer, he would have knuckle-bumped me.

The form beside Connor untangled and stretched her spindly arms and legs. Was it bad that the girl reminded me of a human-sized cricket? Or maybe a praying mantis—was that the one that would decapitate its mate? “Oh my God. I have to go,” said the insecty mystery chick.

“Hi, Becka.”

“Um, hi?”

“I heard girls soccer did great last week,” I said in reference to nothing at all.

Russ’s girlfriend pushed overbleached, straw hair from her eyes. She looked at me hard for a second, but then pulled on her sweatpants and sweatshirt, the only kind of clothes she ever wore, an odd choice for a popular girl. Maybe she was poor or maybe her father owned a store that specialized in sweats. Or she was so popular that it didn’t matter what she wore. Or she needed clothes she could easily slip off. “This sofa sucks, my leg is cramped, and I’m late. My parents will kill me.”

Connor jumped to his feet. “I’ll come with you.”

“Hello? No. If I’m not with Russ, my father has to see me coming home alone. I have a car.” Becka tied her sneakers. “This never happened, okay? Russie would kill you. He’s football. You’re what, a criss-crosser?”

“Varsity cross-country. Kind of like marathons.”

Becka frumped to the door. “Zeph, what are you doing here?”

I opened my mouth to explain that I was the only one who belonged here, but Becka fluffed her hair, shrugged us off, and was gone. The door clanked shut, and the fire escape rattled as she left.

I crossed my arms, glared at Connor, and waited for him to say something. And waited… and waited… and hated that I was acting like a pissed-off parent.

“Zeph, don’t be so quiet. It’s weird.” Connor was up and standing in the middle of the room.

“What’s to say?”

“Just be normal.”

My eyes had adjusted to the dark, and I could tell Connor was naked except for his socks. The weight room was changing his body. His stomach was still flat and his waist narrow, but his shoulders and arms rolled bigger than a runner’s.

“Connor, don’t bring people here. Not Stephanie. Not anyone. What the hell are you doing? Did you break up with Stephanie?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Then what’s up with you and Becka?”

“It just happened.”

“Just happened?”

“Russ puked and passed out, and football guys took him home, and Becka was upset. We got talking. Then, you know. We couldn’t help it.”

“You couldn’t help it? You couldn’t help ditching Stephanie, driving here, climbing the fire escape, sneaking in, taking off your clothes, and sticking it in Becka?” Great, there was my mother’s judgment voice, except she’d never say “sticking it in,” not in reference to Becka or anyone. “What about Stephanie?”

“She left the party early with friends. She’ll never find out.” Connor grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it right side out. “Zeph, I know what I’m doing. This is for us. Don’t you get it?”

“We can do better than this.”

“This is how it works.”

“Maybe it’s not working.”

Connor and I stared. Soon it thawed into the kind of staring that usually led to something else. He smiled. He couldn’t possibly be ready for round two. Then the fire escape started rattling for the return of Becka. Connor’s face froze again.

The door creaked open.

“Oh my God, some car practically slammed into me.” Stephanie’s voice was higher, faster, and friendlier than Becka’s. She was a silhouette against the outside lights, so I couldn’t see the details of her face. “Oh…. Zeph? Zeph, you disappeared early tonight. Then, Connor, so did you. I thought I might find you here.”

“So you’ve been here before?” I asked Stephanie.

“Of course. It’s a great place, but why is it so dark? Are you guys vampires or what?” Stephanie flicked on the light.

Connor was smack in the middle of the warehouse with nothing on.

“Connor, you’re naked.”

He froze. There wasn’t much to say. Naked was naked.

And he was half-mast.

Stephanie peered at the battered sofa, then down at something in the middle of the room. “That’s a condom wrapper…. You guys….” Stephanie’s face twisted into complete confusion.

Connor opened his mouth, but Stephanie didn’t give him the chance to say anything.

“Connor, you and I haven’t even… I thought…. Oh great… of course… yeah…. There’s the rest.” Stephanie hid her face in her hands. Beside the sofa was a used condom—a small, gummy snakeskin curled on the floor.

“Stephanie…,” Connor trailed off.

“I thought maybe Zeph….” Her head seemed to be a fireworks of brain connections. “But Connor, you?”

“Are you crazy?”

“There’s nothing to say.”

“Stephanie, I love you.”

“I don’t think so. You and Zeph…. You’re… you’re using me. There’s a word for that—I’m your beard? So this is the final scene. I can’t believe it. We’re finished.”

“Zeph and I didn’t do anything.”

“Connor, I’m not an idiot.”

“It’s not what you think.”

The door slammed and the fire escape rattled wildly as Stephanie fled.

“Connor…,” I began.

But he yanked on his jeans and sprang to the door. “I’m not a fag!”




CHAPTER THREE

 

 

OF COURSE, Connor was freaking out and wouldn’t text or talk on Sunday, then Monday morning he blew past me in the school lobby. He went straight to Stephanie, who was putting up signs for the Cranberry Jamboree. He whisper-growled that she’d gotten it all wrong. I didn’t like how he pushed her to the corner, so I followed.

“I saw what I saw,” said Stephanie. Her shirt was tight, and a gold sparkly scarf draped from her neck. She was way prettier than Becka, Queen of Sweats. “I hate lying,” she continued. “Every day that you were my boyfriend you were lying to me. Now I know something that I’m not supposed to know and that you won’t want me telling anyone, which means that you’ll want me to continue living a lie, which I hate even more. Connor, I try to live honestly. Do you know what that means? Do you know what you’ve been doing to me?”

Connor’s mouth was wide and twitchy like he was trying to get in a word, but no one interrupted Stephanie, not on stage, not ever.

“Connor, you can have your lie. I won’t say anything. But you won’t have me. You don’t deserve me. And you don’t deserve Zeph.”

She ran her hands through her hair and marched out of the lobby. Thus endeth Stephanie’s exit scene.

Connor’s eyes blazed. He stormed in the opposite direction, straight through the front doors and out of Watermarsh High.

Huh? Didn’t he have a class?

Wait… what if rumors started about Connor and me? He’d full-apocalypse freak. We’d be done. For real. Forever. No Connor.

Wait….

You don’t deserve Zeph. Why would Stephanie say that?

 

 

MY BRAIN was full, and I was zoning out in Miss Goodrich’s English class when I realized that everyone had turned around to listen to Christal in the back of the room. She was sputtering on about how Romeo and Juliet were proof not to be ensnared by our passions.

Bronson was two seats behind me near Christal. He wore a polo shirt over a long-sleeve tee, and on his shirt was a pink button with black letters: Gay Rights Are Human Rights.

You need to know why we used to call Bronson Little Women. Someone decided he was gay. I wasn’t sure why, maybe because most of his friends were girls, and he liked books more than sports, and he was quiet like he thought he was better than the rest of us. Little Women didn’t come back to school after the eighth grade, and we forgot about him. But now Little Women had returned, and he was very much not little anymore—Bronson, like Connor, was pushing six feet, worked out, and owned his space. He didn’t have the Connor-style swagger of someone trying hard to be the boss. Nope. Bronson’s was the swagger of someone who simply knew stuff and didn’t care what anyone thought. No one called him Little Women anymore.

A Gay Rights Are Human Rights button? So we’d been right? Bronson was gay.

Gay Rights Are Human Rights. Black letters on a hot pink circle. Such a cliché. Not all gay guys liked pink. I hated pink.

Gay Rights Are Human Rights. How much would Connor have f-bombed about that?

Gay Rights Are Human Rights. Right there in the middle of Miss Goodrich’s junior English class. My parents would have gone nuts, as they always did when they complained that other people’s human rights had trumped Christian rights. As if that were possible.

Gay Rights Are Human Rights.

Pretty simple.

Really?

“Zeph? Zephaniah Fuller?”

“Uh-huh?” How long had Miss Goodrich and the whole class been waiting for me? And I was still turned around looking at Bronson and his button while everyone else now faced the front.

“Your reaction?”

“To… my reaction to Christal saying we should listen to our parents? Not always,” I stammered. “Sometimes they’re just wrong.”

“No, Zeph, we’ve moved on from there. Your reaction to Romeo’s first reaction to Juliet.”

The classroom was silent, waiting. The florescent lights buzzed. All I managed was another, “Uh….”

“How surprising. You seem insistent on saying ‘uh.’ No, Zeph, I don’t think a Shakespearian character was ever speechless.” She turned away from me. “Bronson, can you help out Zeph here?”

Bronson looked from Miss Goodrich to me, Gay Rights Are Human Rights screaming from his chest. “Uh… uh….” He stopped mimicking me and swallowed a smile. “It’s not like the characters Romeo and Juliet are actually seeing each other for the first time. It seems that way, but their families hated each other so intensely, their rivalry was so strong, that you know Romeo and Juliet had to know exactly who the other was before the play starts.”

“Go on.” Miss Goodrich fiddled with a silver necklace falling into her ruffled black shirt.

“So what we see in the play is when Romeo really sees Juliet for the first time in that way. She’d been there all along, but he’d never noticed her, and now… uh… uh….” Bronson slipped me another smile. “Now he gets it. Now he understands.”

Miss Goodrich pressed the necklace to her throat. “Very good, Bronson. I’m sure that’s what Zeph was getting at.”

I flattened my copy of Romeo and Juliet to the page I thought we were talking about. Yeah, so last week I’d made a good point about Romeo and Juliet not keeping their eyes on the prize, but that was a one-shot deal. I wasn’t another Russ, the surprise English god. Not that it mattered. A community college would be good enough for me, which was better than where my parents and grandparents and everyone in our family had gone to college—nowhere. If I made it, I’d be the first. What was Miss Goodrich’s problem? Why did she have to make me look like an idiot in front of everyone?

“Nicely done, Bronson.” Miss Goodrich put on her friendly face. “Did you read Romeo and Juliet at your old school?”

“Shakespeare, yes. Romeo and Juliet, no.”

“I forget. Where’d you just come from?”

“Rockingham Academy.”

Miss Goodrich sucked in her breath. “I’m sorry.” She nervously rolled up one of her sleeves. “I can’t believe I forgot.” She adjusted the other sleeve, then let them both fall back to how they started. “Please forgive me.” She shot Bronson a big, apologetic smile.




CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

STEPHANIE KEPT her word, so no one was talking about big gay Connor and Zeph and everything was normal for the Cranberry Jubilee. Well, normal except that now Stephanie had nothing to do with Connor, and probably to retaliate against him, she treated me like her long-lost best friend. Normal, of course, meant that Connor and I kept pretending to be into girls.

“Yay, Zephy! It’s the night.” Stephanie yanked me to the check-in table and kept poking my arm like an affectionate woodpecker. “The band is great. They’re real drama.” Stephanie checked out the swelling crowd. When she leaned forward or sideways, her dress pushed up her breasts and caught the light. Why would Connor bother with boney Becka?

“Steph, you look amazing, as always.”

She waved wildly until someone across the cafeteria shot up his arm. “Oh, look at him,” she muttered.

I craned my neck to see her catch.

“My lady.” Bronson made his way over and kissed her hand.

Bronson? What was the point? We officially knew he was gay, so Connor would never be jealous of him. Bronson’s black blazer hung casually from his body like he was twenty-five and off to a cool dinner at a cool restaurant in a cool city. With a cool guy.

“Dude,” Bronson said to me quickly and friendly. Did his sky-blue eyes always burst with light?

“I’m so excited.” Stephanie squeezed Bronson’s hand and leaned into me. “Zeph, have fun tonight, okay? Don’t torture yourself. Everything is fine, the best. I’m happier without Connor, and he’ll realize that he’s happier without me. And you, my dearest, dearest Zeph, cute Zeph, you can only get happier. And if you ask me, you deserve a better happiness than Connor. And,” she added while looking straight at me, “I don’t totally blame you for lying to me. Connor can be quite persuasive.” She and Bronson disappeared into the swelling crowd.

I joined the cross-country guys on the other side of the gym where Connor dispensed knowledge to the team.

“Get the girl in a slow dance and hold her tight, really tight. You’ve got to let her know she’s in good hands.”

“How tight?” Fresh-Clark caught my eye.

“Stronger than you think,” continued Connor. “Chicks dig it.”

Westy raised his eyebrows. “Oh yeah, Coach, chicks dig it.”

“They do.” Connor shrugged, the self-professed chick-master addressing the worthy.

“Yeah, but how strong is strong?” Fresh-Clark was practically taking notes.

“Manly strong,” said Connor. “You gotta let her know who’s in charge.”

“So, Connor, buddy, last weekend when Stephanie dumped you, who was in charge then?” How was it that no matter what Westy said, he always sounded friendly?

“No, you don’t get it.” Then Connor recounted for the hundredth time the Saga of the Friday Night Mystery Girl.

“Shut up about your hookup that cannot be named. You got dumped. Be a man, accept it. Be manly strong.” Westy grabbed Connor around the waist and pulled him close as if they were slow dancing. “Show me how it’s done. Something like this, right?”

“Bounce, Westy.”

“Or this close?” Westy pressed his hips against a squirming Connor.

“Getting lucky?” a varsity basketball guy scoffed as he lumbered by with friends.

“No,” urged Fresh-Clark. “It’s a lesson. You have to hold girls close. It’s what they want.”

But the basketball guys were gone and soon, from the middle of the gym, laughter spread from the basketball team to football team, all eyes on us. Terrified Connor looked like he might puke.

It suddenly went dark, guitars screamed, and the stage lit up. The music was heavier-hitting than Principal McNally usually allowed, but Westy said the saxophone and a trumpet made the band more sophisticated and might have been how they got approved for the dance. Fresh-Clark and the cross-country guys put Connor’s advice to work and pulled girls to the dance floor, Connor with Amy Love, aka Any Love, the most popular junior. Girls liked her because they knew Amy didn’t live up to her nickname—she didn’t give out “any love” at all. And guys liked her because of what other guys assumed you did with her. She made you look good.

Was I the only cross-country guy not dancing? Westy didn’t count because he had Shera, his college girlfriend. Even Fresh-Clark was out there, he and a freshman girl.

“It’s the good stuff.” A sophomore from chemistry class thrust a red drink in my face. Amber had a crooked mouth that made you wonder what she was smirking at. It was probably just how her face worked and didn’t mean anything.

“Thanks.” I took the cup of Jamboree Punch, the only liquid allowed at the dance.

Nobody would have thought Connor and I were together, but it wouldn’t hurt for me to be seen dancing with a girl.

Aside from her crooked mouth, Amber was kind of pretty with long lashes and dimply cheeks, but I didn’t like her tight ponytail because I remembered Stephanie once said that the higher the ponytail, the lower the IQ.

But, let’s be honest, I was no rocket scientist. Amber and I were probably a good match. “Cool jacket,” I told her, then sipped the Jamboree Punch. “Vodka?” I sputtered. “How’d you get it in? They search everything.”

Amber unclasped her shiny minijacket and leaned forward, revealing two pushed-up mounds of cleavage. “They don’t check these.” Amber pushed a metal flask deeper between her breasts. She closed her jacket, and her smirk straightened into something like a smile.

The lights dimmed and the band mellowed into a slow dance. The spotlight made the lead singer’s blonde hair glow like a radioactive halo. Sequins sparked light from her black dress. The slow dancers slinked into one another, and I watched Connor clutching Amy tight, and she squirmed, trying to push Connor away. The other cross-country guys were having similar problems, girls trying to escape from being squeezed to death. Except for Fresh-Clark. The girl with him was as short and chunky as he was lean and lanky, and she wrapped her arms as tightly around him as he did around her, two hugging stuffed monkeys in a Hallmark Cards gift shop.

Amy Love finally shoved Connor away and huffed off the dance floor. One by one, other girls escaped the cross-country team. Except for the girl with Fresh-Clark.

So much for Connor’s advice.

Now Connor was alone. How much would he have freaked out if I went up to him? Not to dance, just to talk.

Lights flashed, horns blasted, Amber’s ponytail hit my face, and I was dancing. The floor was crowded. Someone bumped me, and I stumbled into Amber. Another bump, and I turned to see who was in my space and didn’t know how to dance.

Connor’s eyes shone, and his smile was too happy, big, and sloppy. Had he been drinking?

He was dancing with a different girl, a sophomore whose chest, neck, and hair sparkled with glitter. Her lips too. And eye shadow. She was aglow with glitter.

Connor butt-slammed me.

Huh?

Another bump.

I bumped him back. The four of us danced together, Connor glancing occasionally at Glitter Girl but mostly watching me.

The lead singer leaped off the stage into the crowd, and we circled her. At the climax of the song, she drew out the longest, loudest note, and we stopped dancing and cheered. She kept going, that loudest note filling the room as we stared at her. Who knew that anyone could sing like that? The music stopped, and she pushed out even more sound, almost a howl. Her voice finally trailed off to the stunned silence of the crowd.

Complete stillness.

Then we went crazy cheering.

The singer bowed. And kept bowing and turning in all directions. She stopped, pulled at her hair, and lifted a wig above the crowd. “Thank you,” said a deep-voiced man in a black dress.

A new tidal wave of silence.

A rumble started at the far side of the dance floor, and the spotlight zagged through the cafeteria and found the real lead singer in the same funky black dress worn by the guy who’d just stopped singing. She pushed through the stunned students and started arguing with the guy. He mocked her and whined gibberish. Then they stopped fighting and started making out. Totally making out, with tongues and groping and grabbing and everything we were not allowed to do at the Cranberry Jubilee.

“People!” A math teacher yelled from the Jamboree Punch table. “People!”

Music resumed, and the making out heated up, the guy wrapping the woman’s legs around his waist.

The math teacher hollered something else, but the music drowned him out.

The couple kept going at it as we hooted them on, and even hip Miss Goodrich joined the chaperones pushing through the crowd to break it up.

Then the music swelled and both singers scrambled back to the stage. We went wild, screaming as if all the rules in the universe had changed, and the Watermarsh High football team won the Superbowl. The “singer guy drag queen whatever” bowed, escaped backstage, and the regular singer, the real woman, finished alone.

The energy in the auditorium was so great, so intense, everyone pumped to be exactly where we were at that moment. I saw Miss Goodrich and the chaperones slink through the crowd back to their stations, stunned, as if nothing had happened.

Power to the people.

Only Connor wasn’t part of the celebration. Amid the dancing he was immobile, zoned out, made of stone. But tottering stone, a statue about to go down. Glitter Girl pulled him away.

 

 

GLITTER GIRL drove us away from the dance, and we brought Connor to my bedroom at home. He was nearly comatose, too drunk to stand on his own or talk.

My room was too clean. Would Amber and the Glitter Girl tell everyone at school how uncool I was—no Sports Illustrated magazines like at Connor’s, no rock group or Celtics or Bruins or Patriots posters. Just a blue picture of the ocean with a Bible quote: The whole law is fulfilled in one word: love your neighbor as yourself. Galatians 5:14. I’d chosen it from one of Mom’s favorite catalogs when she’d given me permission to redecorate for high school. Love your neighbor was a good idea, but come on, how cool was the religion stuff? I hoped Amber and Glitter Girl had noticed the framed Bible quotes in the hall and the ceramic praying hands poking up out of a coffee table. I hoped Amber and Glitter Girl had figured out that my room’s complete lack of reference to American teenage-hood was not my choice.

A cross hung between my two twin beds.

You could say I was prisoner in my parents’ Bible-land.

Amber and Glitter Girl helped Connor collapse to one of the beds. His eyes stayed closed and his breath was steady and deep.

Amber removed his shoes while Glitter Girl unbuttoned his shirt. Connor shifted his weight so she could take it off. How passed out was he? Then Glitter Girl reached for his pants, hesitated and looked at me, her white-tipped fingernails pearly against his stomach. She tapped the button of his jeans. “Could you help me with this?”

My fingers replaced Glitter Girl’s. I unclasped Connor’s pants and pulled the zipper.

Eyes still shut, Connor lifted his butt so we could get the pants below his waist. Glitter Girl and Amber each took a leg and his jeans dropped to the floor. Connor lay there, a zombie in plaid boxers.

Glitter Girl covered him with a sheet. “Make sure he doesn’t choke on his puke, I mean if he pukes. Dead person in your bedroom. That would suck.” Then she nodded at the wall. “Nice crucifix.”

“It’s a cross. Only when there’s the body on it is it called a crucifix.”

Amber and Glitter Girl looked at me like I was crazy.

“Do you know how to get home?” I asked, but Glitter Girl squirreled her eyes and gave me a “get on with it” face.

“Kiss her good night,” said Glitter Girl.

“Emily, he doesn’t need to,” interrupted Amber.

I kissed Amber. “It was fun,” I said.

Doors clicked shut after Amber and Emily. A car revved and rumbled away. All was quiet. We were alone, Connor and me. Two twin beds, the cross, and silence, not even the sound of Connor’s breathing.

“Zeph?” The zombie spoke. A white sheet draped from his shoulders. “Come here.”

“Go back to sleep.”

“I feel terrible.” He opened his eyes. “And my best friend won’t help me?”

“Connor, you’re wasted.”

“I am not, but it wouldn’t matter because you never help me.”

“I called your parents and told them you’re at my house. I told them we have an extra practice first thing tomorrow so it made more sense for you to stay here. I left a note in the kitchen for my parents saying that you and I are doing a run in the morning. I couldn’t tell them there was an official practice because they’ll see Coach at church and he’d tell them the truth. Your parents and mine never talk, so they won’t compare stories.”

Connor said I was a good liar.

“Didn’t used to be,” I mumbled.

“Come here.”

“Do you want a glass of water?”

“Just come here.” Connor freed an arm from the sheets and reached for me. “Why won’t you help me?”

I watched Connor watching me, his dark, shining eyes, his mouth, his Hollywood jaw… not the old Connor, my childhood best friend, not the recent avoiding-me Connor…. Just Connor.

“Please?” The space under his arm was dark with hair. “Zeph?”

“No.”

“Come on.” Connor snaked an arm around my waist and grabbed my crotch.

“I’m serious.” I looked down at Connor’s unretreating hand.

“Quit being so serious.” Connor kissed the back of my neck. “I got you.” He kissed me again. “I’ll get a new girlfriend.” Another kiss. “And you’ll get a girlfriend. Amber’s nice. Her smile is a little weird, but she’ll do. Don’t you get it? We’ve got everything?”

“No.”

“Don’t ruin this.”

“I’m not the one”—Connor came in for the big kiss—“ruining this. I want something real.”

“This is real.”

“Almost a year and we’re still a secret.”

“Yeah, it’s perfect.”

“Secrets suck.”

Connor stopped kissing me. “Do you want to tell our friends? The team? Coach? Everyone at school? Our parents? Yeah, they’d love picturing this.”

“No….” Why couldn’t I ever figure out exactly what I wanted Connor and me to do differently? “I want us to be honest.”

Connor pushed my shirt over my head. “This is honest.”

“Connor…,” I began, but my shirt was off, and Connor grabbed me tighter. He gave me the big kiss that finally got me to stop talking.

Like he usually did.

The race began. No talk. Shirt. Pants. Underwear. His dick, my dick. Everything. No, not everything. My bedroom, not the warehouse. No supplies. Sweet 69.




CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“GET UP.” Connor jabbed my ribs, jumped out of bed, and scrambled around for his clothes. It was morning and the smell of cooking bacon and patter of my parents’ Christian music were seeping into the room.

I leaped from the extra bed, landed in my own, and messed up the sheets to make it look like I’d slept there. At least it wasn’t one of those mornings when I’d open my eyes and there was my mother, silent, arms crossed, and watching me sleep.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” said Connor.

“You can’t go home. Your parents think we have practice.”

“I can’t believe we did it with your parents at home.” Connor pulled on his boxers and T-shirt.

“Take a shower and say hello to my parents before they leave for church.”

“I’ll slip out back.”

“No. They know you’re here. Stay.”

The door swung open and there was Mom, smiling as if she’d gotten exactly what she wanted for Christmas. She was dressed for church, her short blonde hair combed back and stiff, her skirt hugging her knees and her arms bare, tight, and toned. She was carrying white shoes. “Connor, we don’t see much of you these days.”

“Hello, Mrs. Fuller.”

“How many times have I told you it’s Genie?”

Connor kept straightening his T-shirt like a schoolboy uncomfortable in his Sunday best. But he was only in underwear.

I tucked the sheets under me to hide that I was naked.

“How are your parents?”

“They’re good,” said Connor.

Mom positioned her gaze on me. “Your father and I are leaving for church if you’d like to come.” Of course, she waited out her five-second silent prayer that I would return to what she thought was the righteous path. Nope.

Mom was gone, my door was wide-open, and the music exploded into an aggressive, in-your-face, happy-as-crap, Jesus-loves-you chorus.

“My parents will be leaving soon. Then we can talk.”

“What’s to talk about?”

“Us.”

Connor gave me a mom-style frozen stare.

“Dude, relax. We’ll have the house to ourselves.” I checked that my parents weren’t at my door. “It was cool that I got to fall asleep holding you.”

“Don’t be stupid.” The door clicked as Connor locked himself in the bathroom.

 

 

I JOINED my parents in the kitchen, leaning against the counter. Dad sipped his coffee and winked at me. We weren’t 100 percent American Gothic like that old painting of two depressed farmers, but my parents didn’t talk much or joke at all. Salvation was serious business.

Connor finally emerged and flashed his center-of-attention smile, wide, generous, and fake.

“Great to see you, Mr. and Mrs. Fuller, but I have to go.”

“Zeph’s note said you two were running this morning. Maybe you can join us for lunch after. We haven’t seen you in ages,” said Mom.

“Connor…,” started Dad, bursting with artificial cheer that Connor, the son of Mr. Carver, practically the unofficial Mr. Watermarsh mayor himself—if Watermarsh were big enough to have a mayor—was in his kitchen. Dad’s shirt and pants stretched too tightly over his middle-aged muscles from the Y where he’d taught me how to lift. Now I stuck to the high school weight room. “Remind your father to call me if I can ever be of service. Last month, H. Wayne Roadworks was named one of the top twenty-five small industrial companies in South Eastern Massachusetts, this side of Cape Cod. It was in the business paper. Maybe your father saw. Not bad for the son of a cranberry man. Seriously, Connor, I’ve got the best prices, and I can give your father a break on top of that. That’s what friends are for, right?”

“Dad, I’m sure Mr. Carver will call you the next time his insurance company is shopping for a road resurfacer.” I gave Connor an open-eyed glance, not to apologize for my father’s business obsession, but to say, see what I mean.

Connor headed to the door. “Goodbye, Mr. and Mrs. Fuller.”

“Genie and Randy,” corrected Mom.

“Don’t be a stranger,” Dad said with a wink.

“Connor—”

But Connor was gone, and a Fuller family chill blasted the kitchen.

“Zeph.” Dad narrowed his now-winkless eyes. “Some of Mr. Carver’s clients might need my services. He knows everyone in Watermarsh and Plymouth County. He has his cable show. This is how to grow a business, Zeph. This is what I’m trying to teach you, the things your poppa never taught me.”

“I’m sorry, Dad.”

“Yes, you are. Genie, I’ll be in the car.” Then Dad, too, was gone.

