




l a n i a  k n i g h t  lives in England. Her work has appeared in Post 
Road, Shooter Literary Magazine, Short Fiction, Fourth Genre, The 
Rumpus, and elsewhere. This is her first book. She holds a PhD from 
University of Missouri, and she lectures in Creative Writing at University 
of Gloucestershire. Read more about her at www.laniaknight.com.

@laniaknight





p r a i s e  f o r  t h r e e  c u b i c  f e e t

“Lania Knight has an uncanny sense for rendering the emotional life of a 
teenager within a page-turner of a story. Three Cubic Feet is moving and 
yet spare, restrained, true to life.”

— s h e r i  j o s e p h 
author of Stray and Bear Me Safely Over

“In Three Cubic Feet, Lania Knight renders a touching and violent com-
ing of age. Gay and straight, her characters leap off the page and grab 
our hearts.”

— e r i c  g o o d m a n 
author of Twelfth, Race, and Child of My Right Hand

“Precisely written and tightly plotted, Three Cubic Feet is a poignant 
coming-of-age story that burns with emotional intensity.”

— t y l e r  k e e v i l 
author of Fireball, The Drive, and Burrard Inlet

“Three Cubic Feet is a compelling narrative, which I read in one breathless 
sitting. Knight writes with an almost Salingerian feel for young people. 
Like all the best novels, Three Cubic Feet is at once specific and univer-
sal. Knight paints a powerful picture of a claustrophobic small town in 
Missouri, where bible bashers dominate and violence lurks below the 
surface. An important and beautiful book.”

— d . d .  j o h n s t o n 
author of Peace, Love & Petrol Bombs, The Deconstruction of Professor Thrub 

and The Secret Baby Room

“Lania Knight’s Three Cubic Feet reveals the complex emotional distances 
that must be navigated within even the greatest intimacies. With sensitiv-
ity and probing insight, she dares to map the most treacherous terrain of 
all—the distance between who we are and who we want to be.”

 — p e d r o  p o n c e 
author of Stories After Goya and Superstitions of Apartment Life



“Read Lania Knight’s book because it’s compelling and direct,  and scathing 
in revealing the older generation’s cruelties toward the sexual adventures 
of the younger. Read it because it’s a beautifully rendered coming of age 
romance. But most of all, read it because, when you are done, you will 
know the brave, suffering hero so well that you can feel—truly, madly, 
deeply—exactly what he feels.”

— m o i r a  c r o n e 
author of The Not Yet and The Ice Garden
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for that oNe guy 
(he knows who he is)





I don’t know why I’m a one man guy
Or why this is a one man show

But these three cubic feet of bone and blood and meat
Are what I love and know

—loudoN waINwrIght II I 
“One Man Guy,” I’m Alright
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c h a p t e r  o n e

M y dad and I both stare at the rain fly stretched between 
our hands, its strange angles refusing to be reduced to a 
simple square. “Okay, Son, let’s fold this thing,” Dad says. 
He gives it a shake. “I think Matt had the right idea, leaving 

a day early.” We stand there a moment, and he releases one corner of the 
rain fly to scratch beneath his faded Hawaiian shirt. Then he is immobile, 
thinking. “We could be home by now,” he says. 

“Right—” I say, my voice nearly steady. “We’re doing the whole 
drive today?”

Dad lets go of the rain fly and mumbles something. 
I hum to keep from speaking. I fold alone, and then I begin unhook-

ing each pole from the tent, pushing the tubes through the pockets along 
the seams. 

“Too bad you can’t help drive, Theo.” 
That tight thing starts up in my stomach, the thing that doesn’t go 

away until I can be by myself. I toss the bundle of tent poles to the ground.
He watches me. “You aren’t . . . Don’t tell me you had a birthday.”
“Okay. I won’t,” I say. 
“Did you, Theo?” 
“Well. Yeah, Dad, I did.” 
He takes off his glasses, and I look at the scar below his eye, the one 

that’s curved just the same way his glasses are curved, the scar he got from 
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the car accident that almost killed him fifteen months ago. He wipes his 
forehead on his shirtsleeve and then cleans his glasses in little circular 
motions, squinting. 

They all forgot my sixteenth birthday.
I start folding the tent by myself while my little sister Samantha 

and her best friend Kate argue about their swimsuits, and Della, my 
step-mom, stands at the propane stove perched on the end of the picnic 
table, stirring the oatmeal, telling the girls to be nice. I’m ready to leave 
and be the person behind the steering wheel. I need to practice. Florida 
is almost over, and four states away, my best friend, Jonathan, is waiting 
back home in Missouri. 

 “Speed it up, you two!” Della calls out to my dad and me. “Breakfast 
is ready!” 

My dad looks toward the picnic table, in a daze. He stretches with his 
hands on his lower back and pulls up one knee, then the other, leaning 
against a tree to keep his balance as each foot lifts five, six, seven seconds. 
The pain migrates across his face, escapes his mouth with a low groan. 
But he doesn’t complain. He is alive, and that is enough. “You’d better eat 
while you’ve got the chance,” he tells me.

I can’t be angry with him for not remembering my birthday, for not 
making things right. I start folding the camo-green tarp, and he finds his 
cane and shuffles away.

 “Where are you going?” Della calls to my dad, and he waves her off 
with his free hand. She turns to me. “Let’s eat