Mom breathed deep and slowly, sucking the remaining life from the room until we were frozen into another silence. Shouldn’t the glacier crushing our house make a sound? She did. Slowly. “Zephaniah Christopher Fuller… that was not very Christian. Your father is fragile these days. Do you know that? A little Jew company from Brockton is underselling him and taking a big share of his business.”

The ice-cube maker whirred and dropped cubes in the freezer. Did I for real open my mouth to say something?

“Mom, a Jew company?”

“The owners are Jewish. I’m just being descriptive. I don’t mean anything by it.”

Was my mouth still moving? “Mom, would you say a Jew company in front of someone Jewish?”

“I didn’t, and that’s not what we’re talking about. I’m asking for a little compassion for your father. All I want from you is an apology.”

“Would you use the n-word in front of Connor?”

“No, and he’s not.”

“Some would say he is. He’s half.”

“He’s also half us.”

“He’s 100 percent human.”

“Of course.” She shot her steely stare at me. “Zeph, I still want an apology.”

“Mom, if you say Jew company, then you have to call me a fag.”

Her body jolted. “Zeph, I’ve told you, I’m not talking about that again.”

One thing you could be sure of—whenever my mother said she wouldn’t talk about something, you would get an earful. I waited. I could take it. Was it because I wanted to be Bronson-strong, as in gay rights are human rights, or did my being all agitated about Connor make me double agitated with my racist, homophobic mother? How did she get so clueless? All I knew was that for the first time in my life, I was ready to take whatever she threw at me.

“I don’t want to hear one more thing about your problem.” Her green eyes glazed. “Do you have any idea how difficult this is for me?” She straightened her skirt that was nothing but starchy straight. “Zeph, do you understand that we’d lose our friends if they knew? So would you. Connor would abandon you. The team wouldn’t want you. You’re not doing anything about your abomination until after high school, after you’ve settled and you’re supporting yourself. That is, if you decide not to work for your father, which would be a stupid, stupid choice and even you can’t be that stupid.”

Mom didn’t yell; she simply pushed out her words in a steady stream that was impossible to interrupt. Nanna and Poppa had told me that before Mom was a born-again, she’d been a rocker. Mom the rocker? Only when she talked like this could I picture it.

“You agreed to this the day you told us about your abomination.”

My cell phone rang.

“You’ve mentioned that before. Along with eternal damnation. Mom, how could you read the Bible and skip all the love and forgiveness?”

“Who’s teaching you to talk like this?” Mom slammed the door and was gone.

It was a girl’s voice on my phone. “Hi, Zephy.”

“Who’s this?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t Amber.

“Who do you think?”

Damn. “Hi, Amber.”

“Amber? Oh my God, no. Zeph, it’s me, Stephanie. Are you busy?” But she kept going. “Zephy, I need to see you today. This is huge.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Meet us downtown by the pool at two.”

“Us?”

“Just be there. Bronson will be there.”

“Bronson?”

“Connor too.”

“Connor?” I asked, but she’d already hung up.




CHAPTER SIX

 

 

I PEDALED across the parking lot to Stephanie and Bronson, who were leaning against an old Subaru. Connor stood separately, kicking the ground. All around us was asphalt and, farther away, a chain-link fence and the ramps and jumps of a small scraped and peeling skateboard park, then a steep drop to the green and gross undrained town pool, old bleachers, and the Watermarsh High football field.

Connor wouldn’t look at me. No smile. No secret acknowledgment of what we’d done or where he’d woken up.

“Welcome, Kings of Watermarsh.” Bronson stretched his arms out to us.

We blankly stared.

“Give me a break.” Connor kicked a rock that tumbled down the hill.

“Don’t worry,” Bronson said. “Chocolate frosted doughnuts will help.” He unveiled a box from Honey Dew Donuts and led us to the picnic table.

That was when Bronson explained where he’d been the last two years. Apparently, Rockingham Academy was a big deal. He rattled off the names of famous people who’d gone there, way famous, like writers of books and movies and founders of online companies that even I’d heard of, and families with last names on beer bottles and oil company billboards.

“It was a bullshit place,” he said. “Everyone told us to think big. You’d walk around campus where everything matched perfectly, and go up and down marble steps, and choose sports like rowing or water polo and sign up for school trips to China, Cuba, or Shakespeare’s hometown, and you’d think that, of course, life would be big, and you should think big. How could you not? Even if someone was a teacher, she was also founder of a charter school or a university in India.”

“Congratulations, dude.” Connor squared his shoulders. “Your life is better than ours. Go back to Rockingham.”

“I can’t.” A car with a broken muffler scuffed out of the parking lot.

“Because you failed out?” Connor’s question sounded more like a statement.

“They kicked me out.”

The car hacked itself into town and died away.

Connor smiled and went for a doughnut.

Bronson said he’d tell us on a different day the story of being busted with a girl in his room.

Connor snapped to attention. “You were with a girl?”

“As I said, you’ll get the story later.”

“Dude.”

“What about your Gay Rights Are Human Rights button?” I asked.

“Gay rights are human rights. Racism diminishes white people; homophobia diminishes straights. Some cool sex-columnist guy spoke at a school assembly, and for a while even straight guys were wearing the button.”

Connor slowly nodded. “So, you’re not a fag?”

“Connor, don’t be a douche,” said Stephanie.

“I am very much a fag.” A plane was loud above Bronson. “But that’s not why we’re here. We’re here because arrogant Rockingham Academy does not have a monopoly on thinking big.”

I grabbed a napkin and said that of course there were other boarding schools.

“Yes, but what I’m trying to say is that we don’t have to go someplace fancy in order to dream. So your parents can afford expensive tuition. Big deal. The question is the same: Rich kid, what are you doing with your life? To everyone else: Kid, what are you doing with your life? No one is better than anyone else.”

“Amen!” Stephanie piped.

Bronson kept going. “There are excellent people everywhere. Watermarsh is no exception.”

Connor squared his shoulders. “My father’s family has been here forever, and there’s nothing anyone can say to make me think we’re not the best.”

“No one is better than your father,” said Bronson.

“My mother too. Do not be a racist. Do not think my mother and her family from Cape Verde are anything less. Her father, my grandfather, was the padrone of Watermarsh.”

“Padrone?” Stephanie asked.

“The unofficial boss who kept order in the cranberry bogs. That was before CranMist bought the bogs and sucked the money out of here. Nobody messed with the padrone. Nobody messed with my poppa.”

“That’s the point. Nobody can mess with any of us. So what if I’m not at Rockingham anymore. I can still think big. So what if you guys never went there; of course you can still think big.”

“Good for you.” Connor stood and hitched up his backpack. “But I’m out of here.”

“Stay. We could start doing stuff as if we’re from the Academy.”

“Fuck you very much, but I’m not a rich asshole.”

“That’s the point. We can out-asshole the rich assholes. Don’t you get it? Nobody expects anything from this dying town. Every town in Massachusetts has had a renaissance except Watermarsh. Like we don’t deserve one. We’ll do what Rockingham students do, but better because here no one expects it of us. Colleges will think we rock.”

A distant siren wailed and died away.

“We’ll start a newspaper,” he explained. “The four of us will be editors.”

Stephanie pointed out that of course Watermarsh High already had a school paper.

Bronson insisted that ours would be different. It would only come out once a month, and each issue would focus on only one topic, like the role of sports, or the philosophy of education at Watermarsh High, or the legacy of the cranberry industry.

Connor was pulling his elbow to stretch his triceps. “No one cares what we think.”

“Connor, my man, as usual, you are right, but here’s the thing—we wouldn’t write the articles. For each issue, we’d ask a student, a teacher, a parent, and a graduate to write something. Then the four of us would do an editorial about it. And, check this out, it’d be online, The Bog Blog.”

Connor released his arm. “Do this thing yourself.”

“I’m asking you guys, because I’m nobody. I’m Little Women who was forgotten and has mysteriously reappeared. No one would care about some project I did.”

“True,” said Connor. “No one cares about you.”

“That’s why we’ll do this together.”

“But why us?” I asked.

“Connor, you’re junior class president. You’ve got major cred.”

Connor nodded.

“And everyone knows your father. He’s got his Week in Watermarsh cable show. Connor, everything about you is Watermarsh. And now I know about your mother, the padrone’s daughter…. You are Watermarsh royalty.”

“Ebony and ivory royalty.” Connor smiled. “I could be president.”

“You are,” I said.

“Of the United States.” Connor smiled wide and sat up straighter, his shirt opening down his chest. The nape—is that what you call it—the nape of his neck? I knew his was a great place to feel his heartbeat the times we were alone.

“Stephanie, you’ve been the star of every show since forever. You’re popular and on school dance committees and yearbook and other stuff that, let’s be honest, is pretty meaningless, but it makes you happy and proves you’re a mover and shaker, so you’d make the blog look like something that’s moving and shaking and worth paying attention to.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Stephanie raised her eyes at Bronson.

“And we’ll help with Lady Shakespeare.”

“Lady what?” asked Connor.

“A one-woman show Stephanie wants to do. We’ll help her with publicity.”

Stephanie bowed, and Bronson continued. “We’ll need a faculty advisor to make it official.”

Stephanie suggested Miss Goodrich.

“Think big,” said Bronson. “Ms. McNally.”

“The principal?”

“It won’t hurt to tell her that I’d been approved to do a project like this at Rockingham. Ms. McNally will be pumped that her small public high school is doing something inspired by the Academy. With the principal’s name attached, it’ll look even better on our college applications.”

The trail of white left overhead by the plane was disappearing.

“Why am I here?” I finally asked.

Bronson, Connor, and Stephanie blank-faced gazed at me. A fly landed on a doughnut.

“Seriously, why? I’m nobody. I’m an average jock and a below-average student. My whole family is below average. My father fixes potholes, and my mother was once a cleaning lady, even if she now works in an office. My family’s superpower is underachievement.”

“Absolutely not, Zeph,” said Bronson. “One—do not disrespect your parents’ choices. You don’t know how they got to be how they are. Two—everybody likes you. You’re the Nice Guy of Watermarsh. Do you know how many girls have crushes on you because you’re a cute guy who actually talks to them? You’ll talk to anyone, even if you don’t need anything from them.”

“That’s Westy,” I said. “He’s the school good guy.”

“That’s also you. Never underestimate the power of a smiling face. And let me just say that it’s even cuter that you don’t understand your power.” Bronson smiled. “You can trust me on that.”

Connor announced that he had to go because Amy Love was waiting for him. “Dude. I’m in.” He grabbed his pack. “My brothers started the Varsity Club. I’ll start this, a total smarty thing. They’ll never believe it. Hah!” He took off.

Stephanie popped up and said she loved the idea, but was late for a rehearsal.

All that was left was Bronson, a flattened Honey Dew Donuts box, a wad of crumpled napkins, and me. The parking lot was quiet except for suddenly squawking crows.

Bronson asked if I remembered sixth grade.

I unwadded a napkin and started cleaning the table. It’s what my family did, fix and clean things. Bronson watched.

“Do you? Sixth grade?”

“We were friends,” I finally said. “I came to your birthday party.”

“One of five guests.”

“Was Stephanie one of them?”

“You know she was.”

“You and I were the only boys.” I whisked crumbs to the ground.

“Why’d we stop being friends?” Bronson finally asked.

“Girls weren’t supposed to go to boys’ parties.”

“We both had friends who were girls.”

“We knew we weren’t supposed to.”

“What I knew was that it wasn’t right that you stopped talking to me. Before the party I told my parents you were my best friend. Then you dropped me.”

Why was everything so quiet? What happened to the crows? Why wouldn’t someone scrape in the skateboard park, or throw something in the gross green pool, or run the football field, anything to make noise.

Bronson got friendly again and told me not to worry about ancient history. He gave me a sad smile and said I could talk to him if I needed help figuring things out.

“I’m fine.”

“Stephanie thinks you could use a friend.”

“I assume she told you about Connor and me.”

“Connor is a player. Forget about him.”

“It’s been almost a year for the two of us.”

“That makes him a bad habit. Forget about him.”

“He’s my boyfriend.”

“You might only be his convenience.”

Bronson’s phone rang the theme of a TV show I’d watched online after promising my parents that I wouldn’t. He answered, and a voice asked why Bronson hadn’t texted back, he was late, where the hell was he?

“Zeph.” Bronson moved his cell away from his mouth. “I could bring you to a meeting, or you and I could just talk about coming out.”

“I’m not Zeph!” Charlie’s voice yelled from Bronson’s cell.

Bronson kept explaining something, but I didn’t hear him anymore. The blue in his eyes shot out warmth, and I noticed that his smile dimpled on the left. I couldn’t tell what else Bronson was saying. Nothing really mattered. Connor and I were boyfriends; I wasn’t his convenience.

“What are you talking about?” Charlie’s voice exploded.

The parking lot was empty except for Bronson’s Subaru. No pedestrians, no skateboarders, no one around but Charlie’s disembodied whining babble. Bronson moved the phone closer to his mouth and mumbled something, but his eyes were still on me.

I kissed Bronson on the cheek.

Just a peck. It wasn’t a big, sexy moment. It was just…. I wasn’t sure what it was. But it was slow, a slow kiss, my lips against his cheek for a few seconds. I felt the heat rising up from his chest.

How could something feel so good?

“I’m sorry.” My whisper was more air than words.

“Dude, you are so wasting my time,” ripped Charlie on the phone.

I backed away from Bronson, unlocked my bike, and pedaled home.




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

SCIENCE ALWAYS sucked and chemistry was the worst, but in third period on Monday, when Amber slid into the seat beside me and became my lab partner for the next month, I wished more than ever to be anyplace but chem. Amber’s crooked smile was big and unsettling, and whenever Mr. Robinson, our freakishly tall teacher with massive hands, wasn’t looking, she’d pump me for information about Connor. How was he doing and had his parents found out that he’d been drunk and how were my parents and what did I do Sunday, we had such a blast Saturday, hey, could she, Connor, Emily, and me, the four of us, go out sometime, what did I think of that, that’d be cool, right?

Huh?

Couldn’t Amber tell that our good-night kiss was the lamest, as in zero interest from me, no way were we going to happen? Why had lugging Connor to my house become a big, fun secret that bonded Amber and me? “Yeah, we could think about that” was all I said about next weekend.

What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just say no?

My brain was full. Cerebellum, hypothalamus, reptilian whateveramus, and the other brain parts I didn’t remember from last year’s bio class. Everything was full. I couldn’t focus on Amber, Mr. Robinson, or the test tubes we were supposed to be getting ready, because, well, Bronson. The kiss. Why did that feel better than anything I’d ever done with Connor? With Bronson, it had just been a kiss. With Connor… was I nothing but a convenience?

“Try again Wednesday,” said Mr. Robinson about the vial before me and Amber that was supposed to be fizzing but was cloudy and calm, unchanged from its original state. He dismissed class, and Amber sidled to me.

I bolted.

 

 

“SALUTATIONS, CAPTAIN Nice Guy,” Bronson said as I joined him and Stephanie in the cafeteria. “I texted Connor,” he added.

“Connor won’t sit with us,” said Stephanie. “He won’t leave the prime real estate of jock-land.”

I said that he might. “Great shirt, by the way. You always look good in blue.”

“Thanks.”

“I read your Shakespeare’s Women outline. Also great.”

“A much bigger thanks.”

Bronson said that Connor probably needed me to urge him to sit with us. I added that Connor wasn’t wed to the jock section.

“No, Zeph, you’re the one who floats through the cafeteria blessing the huddled masses with your smile, not Connor.” Stephanie suction-pop opened the plastic bowl before her.

“The Watermarsh Four!” Connor high-fived Bronson and stood by the table. He gave Stephanie one of my father’s winks and laid a hand on my shoulder. “I met with Ms. McNally this morning. She’s in.”

Stephanie piped up that that was awesome, but Bronson wasn’t pleased. He thought it should have been an official meeting with the four of us, but Connor explained that Ms. McNally had already called a meeting with class presidents about the dance, the debacle of the morally reprehensible singers, and the flagrant breach of the no-kissing policy. “I was already in her office,” explained Connor. “The point is that Ms. McNally is in.” He chomped three, massive bites of his sandwich and his cheeks bulged. “Think big, right?”

“Yes, but…,” started Bronson.

“Yes, but I thought big and did it quickly.”

“Yes, but, Connor, the project is not just you. She needs to understand that it’s the four of us.”

Someone dropped a tray. The cafeteria erupted in a cheering, and a girl raised her hands and bowed as a janitor hurried over to clean the mess.

Bronson asked Connor why he’d called us the Watermarsh Four.

“Because we’ll be the movers and shakers of Watermarsh High. Stephanie, I might have told her about Shakespeare’s Women too. It was Ms. McNally who called us the Watermarsh Four.” Connor shoved the rest of his sandwich into his mouth and chugged a glass of milk. “I have to talk to the football guys about the next Varsity Club party. See ya.”

He was gone.

“Hi, Zephy.” Sophomore girls surrounded our table until Amber was the closest. “Let me know what time Friday. I’m so excited.” Then she and the sophomores receded to a different part of the cafeteria.

“Zeph,” said Stephanie, “you’re a busy guy.”

“I thought you liked that I talk to everyone?”

“Talk.” Stephanie smirked. “Other games are simply stupid.”

 

 

I HOPE that saying the Watermarsh Four was up and going doesn’t make me sound like a rich, fancy jerk. The point was, it was kind of cool that Ms. McNally kept asking us to meetings and introducing us to administrators I didn’t even know existed. Connor asked how it was possible that I’d lived my entire life under a rock—how could I not know there was a school board in charge of education? Stephanie said to give me a break because different people paid attention to different things.

Principal McNally introduced us to the school board president. Who knew that such a person even existed? Mrs. Burge was nice, heavy in a way that seemed to make her happy, but why did she smile so much when I explained that, yes, my family had lived in Watermarsh forever, cranberry and farm workers, as far back as anyone could remember, and, no, my parents and nobody in my family had ever been to college. My parents hadn’t even graduated from high school.

“Your parents must be so proud,” she said about The Bog Blog while pushing part of a cut-up muffin toward me.

Proud? Why would I have told my parents? Jesus and roadwork were the only things that interested them.

“Zephaniah, you are blazing new trails. Good for you.”

“He’s always been the biggest reader I’ve known,” said Connor.

“Just adventure stories,” I countered. “Nothing legit. They don’t count as real reading.”

The school board president nodded importantly. “Yes, they do.”

The best thing about the Watermarsh Four and The Bog Blog and Shakespeare’s Women was that Stephanie, Bronson, and Connor were in the best moods.

Let me pause on that. Connor was the one who was different; his good mood was constant. What made it even better was that the four of us began meeting in the H. Wayne Roadworks storeroom. After brainstorming who could write for us, or later going over drafts of The Bog Blog, or listening to Stephanie try something for her Shakespeare’s Women show, Connor would make up a reason to take off. He’d hang nearby until I’d texted that Steph and Bronson had left. Then he’d return.

So Connor and I had more one-on-one time than usual. Were we becoming the real couple I’d always wanted us to be? Except that, still, no one knew. But maybe that wasn’t so important.

We did things we hadn’t done much before. Like make out. Not for long times, but some. As if it were cool to kiss and feel that we were together. Kissing of course led pretty quickly to sucking or fucking, the main events, but, still, it was pretty amazing to lounge on the sofa together, appreciating each other. Appreciating his mouth, appreciating his tongue. As if just holding each other could be something good. But of course we’d get on to the big stuff and we’d shoot rope.

And, um, the kiss with Bronson?

That was still beautiful. Still, somehow, the most real kiss I’d ever had. But… I wasn’t supposed to have done that.

Charlie ruined the new groove. Nobody at The Watermarsh Scribe—the official school weekly—wanted to interview us about The Bog Blog. They didn’t respond to our messages until Ms. McNally finally got involved. She wanted an article about The Bog Blog on the front page. “It’s a stellar project,” she wrote in an email to the Watermarsh Scribe, cc’d to us. “A perfect example of Watermarsh ingenuity.”

Of course the Scribe hated us.

The morning of the interview, I knew we were in trouble as soon as Charlie met us in the principal’s office. He was only a junior, like the rest of us, not on the senior editorial team, which Ms. McNally had requested.

Charlie asked if The Bog Blog was a gay thing. That was his very first question.

“Excuse me?” asked Ms. McNally.

“Of course I don’t mean anything by it,” continued Charlie. “I mean, look who’s asking the question—the humble social chair, second year in a row, of the Watermarsh Gay-Straight Alliance, at your service.” He doffed his Red Sox cap.

“Charles–”

“Don’t worry, Ms. McNally. It’s a real question. New and improved Bronson Werner attends our GSA meetings. Then there’s Connor and Zeph, GSA no-shows, but could Watermarsh’s longest-running bromance be only friendship?” He turned to Stephanie. “And there’s always the best girlfriend. To the casual observer, it seems that The Bog Blog could very much be part of the liberal, gay agenda.”

“Charles,” interrupted Ms. McNally. “I’m disappointed in your lack of professionalism.”

“We’re a red town,” noted Charlie. “People will want to know.”

“Like all towns, we’re mixed.”

“But mostly red, hardly even purplish. Watermarsh is depressed. We’re 90 percent red.”

Ms. McNally got the interview on track and the article that followed was an uninspired portrait of four boring students doing a boring extracurricular activity that they thought was important, but really wasn’t.

Because of Charlie’s dickishness, Connor told me that he couldn’t believe how stupid, how completely deluded we’d been. We had to take a break. People were figuring us out.

“Who cares? Maybe it’s time,” I said.

“Stop being stupid.”

“Are you saying that right now our relationship isn’t convenient?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” He gathered his stuff, unlatched the door, and scrambled down the fire escape for almost the last time.

Our month in the groove was over.




CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

TEACHERS AND administrators thought we were perfect, the Watermarsh Four on a roll. We were doing The Bog Blog. Stephanie was rehearsing Shakespeare’s Women, and we were promoting it. One of the town reporters agreed to come to opening night. The bummer was that it had been a month since I’d been alone with Connor. We only talked or texted about The Bog Blog.

Bronson and I were waiting in the hall after her performance. Bronson and I each held a bouquet of roses. Connor soon appeared with Amy Love, her shock of chocolaty hair brushed to one shoulder and her red-red lipstick electric against her powdery skin like an old-fashioned movie star. How could she not be Any Love?

No surprise that since Charlie’s interview, Connor had been seeking out Amy Love, probably in his opinion, the perfect cover.

“Tell Stephanie she’s awesome, but I’m sorry we can’t stay,” said Connor in the first sports coat I’d ever seen him in. It fit well. He looked great. “I have to get Amy home by nine thirty. Her parents are a little psycho about that.”

“They are,” added Amy. “Seriously, Stephanie was amazing. It was the most interesting Shakespeare, ever. She brought out humor. Who knew Shakespeare could be funny?”

“Thank you,” Stephanie said, suddenly emerging.

“Well done.” Amy leaned in, and she and Stephanie gave each other cheek-to-cheek kisses. When had everyone suddenly become sophisticated and twenty-five years old? “You were so funny about the sex. Like anyone will be able to forget your sensuous milk of human kindness….”

“Oh yeah,” added Connor.

“Oh my gosh. Pluck you. Brilliant.”

Stephanie thanked Amy. “But we cheated some. Like in King Lear, his daughter Goneril doesn’t exactly say, ‘Pluck you. She says, ‘Pluck his eyes out.’ But same idea, right?”

Connor repeated that he needed to take Amy home and led her away with his hand on the small of her back. Then Stephanie took the flowers from us and got swallowed by the crowd, leaving just Bronson and me. We pushed through the crowd, our shoulders knocking.

“Bronson said Connor and Amy looked happy.”

“Yup.”

“An inconvenient truth, yes?”

“I’ve woken up to the sad truth of convenience.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Waking up isn’t such a bad thing.”

We stood there, just the two of us, Bronson and me on the landing of an empty stairwell. I kissed him again. This time on the lips. Long and slow. The kiss stopped and we were still standing there. Slowly, the space grew between our mouths and Bronson stepped back.

“Zeph, I’ve been thinking that it makes no sense how happy I am whenever I’m near you. Seriously, it’s a rush of joy.”

Huh? The right thing to say wouldn’t come out of my mouth. It was quiet in the stairwell. Quiet in my mind, except everything was also racing. Bronson felt like I did? So I kissed him again. We were standing there, in the light, in public—even though no one else was in the stairwell—couldn’t it always be this easy?

“But if you and Connor aren’t finished, I don’t want to be the guy you cheat with. I like you too much to be that guy.”

I sucked in air. Suddenly my head felt about to explode and my eyes about to burst. My jaw twitched.

“Holy crap, Zeph. What’s wrong?”

I couldn’t think of anything to say. My breath dug deeper in my chest than I’d ever felt before.

That was when water started from my eyes. No sound, just my breath deep and tears streaming down my face. I wasn’t making a sound, so maybe I wasn’t officially crying, but the tears… they wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t say anything.

“Let’s go.” Bronson draped an arm on my shoulder and led me out the front door of Watermarsh High.

 

 

I WAS such a jerk, I thought alone in my bed two hours later. I kept remembering that in Bronson’s car I had explained that I didn’t want to be a cheater, but it was confusing because even though it felt like Connor and I weren’t together anymore, we might have only been on a break. We’d done that before. Or maybe Connor and I weren’t anything, and I really was alone and had no one to be cheating on. I told Bronson I liked being with him, that I thought about him all the time, that it seemed he knew me better than Connor did. And, in a way, I’d been friends with Bronson in sixth grade, before Connor. And, seriously, I was sorry about what a jerk I’d been back then. I’d do anything to go back and not drop our friendship.

Bronson listened to my babble, cleaned my face, and didn’t kiss me. He hugged me goodbye.

“We’re friends,” he said as I got out of his car at my house.

“Just friends?”

“Friends can be a lot of things.”

 

 

YOU’D THINK we would have had a major celebration the day our Bog Blog launched. Nope. It was mellow, just Bronson, Connor, Stephanie, and me in Ms. McNally’s office as we viewed it on her huge screen. The first issue was about The Meaning of Good at Watermarsh High. Ms. Goodrich had written an article about a play for kindergarteners she’d done with one of her senior classes. Amy Love’s father wrote about refusing to move the local health center to a bigger town. Russ the football/English-class god wrote about the perfect balance of the field and life. And Charlie—yes, Ms. McNally suggested that we include Charlie as a peace offering—expounded on the GSA making our school friendlier for everyone.

“Here in Watermarsh, success isn’t measured by what we do for ourselves, but what we do for others” was the last line of our summary editorial.

“Just what the doctor ordered,” said Ms. McNally.

Huh? Hadn’t the principal been telling us to avoid clichés? And, um, hadn’t I been the only of the Watermarsh Four who hadn’t known what a cliché was? Now I knew. Wasn’t the doctor-ordered thing a cliché? It was my fake-out, smiling, nodding, and pretending I knew what Bronson and the others were talking about when they threw around words like clichés and trite, and phrases like point of view and editorial license. I was doing a lot of nodding, but at least I was learning stuff.

Here was Connor’s fake-out—pretending at The Bog Blog that he and I were still friends. But that day in Ms. McNally’s office, he did everything to avoid eye contact. That should have been my warning.

 

 

THE NEXT day, cross-country had a home race against Pembury, a fancy-ish town on the coast and away from the bogs. Westy, of course, immediately took an unchallenged lead and disappeared. Then at the one-mile mark, Connor and two others broke from the pack, Connor out in front.

I was holding back until the final half-mile when I’d make my break. I was confident I’d be in the top five. If Westy won the race and Connor and I were both top five, Watermarsh would win the meet. As soon as I started my burst to catch the guys near Connor, which I knew I could do—I was good about saving energy until the end—six Pembury runners surrounded me, blocking any space to break out. Officially, a team wasn’t supposed to do that. But Pembury had a reputation for bad sportsmanship. A rich town, they had the nicest school, gym, and trails. They were used to winning in just about everything and made sure they did.

Yup, Westy won. Connor placed. I didn’t.

“You’re finally doing it right.” Coach Allsup slapped Connor’s butt. Connor was walking off the race, his sweaty hair matted against his head, his face flushed and his eyes glassy. “Get over here, Connor. We’ll talk about strategy.”

By the time Connor made it to the locker room, everyone else had hit the showers, but I was going slowly, still pissed about Pembury blockers and still at my locker with a towel around my waist. Connor and I were alone. He stepped closer than he had in a month. I felt his heat, smelled his sweaty race. A pang shot through me—I’d missed Connor’s muskiness.

“I saw you,” muttered Connor.

I shut my locker and tried to get around him.

He blocked me. “Why do you have to ruin everything?”

“You think I’m the one ruining everything?”

“We’re apart right now so we can be together later. Don’t you get it?”

“No, Connor. You don’t get it. This is no way to live.”

Connor pressed his shoulder against my chest, pinning me to the locker. His sweaty skin against my sweaty skin was like an electric charge through my body. His voice rumbled against my cheek. “You shouldn’t be seen alone with Bronson.”

I tried to step away, but Connor blocked me.

“I saw you leaving Stephanie’s show. Why was his arm around you? Why was he touching you?”

“Connor, this is stupid.”

“I am not stupid. I saw you two.”

“Why do you care? Are we even still together?”

“Why would you say that?”

“We’re acting like we’re finished.”

“It’s just acting.”

Connor’s sweat dripped to the floor. His face was a combination of scared kid and pissed-off sixteen-year-old.

“Connor, wouldn’t you like it if we were finished? Done. Then, you’d be safe, no secret. No worries. That’d be good news. Like we never even happened.”

Connor punched the locker beside my head. Metal bent and echoed. The nearby showers hissed. He loomed beside me, his body taut.

I had no idea how to fight. I’d never punched anyone. Never been punched. But I wasn’t nervous. It was only Connor.

“Are you serious?” was all I said.

He punched the locker to the left of my head, then the right, then left, then right, slamming, slamming, and he kept going, kept slamming, and I didn’t move my head, and he never touched me, but the slamming metal by my ears was the loudest thing I’d ever heard. The wind from his fists cooled my face. He kept punching and punching, metal crunching. The louder it got, the further inside myself I went.

“Dude!” Westy ran from the showers. The rest of the team followed. Westy yanked Connor away. Connor didn’t protest, didn’t fight, just stood there. “What the fuck, Connor? What the fucking fuck?” Then, “Zeph, are you okay?”

I shrugged, tightened my towel, and made my way across the locker room as if nothing had happened.

The showers were deserted. I could have done whatever I wanted. Let my breath go crazy. Cried. Gone nuts kicking abandoned shampoo bottles. But all I did was hold the nozzle with both hands and dive my face into the hot, pummeling stream. I saw nothing and heard nothing but water. I couldn’t move. Then I realized it wasn’t water echoing in my ears. It was slamming metal. Connor’s fists. Inches away. What if it had been my face? Connor, my best friend. Was he my ex-best friend…? My ex…? Why couldn’t he be more like Bronson? Bronson would never do anything like this. I opened my eyes and saw the dingy shower. I was alone. The water shooting past my ears echoed like fists on metal.

“Zeph?”

But I kept listening to the water.

“Bro?” The voice was louder.

I turned my head and saw Westy, stiff like a sentry at the entrance to the showers. Water shot at the side of my neck.

“Are you okay?” Westy adjusted the towel around his waist. Red widow tracks from his hot shower still streaked over his shoulders and down his chest.

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“The guys took Connor away. He won’t be in the locker room when you go back.”

Steam clouded the shower.

“What’s up with you guys?” Westy’s brow was knit, and his shoulders hunched forward until his whole body curved like a question mark, exactly the opposite of how Westy usually looked—Westy, Mr. Eyes on the Prize with a college girlfriend, life all figured out, Mr. We’re All One Big Happy Family. He looked so uncharacteristically confused that I had to say something.

“I don’t know” came out slow and crackling. Oh great, I sounded like I’d been crying. “I don’t know,” I repeated, more forcefully.

Westy kept standing there and staring. Then I realized that my neck hurt from craning my head to look at Westy without turning my body from the water. I was acting like a shower-hugger, one of those repressed guys who brought a towel or underwear into the showers until the last possible moment, peeled them off, and faced his unseen dick to the wall at all times. On a team, you got used to being naked. It didn’t mean anything. I never checked anyone out. So because I wasn’t usually an uptight hide-my-dick guy, I was acting like I had an accidental hard-on. Not that it was often that some poor guy would be caught flagpoled in the showers, and, no, it had never happened to me; the gym, command-central for sports guys who might want to beat up someone like me, was not, as I saw it, a sexy place.

I turned around to prove that my dick was at rest. “I’ve known Connor forever. Sometimes shit happens.”

“I guess,” said Westy.

“It’s no big deal. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Connor’s just being a dick.”

“That’s an understatement.” Westy’s body straightened from a question mark back to its normal perfect posture and all the answers and a future we could all be happy about. “Well, I have to get changed,” he said. “Are you psyched for Saturday?”

“I don’t know,” I said, remembering that there was a Varsity Club party at Connor’s house. It wasn’t a problem that Stephanie and I were having lunch that day at Bronson’s, but we’d talked about seeing a movie that night.

Westy went all team captain on me. “Dude, you can’t blow off the party. I know your Bog Blog thing is a big deal, but the team have been saying it’s weird you’ve stopped hanging with us. Cross-country is hosting it, so we all have jobs. Zeph, seriously, after the crap today, you have to be there to show the team that everything can go back to normal.”

“It’s a stupid party.”

“Absolutely. But all parties are stupid. You still have to be there.”

“Maybe.”

“Great, we’ll see you Saturday.” Of course, my maybe meant yes to Westy because he was another person, like Stephanie, who always got their way. As he turned to the locker room, the muscles of his back tensed, and the towel slid mostly off his butt.

Back to normal? What was normal?

I felt a wave of relief. Maybe Westy was kinda right, and maybe Connor was kinda right. If I stayed quiet and pretended everything was normal, then maybe everything could be, the team, Connor…. A growing thought landed with a thud in my stomach. Maybe I didn’t want Connor’s normal. Bronson. Why was it so easy with him? So much more natural, a better kind of normal.

I stopped thinking about Bronson. Naked in the shower while Westy waited for me wasn’t the time to fall into another rabbit hole of dreaming about Bronson.

“Dude,” said Westy. “I’m waiting for you to say ‘see you Saturday.’”

“See you Saturday.”

How did Westy get so permanently easygoing? On the team we’d argued whether it was because he’d spent junior high in Italy where his dad was working for some company, or because he got regular sex. Shera had graduated, so now it was college sex. Who wouldn’t be relaxed with a regular diet of that?

Westy dropped his towel, wiped his eyes, and waved to me, his chest and stomach muscles tensing. Then, towel at his side, he walked away, totally naked, flopping…. How could everything about one person be so impressively perfect?

The wave of relief became a different kind of wave, and I looked down. I was beginning my first gym hard-on. I spun back to the shower and flipped the water cold.

No, nothing for me was normal.

The cold water did its job.

Normal? Whose normal was I thinking about, anyway?




CHAPTER NINE

 

 

SATURDAY AFTERNOON I didn’t have to create a story about why I was dressed up because my parents were at church organizing a rummage sale and didn’t see me leave in an ironed white button-down shirt, balanced out by ratty jeans and flip-flops. I’d first tried a light-blue shirt, but I thought the white seemed a better contrast with the jeans. To my parents the crappy jeans were normal, but they, like Connor, hated my new button-down shirts.

“You think you’re a fancy executive now,” my mother said. “Flannel shirts are good enough for your father.”

Stephanie and Bronson had said that they liked my “Huck Finn hits the city” look. My parents would have noticed the pressed shirt and would have asked what I was up to, what was so special about lunch? Mom would have scoffed, Mr. Fancy Man.

I finished ironing the shirt. Um, yeah, I wondered, what was so special about lunch? Was I treating it kind of like a date? Why? Stephanie and Bronson’s parents would be there too. Bronson had never asked to see me alone.

 

 

BRONSON’S HOME was the opposite of my parents’ small, one-story rectangle house in the middle of a small rectangle lawn behind a chain-link fence. The Werners lived on a rambling old farm on a hill away from the road. A porch wrapped around their gray, shingled house. A barn with a huge red door rose in back. Wooden fences and a dirt road broke the fields. Sheep grazed everywhere. I hadn’t been there before, because at Bronson’s twelfth birthday party, we’d gone bowling.

“I’ll give you a tour after you say hello to my parents,” Bronson announced as Stephanie and I got out of her car.

“You have sheep,” I said.

“You noticed?” Bronson wiped hay from his hands.

“Lots of sheep.”

“You live in Watermarsh. What’s the big deal about sheep?”

“I didn’t know your property went behind all the houses on the road. I’ve never seen so many sheep.”

“See those trees at the end of the pasture?”

“Is that where your farm ends?”

“The trees divide the fields. There’s twice as much on the other side. And another barn, a smaller one.”

I must have been mouth-open staring.

Bronson asked for no sheep jokes. He’d heard them all.

“But your parents have jobs. They’re teachers,” I said about Mr. Werner, who instructed junior high English, and Mrs. Werner, who’d been my second-grade teacher. “How can they do this?”

“It’s just a hobby. Dad loves communing with the land. He says that frost in his beard in the morning helps him know he’s alive. A few years ago, Mom converted the small barn into a weaving studio.”

“Don’t you know how Bronson got his name?” asked Stephanie.

I stammered because it didn’t seem right to talk about Little Women.

Bronson explained that his father was obsessed with Henry David Thoreau, the guy who wrote about living simply and attuned to nature at Walden Pond. He also liked Thoreau’s friends. They were called the Transcendentalists, and one of them was Bronson Alcott, the father of Louisa May Alcott, author of Little Women. Bronson Alcott was a writer, founded a school and a utopian village. He was a visionary.

“Hence, the Werners named their son Bronson,” Stephanie said.

“Hence, I became Little Women,” Bronson added. “Of course, it didn’t help that I was a girly-boy.”

“You’re not anymore,” I said.

“Some would disagree, but life is too short to care.”

“You once cared,” said Stephanie.

“Enough,” Bronson cut her off. “Inside.”

 

 

AT HOME, my parents kept all of our stuff in drawers and closets, nothing out in the open, but at the Werners’, magazines spread across coffee tables. Houseplants and books were everywhere. Pottery jugs held dried flowers. Baskets sat on ledges and tables. A huge, confusing painting, a mash of color and faces, dominated the living room.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The baskets are from when Mom and Dad were teachers on a reservation.”

“The Wampanoags?” I asked about the Native Americans who’d first lived in Watermarsh. We’d studied them at school, and you could see their replica wigwam and longhouse one town away at a museum about the Pilgrims. Yeah, so now you know that we lived near Plymouth, as in the Plantation and the Rock, as in tons of tourists. Watermarsh was only ten miles away, off the highway and dying amid cranberry bogs that no one from town owned anymore. A Texas company had bought them up and built a fancy complex off the highway at the edge of town, where nobody from Watermarsh actually worked.

“No,” said Bronson. “The baskets are Yuma, from the reservation in Arizona where my parents met teaching after college.”

“I actually meant the painting.”

“It’s a market in Guatemala.”

I asked if his parents had been there too.

“No, but it’s where our church sponsors a school and an orphanage.”

“You go to church?”

“Have my whole life.”

“But do they know about you?”

“About me?” Bronson shot me a fake blank look as if he didn’t know what I was talking about.

“The GSA and all that.”

Stephanie added that sometimes my cluelessness was cute.

Bronson said that of course they knew he was gay, but it didn’t matter because it was a welcoming church, all about love.

“Except that for us it’s all about abomination.”

“Cute only sometimes. Seriously, Zeph, you’ve got to get out more.” Stephanie positioned an ottoman that looked too good for feet beneath her feet.

That was when Bronson said that his was a liberal church. I told him that made no sense. I explained that the abomination thing wasn’t the church’s fault because it was in the Bible.

Bronson said that if I believed that it was an abomination for a man to lie with a man, then I needed to follow the whole list of abominations, like don’t eat shrimp or wear clothes that aren’t 100 percent wool or cotton, pay employees daily, and don’t charge interest on debt, so no credit cards.

I explained that Old Christ, my parents’ church, believed everything that’s in the Bible. I said you couldn’t pick and choose.

“That’s horrible. So they stone to death children who talk back to their parents? You should tell the police. It’s there, seriously, Leviticus 20:9.”

“Nobody does that.”

“Then nobody does everything in the Bible. People take what they want from it. Your church takes hate. Mine takes love.”

“Seriously, I’m not churchy, but it’s awesome that Bronson’s church has a sex and spirituality class,” explained Stephanie.

I said that Old Christ did too.

“Do they say that sex is natural? That sex is God’s gift to us, a way to feel good and to connect with others. Masturbation, gay stuff, whatever, as long as it’s done with mutual consent and respect?” Stephanie cocked her shoulders and smirked, probably happy to toss masturbation into normal conversation.

“Are you kidding?”

“Bronson!” boomed a voice.

“Hi, Dad. We’re in the hall.”

“Is Zeph with you?” Mr. Werner appeared, all smiles, a strong handshake, and a bushy beard that made him look like he hung out with Thoreau at Walden Pond. “Welcome to our home.” Then he took Stephanie in a hug. “How is my favorite Stephanie Goodman?”

“Thrilled to see my favorite Transcendentalist.”

“Zephaniah Fuller,” began Mrs. Werner as she entered. I remembered her meaningful eyes and abundant cheeks, but I was surprised that she wasn’t as massive as I thought she’d be. In the second grade, it seemed that you might disappear forever in one of her big-breasted hugs. Her hug was still big, not massive, and it still felt great. “Now you go with Dick.” Mrs. Werner disappeared back into the kitchen, and Mr. Werner started the tour.

I tripped on a ledge as we made it through the house. “What’s that?”

“An entrance to the mudroom,” said Mr. Werner. “Watch your step.”

“No, that.” I pointed at a photograph framed on the wall, a close-up of a face, like a grandparent or a president. “Is that a sheep?”

“That’s Lana Mae, one of our favorites. She was a fierce mother and gave the best wool.”

I asked if they kept photos of all the sheep.

“Only Lana Mae,” said Mr. Werner. “Bless her heart.”

“Bless her heart,” added Bronson and Stephanie, as if in some ritual I didn’t understand.

Stephanie leaned into me as we were leaving. “Lana, the Latin word for wool, and Mae, from Mae West.”

“Really?”

“I love everything about the Werners.”

“My parents would hate this.”

Stephanie opened the back door to the driveway of crushed white seashells, and we started crunching our way to the barn.

I asked Stephanie if her parents would think the Werners were weird.

“My mother raises horses and runs a riding program for kids with disabilities.”

I just stared.

“The Werners and my parents do a long weekend somewhere together once a year. So no, they don’t think the Werners are weird.”

I listened to my footsteps as we caught up to Bronson and his father, who were rolling open a tall, red barn door.

“A lot of people are different from your parents,” she said.

Stacks of hay bales stretched across the floor, and tools hung neatly arranged on walls. The air was heavy with the smell of sawdust, hay, and oily, sweaty sheep. Beams ran the length of the barn, and you could see more bales of hay piled above in the loft. It was the perfect barn, the kind of barn you’d see a movie.

Stephanie leaned into me and said it was a few months before Mr. Werner could come into the barn again. When I asked why, Stephanie got all serious. “Bronson hasn’t told you?”

We followed Mr. Werner back to the house, where his wife was setting up lunch. Stephanie told Bronson that after lunch would be story time.

 

 

I WOULD tell you details of the heaps of food that looked like winning entries on a country cooking show. I’d tell you more about the living room crammed with stuff like a museum. But the important thing about the day was Bronson’s story.

In the eighth grade the Little Women nickname had been a big deal. “All my friends dumped me,” Bronson explained. “Once when my head was down in a water fountain, I heard someone say ‘Hurry up, we’re jumping Little Women.’ I glanced up and saw my ex-friends hustling down the hall. Jump me? Were they going to beat me up? I’d never been in a fight. I knew I’d be pummeled. I took off in the opposite direction.

“From that day on, the school halls terrified me. I either bolted as soon as class finished or waited until the bell was about to ring for the next class in order to be sure the halls would be empty when I walked, and I’d be safe. I never got jumped. But I no longer had anyone to sit with at lunch. I skipped the cafeteria and ate baggies of cereal from home in an empty stairwell. Remember that I was only thirteen and didn’t know yet that everything was temporary. Nope. I was convinced that next year Watermarsh High would be worse. That every day, I’d get beaten up. One day I’d be killed. And no one would care. I’d have no life. Not in high school, not ever. I knew what I had to do.”

Was Bronson—Mr. Rockingham Academy, Mr. Wicked Smart, Mr. Perfect, Mr. Awesome-looking in his polo shirts, Mr. I’m-So-Cool-That-I-Think-Masturbation-Is-God’s-Gift-To-Humankind, Mr. Peace and Equanimity, Mr. Founder of The Bog Blog and the Watermarsh Four, Mr. Even-Thinking-About-Him-Made-Me-Smile—saying what I thought he was saying?

“That’s what I was doing, stacking crates to stand on after tying the rope from the main beam in the barn when my father walked in.”

Not Bronson. Was I breathing?

“My father grabbed me, pulled me from the crates, and yanked down the noose. That was how I got to Rockingham Academy. My parents convinced me that a new school would be better, and that, especially at a place like Rockingham, students would be more sophisticated and nicer. They sold the last of the cranberry bogs our family had started a hundred-whatever years ago. Luckily, I got accepted to Rockingham and, actually, to all the private schools I applied to.”

Stephanie rubbed Bronson’s back. “I know you’re happy now, but I hate that you went through that.”

“I was only thirteen and didn’t understand about life getting better.”

“I still hate it,” Stephanie said.

“The saddest part was after I went to bed that night, I heard my father sobbing. I’d never heard him cry before. Mom cried too, but Dad’s was the loudest, guttural and scary, and it seemed to last more than an hour. It was like a ghost echoing in our old farmhouse. I couldn’t believe I’d caused that.”

No one spoke. The air wasn’t moving. A grandfather clock tocked. The fire in the wood stove hissed and crackled. The floor creaked as Mrs. Werner came in with a basket of steaming chocolate chip cookies.

“Thanks, Mom,” said Bronson, as if everything were normal.

“Thank you, Mrs. Werner,” added Stephanie.

“At the front are chocolate chip and the back are ginger molasses.”

“Was it better at Rockingham?” I asked as Mrs. Werner disappeared.

Stephanie broke apart a cookie, melted chocolate dripping from her fingers. “This is the good part.”

Bronson stretched his legs out on an antique sofa with a wooden back obviously meant for good posture, not comfort. He reached his arm along the dark wood. “I decided to do everything I could to make sure no one at Rockingham called me Little Women. I tried to butch up, if that were possible. I wore the clothes the cool guys did and tried to smile less. Boys were always bragging about the bases and how far they’d gotten with girls. I was petrified that I had nothing to say. How long until someone called me Little Women? I was terrified that it was about to start. I needed experience. So by the end of September, I asked a girl to a movie. On the walk back to her dorm, I kissed her. She didn’t seem to mind, so I went for more, and we made out. First base—check!”

“I love my clueless, clueless Bronson.” Stephanie picked apart another cookie.

“But I messed up because I didn’t speak to that girl again, and she’d thought we were boyfriend and girlfriend. A week later, I asked her roommate to a movie, and the roommate appropriately said no, which made me panic that everyone would think she’d refused me because I was girly-guy Little Women. So I became manic about asking out girls. A few said yes, and I got first base down—I thought I was an expert—and second base also wasn’t too tough to check off. But then, bam, suddenly no girls would go out with me. I panicked again. I had to date, or I’d be Little Women. Finally, a girl confronted me at the milk machine at lunch. She said that I’d better get used to it—I was never dating at Rockingham again because everyone knew exactly who I was.

“Here it comes, I thought. Little Women. I was doomed. Rockingham would be even worse than Watermarsh. I was surrounded by guys, living with guys, who’d all want to pummel me.

“‘Girls know to stay away from you, because you’re a Fuck Boy’ was what the girl in the cafeteria said. She shook her head sadly and walked away, mumbling ‘Fuck Boy.’”

Fuck Boy? I thought. How was it possible to go to sleep Little Women and wake up a Fuck Boy whom girls should avoid? What alternate universe was this?

I repositioned myself in a wooden chair that I wished had bigger cushions. “Bronson, I’m confused. What about the Gay Rights Are Human Rights button that you said you got at Rockingham?”

“Patience, my friend,” said Bronson. “I’ve only told you about the first few months of freshman year.”

Stephanie licked chocolate from her fingers. “I never tire of this.”

Bronson said the rest would be fast. Sophomore year, the class size doubled, so there were enough new girls who didn’t know his freshman year reputation. He was now a gentleman who understood that girls were not merely bases and that guys lied when they talked about sex. He fell in love with a girl from California. And at the same time with another guy on the swim team.

“A girl?” I asked. Then I went on. “You swim? I didn’t know you swam.”

“It’s not football, basketball, or baseball, so no one in Watermarsh notices or cares that I’ve competed on a year-round team in Plymouth since the third grade. I fell for this guy, which got me all confused: How could I have a girlfriend I actually loved? And seriously, I did. Jackie was amazing, but I still fantasized about a guy. That was when the Gay Rights Are Human Rights people spoke at one of our all-school assemblies. That got me thinking about myself, and integrity and the importance of honesty. And then there was a My Truth event where a popular senior stood up and said he once thought he’d always be alone, but now was bringing his boyfriend home for Thanksgiving. So I tried a GSA meeting and then became a regular and decided that I was never again going to pretend I’m someone I’m not. Life is too short.”

I asked if the swim team guy became his boyfriend.

“The only gay thing about Eugene was how good he looked in a Speedo.”

That was it, Bronson said. His big gay story.

“So why’d you get kicked out for being in a girl’s room?”

“Life’s complicated,” he said. “You’ll get that story on a different day.”

“How about now?”

“How about tonight?” He gave me one of his half smiles… blindingly bright, better than anyone else’s full smile.

“How about I leave you guys alone?” Stephanie excused herself to the bathroom.

That was when Bronson asked me to join him for a movie that night with people from the GSA.

I said I couldn’t because of a church thing.

Huh? Why’d I lie? It felt weird to say I was going to a party at Connor’s house.

“But later,” I said. “Meet me outside Honey Dew, ten o’clock.”




CHAPTER TEN

 

 

“I WISH you’d go back to the Senior Center,” Dad said as he set the table for dinner. “Mr. Gideon asked for you today. I know you liked volunteering there. You could always go back.”

“No, Dad, I’ve told you. I won’t go back to Old Christ.” We were in the kitchen as Mom pressed the spatula into sizzling cheeseburgers.

“I’m talking about the Senior Center, not church.”

“I volunteered through youth group.”

“Forget about church and youth group. You could do it on your own. They’ll take volunteers from anywhere.”

Dad was right. I had loved the Watermarsh Senior Center. Simply playing Yahtzee and listening to stories about high school days or war or family farms or raising kids, I knew that life was big and changing and that someday my life might change. I’d used to think everyone in Watermarsh was the same—well, before I had met Bronson’s family and heard about Stephanie’s—but at the Senior Center I learned that one lady, a typing teacher from way back when my parents were at Watermarsh High, was actually from Belgium and had married a military guy from Watermarsh. One man grew up in a fishing village in Maine, ran away, worked a gazillion labor jobs, and years later settled here. Somebody else moved away from New York because she wanted nothing to do with her family who was in the Mafia. Who knew where or who I’d be in fifty years?

That was what I’d started thinking, and for me it was huge. Now it seemed like maybe it was lesson one, and Bronson’s story about never knowing how your world can change was lesson two.

“No, Zeph, I haven’t heard if anyone else at the Senior Center has asked about you,” my mother said after she plated the cheeseburgers. “You’re the one who left. It’s nice Mr. Gideon remembered you, but it’s up to you to stay in contact. Why don’t you ask Christal? She still volunteers.”

“She doesn’t talk to me anymore.”

“I suppose it’s a good thing you left church,” said Dad as he sat down. “You have so many Varsity Club events I don’t know when you’d have time to volunteer.”

“Does Coach Allsup go to these parties?” Mom dipped a carrot into a wad of salad dressing.

“No. But the whole team will be there. I have a job. I have to go. It’s official.”

“You have a job?”

“Cleanup crew or something.”

“Funny,” said Dad. “There was no Varsity Club when your mother and I were at Watermarsh High. There were just parties.”

“Dad, that was like a hundred years ago. Were there even computers then?”

“Twenty years ago and, yes, there were computers.”

“For businesses, not schools. No one used them for homework.” Mom was flattening her napkin against the table. “There weren’t computer classes or anything.”

“I love you, Genie, but in high school you would have been the last to know if there’d been a computer class, or how anybody did their homework.”

Mom shot Dad “don’t even think about it” eyes.

Dad smothered his cheeseburger with ketchup. “Yes, Zeph, your parents truly are dinosaurs. After we die, you can dig us up for oil.”

“Randy, that’s terrible. Why would you say that?”

“I’m just saying that this dinosaur remembers high school parties. Zeph, you are going to another high school party. There will be drinking and drugs.”

“It’s for the team.”

“Coach Allsup and I talk all the time. I’ll ask him about the parties,” said Mom.

“It’s team building. Eyes on the prize,” I said, my mouth full and mustardy bread slipping out.

Mom handed me a napkin.

“Genie, maybe next time I’d like to talk to Coach Allsup too. I’m not sure that parties are the best way to help Zeph right now.”

Mom said that she trusted Bob, but, sure, they could revisit goals. “Let’s do that.”

“I can’t do Thursday,” I said. I knew they didn’t mean for me to go, and I didn’t want to go, but still….

My parents’ faces went blank. “No,” said Mom. “You don’t need to come.”

“But you’ll be talking about me.”

“And the family.”

“I thought I was part of the family?”

A glimmer sparked in Mom. “Of course, Zeph, if you’d like to come back to Old Christ, this could be a wonderful way to start. Me and your father and Coach Allsup and you. We could ask Pastor Harvey too. Maybe Pastor Joe. A little homecoming for you.”

“No!” I spat before I had time to think.

My mother stiffened.

No more talking, nothing but ten minutes of squishy cheeseburger chewing and potato chip crunching.

Dad finally gave me a look that I hadn’t seen before, half-annoyed but also half-amused. Ironic? But the Fuller family didn’t do irony. “Have fun at the party,” he said.

“I’m only going because of the team.”

He kinda shook his head but didn’t say not to go.

 

 

“CON-NOR! CON-NOR! Con-nor!”

“Thanks, guys.” Connor tried to quiet the chanting cross-country team crammed in the living room. “But this isn’t about me. This is about Watermarsh’s best cross-country team ever. This is about us!” He opened the front door and you could see a line zagging across the lawn and down the driveway. “And on the eighth day they partied, and it was good.”

I joined Connor at the front door as he waved the crowd in.

“Where are your parents?” Sophomore Emily slapped Connor’s chest. Her lips and eyelashes sparkled with glitter. Amber sidled beside us.

Connor raised a plastic cup to the ceiling. “Atlantic City—happy twenty-fifth anniversary, Mom and Dad!”

“Talk to me later,” Amber called over her shoulder as she disappeared with Emily into the crowd.

“Dude, you better.” Connor glared at me. “As soon as you finish your job. Aren’t you supposed to be at the bar now?”

I left Connor and pushed through the crowd to an alcove where Fresh-Clark was working a keg and Westy was swirling a paper cone in a doughnut-shaped metal machine.

“Zeph, you’re late. Watch this. I’m a pro.” Westy flourished a final swirl and held up a bounteous mound of cotton candy.

“I’m only five minutes late.”

“Late enough to lose the race. Eyes on the prize, Zeph.”

I looked at the machine. “Cotton candy? Are ten-year-olds coming?”

“It makes our party unique.”

I edged behind the bar and began working the keg with Fresh-Clark, who immediately stumbled into me. His eyes were pink. “Zeph, you know when sometimes you look at someone and you know that person’s going to be a friend? When I joined the team, I thought you’d be one of those guys. But you’re never around anymore.”

If I had a little brother, I’d say that was exactly what Fresh-Clark sounded like. “I’m here now,” I said.

“But you used to do everything with us. Now you don’t have lunch at our table and don’t hang out after practice.”

“Shit.” Russ the English god slammed both his hands on the bar. “Awesome party.”

“Russ,” started Westy. “I heard it’s official. You’re next year’s football captain. Congratulations. Excellent, but no surprise.”

“Thanks.” Russ relaxed into his English-class face, interested eyes and a mouth that actually smiled. “When does Connor become cross-country captain?”

“It’s not a done deal.”

“Yeah, right.” Russ took a beer from Fresh-Clark. “Hey, cool freshman. Even my girlfriend knows who you are, and Becka’s a junior. Keep it up, guy.”

Fresh-Clark squared his shoulders and watched Russ go back to Becka. Then the coolest freshman focused back on me. “So, Zeph, where have you been? We’re supposed to be a team.”

“I’m totally committed to the team.”

“But now you’re only with us at practice.” Fresh-Clark was almost whining.

“Practice is the important part.”

“Every part is the important part.”

When had Fresh-Clark become a mini Westy?

“Everyone’s talking about you, Zeph. Even the other teams at lunch. Do you know what they’re saying about you and that new guy you hang out with?”

I pretended to focus on the beers I was handing out.

“Little Women,” said Fresh-Clark.

“Zephaniah Fuller.”

Charlie was standing in front of me. He wore a black T-shirt and seemed to be posing with hands on the hips of his tight, tight jeans. Could he have looked any gayer? Holy crap, yes. The white writing scrawled across his chest read Sodomy Rocks. A pretty blonde girl with icy-blue eyes leaned into someone else, a guy in a baggy T-shirt and normal jeans who looked like he could have belonged to Varsity Club, except that his ears were an explosion of piercings.

“Can I help you?” I asked Charlie, as if I didn’t know who he was.

“Great party.” He leaned in so close he could whisper, but he spoke even louder. “Zeph. I’ll take the biggest cotton candy you can give me.”

“Westy is doing the cotton candy.”

“Even better…. Who wouldn’t want to take it from Mr. Montgomery Westlake, Watermarsh High’s 3.5 mile record holder? Don’t worry, I like it fast.”

Westy handed him a cotton candy. The girl slapped away Charlie’s hand and grabbed the cone, the back of her shirt dipping to show the bluish tattoo of a cartoon character on a motorcycle.

Why were Charlie and his friends here?

A dark-haired and dimpled varsity baseball player barreled over and grabbed a beer. He cocked his head at the girl. “Do you go to Watermarsh High?”

“Brockton.”

He shot her an electric smile. “See ya.”

She watched Mr. Dark and Dimpled shoulder his way through the crowd. “He’s delicious.”

“Uh, Jenny…,” began Charlie. “That’s Steve Davis. A guy? Very, very much a guy.”

“I very much noticed…. So?”

“So? What about Skyler, your ‘hoping it gets more serious’ girlfriend? She’s right across the room.”

“So I’m flexible.”

“That’s so wrong.”

“So don’t tell her.”

“So, Zeph,” Charlie said, refocusing. “How about our friend, Bronson? Will he be coming tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

Was I breathing?

“Bronson is mysterious these days, isn’t he?” Charlie wouldn’t shut up. “Secret lunches. Meetings at night. Could it all be about The Bog Blog, or the Watermarsh Four, or is it really just his own Watermarsh Two? We think he has a clandestine rendezvous later. What do you think, Zephaniah?”

I hated how Charlie smirked at me and how stupidly I sipped my own beer, and I hated how I couldn’t think of the right thing to say. It would have been the perfect time for that smart, sophisticated gay wit that I had no trace of to kick in.

“Clandestine,” repeated Charlie. “Another word for secret. It’s never too early to get ready for the SATs.” He turned to Fresh-Clark. “Do you know Zeph’s friend, Bronson?”

“No.” Fresh-Clark didn’t seem to notice that the keg spigot was dripping down the side of his leg.

“I guess Zeph has lots of friends,” said Charlie.

The earring guy suddenly perked up. “Clark, I remember you. We were at Camp Yawayats together. Sixth grade. I’m Grady. From Easton.”

Fresh-Clark barely mumbled hello. Beer pooled at his feet.

“It’s a varsity party, so you’re a varsity boy? Wow…. Congratulations.” Grady would have been normal if it weren’t for his mess of earrings. The more Grady smiled, the more Fresh-Clark seemed to want to disappear.

Charlie tried to shake my hand. “Party on… dude.” Then he directed Grady and his entourage away from the bar.

“I hardly remember camp,” stammered Fresh-Clark to the space where Grady had been. “I hated Camp Yawayats.”

“Oh, what the hell?” Charlie was back. He grabbed my face and kissed me smack on the mouth. “Welcome to the club, Zephy.” Then he was gone again.

The music revved and the beat vibrated the bar. I had no idea what to say to Westy or Fresh-Clark.

Connor slammed me to the wall. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Get off me.”

“Zeph, what the hell are you doing?” The music pounded, the cotton-candy machine whirred. “How could you invite those guys?”

“I didn’t. I don’t even know them.”

“Charlie kissed you!”

“I’ve never talked to him alone before tonight.”

“Keep that shit out of here. Out of my house, my party, my team. It is not okay. Are you listening to me, Zeph? Do you understand anything? We don’t do that.”

“Bro, what’s your deal?” Westy finally spoke.

“There’s no deal,” I said. “Nothing’s going on.”

“Not you.” Westy pointed a cotton candy at Connor. “What’s your problem? And by the way, it’s not your team. It’s our team.”

“It’s my house. My brothers started the Varsity Club.”

Fresh-Clark went bug-eyed. Charlie and a bunch of his friends I hadn’t noticed were dancing, a knot of boys and girls, and if you didn’t know how they might be paired up after the party—or if you didn’t see Charlie’s Sodomy Rocks T-shirt—they didn’t look so different from anyone else. Except for Jenny and Skyler.

Russ and Becka appeared beside us. Becka was in purple sweats, and she cupped her hands in Russ’s back pockets.

“Is that what I think it is?” Russ nodded at Jenny and Skyler.

“This sucks,” Connor hissed.

“It’s weird,” said Becka. “I didn’t know Skyler was one of them.”

Jenny and Skyler kept rhythm and rocked together, Jenny’s hands slipping to Skyler’s waist. Every now and then they kissed. Westy was mesmerized. “Fine by me.”

“So hot,” said Russ. Becka slapped the back of his head.

“Charlie kissed your fucking face,” Connor hissed at me.

“Yo, easy Connor,” said Westy. “It was a joke or something. Right, Zeph?”

“In my house! My house and I’m right here!” Connor’s hand swooped to my face. But it wasn’t his fist that I blocked. It was his fingers, and they were flat. He got out of my hold and ran his fingers over my mouth. Connor’s eyes were a mess of confusion. Was he about to cry? Anyone else would have thought he was red with anger.

“Hi, guys. Great party.” Amber bounced between Connor and me. Neither of us responded. “Oh my God. Connor, are you going to get sick? Why do you drink so much? It’s so stupid. Connor, I think you have a drinking problem. Seriously. Am I right, or what? Connor, if you have a drinking problem now, you’ll be messed up your whole life. You have to do something about it. I swear.”

I asked Amber to give us some space, but she’d already steadied one arm on Connor’s shoulder and her other on me.

“Connor, I think you need help,” she said.

Across the room I saw Charlie watching us.

Connor saw him too. He shook Amber off and marched straight to Charlie and yanked him through the party back to us. He made Charlie stand in front of me.

Westy stiffened. “Dude, what are you doing?”

Connor paid no attention and growled at Charlie. “Why are you here?”

“Excuse me?” Charlie straightened his shirt.

“Who invited you?”

“I’m Varsity Irony.”

“It’s a closed party.”

“One of the field hockey girls asked us to come. I’m not saying who.” Charlie squeezed out of Connor’s hold and turned importantly to Clark. “Give me another beer.”

“This is my party and you’re not welcome here.” Connor was inches from Charlie’s face.

“Connor, uncool,” said Westy, the posture-perfect team captain and healer of all woes and conflicts.

“I’m talking to you!” Connor grabbed Charlie’s Sodomy Rocks T-shirt.

“Don’t touch me.”

“It’s time for you to go.”

“I don’t think so.”

Connor thumped Charlie’s chest, launching Charlie’s beer into a golden light saber that dissolved into liquid, then splattered on us.

“What’s your problem?” Charlie glared at Connor. I’d thought Charlie was flighty, wispy, and weak, but the way he puffed up, he was almost the same size as Connor. He obviously worked out.

“Guys, easy.” Westy pulled at the beer streaks across his T-shirt.

Connor lunged at Charlie.

Always the first off the line, Westy checked Connor, knocking him off-balance and into Charlie. Connor and Charlie fell, grabbing each other and toppling into the cotton-candy machine.

The music kept going and everyone kept dancing. Only the alcove was quiet, Westy and Amber and the rest of us looking down at the folding table collapsed on the floor, Connor and Charlie splayed over it, their heads jammed together in the cotton-candy machine.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“HOW WAS your church thing?” Bronson was waiting on a bench outside the dark, locked Honey Dew Donuts shop, but his white choker necklace, the dip of his open shirt collar, his smile… everything about him caught the dim streetlight, and…. Could eyes really gleam like that?

I shrugged and dug my hands in my pockets, wondering how to tell him about Connor’s party.

“I feel like this is a drug transaction, a clandestine meeting on a street,” Bronson said.

“Clandestine?”

“It means–”

“I know what it means.” Charlie had just used the word. How much, exactly, did Charlie and Bronson talk? Had they planned on Charlie crashing the party? But all I said was “Great shirt. You look great. You look happy. How was the movie?”

Bronson pushed up his sleeve to scratch his forearm, his fingers running along the subtle ridge of muscle. How could something so simple be so sexy? He smiled again…. That smile…. Those eyes…. Everything about Bronson…. “There were some new people,” he said. “Do you know Ivan from Taunton?”

“No.”

“He had excellent shoes.”

“Let’s walk,” I heard myself say.

Bronson stepped out of the beam of the streetlight, and we ambled up the street together. How could his smile make me feel so good, like there was nowhere in the world better than an old street in dying Watermarsh with Bronson? Then one shining thought shot through me…. Bronson had been waiting for me, wanting to see me? Bronson? Simply to take a walk? Together? Like Connor and I used to do before he got all agitated over our fooling around. Was something like this time with Bronson what I’d been wanting? Was this a date? Could it be this simple? This good?

“Sure,” said Bronson.

I couldn’t think of anything to say that didn’t sound stupid, so we just meandered through town. At first we were silent, but the farther away we got from Honey Dew Donuts, the more the words came out. I told him I was sorry about Little Women and what he’d tried in the barn.

“I’m fine now, but thanks.”

I told him that I wished we’d been friends back then and maybe I could have helped. I wasn’t one of the guys who’d abandoned him in eighth grade. I had done that in sixth, after his birthday party. I was sorry.

The H. Wayne Roadworks parking lot was empty. Dad kept the trucks in back. Everything was quiet, the two-story brick warehouse, an ancient picnic table on a strip of crabby grass. I picked a flattened soda can from the dirt.

“It’s not so bad that your dad wants you to work here,” said Bronson.

“Dad got his dream, but I don’t think anything could make me care about road repair.”

“Everybody needs roads.”

“But not everybody needs to spend their life working on them.”

Bronson started to say something, but I interrupted and asked him please not to insist that food on the table and a roof over my head should be enough of a reason.

“I’d never say that. Zeph, I was going to ask what your dream is.”

“My dream?” I focused on kicking up a stone wedged between the pavement and grass. “I keep hoping I’ll wake up one day and know.”

“My parents say that’s what college is all about. We experience different things and get ideas about what we want to do and who we want to be.”

“My dad wants me to take classes at community college, then work for him.”

“That’s your dad’s dream. Maybe yours will be the same as his, maybe not. Your job is to find it.”

We climbed the fire escape. I unlocked and screeched open the door, then flicked on the lights, and the dusty attic spread out before us.

“I still think this is the coolest,” said Bronson. “The ultimate clubhouse. You must have loved it when you were a kid.” He picked up an old plastic Power Ranger. “Times change, I guess.”

“Yeah, times change.”

“It’s cool that you’ve let this be our Bog Blog place.” Bronson’s gaze bounced around the warehouse. “Was this yours and Connor’s place?”

My expression must have said it all because Bronson shrugged it off. “Of course it is.”

“Was.”

“Are you guys really a was?”

I nodded.

We were standing by the sofa. Foam furled from a corner seam of a ripped pillow. The middle of the sofa sagged from being beaten down by whatever Old Christ family had first owned it… and then flattened by Connor and me… and then by Connor and Stephanie… and Connor and Becka… and Connor and me again… and, of course, by all my solos….

Bronson and I stood there. No talking. Were we even breathing? He reached for my hand.

That was it. My hand. He took it and held it, kind of kneading it. His fingers checked out mine.

Just the two of us standing there.

So easy… so natural….

Bronson kissed me….

Slowly, like I’d first kissed him.

I kissed back. And then we were kissing and the games began. Heavier, faster. Soon we were down on the sofa, and I started grabbing for everything.

“Slow down.”

I stopped, confused.

Bronson moved hair out my eyes and kissed my forehead and said it wasn’t a race. I let the moment sink in. Bronson wasn’t Connor. This wasn’t trying to get everything in before Connor finished and shut down in guilt. This was Bronson.

For real?

“It feels good being with you,” he said. “There’s no hurry.”

I kissed his hands. He smiled, and I started rubbing his arm. All the light in his eyes. His smile. His half-buttoned shirt against his skin was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

How could this be so perfect? Did I think that or say it?

“Because it is.” Bronson kissed me.

He ran his hands over my chest and down my sides. Slowly. Our shirts and jeans did end up on the floor. My boxers and his hybrid briefs too. All along the way we kept kissing, the lights on, and our eyes mostly open. Not a sprint, it was longer than any time I’d been with Connor. He liked to pause and look at what we were doing, then start up again. Eventually the race came. Was it better because of the longer warmup? The after was part of it too, Bronson not bounding up to leave as Connor would have. Nope. We stayed there, our bodies pressed together, sweating, breathing, dozing… then mumbling… then talking… then kissing.

Bronson said I had no idea how long he’d waited for that. He murmured that he loved me.

I think I murmured it back.

 

 

SOMETHING WAS knocking on my window. I’d left Bronson and was home alone in my bedroom. Had he forgotten something? Was Bronson locked out of his house? What was wrong? Nothing made sense. It was two in the morning.

More knocking. I pushed back the curtain. Someone in a hoody pressed his forehead to the glass.

“Connor?” I slid open the window.

Connor slipped in the way he used to when the window was our secret entrance. He lowered his hood. One eye was black. Blood crusted the corners of his mouth. He slumped, arms clamped across his chest like he was holding himself up.

“Connor?”

Slowly, slowly, slowly… he started to cry.

“The cotton-candy machine did this?”

I stood on my toes to wrap my arms around him and help him in. He let his head drop to my shoulder. His crying deepened to sobbing. Loud and sloppy, shoulder-drenching sobbing.

I didn’t mean for it to happen. Bronson had made it the most perfect night ever. I didn’t want anything else.

Love? Had Bronson and I said love?

Yup.

But when Connor stopped shaking and his sobs dissolved into long, deep breaths and I helped him into the other bed and ran a warm washcloth over his face to clean the blood and dirt, he pulled me into his arms and everything was familiar and I wanted to make him feel better.

I did. A quick round two in the middle of the night? I finished myself off while I finished him.

 

 

THE NEXT morning was a standoff in the Fuller kitchen. Connor wouldn’t answer my parents’ questions about what had happened. He’d already told me that his face wasn’t from the cotton-candy machine or Charlie. Nope. Russ had found out that Becka and Connor had hooked up, and he’d gone nuts.

Mom, Dad, and I watched Connor hobble out of the house.

Silence.

The crack and ping of ice. The rustle of newspaper.

My father slammed the high school paper to the counter. There it was, the article about The Bog Blog, calling Connor, Bronson, Stephanie, and me the Watermarsh Four and mentioning Bronson’s involvement with the school gay group. “We know why Connor was beaten up. Last night’s party was at his house. You were there, and Connor woke up here. You know why, and we know why. Your mother and I are not stupid.” Dad smacked the paper. “Now everyone knows about you. Connor was beaten up because he was defending you, wasn’t he? Wasn’t he? That’s what that lifestyle will do.”

“Connor was in the article too.”

“This is what I’m talking about.” My father pushed away the high school paper and slammed down a copy of the Watermarsh Weekly Mirror, our town paper. We didn’t get the paper and my parents didn’t read much, so someone at church must have given it to them. On the cover were three photos: Stephanie on stage in Lady Shakespeare, a photo of the crowd, and a smaller close-up of Bronson and me smiling in the audience.

“You look like you’re on a date.”

“We weren’t.”

“How dare you break our covenant?” My mother’s voice was small, but as clear as glass.

“I haven’t broken our agreement.”

“People know about you,” said Mom. “How can you be so hateful to me?”

Dad’s voice was an unexpected trumpet. “Get your heathen ass into better clothes and into the car. You’re coming to church.”

“My heathen ass?” I was almost laughing. “Dad, are you kidding?”

“You broke your word and must now come to church.”

“You’ve brought violence to your friends and disgrace to our family. Even Coach Allsup is concerned about you,” added my mother.

“Coach Allsup?”

“Bob called last week,” Dad barely mumbled.

“Zeph, you promised us you wouldn’t tell anyone your secret.”

“Having a gay friend doesn’t mean anything.”

“No normal person has friends like that,” said my mother. “It’s an abomination.”

Blinding self-righteousness grabbed me, the same kind of self-righteousness that ruled my parents and Old Christ Church. If my parents lived by self-righteousness, they’d get it right back from me.

I’d hardly ever talked back, but I was about to explode. What was happening to me?

“Abomination?”

Mom and Dad stood there, staring, a wall of two, the only ones allowed to talk.

“You love that, don’t you? You love talking about hate. Oh, yeah, you’re great Christians. What about compassion? What about love your neighbor? What about love your son?” I had no idea that my voice could echo like Dad’s. “God doesn’t care how I have sex as long as it’s with respect. Why are you so sex-obsessed?”

“I’m hardly sex-obsessed,” said my mother. “It’s in the Bible.”

“Then learn how to read it. Jesus himself says the old rules, the abomination stuff, doesn’t apply after his Good News. It doesn’t apply to Christians. Preachers ignore that and stick to their own homophobia.”

“You only want an excuse to justify yourself.”

“You only want an excuse to justify your prejudice.”

“Who’s teaching you to talk like this?” demanded my father.

“God gave me a brain. It’s a sin not to use it.”

“You’re using it for sin.”

“Sin? Do you want to talk about sin? Sin is worshipping the words of the Bible as if they’re a golden calf, exactly what the Bible says you’re not supposed to do. Sin? You’re not loving everyone. Do you believe that we’re all God’s children or not?”

“Love the sinner.” My mother’s voice shattered. “Not the sin.”

“This sinner has better things to do than listen to you and your goddamn church of hate.”

I didn’t mean to slam the door as hard as I did. They wouldn’t follow. It was 9:40 Sunday morning, and they had to leave for Old Christ Church. They wouldn’t miss one minute of judgment.

I grabbed my bike.




CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

BRONSON AND I had agreed to meet at school to help with Stephanie’s Hamlet audition. I had so much to tell them. I slowed my bike and finally stopped arguing in my head with my parents. I couldn’t believe how much I’d said. Bronson and Stephanie would be proud.

Of course, it was probably my imagination, but the sky, the light, everything was crisp, clear, and beautiful. Even the hum of a leaf blower was peaceful. I circled Watermarsh and blissed out. Everything now was a groove. Even the ancient Cranberry is Your-Berry billboard looked quaint and intentionally peeling and weathered.

The perfect day. After the perfect night. The perfect ease and warmth of Bronson.

Connor.

Crap. It wasn’t the same thing. It didn’t count. It didn’t mean anything.

I waved as I crossed the playing fields, then dropped to the grass beside Bronson and Stephanie. “Hey.”

Silence was exactly not what I expected. Stephanie bit her lip. I didn’t know anything about Hamlet. Maybe she was getting in the mood.

Bronson ripped up grass blade by blade. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. Huh? We’d said love. I couldn’t wait to see how we’d gaze at each other.

“How are you guys?” I finally asked.

Nothing. It was an icy Fuller-style silence.

“What’s up? Is the audition off?”

“Bronson had a visitor this morning,” said Stephanie.

“Me too.”

“She’s not talking about the us.” Bronson kept his eyes on the grass.

“Neither am I.” It just popped out of my mouth. No, I wouldn’t tell them about Connor. Not yet. Not that I’d tell them everything.

Wait….

I’d fooled around with Connor a few hours after Bronson…. Did that make me a cheater? But I hadn’t planned to do anything with Connor. He just showed up.

Another crash…. Why had I gone ballistic on my parents? Wasn’t I the king of silence? What was happening to me?

Bronson’s face was hard like I hadn’t seen before. “Why didn’t you tell me you were at Connor’s party?”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten about that. “I meant to tell you in the warehouse. But… I forgot.”

“You said you went to church.”

“I know. I didn’t mean to say that. It just kind of happened.”

“Speech doesn’t just kind of happen.”

If Bronson had been with my parents that morning, he would have seen exactly how speech did, in fact, just kind of happen.

“You lied to me.”

“It seemed weird to tell you that I went to Connor’s party.”

“You didn’t tell me that Connor attacked Charlie.”

“That didn’t seem important.” I fiddled with a rip in my jeans, unraveling a thread to see how far it would go.

“Hello?” Stephanie groaned. “Connor beat up Charlie, and you watched and did nothing about it? That didn’t seem important?”

“Connor didn’t beat up Charlie. They fell together into the cotton-candy machine. Anyone could tell you that.”

“Actually,” noted Stephanie, “people told us that you were in a huddle with Connor and your ponytail sophomore ditz right before he attacked. Did you give the order?”

“Are you crazy?”

“No, Zeph, we’re not.” Stephanie’s eyes were slits.

What was happening? This was supposed to be the best morning ever. “Yes, I was there. Charlie made me totally uncomfortable. He kissed me. In front of everyone. At a Varsity Club party. I didn’t know what to do. Bronson, I didn’t want to talk to you about it last night because everything was perfect.”

Did I imagine it, or did a small smile form at the edges of his mouth before he clamped it shut?

“I didn’t ask Connor to beat up Charlie. Westy tried to stop him, and then Connor and Charlie fell together into the cotton-candy machine. I had nothing to do with it.”

“That’s not exactly what Charlie, Skyler, or Grady said when they woke me up this morning.”

Silence took over. The field, the morning, everything was silent.

“Zeph,” said Bronson. “You said you had a visitor this morning.”

Where to start? The loose thread in my jeans was taking forever. “Last night after the two of us….” Too many words were rushing my head at the same time. Which were the right ones to use? Why was it getting tough to breathe? “Bronson…,” I managed. “Bronson, I don’t think I’ve ever been as happy as I was with you last night. And I swear I didn’t know it was going to happen, but later… a lot later, like two in the morning, Connor stopped by my house.”

“No more lies, Zeph.”

“I’m not lying. It was after I was asleep, after you and I…. I swear, Connor just kind of appeared.”

“Zeph, you’ve told me what happens when Connor just kind of appears. What game are you playing with me?”

“I’m not playing a game.”

“Why can’t you be honest? Did you see Connor, and why did you ask him to take care of Charlie?”

Why were we back to Connor and Charlie? “You can’t be serious.”

Bronson ripped up a huge chunk of grass. I opened my mouth to say something, but I couldn’t figure out what. Bronson regrouped. “I thought you were better than this.”

Then he was up and Stephanie was up and they were heading to the parking lot.

I opened my mouth again, but so much had gone wrong and I had so much to say and I didn’t know how to start. By the time I called his name, Bronson had shut the door to his car.

 

 

CALM WAS not what I expected at home. We’d had our blowup, and I was primed for the sequel. But Mom was silent, leaning against the kitchen counter. She still wore her Sunday morning clothes and clutched a purse to her stomach like a prize. Dad entered with a suitcase, and the three of us stood there.

Water from the faucet dripped and pinged against the sink.

“Randy, put that in the car. Zeph and I will be right out.”

“That’s my suitcase.”

Dad avoided my gaze and stepped around me.

“What’s going on?”

Silence.

“Where are we going?”

Mom’s dress crinkled as she pressed the purse more tightly to her.

“Someone please say something.”

Dad told me to relax. “Everything is going to get better. Trust us.”

Their expressions were dead. They were frozen except for Mom fidgeting with her purse. Queen of sitting through long church services, hours of silent reflection and prayer groups, my mother was not a fidget.

I grabbed her purse, shoved my hands inside, and found a brochure for an ex-gay training center somewhere in the south.

“Are you, for real, sending me for ex-gay training?”

“We want to help,” said Dad.

“Aren’t those places illegal?”

“Not everywhere.”

“I’m your mother. It’s my job to help you.”

“We haven’t decided about the training center. We’re taking you to Nanna and Poppa’s, and in a few days, we’ll figure out what’s next.”

I tried to escape the kitchen, but Dad wrenched my arm.

“Dad, I’m not going with you.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Zeph, honey,” Mom said, actually sounding like a mother. “We know that, deep down, you don’t really want to live in sin.”

“Mom, are you so brainwashed that you can’t think for yourself?”

“Pastor Harvey, Pastor Joe, Coach Allsup, everyone at church, even you…. We can all read. We know what’s in the Bible.”

“No, you don’t. Sin? Do you know what sin is? Sin is judging other people. The Bible’s pretty clear that we’re not supposed to do that. Sin? All you do is sin. You smack down anyone who doesn’t believe the same way you do. You make people feel bad. Sometimes people feel so bad they hurt themselves. Mom, their blood is on your hands.”

“What?”

“Sin?” I shouted. “Sin is making people be who you want them to be. Only God can do that. And you are not God.”

“No, I’m not God. I’m your mother, and I do not have blood on my hands. I’m trying to help you like my parents never helped me.” Mom’s voice steadily rose, an iceberg crushing what was in its way. Was I the Titanic about to go down? “Zeph, when I was growing up, we had no rules. It was chaos. I was living in hell. I’m trying to be the best parent I can be. Eternity is forever, Zephaniah Christopher Fuller. How can you not understand that?”

“At least your parents accepted you for who you were.”

“No!” The veins in Mom’s neck bulged, and her face burst scarlet like I’d never seen. “I stopped drinking when I was pregnant with you, and I told my parents they would have no part in our lives if they kept drinking. And other stuff. They did other stuff, Zeph. My parents did drugs. So did I. They moved to Arizona, and I haven’t seen them since. I’ve been born again, and we gave you a name from the Bible. I know how to help you, Zephaniah.”

Mom once drank?

Drugs?

Mom?

“Get in the car,” Mom quietly ordered.

“No.”

“I said get in the car.”

“No.”

“Now!”

“No!”

“I’m not going to tell you again. Forget about Nanna and Poppa’s. We can call people who’ll take you straight to the center. That’s what they recommended.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Absolutely not. Bob has offered to help.”

“Coach Allsup?”

The Titanic had lifeboats. Not for everyone, but for some. You can’t destroy an iceberg, but you might escape. I wasn’t going down. I was getting out. Eyes on the prize.

“Your parenting licenses should be revoked.”

“What?” shrieked my mother.

“There is no such thing as a parenting license.” Dad didn’t look so good.

“There should be. You’re concerned about my soul? That’s a joke. You should be concerned about your own. Do you know how angry God is about how people like you treat His gay children?”

“If you don’t come with us, you can’t live in this house.”

“Thanks, Dad. That’s great. Is that what you want?”

“That’s what I said.”

“My liking guys is so bad that you want me to be homeless? As a Christian, you’re supposed to help homeless people, not make people homeless. I’m your son. Yeah, you’re great parents. Great Christians.”

“Yes, we are,” hissed my mother.

Then nothing.

A standoff.

A lifeboat escaping.

“You know what? I don’t care. You have forfeited your right to be my parents.”

I didn’t recognize the look on my mother’s face.

“You don’t deserve to be my mother.”

I braced for the slap.

Nothing.

A punch, a yanked arm, a thunder clamp on my shoulders….

Nothing.

“‘I will deal with all your oppressors…. And I will save the lame and gather the outcast and I will change their shame into praise….’”

Mom and Dad looked at me like I was speaking in tongues.

“‘At that time I will bring you home… I will make you renowned and praised.’”

Still nothing from my parents.

“Do you really think you could name me after a book in the Bible and I wouldn’t read it? Zephaniah 3:19-20.”

They didn’t move or say anything.

“You are the oppressors. I’m going home.”

I took my suitcase from my father and left the house.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

AN EMERGENCY text arrived from Connor. I knew it was an emergency, because that’s what it said, EMERGENCY! Watermarsh Four meeting, 6 P.M., Dana-Lee’s Diner.

Emergency? What about the Watermarsh Four could be an emergency? I was pedaling through Watermarsh balancing a cheap suitcase on a cheap bike? Was I homeless? Wasn’t I the one with an emergency?

No, my running away wasn’t exactly an emergency. I had the warehouse. I wouldn’t be disappearing, desperate, swallowed, and spat out on the streets of a city.

Emergency for the Watermarsh Four? I’d find out at six.

My suitcase scraped against the bricks as I climbed the H. Wayne Roadworks fire escape. I creaked open the door and flicked on the lights to the Power Rangers, abandoned Bible comics, piles of old adventure paperbacks, the ping-pong table, packs of cards, and the sofa where Connor and I had started. And, I smiled to myself, where Bronson and I began.

The warehouse was quiet and dusty. I hadn’t really run away from home because this was my childhood hideout, my teenage bachelor pad. Dad would know where I was. He wouldn’t kick me out.

Was this like when I was three years old and I’d run away, thinking that running away meant running, so I kept running around and around a tree in the front yard? I remembered finally resting against the tree and watching my parents move around in the house until I got hungry and went inside for dinner. Back then I didn’t know that running away meant that I was supposed to find a new place to live.

I’d run away that first time because my mother had left for the hospital to give birth to my brother or sister and I was angry that she’d lost the baby. I was three years old and thought lost meant that she’d misplaced my little brother in the hospital, or she’d forgotten my sister at a gas station on the way home. Dad explained what happened, but it made no sense. I got in trouble for losing mittens. Why was it okay to lose a whole baby? When I finally understood why my mother was crying all the time, and that lost was a parent’s way to say died, I felt like the biggest jerk and I knew I would have been a terrible older brother.

That was a long time ago, and I’d run away again. Still not exactly for real. Instead of the old oak tree I’d helped my father chop and woodchip last summer, this time I’d only made it as far as H. Wayne Roadworks. Dad wouldn’t kick me out of here. Yes, he’d made me leave home, but that was how he acted in front of Mom. The Roadworks were his, and he was different away from home.

Would it be too sob-storyish to say that my first night on my own was the first night cold enough in Watermarsh to see my breath? All the orange and yellow leaves would be falling soon, the trees naked and winter coming, but I wasn’t a destitute orphan with his nose pressed against a restaurant window begging for porridge. Or some hungry teenager selling himself, killing his soul, killing himself. Nope. The warehouse radiators clanked out heat, and the sofa had blankets.

I biked to Dana-Lee’s to catch Connor, Bronson, and Stephanie. I wished I’d grabbed gloves and a jacket from the garage. It was getting cold.

 

 

DANA-LEE’S DINER was different at night. Fewer people, less clatter, no hustling to get somewhere on time.

The last of the Watermarsh Four to arrive, I plopped into the booth. No one said anything. It was one of those loud silences. The only noise was the tapping of Stephanie’s fidgety fingers on the table.

“Hi, sweetie.” A grandmother-aged waitress dropped napkins and silverware in front of Bronson.

“Hi, Gwen.”

“I know what you want. Coffee milkshake to start. Even tonight? It’s cold.” Bronson nodded, and she tossed menus in front of us and left. We listened to the soft murmurs from the other tables and the dim fry sizzle from the kitchen. A whirring blender cut the quiet.

Bronson wouldn’t look at me and focused on arranging and rearranging stacks of sugar packets.

I recognized Connor’s serious face, his eyes and mouth shrinking as he got into the zone. It was how he started a cross-country race. “This is fucked-up,” he began. “But fucking it up is not an option. It’s too important.”

“What is too important?” Stephanie asked.

“The Bog Blog and the Watermarsh Four. What else?”

“What else? Are you serious?” She rolled her eyes. “This is supposed to be when you apologize to Zeph for the locker room incident.”

“Zeph and I already talked. We’re good.”

Um… the only talking Connor had done since the locker room was at the party and my room, which was only him telling me about Russ, and afterward doing what we did, and Connor falling into his baby snores.

“Connor, we know where you slept last night,” interrupted Bronson. “How are the cuts on your face? Your friend Russ did quite a job. Do you want to explain who cleaned you up?”

The waitress was back with Bronson’s milkshake. “What else, sweetie, and what about your friends?” Everyone ordered, but I said I’d already eaten, water would be fine. I didn’t explain that I’d emptied my bank account and didn’t know how long I’d have to stretch my $1,620 of lawn-mowing money until Dad let me back home.

“Eyes on the prize.” Connor sat straighter. “The Bog Blog and the Watermarsh Four are big, real, and we have to do them. We have to forget about the shit that might or might not have happened.”

“Weird apology,” said Stephanie.

“Seriously, we can’t be derailed. Ms. McNally has big ideas for us.” Connor took the sugars from Bronson. “Coach Allsup thinks I have a chance for a scholarship to UMass, Amherst. I can see my brothers’ faces when they learn that I made it to the big school. Coach said our blog stuff could make a difference. That and a recommendation from Ms. McNally. He said he would never have figured me for an athlete and scholar. Me?”

Bronson took back the sugar packets. “You don’t seem like a ‘hit the road, leave Watermarsh in the dust’ kind of guy.”

“I’m not leaving Watermarsh nowhere. I’ll go to the best school, and I’ll be back. I’ll buy one of those big houses near town hall. I will always be Mr. Watermarsh, just like my dad. But bigger.”

Stephanie suggested that he might want to start by learning about double negatives.

“Is that why we’re here?” interrupted Bronson. “You want to make sure we’re onboard to help you out?”

“Bronson, we all have dreams. Isn’t that why you started this?”

Bronson nodded, and his nod grew to rocking. “Fine. You’re not wrong. The Bog Blog is important. But why the panic? I wasn’t aware we were falling apart.”

“We shouldn’t let the weirdness get bigger.”

“Connor,” said Stephanie, “you’re the only one with weirdness. Sometimes you’re nice to Zeph. Sometimes you barely acknowledge he exists. Then you go insane on him in the locker room.”

Huh? Why was Stephanie coming to my defense? That morning, she hadn’t exactly been on my side.

“We all know he’s your boyfriend,” she said.

“Stephanie, don’t think you know me.”

“Connor, during eight months with you, did I learn nothing?”

“Don’t define me by what I once did.” Connor pushed the salt, pepper, and sugar to the end of the table. “Or didn’t do.”

The waitress reappeared with plates of hamburgers and fries.

Yes, Connor was weird, but it was also weird being right there, sitting silently in the middle of people talking about me. But what to say? What happened to the power-voice I’d found a few hours earlier with my parents?

Connor told us to focus. “The Bog Blog is something we all want.”

Bronson was using a knife to create a clean line on his plate between the fries and the burger.

“Bronson, you need to tell us,” added Stephanie.

Bronson kept moving fries and shook his head.

“Bronson…,” she continued.

He looked at his reconstructed pile of fries, took a breath, and looked at us. “Fine.” He sat straighter. “I want to be clear. I am absolutely committed to The Bog Blog. I’ll do everything I can to make it the best. We can get it up and going while I’m here. I’ll still do some help after.”

“While you’re here? What are you talking about?” asked Connor.

“Rockingham is considering my return.” Bronson scratched his neck.

Connor said he didn’t get it, hadn’t Bronson failed out?

“No. I told you before. It was a girl,” Bronson began. “I was caught hiding a girl in an empty room in the basement of my dorm. Laurel and her boyfriend had been kicked out after being busted twice for drinking. She’d been on the school’s shit list for a while, so Rockingham was glad to have a reason to kick her out. The boyfriend was an ass and hit her, and she didn’t want to go back to her mother—her father was long gone. Laurel showed up crying a week after she’d been banned from campus. I hid her in a room in the basement for about a week while she figured things out. Then we were busted. Because I’d been the one harboring her, they said they needed to kick me out. Now they’re considering my return.”

No one touched their plates of food.

“So, you’ll go back to Rockingham next year?” asked Connor.

“When they kicked me out, they said I’d be out for the rest of junior year, but I could apply to return as a senior.”

“So, at minimum, we’ll have a full school year of The Bog Blog.” Connor crossed his arms. “We’ll be able to do it on our own senior year. We could do it on our own now.”

“But apparently, The Bog Blog has made a good impression. Rockingham is considering my return for this spring.”

“Spring?”

“I could end up missing only fall semester. For the rest of junior and all of senior years, I could be back at Rockingham.”

The table was quiet, Connor, Stephanie, and I staring at Bronson, who leaned back, looking like he wanted to slip from the booth or walk away or lift off, something, anything to make himself disappear. Connor was nodding, on the verge of smiling. Stephanie folded her hands sadly like a disappointed teacher.

A flame shot up and spread through me. It reminded me of my mother’s anger. The self-righteous anger she threw around, the anger I’d been feeling toward her, the anger that had been growing from the good intentions of my politeness and quiet that no one seemed to notice. Fuck it.

“Let’s call a spade a spade,” I blurted.

“You know that’s racist, don’t you?” Connor thumped his elbows on the table.

“What?”

“Spades are black.”

“I have no idea about that. All I’m saying is that Bronson has been using us to get back to Rockingham. He doesn’t care about us or dreaming or being the best or any of that.”

“Zeph, that’s not true.”

“Bronson, you don’t care about us.”

“Rockingham called my parents last week. The possibility that I could return second semester is a surprise.”

“Why did they know about The Bog Blog?”

“I’m required to give them regular updates.”

All I knew was my anger swirling around the table, Connor, Stephanie, Bronson, and me. Bronson!

“But you knew about this last night.”

“Zeph, it’s not definite. I swear.”

“You lied to me.”

“It wasn’t the kind of stuff we were talking about last night.”

“You’re angry at me for not telling you about Connor’s party, but you lied to me about going back to Rockingham.”

“As I keep saying, it’s not definite.” Bronson sighed. “Zeph, I didn’t want to ruin last night.”

“Last night?” Connor interrupted. “You and Zeph had a last night?”

We all stared at Connor.

“I’m not an idiot,” he continued. “It’s been obvious what’s been going on. Right, Stephanie?”

“Oh no, Connor, leave me out of this. I’ve graduated from your triangles.”

Connor’s face clamped shut. “Zeph, you and Bronson? We all know you guys are fooling around.” Connor was shaking his head. “Why are you hanging out with Bronson? He’s a Charlie kind of guy. Who are you?”

I had nothing to say.

But Bronson did. “Listen, we’re going to finish The Bog Blog. It’s good for all of us. Connor, it sounds like you know Ms. McNally wants us to give a presentation at some Massachusetts principals’ conference. We’ve all got our dreams. We can do this.”

I turned to Bronson. “And then you’ll be gone.”

“Only maybe. I’m spending next weekend at Rockingham to figure it out.”

“You don’t deserve Zeph,” growled Connor.

Bronson shrugged, bent over, and slumped down in the booth.

Connor, victorious, sat straighter and added, “That’s what I’m saying.”

Bronson wiped his mouth and silently got up to leave. He stood by Connor and stared down at him. Connor rose. They stood face-to-face.

Bronson double-handed thumped Connor’s chest, sending him butt-down into the booth. “You don’t deserve Zeph, asshole.”

“Dana-Lee’s is a family restaurant, guys.” Gwen the waitress reappeared. “Only decaf refills. I’ll be back in a minute with desert menus.”

Bronson and Connor returned to the table.

That was when I told them my parents had kicked me out because of the gay thing. Connor told me not to be so dramatic; I hadn’t really been kicked out because I’d always have the warehouse. Bronson offered that if he returned to Rockingham after Christmas, then maybe I could move into his parents’ house. He’d talk to his folks. Stephanie called the waitress back and said she’d treat me to whatever large milkshake and anything else I wanted.

She added, “Set point—Bronson.”

“What?” I asked.

“Do you play tennis?”

“No.”

“Bronson’s winning.”

Connor smiled. “But leaving us.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

THE H. Wayne Roadworks warehouse felt more like home than my parents’ house. The radiators clanked heat, and the sofa was softer than either of my twin beds. No happy-clappy Christian music waking me every morning was a plus. Ditto on no frigid silences when we were supposed to be acting like a family. Wasn’t a family supposed to be warm and caring, like Bronson’s? No hypocritical mealtime prayers about love and forgiveness, as if my parents knew anything about those things.

Other plusses… I could listen to any music I wanted and catch up on Connor’s Rolling Stone magazines I wasn’t allowed to bring home. Here was the best: in the morning I didn’t have to worry about the position of my sheets, or if my underwear had fallen to the floor, because in the warehouse, I’d never wake up to find my mother watching me from the foot of my bed. I could jerk off as much as I wanted. I slept naked.

There were a few minuses.

No food. No minifridge or stove or hotplate. A sink, but no shower. I stuffed my face at the school cafeteria and showered at the gym. I couldn’t believe I was disappointed to miss the weekly planning meetings with my parents that actually helped me get things done. So, one morning while loudly crunching milkless Cheerios, I ran my own meeting. I listed the day’s activities, not many, just school, homework, a running schedule, and calls about jobs. I could keep it together. My parents only did the meetings every Monday. I did them daily.

Dad didn’t come to kick me out of the warehouse.

Everything at school was normal, except that the only time the Watermarsh Four was together was for a meeting with Ms. McNally. She approved the next Bog Blog topic we’d proposed—Winning in Watermarsh. Of course she approved it—winning made the principal look good. As if there was anything to win here. But we knew how to play the game.

That’s what I was thinking—playing the game—that weekend when I rode my bike a half hour to Bridgewater to take the train to intimidating Boston and a bus to New Hampshire. Bronson would be there—it was his reconsidering Rockingham weekend. Not that I wanted to see him. I just wanted to see the world that he thought was so great.

 

 

THE BUS exited the eight-lane highway, went through a toll, drove along four lanes, then got off on a road of car dealerships. We passed a Welcome to Rockingham sign and stopped in a McDonald’s parking lot. I asked a guy with a briefcase for directions to Rockingham Academy, and he pointed farther down the car dealership road. I started walking. Traffic, garages, fast food… it was anywhere, USA. How could this be home of the inestimable Academy?

Of course, I hadn’t known the word inestimable existed until Bronson used it in our first Bog Blog editorial, meaning so great it couldn’t be estimated, as in what he’d written—the inestimable potential of Watermarsh High students.

The closer I got to the Academy, the more self-righteous I became. This was Rockingham? BFD. A hair salon, an intersection with competing convenience stores? Marvin’s Mufflers? A Chinese restaurant with a pillar of peeling paint masquerading as a palm tree? Nothing was special. But then the road turned and the cheesy businesses gave way to old houses and a notice for the Rockingham historic district. Suddenly everything was bigger, cleaner, and fakely perfect like a movie set. Perfect bridge over a babbling river. Perfect little stores and restaurants. The Chocolatier—another obvious word that I hadn’t known existed. The perfection got more ridiculous as I turned up a hill and around a huge brick gazebo and tidy town buildings and churches… a cleaned-up Watermarsh on steroids.

Holy Crap.

Both sides of the road cleared for wide-open lawns and a gleaming white sign, Rockingham Academy, 1781. All those matching red brick buildings with white windows and tall, dark, shiny roofs. A gleaming white clock poked up above it all.

“Hello” came from an approaching girl.

Crap. What to say? What was I doing there? Would she tell me to leave?

“Hi” came weakly from my mouth.

Our eyes met for a second, and she smiled and kept walking.

Huh? That was it? She kept going?

Three guys followed. They all had packs, one cradled a lacrosse stick, and another kept thumping a novel-sized book against his thigh. Scrubbed. That was a word for them, even the longer-haired lacrosse stick guy. Too clean, they wouldn’t pick a fight, not that I could have done anything about it if they had. But too clean, rich, and perfect, they probably were offended that an imposter like me was on campus. They’d make me leave.

“Hey,” said one of the guys. The other two kept their conversation going but tilted half nods at me, that guy-affirmation thing we did on the cross-country team.

Chin popped, I returned the nod. We all kept going.

Just off the path was a stone sitting area and a map of the school, which let me know that I was smack in the middle of campus amid academic buildings, a huge library, and an art gallery. Dorms stretched farther away, and at the far, unseen end sprawled a gym, tennis courts, playing fields, a stadium, and woods with a cross-country course. The entire Watermarsh school system could fit on the front lawn alone. All this for a high school?

“What a perfect morning.” A teacher-aged man was hustling toward me.

I stood straighter, smiled, and tried not to look like a stalker. He was going to ask me to leave. But it wasn’t as if there were gates or no trespassing signs.

“Yeah, it’s perfect.”

“Don’t you love that our job is just to enjoy it?” He kept walking, was gone, and I was standing alone.

Huh? A beautiful place and all these nice people? Nobody was making me leave?

A group of jostling students, guys and girls, headed toward me. Scrubbed would fit them too. As an experiment, I tossed out a quick, cool, noncommittal “Hi,” like I would for the Watermarsh Varsity Club.

A chorus of “hello”s and “hi”s, a couple of nods, and one “What’s up?” They kept on going.

Was this place for real?

I’m not going to tell you about more walking around, because you get the picture, and I was beginning to understand what Bronson had said about being surrounded by all the perfection and feeling that, if you were a part of it—but I’d never be a part of anything like this—then you couldn’t help but to think big. These people could do anything. If I were here, would I think I could do anything?

Forget campus. Instead, I’ll tell you about Marcus, the guy who changed everything.

Don’t think I was as uptight as my parents, but while walking around, I heard funky old-fashioned music and went through the open doors of a small stone church. Inside was a wall of signs for Protestant, Catholic, Praise, Jewish, Islam, Buddhist, Hindu, Baha’i—I’d never heard of that one—prayer groups, meetings, meditations, and times for services. My parents would have hated that, at Rockingham Academy, God had more than one face.

The music wasn’t exactly like some movie villain’s organ, but if you were in a bad mood, it could have been freaky. I followed the sounds into a room where I saw the back of a guy rocking back and forth at a small wooden piano so flimsy it might have collapsed if he leaned on it too hard. Strange music, strange, expensive-looking room with high windows and wooden beams, nothing familiar, entirely different, the kind of place I’d only seen in movies. Here was the thing—listening to the different music got me all motivated that life could be different. It was like I was hearing a soundtrack from another world. Which meant that there were other worlds… and maybe someday I could find my way to one where I could stay. Of course my future wouldn’t look like Rockingham, but maybe it didn’t have to be Watermarsh or H. Wayne Roadworks.

The music was something I’d never heard before or imagined and was excellent. The room, this place, Rockingham itself was something I’d never imagined and was excellent. My life could be excellent.

Turning to slip out, I tripped on a corner of an Oriental rug and clomped across the tiled floor.

Music stopped and I was face-to-face with the piano guy. Wavy brownish-black hair, deep brown eyes, a serious mouth, and an all-focused expression, he just stared at me.

“I’m sorry,” I managed to get out.

“Are you okay?”

“Don’t worry, I’m leaving.”

“I’m not worried. Are you looking for someone?”

“No, I was listening.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you’re excellent, but don’t worry, I’m going.”

“I told you, I’m not worried.”

“Thanks. Bye.”

“I used to have a friend who liked to study while I practiced.” The wavy brown-haired guy smiled as if we were friends.

“Used to? What happened to your friend?”

“I broke up with him.”

My mouth must have relaxed a little, because his did too.

“Is it Bach you like, the harpsichord, or both? It was a Bach Fugue in D minor.”

“Bock? I don’t know about any of that. I just thought it was cool.”

“You must be visiting the Academy.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re interviewing?”

“Yeah.”

“Staying with your parents at the Rockingham Inn?”

Another yeah popped from my mouth. “I guess I don’t look like I could go here.”

“Oh no,” he said. “You look Rockingham. But you’re too cute. Everyone would know if you were already a student here.”

I just stood there in the strange room by the strange piano.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be strange.” He walked over to me with an outstretched hand. “I’m Marcus.”

I shook his hand. “Zeph.”

“Marcus Tebach.”

“Zeph Fuller.” Without his playing, everything was oddly quiet. “Taybock like the Bock thing you asked if I liked?”

“Maybe. Bach was German. My family are German Jews.”

“You’re from Germany?”

“Chicago. Winnetka, actually.”

“What’s Winnetka?”

“A suburb. What’s Zeph?”

For the first time in my life, I liked that my name was something that had to be explained.

“Zephaniah,” he repeated. “Zephaniah. Of course you have the coolest name. No one messes with a guy named Zephaniah.”

“Except for everyone who made fun of me when I was little.”

“Who didn’t get made fun of when they were little? But you’re not little anymore.” Marcus smacked his own shoulder. “Zephaniah in the awesome red shirt, the world is your oyster.”

“I’ll probably never be a student here.”

“That makes no difference.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

MARCUS AND I walked around, sat in a student café, and walked again. The perfection was getting insane. An actual skeleton of a humpback whale hung in the entryway of the science building. Huh? One, a whole building for one kind of class, science? Two, a whale skeleton suspended in midair as if it were stretched out and swimming? The theater and music departments also had their own buildings. What high school had its own art museum? Marcus wanted to show me an English class, but what could be so special about a classroom? He had a stupid smile on his face, put a hand on my back, and pushed open a door.

Was he kidding?

There were no desks. Well, just one big wooden one with tons of books, a sprawling plant, a huge coffee mug, and a photo of young kids that had to be the teacher’s family. The English class looked more like a dining room with one huge round wooden table in the middle with a dozen wooden chairs around it. Marcus explained that the teacher and students sat together around the table. He reached underneath it and started pulling out flat pieces of wood, making it look like a huge wooden octopus.

“For tests, we take out the slides,” he explained. He put his hands on my shoulders and urged me into a seat. “We all talk together during class. Then turn and work on the slides during a test.”

“Why is your English class special?”

“This isn’t special. This is every class at Rockingham, except science where we need actual desks for whatever materials we need.”

“Hey, Marcus,” piped a girl entering the classroom.

“Hi, Evelyn.”

The girl moved aside her impressive shock of red hair, tilted her head, and crinkled her face into a smile. “Hello there, new friend of Marcus’s.”

“I’m Zephaniah.” I extended my hand, and she shook it. “Awesome necklace,” I added about a small blue stone hanging from a leather strand.

“Thank you.” She pressed the stone against her. “Honestly, is your name Zephaniah? Are we having a Hollywood moment, and the best-looking guy with the best name mysteriously appears in the middle of nowhere, New Hampshire? Where are the cameras? What are we filming? Could you possibly be wearing a more amazing shirt? Oh, it’d be too perfect—are you, in fact, from LA, like Beverly Hills or Bel Air or something? Is that where you’re from? Are your parents in the biz?”

“I’m from Massachusetts.”

Evelyn smiled and crossed her arms. “That’s even more perfect. You’re that good. You don’t need LA to prop yourself up.”

Seriously, what rabbit hole had I fallen into?

“Zeph, please forgive Evelyn. She has a flair for the dramatic.”

She smacked Marcus’s chest. “I do not.” She pushed aside her hair. “Okay, I do. The point is, my new friend, Zephaniah, that it’s wonderful to meet you.”

“Wonderful to meet you too.” Had that really come from my mouth, wonderful?

“Seriously, Marcus, he is delicious. Your text was underrated.”

“You texted about me?” I tried not to let a smile grow across my face.

“How else would I know when and where to appear. Let me say this to Zephaniah… our dear Marcus very much deserves a riveting afternoon with the visiting star.”

I just stood there, stupidly speechless as bells tolled above us, 11:00 a.m.

“I’m talking about you, silly boy. Zephaniah, a break with you is exactly what Marcus needs.” Evelyn changed her tone. “Please don’t let him talk about Caleb. There’s nothing more to say. It’s not healthy. Change is good.” Marcus opened his mouth, but Evelyn kept going. “I have to go, boys. Tomes to read, and reams to write. Welcome to Rockingham, Zeph. I hope to see you here someday. The three of us could do wonderful things together.”

She was gone.

“Congratulations,” said Marcus. “You’ve survived the feel-good tornado that is Evelyn.”

“Wow.”

“She can be a machine gun of honey.”

“Sounds messy.”

“You should see her on a bad day.” Marcus smirked. “Enough of English class. It’s Saturday. I’m free. Let’s walk.”

 

 

MARCUS SAID it was sweet and proof of my excellence that I thought everyone at Rockingham was nice, and I told him I didn’t mean only Evelyn.

“We’re polite,” he said. “We’re also imperfect and sometimes shitty like everyone else.”

I described the salutations I’d received from strangers—regrettably, I did say salutations; yeah, I was trying to pass as a Rockingham kind of smart. Marcus emphasized that a shitty polite person was still shitty.

“How was the breakup? I’m assuming that’s what Evelyn was talking about. Caleb, was that your guy?”

“Shitty. I know I said I broke up with him, but maybe Caleb broke up with me. Then maybe he hooked up with my best friend, twice, who still says he isn’t into guys.”

I chuckled and told him I had a best friend like that, except that he and I had been hooking up for a year, and he still insisted we weren’t boyfriends. “How do you break up with someone who doesn’t think you’re even together? Connor keeps reappearing and wants to continue our secret thing, as if nothing has changed.”

“And you keep giving in and fooling around with him.”

My stupid smile slipped out. “Now there’s a new guy who’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”

Marcus asked what was so special about the new guy.

As I thought about it, I realized that everything I’d say about Bronson, I could say about Marcus and everyone at Rockingham…. Yes, Marcus was another example of perfect. He was interesting, kind, warm…. I could hang out with him forever. I wanted to. I wanted a friend like Marcus. Did I want Marcus? As a friend, yes. But I wanted to fall asleep holding Bronson.

“The new guy has the joy and openness of a Rockingham student.”

“Zeph, don’t overestimate us. Once you’re here, reality will replace the honeymoon. There’s more to life than good manners.”

“But about Br—” I stopped. How many teenage, gay Bronsons could there be? How many guys in this century were named Bronson, period? I didn’t want to give away why I was really at Rockingham. “About Brody… I become happy watching him breathe.”

“For real?”

“Thinking about him fills me with light.”

“Damn,” said Marcus. “Nailed it. Brody might be the one. It could change, of course, but he’s your one right now. You have to go for it.”

A squad of hooting lacrosse players scrambled past. “Marcus!” shouted one and kept running. “Marcus!” from another. Footsteps, scuffling, and they were gone.

“Zeph, you need a clean break from the first guy. Then follow your dream.”

“It doesn’t matter. Brody is moving away.”

“And you might be coming to Rockingham. None of it matters, just go for it. You have to see what happens.”

Marcus brought me into a huge modern brick block of a building that he said was the library. From the outside, it was simple and boring, but inside, we walked up a grand white staircase, and everything opened into a massive empty space of white stone and a huge Oriental rug. Looking up, I saw lines of balconies. How many floors in this place? Everything was wood and concrete, traditional and new at the same time. And huge. All for high school?

“Cool, huh?” Marcus was saying stuff about a famous architect, and he brought me to different floors and showed me different views and different rooms.

Who the fuck deserves all this! I lost track of whatever Marcus was explaining.

 

 

“WHAT ARE you going to do about Brody?” Marcus asked after we’d left the library. My brain was exploding. The difference between Rockingham and anything I’d ever see in my life was too great. Bronson? It was crazy to think we could be together. All I could do was mumble an answer. Marcus went on. “So life is complicated for the golden boy from Plymouth.”

“Golden boy?”

“You, yourself live in the light. You see the good in everything, and it always works out for you. This will too. Even if Brody isn’t the one, now you know there’s something better than the secret bullshit. What’s his name, Connor?”

I pointed out that Marcus and I had only known each other for three hours, and he had no idea if things worked out for me. He insisted he could tell they did. He liked the quiet, open-eyed, smiley way I’d taken in everything while he brought me around campus. He bet that at my school I was nice to everyone, the unpopular and popular kids, and everyone thought they were my friend, and they were, but that actually I didn’t share much about myself. “Do you realize you’ve thanked me for every door I’ve opened for you, and the only reason I’ve been the one opening doors is that I know campus and am leading you around. You have those beautiful eyes, and you instigate shaking hands with everyone I’ve introduced you to. You compliment people. Zephaniah Christopher Fuller, you are the consummate gentleman, exactly the kind of person the Academy wants. But once you get here,” he said, “we will help you embrace your excellence.”

“My excellence?”

“You make people happy.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I just met you, and I’m already happy.”

How could the rabbit hole I’d fallen into have become a maze, a warren, another world, an alternative reality? I didn’t make people happy. Connor thought I was a head case who demanded too much. My parents had kicked me out. Bronson and Stephanie insisted I had a problem with honesty.

Oh, honesty…. I’d lied to Marcus about having an interview and staying with my parents at the Rockingham Inn. I’d lied that I was from Plymouth, because I didn’t want to say Watermarsh in case he’d known Bronson at the Academy. And, um, changing Bronson’s name to Brody. So Marcus’s sense of me was all from lies. Dim—I was below average in every class—and dishonest were the real me. Was it wrong to pretend to be someone better? Maybe someday I could be better. Golden boy? Me? At least with Marcus, I was passing for something better than I really was.

Based on lies.

“I’m sorry for coming on too strong,” said Marcus. “I’m not a creep. It’s just not every day that I meet someone who seems like an old friend. If that’s not a sign, I don’t know what is.”

“A sign of what?”

“A sign that this is a person to connect with in some way.” Marcus smiled and adjusted the way his shirtsleeves were bunching up on his arms; he definitely worked out. “It’d be great for you to drop the modesty crap, though, and your uncertain yeahs. You say you’re dim, but you can’t honestly believe that. You help others see good. That’s the best thing a person can do. The only reason I won’t say that Rockingham needs more people like you is because everywhere needs more people like you.”

Was Marcus for real? Nobody had talked to me like that before. Well, maybe Bronson, a little, when he was trying to convince me to do The Bog Blog, but now I knew that was in his self-interest because he was using the project to get back to Rockingham. So the good stuff he’d said didn’t count. Marcus didn’t know that my reality was, like Watermarsh itself, dim, faded, and depressing.

“Come to the gym with me. Then I’ll need to leave to work out with friends. We’ll swing by water polo on the way. They’re always worth a look.”

Walking up the ramp to a sports complex, I panicked that I shouldn’t go to water polo because Bronson the varsity swimmer might be there. I made up an excuse about getting back to my parents, and Marcus said there was one more thing for me to know.

“Here.” He patted a piece of paper to my chest. “Tell your parents that you need to go to My Truth tonight. It’s a cool performance that happens twice a year. All these people stand up and talk about the unfortunate things they used to think about themselves, or what they’d been told. And then they proclaim who they are today. Everybody gets cheered. Maybe it sounds cheesy, but trust me, it’s ten thousand kinds of excellent, a self-esteem machine. You’ll love it.”

“My Truth?”

“Some inner-city school started it, and now it’s even at places like Rockingham.”

Hadn’t Bronson once mentioned My Truth?

“Zeph, promise me that I’ll see you tonight.”

“I promise.”

“Give me your digits.”

I gave him my phone number and promised to see him in a few hours.

“Thank you for making my day.” He took two steps at a time down a long staircase to the locker rooms.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

WHERE R you?

The text from Connor in my message history was a surprise. And there was a second.

x warehouse, x gym, u no car. Where r u?

I’d turned off my phone when I’d arrived in Rockingham. Not that there was anyone to be texting me—communication among Connor, Bronson, Stephanie, and me was pretty much limited to Bog Blog meetings and necessary follow-up. Christal and my old friends from church had been MIA since my exodus—did one person leaving constitute an exodus?—and they hadn’t reappeared after my parents kicked me out. In the delusion that someone would actually contact me, I’d turned off my phone.

I didn’t text Connor back.

I could feel sweat on my arms. My chest was damp. Why was I nervous? Not about Connor. Not about my continued trespassing at Rockingham Academy—Marcus had cured me of that. I wasn’t nervous about anything, and I didn’t want to sweat because I didn’t want to stink for the My Truth event Marcus had invited me to.

Spurts of yelling popped up and died.

Gym, stupid, I reminded myself. I’m in a gym. It’s too hot and stuffy here. I should leave.

Then I thought, Connor? He must not have been getting any from Amy Love and was horned up. Why else would he contact me? So for the first time, his convenience was inconveniently not around. Connor, you’ve had a good run, I thought. I’m gone. Just pop it like everyone else.

Walking around, air flowing around me, I did cool down a little. A huge spiderlike structure of halls, new buildings, old buildings, stairs, and odd crevices, the sports complex offered tons of places to walk. I kept the pool at my back and pushed forward, away from where Bronson might have been. The walls were filled with black-and-white photos of Rockingham teams from the dawn of photography in the late 1800s to today. Photo after photo of guys. Since the 1970s, girls too.

Swimming…. It was cool that the teams were always in Speedos, or whatever the word would have been back then for skimpy bathing suits, except for the early era of heavy black jumpsuits. Actually, Bronson had told me he’d heard that before the school went coed and accepted girls, swim practices had been naked. He’d never seen photos, but he’d heard about it, did some research, and, yup, naked seemed to have been the normal for male swim teams back in the olden days. Not for competition, but for practice. A pool of naked guys. Nice to think about.

There was Bronson, his photo, not the real him, in a Speedo. I smiled because, yup, I’d seen him naked and instantly fell into a fantasy of him naked in an old-fashioned pool with other naked guys. On the wall of the gym, he was in two years of photos, first as a significantly shorter freshman, then a bigger sophomore. Junior year obviously hadn’t been taken yet. I smiled. How could happiness suddenly be swirling all around me?

Had he really said, “I think I love you”? Had I said it back?

Fuck it! I told myself to stop dreaming. One night and Bronson’s one statement of love didn’t mean anything. Talk is cheap. This is life. This is the present. The future would not be Bronson and me.

The more I walked, the worse I felt. Of course there were two swimming pools—a new one I’d avoided, and an old one where I was embarrassed that the sight of outdoor pillars and frosted windows behind which guys once swam naked got me temporarily enthusiastic. Hockey rinks, tennis courts, squash courts, indoor track, outdoor track, playing fields, a river through the middle of it all, a stadium, and the entrance to a cross-country course in Rockingham Academy’s own, vast woods.

Who the fuck deserves this!

The river was narrow, calm, and still, as if it weren’t flowing. I dropped a twig with leaves from a bridge between fields and saw that, in fact, it flowed toward town. I took a breath and told myself to mellow out. How cool that a place like Rockingham existed? How cool that I’d seen it. Some people at Rockingham didn’t think I was an idiot—okay, two people, Marcus and Evelyn? But they counted, yes?

My reactivated cell pinged—I’d turned the sound on in case Marcus wanted to see me before tonight. Would he invite me to dinner?

OMG, Bridgewater State wants me to do Shakespeare’s Women for a best of Massachusetts high school theater competition!

I texted Stephanie a full CONGRATULATIONS because the shorter congrats didn’t seem good enough.

Help me choose the best 10 min.

I texted her a question mark.

Best 10 minutes of ShW for the competition.

We agreed to meet the next day, and I promised to think about the most dramatic moments.

But my excitement about Stephanie’s news subsided. Bridgewater State? If the drama competition was for all of Massachusetts, shouldn’t it have been at someplace better? Bridgewater State? Nobody I’d seen today would go to a school like Bridgewater State, or even knew it existed. Rockingham was Ivy League training. Then I got even more embarrassed. Mortified. One morning at Rockingham Academy, and I’d become an elitist prick. Was that the power of a good-looking place?

As Bronson had said when first talking to us about The Bog Blog, Rockingham Academy didn’t have a monopoly on excellence. Excellence was everywhere, in all of us. Everyone’s job was to find it.

U rock, I texted Stephanie. U r the Shakespeare of MA. Proud to know you. C u tomorrow, 3:00.

I checked my phone for the address Marcus had given me for a café near campus owned by the wife of his favorite Spanish teacher. According to Marcus the excellent café con leche and pan chocolate, a Spanish croissant, made you think that anything was possible. And it didn’t hurt that her son, also on the Rockingham swim team and with beautiful, dark eyes, was sometimes there.

I found the café, and, yup, the food did the job—sitting there, coffee cooling, chocolate bread finished, starting a new novel I’d brought from the warehouse… I did think anything was possible, even the simple happiness of hanging someplace so cool. A squad of guys in ties laughed in a corner. Was one the owner’s son? Guys in ties… they were all cute. Imagine a weekday when all guys had to be in dress-code for classes. Yes, it would have been nice to have been one of them. At least I had the chance to admire them in person, not just while watching a movie about cute, pampered prep-school guys.

I could picture happy, wholesome Bronson stopping by the café between classes. I could picture him reading here for an afternoon. In a weird rush of dreaming, I pictured him with a coffee and wiping crumbs away from the table as he wrote me a letter. We could make a long-distance relationship work. His letter would be describing the plans he had for my visit.

Zephaniah Christopher Fuller, get a grip! Grant Bronson the dignity of his own life. It would have nothing to do with me. My job was to make my own kind of dignity in Watermarsh.

Huh? What the hell did that mean? My dignity in Watermarsh—was that my thing to figure out? My excellence?

I left the café and was only a few steps down the sidewalk when I heard the deep holler of guys. At the entrance to a park, I saw a boathouse and the wider river. I followed the noise until I saw the team and watched guys hoist boats out of the water and carry them to the boathouse. Wow. It was the first time I’d seen guys with perfect bodies, hands over their heads, arms out, carrying those long, skinny boats you’d see people racing like fast, orderly water skimming mosquitoes. The crew team had amazing arms, amazing butts, thighs, amazing everything.

Shit. I’d become a prep-school stalker.

I turned away from the boathouse. I needed to stop ogling. What was I supposed to do until My Truth?

According to my phone, the Rockingham Public Library was a short walk through town where the fresh-water river tumbled over rocks to the tidal pool of the saltwater extension at the boathouse that led to the ocean.

Don’t be a dick. WHERE r u? came on my phone again from Connor. I’d answer him later.

Westy also texted. He wanted to know if I was okay, because for the first time, I’d missed the optional Saturday run. I know ur life complicated now. Can I do something?

Huh? From Westy? I thanked him, said he was an excellent team captain. I told him I was fine.

b cool, he texted back.

I sighed. Yes, I got it…. Westy was in touch with his excellence. He’d fit in perfectly at Rockingham, but he was pure Watermarsh. He was the best example of excellence.

I didn’t text Connor.

WHERE r u? he repeated.

 

 

MARCUS HAD explained that the hall was big enough for all 1,000 Rockingham students at weekly assemblies, but Saturday night, a special event, there wouldn’t be more than 200. A balcony wrapped the room, and big portraits of stuffy old people stared out from gold frames. I got there late, so I could hang back, my coat zipped up to hide the red shirt, so Bronson wouldn’t notice me if he were around. But I worried that I wouldn’t find Marcus.

Bronson was easy to spot, third row, center of attention and laughing with a group of guys and girls. There it was, his electric smile. He seemed deep into telling a story, and his friends were riveted. As I watched I realized I was smiling that I’d found him, smiling, as always, simply to be near him. Why did it always feel easy with Bronson, the way I dreamed life was supposed to be, as if whenever I saw him some song played that I didn’t know was my favorite? But then it crashed…. I wasn’t with Bronson and never would be. This was his place, not mine. Bronson was perfect in this perfection. He wouldn’t finish high school in Watermarsh. How could I want him to leave this?

Selfish. Mom had thought I was selfish to insist that I liked guys when I knew how much it would hurt her reputation at church. Yes, that was messed-up logic, but… maybe I was selfish, thinking others should just fall in line to make me happy. Mom, accept me. Dad, don’t make me a version of you, king of H. Wayne Roadworks. Connor, admit we’ve been boyfriends. Bronson, deny Rockingham, the beautiful place that had saved you and come back to Watermarsh.

Music rose, the dark hall darkened, and the crowd quieted. A spotlight beamed center stage, and there was Marcus in a yellow T-shirt with big black letters that read My Truth.

All was silent.

“Every action has a reaction. Every act of truth undoes a lie.” Marcus began full-voiced and steady, but he quickly got softer, a private conversation with each of us. “We’ve all been told lies. Someone told us we can’t be the person we knew we’re meant to be. Or that we couldn’t do the things we know we’re supposed to do.”

A girl in a cool, complicated black dress moved squarely into his space. “Maybe someone said that we were too ghetto, or too small-town to make it.” The way she jerked her body at the word ghetto, you knew that was something she’d been told. “Maybe someone said we weren’t good enough. Not smart enough. Maybe you lived someplace where nobody’s dreams came true.”

“Or someplace full of dreams,” said Marcus. “But those dreams weren’t the ones you wanted. Be realistic, everyone told you.”

A new girl with a ponytail snuck into the light. She seemed to want to disappear. “Maybe no one said anything, because no one noticed you.” The crowd waited… and waited until she quietly continued. “Maybe we’re the ones who tell ourselves that our dreams are wrong or impossible. Maybe we tell ourselves that we have nothing to offer.”

Silence.

“Don’t listen to the lies,” said Marcus.

Two others stepped up and started rhyming like a hip-hop poetry jam. What I remember most was that they said we owed it every day in every way to ourselves and to people we’ll never even meet. “When they see us happy, they know that they can be happy. When they see us beautifully ourselves, they know they can be beautifully themselves. When they see us following our dreams, they know they can follow their dreams. When they see us joyously alive, they know that they can be joyously alive. Be. Joyously. Alive.”

The stage lit up, and a guy with a Spanish accent and a hesitant smile told us he’d once thought the world had no place for him. That he was destined be quiet, say nothing, feel nothing, have nothing. He thought the best he could do was clean up after white people. Then one of his teachers in LA told him about Rockingham, and now he had a full scholarship and a place in the sun. He even had a boyfriend. He said every day he knew he was in heaven. His parents said he’d better appreciate it now because heaven was not where he was going.

“What kind of parents say that?” muttered someone behind me.

Mine, I thought.

“Someday, my parents will learn,” the cute LA guy continued. “That’s my prayer.”

The welling in the back of my head surprised me. The liking-guys thing had never made me sad. I didn’t have a problem. My parents did. But there it was, the welling. I swallowed. I hadn’t cried. I wouldn’t cry in public.

A girl with a Muslim scarf over her head said her parents assumed she was at Rockingham on the way to become a lawyer, but standup comedy was her favorite thing. She didn’t know exactly what she’d do, but she would keep talking about the fine view of butts of the guys bent over in front of her in prayer.

A skinny blond guy added that his father was a doctor, and he knew what it meant to be one, and he wasn’t embarrassed to want to be one too. “That is my truth,” he said.

A rounder guy said that when he was a kid in Appalachia his family couldn’t afford a doctor. Now he was determined to be one for everyone.

Someone else said she was raising money to spend next summer helping orphans in Ethiopia. A hunky guy explained that even though right now he was miles away from home, he’d go to college and study business and agriculture and do all he could to save his family’s farm.

We clapped, cheered, hooted, and yelled.

A girl band took over and dedicated a song to all the girls who’d been told they couldn’t rock and to their boyfriends, girlfriends, whatever-friends who knew better.

The crowd went nuts.

“You know what?” Marcus announced at the end of the song. “It doesn’t matter if you don’t know what your truth is yet. The longer we live, the more we learn about how to make ourselves happy.”

A new song started, and I texted Marcus that I had to get back to my parents. I thanked him for inviting me.

Actually, I had to run to McDonald’s to catch the last bus to Boston, then the last train to Watermarsh.

Wait!, he texted back. I’ll come say goodbye during the song. U gotta wait.

That was what I was doing, waiting at an assembly hall side entrance when I focused for a final look at Bronson. The girl beside him was running her fingers through his hair. Interesting. I guessed that was what friends did. I could picture Stephanie doing that to him.

Crap. It wasn’t a girl. The guy had long hair, a strong chin, and decent shoulders. He leaned in and kissed Bronson on the neck.

Marcus was right. I needed a clean break from Connor, but Bronson wouldn’t be it. He was leaving Watermarsh. And he had someone else. It didn’t matter how perfect it felt when we were together.

“Can I hug you?” asked Marcus.

I told him that My Truth was amazing, that he was amazing, that I was stunned. What an amazing project.

“A simple hug. You’re a good guy. I wish you the best. Thank you for spreading your joy to me. Let me know what happens with Rockingham. You’d be perfect here.”

We hugged, and I was gone.

I ran out of the assembly hall and shoved my hand into the cool, narrow groove of a marble railing above a matching staircase. I bolted from the Academy building, sprinted down the street past the gazebo and back through the old part of town, not slowing until I reached the lighted, peeling fake palm tree outside the Chinese restaurant. A cross-country guy, I could have kept going. But I heard bells peel nine times from the distant Academy. Cool. I had time and could walk the rest of the way. The Boston bus didn’t leave until 9:20.

“What are you looking at?”

Three guys were leaning against cars outside the Chinese restaurant.

“I’m talking to you. What are you looking at?”

A guy with a beige flannel shirt wide-open over a white tee was hardly blinking.

“Nothing,” I mumbled.

“You’re still looking, why are you looking? Don’t look.”

I stepped away from the obnoxious guy.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m leaving,” I said. “Sorry.”

Kinda blond, kinda good-looking, but clench-mouthed and dead-eyed, he looked like a Watermarsh never-been-to-college, not-going-anywhere jerk. What had my dad looked like before he’d gotten his act together?

“Oh, you’re sorry?” He slowly edged toward me. “Well, I’m not sorry that I’m not a rich fucking piece of shit Academy asshole.”

“Dude, chill” came from one of the other guys.

“You rich fucking piece of shit Academy asshole.”

“I don’t go to the Academy.”

“Shut up.”

I stepped back.

“Asshole, you’re not going anywhere.”

The other guy repeated to chill.

“You fucking chill,” the angry guy said, pivoting toward his friend.

I stepped sideways in the other direction.

The jerk sneered as he lifted his foot, leaned away, and threw a kick at my face. He missed my nose, and all I felt was a graze on my cheekbone.

The guy collapsed to the asphalt. “Shit! My fucking ankle!”

“Dude, you’re a dumbshit. The Academy kid would sue your ass.”

“Get the fuck out of here,” muttered the third guy, who hadn’t spoken until then. “If you’re so smart, go.”

I did. Once out of the parking lot, I started running to McDonald’s. It’d be too much of a stupid drama if I said the bus was pulling away as I arrived. Simply, it was gone. I asked inside McDonald’s. Yup, the 9:20 bus had already left.

Here was the thing. I didn’t want to walk back the way I’d come, so I ordered food at McDonald’s and for two hours read a novel about a Nazi-fighting US submarine. Then I returned to the Academy on the other side of the street and was relieved that those guys and their cars were gone. There was always the Rockingham Inn. My debit card might have given me one night, but that would have been all of my money.

The playing fields and stadium were dark. The occasional streetlights along the main path were only isolated pools of light. Thumping music and the loud muffle of a crowd came from the big, blocky old gym across the river. I smiled again, thinking about the old pool attached to it, the pillars, and the historically naked guys.

Scattered groups slowly emerged from the woods. A couple arm in arm, then, a few minutes later, another. Sex dates, I assumed. Groups of three, four or five, none bigger, didn’t use the main path, but slinked onto the fields from among trees. Drinkers? Stoners? High school students were high school students everywhere.

Atop the stadium, the press box wasn’t locked. It wasn’t fancy, only a swinging door and a roof, open windows, and no glass. The walls at least would block some of the breeze. They did, and two long and scratchy cushions were better than nothing, one to stretch out on and one over me as a blanket.

The distant thumping music stopped about 10:45, and the murmuring crowd dwindled and was gone by the time the bells chimed eleven times.

Of course, Rockingham Academy ran perfectly on schedule.

A couple bolted from the woods and sprinted back to campus, their footsteps thumping on grass, then echoing on the road.

U r a dick texted in at 11:30 from Connor.

 

 

IT DIDN’T matter that I’d awoken at sunrise because the first bus to Boston wasn’t until the afternoon. I didn’t want Bronson or Marcus to see me on campus, or the Chinese restaurant jerks to see me in town, so I spent hours reading in the stadium, then in McDonald’s, then Dunkin Donuts, and then Friendlies ice cream and family restaurant for a cheap, grilled ham and cheese and a vanilla shake. I was early for the bus.

This time, the rush of Boston was easier, less intimidating, the tall buildings, the cars, the important people scrambling everywhere. Yes, I was just Watermarsh, a kid from the bogs. But I’d held my own with Rockingham Academy students. They wouldn’t be intimidated here. Why should I be?

I texted an apology to Stephanie that I was still out of town and instead would help her Monday with Shakespeare’s Women.

Keep the sex and funny parts, I said. You only have 10 min. Make em memorable.

Stephanie texted back great idea, and that she loved me, xoxo.

“Where the hell have you been?” Connor demanded when I opened the door to the warehouse. “You look like shit.”

I dropped my knapsack on the floor. “What are you doing here?”

“Where have you been?”

“Is that really your business?”

“Asshole, I was worried. Did Bronson your boyfriend take you to Rockingham?”

Asshole? He’d called me the same lame thing the parking lot goon had. “Bronson’s not my boyfriend.”

“Did he take you to Rockingham?”

“No.”

“Where were you?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“That’s your red shirt. Were you on a date?”

Since when had Connor started noticing stuff like that? “No,” I said. “Could you leave? I need some sleep.”

Connor just stood there, watching me unpack.

“I can stay,” he offered.

“No. We’re done.”

The clanking radiators were oddly comforting, their hissing warmth.

“Zeph, you’re the one who has always wanted us to be something more. Now I can see us both with big houses in town center. It’d be perfect.”

“Houses?”

“One for you, your wife and kids, and one for mine?”

“But we wouldn’t live together?”

He shrugged.

“I’m not interested in a half life. Connor, get out.”

He reached for me and flattened down my hair.

I wanted to yell, but it was only a mumble. “Out.”

He ran his hand down my cheek, I flinched, and he asked what happened. I told him I’d tripped while running.

“Doesn’t look like it,” he said. He scanned the room and looked at me closely. Stared. I recognized his unsmiling smile. Damn that look that made me feel important. Damn him for making me feel that all he needed was me. True, I was what he needed. In that moment. He needed me to get off. He ran his hand over my knee.

Yes, I liked getting off too. But… why was it so sad as soon as we’d finished and Connor was leaving? Together with Connor afterward was lonelier than alone before.

“Out!” I bolted up. I wished I hadn’t yelled. Yelling wasn’t power. It was desperate.

“Zeph, we’ve got it.” His hands were on my stomach. “Don’t you understand? It’s perfect.” He brushed my cheek again. “We’re perfect. Can you believe we’ve found each other?”

“Out” came from my mouth more like a mumble.

“Don’t do this.”

“Out!” That time yelling worked. Connor stared at me a second, sighed, kicked the sofa, and was gone.

Never had I been so happy to dive deep into the warehouse sofa. But… apparently, no sleep yet…. My mind was going nuts.

Connor… he was happy that we’d found each other?

Marcus… was he for real? No, I didn’t make anyone happy.

Bronson… he was too perfect. I’d been crazy to think I’d have a chance with him. I’d never be the Rockingham kind of comfortable and confident. He was leaving Watermarsh High, anyway. And he had the long-haired, broad-shouldered boyfriend like a guy on the cover of a stupid drug store romance novel. Idiot, I told myself. It didn’t matter how happy I was to be near Bronson. Everyone probably felt that way. How could I have ever thought we’d work?

The Chinese restaurant parking lot goon…. What if my face had been a millimeter closer?

I texted an apology to Connor. He responded that he could be back to the warehouse in fifteen minutes. He was. And we finished just as quickly. “We’re perfect,” he said, putting on his shirt afterward. “Right under their noses, and nobody knows.” Then he was gone, and I was alone again.

Hadn’t I learned anything from Marcus?

That was when a text came in from Bronson. I came over, but saw Connor leaving. Congratulations.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

STEPHANIE IN the warehouse to work on Shakespeare’s Women was easy. We went over the script, circled the important lines, and crossed out what didn’t make us laugh or smirk. She’d present the lines again, and we’d cross them out again. And again. And again. The final ten minutes that remained were tight, funny, and sexed-up.

“Steph, can’t we talk about Bronson?” I tried again as she gathered the scattered papers of her script.

“No.”

“Steph—”

“It’s between you guys. I have opinions. I always have opinions, but I’ve been learning that I don’t always need to say something.”

“But it might be helpful.”

“But it might not be,” she said, snapping a three-ring binder shut.

“You think you’re protecting Bronson, don’t you?”

“Zeph, he’s my best friend. I love how he’s become happy at Rockingham. I don’t think you understand what it was like for him before.”

“You don’t think I could help him be happy, do you?”

“I don’t,” she said.

The warehouse radiator clanked.

“But you think I can help you with Shakespeare’s Women?”

“I do. You did.” Stephanie shook her head, as if I’d said something. “Bronson has his own production to work on. His life. I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’re part of it the way you want to be.”

“That’s insulting.”

“It’s not that you’re not good enough. No, Zeph, not at all. I love you, and I love Bronson too, but not everyone is meant to be together. You know that.”

I thought of Marcus. Encouraging Marcus who wanted me to go for the dream guy. But… I really liked Marcus in one way, and we’d both talked about how we’d only be together as friends. Was Bronson meant to be a Marcus-style platonic friend? Yeah, we’d tried but weren’t a good match, we’d think one day when we met for coffee when he was in Watermarsh on a school break.

That thought was a pit in my stomach.

“I don’t think you get it. You don’t understand how it feels when Bronson and I are together.”

“First love, everybody has a first love,” said Stephanie. “Then they move on.”

“No.”

“Yes. Believe it or not, Connor was my first love,” she said. “Then I moved on.”

“Me too.”

Stephanie cocked her head at me. “Good point.”

 

 

“SHORT, PROFESSIONAL, and effective,” asserted Ms. McNally. “This Bog Blog meeting has been perfect. You are an impressive group.” We divvied up the list of people we’d ask to write articles and left her office. Meeting with the principal would be the only time the four of us got together that week. Connor was doing his public avoiding-me thing, and the only other times I saw Bronson and Stephanie were in English class where Bronson hardly looked at me. Whenever I called his name, he shook his head.

Why aren’t you helping? I texted Stephanie.

She didn’t text back.

 

 

AT LUNCH with the cross-country team, I texted Marcus. I thanked him for Saturday and congratulated him on My Truth, and, therefore, in the spirit of truth, which is exactly how I texted, therefore, in the spirit of truth… I reported that I’d hooked up with Connor again… and regretted it.

Marcus texted back that he would LOL if I hadn’t been clear that I didn’t want do that anymore. Eyes on the Prize, isn’t that the phrase you like? The prize is better than Connor. Forget him. How’s the not-so-impossible dream?

Impossible.

 

 

AFTER SCHOOL I locked my bike and climbed the fire escape. The clanking was oddly comforting in its familiarity the way that the sizzling of Mom’s cheeseburgers and the humming dishwasher used to be.

“Hello, I’m home,” I said to no one. Clank, clank, scrape.

“The day was okay… well, actually, no, it kinda sucked.” Clank, clank, scrape.

“But I have a new friend, Marcus.” Clank, clank, scrape.

My key jammed. Wouldn’t move.

Crap. Was this the day that Dad changed the lock on me?

That didn’t fit my plan. Okay, the plan was only a few days old since Rockingham when Marcus blew open my mind that maybe I could do something with my life. Here was the first plan I’d ever made—try to do okay at school, make The Bog Blog the best it could be, nurture Ms. McNally as my ally, and see if I could get a cross-country scholarship to college. I wanted to do something with my life that wasn’t repairing roads. I had no idea what that would be, but I wanted to start trying to figure it out.

At lunch Marcus had texted back that it was good to have a plan. Gatsby had a daily plan. It worked for him, it could work for you.

Gatsby? Who was Gatsby? I’d deleted Who’s Gatsby before replying to Marcus. Instead, I checked Gatsby online and learned a synopsis of a book I knew nothing about. Gatsby in The Great Gatsby came from nothing, changed his name, made tons of money, and lived in a mansion. He was fashionable, megapopular, and a bootlegger.

You think I’m a crook like Jay Gatsby?

No, Marcus had texted back. All I’m saying is making a plan can work.

Being kicked out of the warehouse messed up my plan. The few things I owned were inside. All I had with me was my pack for school. I had a lot to do. I needed a place to sleep. Who didn’t? The night was cold for everyone.

I kept jiggling the key in the lock and listening to the fire escape rattle beneath me.

Jiggling and hoping and—yes!—there it was. The click. The key turned and the door screeched open. Warmth, light, relief.

But something had taken over the sofa.

Floor boards creaked as I approached. What was all that stuff? Boxes? An empty case of instant ramen, my father’s regular lunch and our dinner when Mom had one of her meetings about the church reconquering America. Was I supposed to use the boxes to pack up and leave? By when?

Closer, I saw that the box was unopened and filled with thirty-six individual bowls of ramen, just add water. Beside the big box was a smaller one, a hotpot. And a jar of instant coffee. And Pop-Tarts, the best part of a Mom-away breakfast for Dad and me. A bag of apples, a gargantuan box of Triscuits, peanut butter, and a can of Cheez Whiz.

Dad food.

But no note.

And a new, thicker blanket was folded at the edge of the sofa.

All from Dad?

 

 

HOURS LATER I was doing homework, as in homework before reading my cheesy adventure novels, when a text pinged in from Marcus. Trust what feels right. So what if you and dream guy end up at different schools. The radiator erupted in deep clanks. Here’s what feels right—you and I are meant to be friends. I will not give up on friendship because of different schools. So don’t give up on a romance because you and dream guy might be at different schools. Make the impossible possible.

 

 

“WE GOTTA talk.” I’d pushed my way to Bronson as he was entering English class. He kept walking. “Bronson….” Nothing. “Bronson!”

Finally he stopped and let out a huge sigh that seemed to surround us. He talked before I could. “Zeph, you have Connor. Congratulations. You’re making my decision easier.”

“Rockingham?”

“Yes.”

“You’re going back?”

Class started. Bronson didn’t say anything else, and suddenly I wondered if there was any air in the room. My head felt about to explode—projectile sobbing liked I’d done with Bronson in his car when I hadn’t even known it was possible for me to cry. But I swallowed it before I made a fool of myself in front of everyone.

Bronson was inside, and I slinked into class.

We’d finished Romeo and Juliet weeks ago, so Miss Goodrich tossed out a question about the current book, The Catcher in the Rye. I didn’t get it why everyone liked the book. The main character, Holden Caulfield, was pretty much a jerk. He’d been kicked out of a bunch of schools because he didn’t like playing the prep-school game. Big deal. For him, there was always another place. Getting kicked out didn’t make him a rebel; it meant that he was spoiled enough to do whatever he wanted and his parents would catch him. Holden thought his roommate was a jerk and a phony because the guy acted like a golden boy when he was a closet slob with a dirty razor blade. Big deal. Holden had it all wrong. He, Holden himself, was the judgmental jerk. And he didn’t have to worry about finding money for college.

Marcus had agreed with my assessment of Holden Caulfield and told me not to worry—he hadn’t been thinking of Catcher during my Rockingham visit when he’d called me a golden boy.

Bronson bolted at the end of class.

“Hi, Zephy,” said Christal as we made it to the door.

“Hi.”

“Youth group at Old Christ is really good this year.” Christal was all big-eyed. “You should come back. We bake bread every month for communion—it’s fun—and I’m helping with a Bible study at Danielson Retirement.”

“Thanks.”

“You could help.”

“I’m pretty busy.”

A small gold cross dangled from the fold of Christal’s blue turtleneck. Her smoky eyes seemed darker, not smoldering, not soulful, but there was something about her, something easier, different from friendly, maybe peaceful, centered, like she knew who she was. I was probably being stupid. Christal had been avoiding me since I’d left church, and I’d forgotten what it was like to talk to her.

“Your parents came to see mine,” she said. “I heard them talking.” We’d made it to the classroom door, which I opened for her and added that I’d liked what she’d said in class about Holden being the anti-role model.

Christal leaned into me. “I could help you.”

We were in the hall, metal lockers clanking open and shut, the crowd thinning, and the murmur dimming as people headed to lunch or the next class.

“I know what to do. It’d be fun. You’d like it, or we could keep trying until you did like it.” Christal moved in closer. “Practice makes perfect.”

She couldn’t possibly be saying what I thought she was. I just stared.

“Oh, Zephy, don’t look so shocked. We’re not exactly kids anymore. This is good for your soul. It’s soul work. That makes it okay. Trust me. Honestly, I might be the only one you can trust.”

She kissed me. Just my cheek. But kind of slow, lingering. She smelled like honey, strawberries, and a whiff of milk. I’d kissed her before on that Lake Winnipesaukee youth retreat, and in my mind she still smelled like sunblock, summer, and a dead end.

“Too much?” asked Christal. “Okay, reverse. At least take me to a movie or something.”

“Uh….”

Christal smacked my shoulder. “You thought I was talking about sex. Zephaniah Christopher Fuller, you are bad. What do you think I am? Just take me out. We’ll talk.” She squeezed my hand and was gone. She sauntered down the hall right by Bronson.

Had he been waiting for me? Had he seen Christal kiss me? The hand squeeze?

“Bronson,” I started.

“The game you and Connor play is pathetic.” He took off.

 

 

PRACTICE WAS good. Up and down the same hill forever, my quads aching, hamstrings burning, ankles feeling funky. We ended with a run through town. Of course Westy was out in front. Then came Connor and me, just the two of us, our legs going nuts, and my breath cutting like I’d never felt before. No way would I let Connor beat me.

Coach Allsup yelled at Connor and me that it was a warm-down, not a race.

No. It was our usual race. I’d won before. I’d win again.

But apparently not yet.

For the first time, Connor pushed some invisible accelerator inside him and he blew forward in our final thirty seconds, each step a half step ahead of mine. He blew past me faster than it seemed scientifically possible. I finished third, of course way after Westy, but Connor? And it was just practice, and no one but Connor and I were racing.

Coach Allsup got serious about our attitude—that was what he barked as he made the team sit on the track after stretching. No, we couldn’t go to the water fountain first, no bathroom breaks, be men, we couldn’t stop to piss in the middle of a run, if we were having problems, then let it go down our legs. Coach Allsup boomed about not being distracted from training and what to eat and how much to sleep and the importance of honoring and respecting ourselves. He told us to use our bodies only how they were intended. Training was 24-7; we were never off the hook. We might be able to hide from one another but from not ourselves. He told us to resist being led into temptation. Never abominate.

Abominate?

“Your bodies know what you do to them. God Himself knows. Follow the natural law. Abomination will destroy the race. Destroy your life. All right, ladies, hit the showers.” Coach Allsup lowered his baseball cap. I couldn’t tell exactly where he was looking, but I’d swear his eyes were a surveillance camera on me.

I didn’t head to the locker room with the rest of the team. I stayed on the track, staring straight at Coach Allsup. I didn’t want him to think I was intimidated.

Me, my life…. I knew what I was doing.

My parents, Old Christ Church, Coach Allsup… they were wrong.

Coach? He was no coach. He was a jerk and a pawn, like my parents and their church. Secondhand ideas and judgment. Nope, no longer Coach, he was just Allsup.

It was Allsup and me on the field.

“What?” breathed out Allsup. He probably thought he was showing no emotion, a rock wall of intimidation. But beneath his visor in the sliver of his eyes, I recognized that look of judgment. I’d lived with my mother for sixteen years.

Words didn’t come, but I wouldn’t move, and I held his gaze until Allsup left for his office. Crap, bad call, I thought. I should keep him on my good side if I wanted help using cross-country to get me to college. Dammit.

In the locker room, I got changed fast and was finishing when Westy insisted that I join the team at his house for dinner.

“Thanks, but—”

“Lasagna,” interrupted Westy.

“I’ve got a lot of work.”

Fresh-Clark bugged his eyes. “Yeah, but this is for the team. Zeph. You have to do more with the team.” In three years Fresh-Clark would so be the cross-country team captain.

“It’s not a good time.” I hitched my backpack for my breakaway. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yo, Zeph, you’ve become uncharacteristically emo. Snap out of it. I’ll see you tonight.” Westy came closer and hushed his voice. “Everyone knows you’ve been kicked out of home. Be smart, this is free food. My ma’s lasagna rocks.”

“Forget about him.” Connor stepped up. Of course, the whole team was listening.

“It’s a team dinner,” insisted Fresh-Clark.

“Leave him alone,” said Connor. “He’s got shit to deal with.”

I had shit to deal with? What about Connor? He was standing there smug, shoulders back, eyes beaming confidence, mouth in a perma-smirk that said, yeah, big-man Connor Carver has it figured out; he’s winning the game. Poor Zeph. Leave troubled Zeph alone.

I breathed into my anger. Anger at my parents, at Old Christ, Allsup, at Connor, whose game I was tired of playing, and at Bronson, who wanted nothing to do with me… all of it… the seeds of anger were growing, rising to the sun.

“No, Westy, it’s not that Zeph is emo.” Connor’s face puffed up. “The lady’s got permanent PMS.”

Are you kidding? Connor called me a lady. How many days ago had we sucked each other off? Game over.

“Fuck you, Connor.”

The team stared at their usually quiet, polite Zeph.

“But I already did that…. When was it, Connor? The first time? Last July?”

Nobody moved. Silence. Not frozen. The opposite. Shocked. Better than a Fuller family silence. Panic emanated from Connor like waves of heat. A pulsing silence.

Connor laughed too loud. And he kept laughing and looking around for guys to join his good time, but no one did. He gave up and rolled his eyes at me. “Nice try, faggot.”

“Connor, easy.” Of course that was Westy.

“Give me a break. We all know Zeph’s a fag.”

“At least he’s not a shithead.” Westy stared Connor down. “Zeph is whatever he is. Who cares? He’s on the team. Do not forget that.” Westy grabbed my hand in a cool-guy shake. “Tonight, six thirty. See you then.”

“Ooh, you want a piece of Zeph too?” Fresh-Clark Cheshire-Cat grinned and scanned the team.

Westy laser shot him a look. “Shut your face now, Freshman. Got it?”

Fresh-Clark’s smile extinguished. “But—”

“Got it, Freshman?” Westy coughed and was gone.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

YOU COULD say the house was a Fuller family quiet, but if you listened carefully, the refrigerator whirred, the clock ticked, and the heater huffed. The smell of wildflower deodorizer, heavy-duty citrus kitchen cleaner, and Mom’s flowery perfume mixed into an olfactory cocktail that I hadn’t realized I’d missed. Our house had its own smell? My feet sank into the rug as I made my way to my bedroom.

Could I have been arrested? I wasn’t exactly breaking in because my parents hadn’t changed the lock and I’d used my key. But it was two in the morning and I was unexpected, technically an intruder. Was I stealing? Would a court of law determine that the clothes I was taking belonged to my parents because they’d paid for them, or to me, whom they’d been intended for?

I jammed clothes into my backpack and took a last look at my bedroom. Was this it? I’d never be back, my childhood gone, move on, this family the past? Maybe it wasn’t my fault. Dad avoided Nanna and Poppa, and Mom had shelved her parents. Maybe I was doing the same thing. Maybe dumping family was our family way.

My bedroom was its typical desert of nothing, all signs of life hidden. I’d never even been allowed to keep a comb out on the bureau. All my paperbacks were under the bed or in drawers. Beige wall-to-wall carpet, white walls, white window shades, white bedspreads, brown wooden dresser and desk… the only real color in my room was the blue poster of the ocean: The whole law is fulfilled in one word, even this: love your neighbor as yourself. Galatians 5:14. The cross still hung between the twin beds. The religious stuff didn’t make me angry. Just sad. Why couldn’t my parents get it that love your neighbor meant to love everyone, no exceptions, and, how radical, to act lovingly?

My parents probably assumed I was a Bible-hater. Not exactly. Not at all. The love stuff was cool. So was the Book of Zephaniah and changing shame into praise and finding your real home.

I stood on my bed and reached for the corners of the poster. I scraped off the tape and rolled it up. I’d put love your neighbor above the warehouse ping-pong table.

 

 

IN ENGLISH class I sat at the door to block Bronson’s way out. I couldn’t concentrate in class because my only thought, aside from Bronson, was this—Holden Caufield was a jerk. Connor was a jerk, Allsup a jerk, Fresh-Clark a jerk, my parents jerks. But hadn’t Dad dropped off that stuff? Bronson wouldn’t listen to me and was acting like a jerk, Stephanie too. She’d liked me helping her with Shakespeare’s Women, but wouldn’t help me with Bronson. Christal? She wasn’t a jerk, but I didn’t need her kind of salvation.

Okay, so that was a string of thoughts.

Miss Goodrich gave us an assignment to write an essay from the viewpoint of Holden Caufield. Why would she ask us to spend time thinking like a jerk? But the essay would be easy. I suddenly had a lot to say about the universal jerkiness of humankind.

At the end of class, I waited at the door until Bronson and Stephanie had no choice but to pass by me.

Stephanie gave me a sad kind of nod. She looked tired and distracted for maybe the first time ever. Bronson shook his head.

“You have to talk to me,” I started.

“Not now, okay?” Bronson’s voice was weirdly quiet.

“Zeph, we don’t have to do anything.” Stephanie sounded terrible.

“It’s not fair.”

“Zeph, look—” But Bronson didn’t finish. Instead he rubbed Stephanie’s shoulders. “Steph, I’ll see you in a few minutes, okay?”

She shrugged him off and trudged away.

Trudged? Stephanie was anything but a low-energy trudger. Was she that pissed off at me? Had her short version of Shakespeare’s Women bombed? But the competition hadn’t happened yet.

“They’re not doing her female Hamlet idea,” said Bronson. “She didn’t even get the Ophelia part. Skyler got it.”

“Skyler? Is she good?”

“I don’t know. The point is that Stephanie isn’t Ophelia. She hardly got a role at all. She’s like in the chorus.”

“They’re making Hamlet a musical?”

“No, it’s an expression. All she got was a minor role.” Bronson slung his backpack over his shoulders, discussion over.

“Wait, Bronson. Is Stephanie okay?”

“Just okay.” He edged to the door.

“What about you?”

“I’m trying to keep Stephanie from falling apart in front of everyone.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Our reunion conversation stalled. It was just Bronson and me. And the rush of Watermarsh High students between classes.

“I’m sorry, Zeph. I don’t mean to be a jerk.” Had he been reading my mind? “But it’s not the right time for us.”

“Why not?”

“You’re not ready to deal with your shit. You’re still messed-up in Connor’s shit. Charlie is full of shit. I’m confused about Rockingham’s shit. There’s too much shit. I can’t deal with it all.”

“You don’t even know about my parents.”

“They’re obviously shits.”

“Yeah, but there’s a lot more.”

“Your parents’ complicated shit. Whatever, Zeph, it’s too much.”

“So you’re going back to Rockingham?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have a guy there? Someone waiting for you?” I didn’t say cheesy long-haired lover. “What about that new guy from Bridgewater? The guy you said had awesome shoes?”

“It’s not about Ivan.”

“Maybe you have somebody waiting for you at Rockingham.”

“Don’t do this, Zeph.”

“Goodbye, guys.” Miss Goodrich corralled us to the hall and locked the classroom. Then she was gone and the corridor was clearing out. Bronson and I stood a few feet apart, watching each other. I tried to make it better and asked him to lunch. Fake friendly never worked. He said no.

“Bronson… we were really good. I’d never had anything like us before.”

“You’ll find someone else.”

“I don’t want someone else.” My voice was rising. “I want you.”

Bronson burrowed his hands into his hoodie pockets. “Keep it down. Aren’t you worried about talking to me in public?”

“I don’t care about that.”

“Right.”

“Bronson, I don’t. Come with me now. We could go to Dana-Lee’s or the cafeteria, or eat with the team. They know about me. I’ve been thinking I might officially come out. You know, to everyone.”

“Wake up, Zeph. Everyone knows about you. You’re the only one who doesn’t know that you’ve been out for a while.”

Whoa.

An eternal nanosecond of dead stillness.

I wasn’t ready for that.

Everyone knows?

How did everyone know?

Later. Later, I’d think about it. Later….

I managed to continue. “You won’t believe what Westy said in front of the team. He’s the coolest, he—”

“Not everything is about you.” Bronson walked away.

“Bronson?” Louder. “Bronson!”

At the end of the hall, he turned around, and his annoyance or anger or whatever it was transformed briefly into a smile. But he swallowed it and disappeared down the stairwell.

“Yo, Zeph.” Westy approached with a bunch of seniors, guys and girls, all varsity team captains. Usually calm, comfortable, cocky, captains of their own space, they were oddly intense. Nobody smiled. Westy nodded for the entourage to keep going.

“Westy, we’ve only got a few minutes to get ready,” said a girl with a knee exposed in a canvas brace.

“Just give me a second. I’ll meet you in the sports room.”

The seniors barely acknowledged me.

“Zeph, dude…,” Westy began as his friends left. “Guys on the team say that Christal, the cute crazy Christian, has been talking about you.”

“I guess.”

“They’ve been encouraging her. They think she can do more for you than that sophomore chick can.”

“Amber?”

“Yeah, Amber. They say Christal knows how to get to you. She’s already told Amber to get lost.”

The hall seemed larger and emptier than ever. Westy… the team…. Christal…. Amber…. Why was everyone talking about me?

Everyone knew?

“Last Wednesday, did we have an intense afternoon, or what?” Westy scratched his shoulder. “Why didn’t you come to my house for dinner?”

“I’m sorry. I believe in the team. I promise I’ll go back to doing everything we’re supposed to do. But….” I grabbed for air. “Everything is messed-up right now.”

“It’s messed-up all right. So, Zeph, what’s up with you and Christal?”

“She’s not my type.”

“Obviously. Ditto on Amber. That guy who just left, that’s Bronson, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s up with you two? People say he’s a good guy.”

How did Westy know everything? But everyone seemed to know everything. “It’s complicated.”

“Zeph, you make things work when you’re running. Do the same with the important stuff. All you have to do is keep your eyes—”

“Don’t say on the prize.”

“Hell yeah, I’ll say it. Eyes on the prize. Christal, Amber… not the prize. You and Bronson… I don’t know. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks.”

I couldn’t stop staring at Westy. Was he for real?

“I have to go. Heads up. Parents and Principal McNally found out about the Varsity Club parties. They’re pissed. Varsity Sports Club will probably be dissolved. They say fraternity life doesn’t belong in high school.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. But they’re right, and it’s not that serious. We all know the club is only a way to party. Even without it, people will do what they do. It’s high school. Who can really care?”

“Everyone on every team will care.”

“Yeah, but if they care too much, they need to get real lives. They need to know what’s important. Parties? Not so important. There will always be parties. Shera’s waiting for me at UMass? That’s important. See you at practice, Zeph. Eyes–”

“Westy!” the football team captain barked from the end of the hall.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

IT WAS weirdly warm, as if the dimming sun had forgotten that it had been preparing us for winter. I did homework on the fire escape as people left H. Wayne Roadworks after their day of work downstairs or checking in from traveling around to fix streets, sidewalks, curbs, pot holes, and crossings. My father’s parking space was by the front entrance on the other side of the building, so he wouldn’t pass by me, and we wouldn’t be in the awkward position of avoiding gazes.

R u free? pinged in from Connor.

I wasn’t sure about texting him back. From the fire escape, I watched an old car with a muffler problem grind down the street. A banner fluttered at a nail salon. Two heavy women talked on a bench outside a laundry place.

R u serious? I sent back.

Don’t be like that.

Like what?

Difficult.

A car horn blared.

U think I’m difficult? I replied.

U r.

I’m the difficult one?

U r.

Connor must have been desperate for action. He didn’t usually engage in that much communication via text. Or a phone call. Or in person. Or anytime with his pants on.

1 hr, I’ll b there? he tried again.

I’m not free.

Late tonight? I can sneak out.

Not free.

I didn’t text back, let it lay there. A third big woman joined the Laundromat Club. The nail salon banner still fluttered. The road was quiet.

A new text pinged in…. Don’t be a dick.

I didn’t respond and turned off my phone. Marcus would be proud. No more fooling around with Connor.

I turned my cell back on and typed, Thinking of you. Not that I’d hear back, but I pushed send to Bronson anyway.

 

 

“I COULDN’T be more proud of you.” Ms. McNally was leaning against her desk, surveying Bronson, Stephanie, Connor, and me. “The Bog Blog really is quite something. Bronson, what an article, Redefining Watermarsh Excellence…. Connor, the interview with the retired Cape Verdian bog worker…. Zeph, a wonderful idea that we’re poorer for the lack of Wampanoag presence in Watermarsh. I’ve set up an interview for you at Plimoth Plantation…. Stephanie, I’m speechless. In addition to all your Bog Blog work, the Best High School Playwriting Competition next month….”

Ms. McNally went on to explain that she knew we’d been excited to give an overview of The Bog Blog for the South Eastern Massachusetts Principals’ Conference. She regretted that we would no longer be attending.

Of course The Bog Blog was unraveling. It had been too much, too soon. Like Connor… like Bronson… like Marcus… like thinking that Stephanie might help me untangle Bronson. Nope. The sprint was over. This was warm-down. The Bog Blog, whatever I thought I’d learned at Rockingham, and everything else was finished.

“Instead,” said Ms. McNally, “this March, you’ll be presenting how students can be leaders of intergenerational/cross-societal dialogue. You will be part of a forum at the Statehouse.”

Her heels clicked and echoed on the floor as she walked to each of us. “We’ll take a van together up to Boston this spring.” She shook our hands. “The Statehouse. Congratulations.”

After the meeting Bronson, Stephanie, Connor, and I stood together outside the front office. We just stared. What to say? Where to start? What was going on?

Connor punched the air. “Yes!”

 

 

A BOWL of instant ramen and a pile of Triscuits and Cheez Whiz, cool music playing, and my books spread before me…. It was another night in the warehouse. Maybe after dinner I’d go to the library. But I’d already biked past the library and the Werners’ and it was cold and Bronson was nowhere. The warehouse was warm. Nope. I was staying in.

Outside, the fire escape rattled.

Had I finally broken through to Bronson? I’d wait on the sofa until he knocked. I didn’t want to look desperate.

It was more likely to be Connor. He’d pretend the cross-country practice confrontation hadn’t happened and would want another fifteen-minute quickie.

But, please God, let it be Bronson.

In a second I was up, across the room, and opening the door.

The parking lot was dark and the metal steps shook. A UMass baseball cap was rising closer.

“I’ve seen you drink at parties.” Westy made it to the top landing and handed me a six-pack. “You’re slow, you’re good. You know how to drink and won’t down this all at once. It won’t be a problem, right? You know how much drinking alone sucks? Don’t be like my uncle. He’s thirty-five but looks like my grandfather, and his wife left, and he can’t see his kids and he smells and got fired. He lives alone above someone’s garage. But you, Zeph, you’ve been given a raw deal. You’ve been kicked out, but you’re doing great, our typical, earnest, smiling Zeph. Seriously. Most people would fall apart. Zeph, you are my role model.”

What was Westy talking about? I had no life.

He stepped into the warehouse. “Show me around.”

I did, and then we opened beers and talked about colleges, the future of the team, and how Connor had tried to take the fall for the parties, saying they weren’t part of the Varsity Club but just one of his own, no connection to the sports teams. But Westy had corrected him in front of Principal McNally. “Connor blew his shot at next year’s cross-country captain. Even if I chose him, McNally would veto me. I suppose Connor gained character for putting himself on the line for the sake of the club, but he bald-faced lied and the administration knows it. ‘Connor, this is not what I think of you.’ That’s what Ms. McNally said. If I didn’t say anything, I would have been lying by association. I didn’t want that on my record either.” Westy sighed. “Did I sell Connor short? Was he my sacrificial lamb or something?”

Was Westy the Perfect asking me for advice?

“Zeph, stay with me, here. What do you think? Come on, I threw you a Biblical reference.”

“No, Westy, you’re cool. All’s good. You didn’t ask Connor to lie. He did that on his own.”

“But I’m captain and didn’t protect him.”

“He was the one who lied and put you in an awkward position. He created the problem.”

“Like we need more problems. Yo, Zeph, give me another.” Westy nodded at the six-pack. “Sorry about that. Looks like we’ll finish these tonight. So much for my housewarming gift. Truth is, I won’t drink alone, and I need this.” On the floor, elbows on his knees, back curled against the sofa, head down, Westy was the opposite of his usual confidence. “I have to go to UMass with Shera. We can’t go to different schools. Long-distance relationships suck. There are guys all around her. Coed fucking bathrooms. I’m serious, guys are everywhere. Zeph, I fucked up. Principal McNally wants to tell UMass about my involvement with the Varsity Club.”

“You didn’t start it.”

“But I’m a team captain and responsibility falls on my shoulders.”

“That’s not fair.”

“That’s leadership. They’re pissed. They say the Varsity Club, check this out, quote, signifies an antiwoman pathology because guys get drunk and assert their power, and girls get drunk and are vulnerable. McNally is concerned and says that colleges should be concerned. Antiwomen? Are they kidding? I love women. Shera tells me I’m so sensitive and such a good friend that if it weren’t how I like to have sex, I’d be gay.” Westy downed half a beer. “Oh, sorry, Zeph. No offense, right?”

“Have you told Shera?”

“No. I don’t want her to think I won’t be with her next fall.” Westy arched his back. “Enough!”

His third beer was half-gone, and he eyed but didn’t touch the fourth.

“So my love life is in serious jeopardy. I’m not talking about the sex part of it. Zeph, I’m talking life. I want a life with Shera. They can’t mess that up.” Westy groaned. “Sorry, man. I didn’t think I was coming here to unload my shit. So, how are you?”

“‘Eyes on the prize’ doesn’t always work. Bronson will hardly talk to me.”

“That sucks.” Westy bounded up. “Sorry for the emotional dump and now I’m not giving you time for your stuff. Am I a selfish bastard or what? Fuck! I can’t have fucked up Shera and me! But I’m late. I have to go. I’ll see you at practice, okay? Keep it real. And remember, you got to do what you got to do.”

I thanked him and wondered if there was anything left in his third beer and how gross would it be to finish it myself?

“Zeph, what the hell? We just finished some serious male bonding. Now we man-hug. Stand up.” I did, and we did, then the fire escape rattled as he returned to the parking lot.

“Was that your friend?” A deep, even voice floated through the warehouse.

“Dad?”

A Fuller silence.

“Well,” he asked. “Was it?”

“No, that was Westy. He’s from the cross-country team. He’s a senior. He’s the captain.”

“But not your friend?”

“Not that kind of friend. I don’t have that kind of friend anymore.”

My father had come through a regular door into the attic room. Bright lights shot from behind, making him a silhouette, the perfect movie villain.

“You’re drinking.”

“Not usually.”

Dad stood there. Did he rock slightly, nodding, thinking?

“Do I have to leave?” I asked.

“It’s time.”

“I can’t stay here anymore?”

“No, you can’t.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised. They’d kicked me out of home. Of course they’d kick me out of the warehouse. I had to know that my groove was temporary. I’d find another. I was never going back into the rut.

“Thanks for the ramen, Pop-Tarts, and stuff.”

My father nodded.

“How’s Mom?”

He nodded again.

“Okay, but could I stay until tomorrow? I promise I’ll pack and be out before school.”

“No.” My father stepped farther into the warehouse and out of the light. “I want you home tonight.”

A radiator clanked.

“Home?”

“Yes.”

“You mean home home? Our house?”

“Our home.”

“For real?”

“For real.” Dad’s face softened, or maybe it had been soft, and I’d assumed that his not-smiling was a scowl. “Zeph, I’m very, very sorry about all of this. But now you’re coming home. It shouldn’t be a big deal, a father bringing his son back where he belongs.”

How long did I just stand there? Was Dad bringing me home? “Is Mom okay with this?”

“She’s staying with Nanna and Poppa for a while.”

“She still can’t deal with me?”

“Zeph, we still don’t know about your lifestyle. We just want you to be normal.”

“But you and Mom named me Zephaniah. That’s not normal.”

“It’s in the Bible.”

“So is Joseph, David, Samuel, and Matthew. Have you ever met another Zephaniah? Dad, you want me to go to community college, which isn’t normal for our family. And you’re not a bog man, farm guy like Poppa. You’re different too.”

“Not your kind of different.” Dad surveyed the room, stopping at the pile of books by the sofa, Romeo and Juliet still fanned open from a paper I’d written.

“Shakespeare,” he said. “So do you want to be an actor now?”

“No.”

My father held half his breath. “It’s okay, Zeph, if that’s what you want to do. I guess you got to do what you got to do.”

In what universe did Dad and Westy say the same thing? “Dad, how’d you get so cool?”

“Give us time, Zeph.”

“Mom too?”

“She’ll come around.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“No, not maybe. She’ll get there. Your mother is just like you. She’ll surround herself with new information and soak in it alone, and one day she’ll get it in a flash, and then she’ll never go back.”

Mom and I were alike?

“Dad, I’m sorry she had to go to Nanna and Poppa’s.”

“She’ll be back.”

“Still, I’m sorry.”

“Your mother and I have been through worse.” His mouth flattened. “We’ll talk about your drinking later.”

“I hardly drink, even at parties.”

“Zeph, you don’t want your mother’s problem.”

Dad and I shared a Fuller silence. But this one was different. It wasn’t frozen. It wasn’t a standoff. It wasn’t stockpiling the unspoken until it avalanched. It was just quiet… just… Dad.

“Can we go now?” He nodded at the books. “Only take the important stuff. I’ll help you with the rest tomorrow.”

I stuffed Romeo and Juliet in my back pocket and left with Dad.

As soon as we got home, we shared a snack of toasted Pop-Tarts. Toasted for the first time in weeks… that soothing cinnamon smell… the crackle of heat-browned sugar frosting… flakey crust… everything warming my mouth and my throat… the toaster worked miracles. I filled in Dad about my classes and told him I’d been doing daily planning meetings with myself.

He wasn’t sure what was more upsetting to Mom, my liking guys or the Varsity Club parties. He said Mom was shocked that Connor was so deeply involved. She felt she hardly knew him. Why couldn’t kids just be good and be the way they used to be?

Dad said that was when he reminded Mom what she was like in high school. Dad said she screamed at him for an hour before falling into two days of silence, the end of which she decided to visit Nanna and Poppa. He said Nanna and Poppa had taken in Mom after high school when she’d first tried rehab. The second rehab was when she was pregnant with me. That was when she found Jesus. Dad said Mom was where she needed to be right now. She’d be fine.

Mom had been in rehab?

Twice?

The co-vice president of the Old Christ Cleanliness Council?

Dad also talked about how Mom had a drinking spell after my sister died in the hospital.

Sister? They’d never told me the baby was a girl. Joanna Elizabeth Fuller would have been in the eighth grade now.

But Mom stopped again and hadn’t had a drink or anything else in thirteen years.

Mom?

Joanna?

Bonding with Dad?

Dad left the kitchen to call Mom. “No, you don’t have to talk to him yet” was all I heard as he shut the door.

I sat on my bed for an hour, not doing anything at all. The room was blindingly white without the blue love your neighbor poster that was still above the ping-pong table in the warehouse.

Love.

I couldn’t think.

But something like love was what I felt.

A text pinged in from Marcus. A Mr. Possible update?

 

 

“CAN YOU please tell me what’s going on?” I asked Stephanie, grateful that she’d finally answered my call. I was still annoyed that she was happy to talk when I could help her with Shakespeare’s Women, but she went MIA on helping with Bronson.

“Have you heard anything about Shakespeare’s Women?”

“The competition isn’t for a few months.”

“I heard about Hamlet. How are you?”

“I really don’t want to talk about it.”

“Sorry.” Was I supposed to ask her again, or take her word for it and go straight to my question? “Stephanie, could you please tell me what’s up with Bronson?”

“It’s… I don’t know. You guys are at different places.”

“Everything is changing for me.”

“Not that much.”

“You have no idea. Neither does Bronson.”

“Let it go.”

“So he’s going back to Rockingham? Do you know that he has a boyfriend there?”

“He still doesn’t know about Rockingham. A boyfriend? No. He would have told me. He said there was an old friend who wanted to cross over to romance, but Bronson said no.”

“Stephanie, you like fixing people’s lives. Help me fix this…. There’s acting involved.”

“Zeph—”

“You know you want Bronson and me to work. You started this. You were right all along. We’re meant to be together.”

“He still might be going back to Rockingham.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Long-distance relationships suck, but we wouldn’t be the first to make the impossible, possible.”

Silence…. A good sign.

“Come on, Steph. Only you can do this with me.”

As the silence grew, I knew Stephanie would join me. And… I wanted to jump around, shout, pump my fist to the sky that Bronson had said no to the Rockingham guy.

Soon in only boxers, I was standing on my bed with Romeo and Juliet in one hand while reading lines to a nonexistent person atop my window when Dad stopped in to say good night.

We looked at each other, both embarrassed into silence.

But not frozen.

He shook his head, the bare flicker of a smile in his eyes, and he was gone.

I liked the new kind of Fuller silence.




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

THE WEATHER was never all about you. That was something Miss Goodrich had once talked about. How many hundreds or thousands or millions of people saw the same heavy clouds, the same roaring hurricane? Rain didn’t mean that your own sadness was justified because the same storm was also falling on happy people. But still, it seemed important that this day might have been the windiest ever in Watermarsh. No rain, no clouds, just a whipping-your-face, peeling-open-your-unzipped-jacket wind. You could lean into it and the force would keep you from falling forward. Unless the gust stopped and you fell. Mom would have thought it was the Second Coming.

Mom….

No, I wanted to stop being angry. Dad told me she’d catch up. Give her time.

Miss Goodrich’s curls had unraveled into a massive gravity-defying nesty ball atop her head.

It was the longest class in the history of Watermarsh High. I had my plan and kept waiting for the perfect opening. But it never came. The clock showed ten minutes left until lunch. Maybe I’d wait until next week.

Would Stephanie back out?

Would Bronson be too far gone, all hopes for us smashed to the rocks?

Were sweat stains showing through my shirt?

Romeo and Juliet was ancient history, and we were leaving The Catcher in the Rye.

A gust of wind rattled the window.

Here goes….

“I think—” I started, but Russ interrupted. Had Stephanie tipped him off?

“Of course Holden Caulfield needed a shrink,” he said. “So did Romeo and Juliet. They were a mess. What’s it that people say, codependent?”

“Russell, you’re right, Romeo and Juliet is drenched in codependence.” Miss Goodrich sparkled whenever her jocky English god opened his mouth.

“They needed therapy,” he continued.

“How many of the classics would be obliterated if the characters had had therapy?” Miss Goodrich tossed out a self-satisfied smile.

In my head I thanked Russ for turning the discussion back to Shakespeare. Out loud I blurted, “The whole Romeo and Juliet thing would have worked if they’d told each other what they were doing.”

Miss Goodrich tussled her hair. “Well, Zeph, I think they tried.”

“Not really. They were playing games.” I nodded to Stephanie. She climbed atop her chair and gazed out at an imaginary audience far, far away from Miss Goodrich’s junior English class.

“O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?”

“Stephanie?” interrupted Miss Goodrich.

“Deny thy father and refuse thy name; Or, if thou wilt not, be sworn, my love, And I’ll no longer be a Capulet.”

“Stephanie, please.” Miss Goodrich’s expression was annoyed confusion.

I rose and addressed the class. “Juliet loved Romeo so much that she’d deny her family name. But then tricks, secret messages? That’s not how to do things. They jumped to conclusions without full information. Romeo and Juliet were too into the game they were playing. They liked the drama. They forgot what was important.”

“Okay, Zeph, thank you for thinking so much about the play. But please sit down. Stephanie, you too. Off the chair, please.”

Instead, I walked to the middle of the room. “I’m just saying we have to stop playing games and be honest.”

“Okay. But please take your seats and return to The Catcher in the Rye.”

“Same difference, Miss Goodrich.” Russ joined the volley. “Holden Caulfield was too proud of himself. He was a narcissist. He was playing a game too.”

“Thank you, Russell. But Zeph, Stephanie, please sit down now.”

“Miss Goodrich, I’m trying to be honest,” I said. “That’s what good books are about, right? Honesty and truth and stuff.”

“And stuff,” Charlie echoed from across the room.

“I’m trying to tell Bronson how much I like him.”

An old-style Fuller silence froze the room. All eyes were on me. No one moved.

“This is my life. I want everyone to know that I want Bronson in it.”

Bronson stared at me like he’d forgotten how to breathe.

“I love you.”

Was anyone breathing? Miss Goodrich, Christal, Charlie, the whole class…. Stephanie must have been pleased with the stunned audience.

I walked over and knelt at Bronson’s desk. “I take thee at thy word. Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptiz’d; Henceforth I never will be Romeo.”

“Your Shakespeare sucks.” Charlie got his speaking back.

I presented a bouquet of fake stage flowers. “With love’s light wings did I o’perch these walls, For stony limits cannot hold love out—”

“You can’t be serious,” interrupted Bronson.

“Guys—” tried Miss Goodrich.

“If they do see thee, they will murder thee,” Bronson muttered from his seat.

“Oh, good Lord. Guys, please—”

“Miss Goodrich, this is educational,” said Russ. “In Shakespeare’s time, Juliet would have been played by a guy too.”

“Stop,” said Bronson. “Do not be thinking I’m always the Juliet.” He stood and pulled me to his side. “O wilt thou leve me so unsatisfied?”

The Watermarsh High buzzer ripped through the classroom, and Stephanie was still on her chair and Bronson had his arm around my waist.

The class applauded.

Well, everyone except for Christal and Charlie.

Stephanie hopped down from the chair and kissed me on the cheek. “My Juliet is good, but my Hamlet would have rocked.”

She and the rest of class broke for the hall. Bronson dropped his arm from me, but other than that, we didn’t move away from each other.

“Wow,” started Bronson.

“I told you things were changing.”

“Okay, I get it.” His smile was growing. His eyes… those eyes… filled with all that warmth, all that light…. How could eyes do that?

“Bronson, you are my truth.”

Miss Goodrich appeared beside us. “All right, guys. Dare I say awesome? Or should I stick with profoundly odd. Thank you, but I don’t think this is something you should make a habit of.” She poked a pen into her hair. “But of course now I’m curious what you’ll do for the final. Close the door when you’re done.”

Bronson and I watched Miss Goodrich and students crowding the hall. So many people. A wall of moving students. Deep breath. Dive in. No turning back. Soon even the lunch ladies would know about my Romeo stunt.

“Lunch?” I stepped to the door.

“Not yet.” Bronson stopped me. “Too many people.”

“I don’t care who knows about us.”

“Well, yeah, Zeph, I think you’ve proven that. What I mean is that I don’t want so many people around. Let’s go to Dana-Lee’s. Just you and me.”

Outside, Watermarsh High was gusty and gray. All the colored leaves had blown from the trees. Bronson and I dodged traffic to Dana-Lee’s, and inside we found a booth. It was the windiest day, the day that we’d say that we officially began.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

THE FIRE escape clanked against the warehouse bricks as I climbed. A part of me would miss being greeted every day by the sound, but it wasn’t like I’d never be back. All I was doing was picking up the rest of my clothes. The warehouse would still be my place. But I’d live back at home, Dad and me, waiting for Mom, giving her another week or two.

The door wheezed open, and I turned on the light to a pile of boxes that Dad had left for my packing.

A figure adjusted on the sofa. “What are you doing?” asked Connor.

Of course it was Connor.

“My father came by. I’ve moved home.”

“I heard what you did in English class. Everybody has. You’re screwed.”

I took a box and looked at the bookcases of childhood books, Power Rangers, and hand-me-down board games. “I think I’ll give away the kids’ stuff.”

“You’re ruining your life.” Connor’s worried eyes zoomed the room. But his broad shoulders filled his T-shirt, his quads strained his jeans, and his hair was the kind of perfectly sculpted scrappy bedhead that reminded me that I knew his real morning bedhead. I looked away.

“Good luck, Connor.”

“You’re going to have no life. Nothing. There’s no way.”

“Yes, there is.”

“What, Bronson’s way?”

“I think so.” I gathered my clothes from the ping-pong table and started stuffing them into boxes.

“What’s the point?” he asked. “Everybody will know about you.”

A radiator released a spurt of steam. Pipes clanked. I noticed the toys again and decided I’d wait before giving them to my parents’ church or Bronson’s. I liked his better, but maybe the Old Christ kids needed more help.

Connor’s stare seared.

“I don’t care who knows,” I said.

“Your father?”

“My father has known since the summer. My mother too.”

Connor winced like he’d been punched in the stomach.

“Connor, good for you, you’ll be a secret, but you’ll also be scared and desperate and hope that your girlfriends and then your wife won’t find out what you look at online, and you’ll pick up guys in strange places and pray that you don’t get beaten up or a disease.”

His eyes cooled to fear, and he didn’t move; he was a wax dummy, a gawking cadaver.

“Why can’t you be stronger?” I asked. “Why can’t you have faith?”

Nothing from Connor.

The cadaver thought was harsh. He was just Connor. Silent, frozen, scared Connor.

“I’m sorry, Connor. You’ll be fine.”

Silence. Was he breathing? Yes… and deeply. He was fading from the hunky Connor Carver of Watermarsh High, the junior class president, son of Mr. Watermarsh with the cable show, grandson of the padrone. He became my awkward, mouth-breathing best friend from the seventh grade.

“Connor, could you give me the key?”

A paper bag clunked to the floor, and Connor showed me a bottle of wine. “For us. I liberated it from my parents.”

I slowly sucked in air.

Connor stretched out on the sofa.

“Just the key, Connor.” Why was my breath deepening?

He stayed stretched out. Were his eyes filling with light again? Beautiful, smoky, rich topaz, the welcome to an endless journey.

“Zeph, you know we could be happy.”

“The key.” My voice was only a whisper.

“Admit it,” he said. “You know we could do this. Just like we have been. It works. We know this.”

I stood there, and he sat there. He shifted his weight. There it was…. His smile warmed. I loved that smile. He cocked his head.

“Connor, the key, please. I’m late for Bronson.”

Connor didn’t move.

“For Bronson, Connor. I’m late for Bronson.”

Silence.

“Connor, I don’t want what we were. I want to be happy.”

He wouldn’t stop staring at me. I knew that look. I’d loved that look. I knew what was supposed to happen next.

“All I want,” I said, “is the key.”

Connor leaned back and grinned.

No, I wasn’t diving in. “The key.” My voice broke.

A standoff. A Fuller silence.

I felt life drain from my face. I could do frost. Frost was a family specialty. So many nights of waiting, of feeling stupid, of hoping. So much time wishing Connor would wake up, or I would wake up, or the two us would wake up together. So much waiting, hoping, waiting, waiting, waiting…. Now there was someone else. Someone who loved me back. Who wasn’t embarrassed to say it. But even if Bronson weren’t around, Connor’s half life was not a game I wanted to play anymore.

Eyes on the prize.

“Connor, you are going to give me the key.”

Silence.

“The key.”

Nothing. Frost.

He looked away.

I sighed, closed a cardboard box of clothes, and headed to the door.

“I’m sorry, Connor. Good luck, okay?”

The door shut behind me, clanking Connor and the extra key inside.

 

 

MARCUS WAS right. It was possible to make the impossible possible. Once Bronson and I made that decision, the rest was easy.

Connor was still in my life because you know how small Watermarsh was, and we had The Bog Blog, and neither of us were giving up on our big ticket. But Connor and I never again talked alone, and he didn’t return to the warehouse or knock on my window in the middle of the night. I could tell you that over the summer I heard a story about Connor and another camp counselor-in-training, some guy from Maine, but people didn’t believe it and focused instead on his stories about girls. There were tons of stories.

I had wanted to stop there, but Marcus said that was a cop-out. “Tell me about it,” he insisted. “Give me a happily-ever-after that actually works.”

Here goes.

Bronson didn’t go back to Rockingham. I was only part of the reason. The other was that he knew he’d be away at college soon and he wanted more time at home. He got a goat, which he named Magnum, an ironic nod in the opposite direction of his Alcott-inspired name and Little Women and his parents’ name suggestions of Henry, David, or Thoreau. Twice he hosted Watermarsh student leadership retreats on the farm. I did things with Bronson I’d never thought about before: shoveling sheep shit, mending fences, and learning the difference among arugula, mizuna, and more lettuces than I had any idea existed. And, of course, all the ways of going all-American boy with Bronson in the hayloft.

We finished high school together.

There were surprises. My summer job was helping at the old-folks home, not at H. Wayne Roadworks. Mom got better, although she said that in her head she kept Bronson as my special-interest friend, not my boyfriend, and could I please not have him come by when she was home? That was how she started. I had faith that she’d continue waking up—slowly—that Bronson was a beautiful part of my life.

Guess who became the Watermarsh cross-country team captain? Connor had lied about Varsity Sports Club in front of Ms. McNally, so he was toast. Westy insisted that even before the lie, my inimitable, as in cannot be imitated, openness to people made me the best choice, so I shouldn’t have been surprised.

We did a Bog Blog issue on the prejudice against small towns. We wrote that colleges would accept someone from expensive places like Pembury over someone from Watermarsh because they didn’t know as much about our school, or have a critical mass of alumni living here. College was a new idea for many of our families—not for Bronson’s or Stephanie’s, but for many, for mine—and that made people doubt how dynamic we could be. Miss Goodrich forwarded our Little Town Blues issue to the Boston Globe, which used it as a springboard to a bigger article about overlooked students in struggling towns.

That was why Bronson, Connor, Stephanie, and I started hearing from colleges, asking us to apply.

For real?

Crazy top colleges contacted Bronson because the article mentioned his two years and one month at Rockingham Academy, meaning he was that kind of smart. He and I agreed to choose schools not far from each other, which soon meant not far from Massachusetts, because, after summer school and extra classes at Bridgewater State to improve my GPA, I was accepted to a university in Boston that had a co-op program that would help me pay tuition; Ms. McNally had explained that graduating with minimal student debt was almost as important as graduating at all.

Did you catch that… a university? Someone from the Fuller family would go to a university? Nothing was better than my dad’s smile and wink when I showed him the acceptance letter.

Stephanie wondered if she heard from famous schools because of Shakespeare’s Women and the Blood Diamond show she did senior year.

Marcus and I are still friends. He went to college in California, stayed there after graduation, and hosts Bronson and me when we visit. So far, his boyfriends haven’t lasted more than a year or two, but I tell him that he’s learning about himself and circling closer to the one. He says he keeps waiting for my good luck to rub off on him.

Connor? He said he wanted as far away from Watermarsh as possible, as in the Pacific Northwest, and he’d never be back. He was staring at me in Ms. McNally’s office when he’d said that. He went to college near Seattle, and a frozen mountain in Washington state near Canada was where his big thing happened.

Bronson and me… our happily-ever-after hasn’t been a straight line. Northeastern and Brown Universities were sometimes tough. So was my year in Japan. But we’re stronger because of those times. Years ago, Bronson woke me up. I still love that he’s the first thing I see every morning.




SCUDDER JAMES JR believes happily-ever-after begins today. Junior high was terrible, boarding school better, and college the place he met the boyfriend he married (despite a pit stop in a fraternity). He started in finance because he thought he had to, but instead became a counselor for refugees, a fundraiser, and a teacher of sex and spirituality classes. After Chicago, Seattle, London, and Japan, he’s back in Boston where it all started. His favorite place to write has a harbor view of two colonial ships.

Scudder loves telling stories in print and on film. He’s thrilled that his short LGBTQ films have shown around the world in places as unexpected as Alabama and East Africa. Twenty years ago, he was diagnosed with a debilitating neurological disease that doctors are bewildered has disappeared. Scudder is an avid meditator and passionate about appreciating every moment.

One of his favorite mornings has been waking up on a boat in Patagonia with his perfectly imperfect partner and hiking an island of 130,000 penguins.

Website: www.scudderjamesjr.com
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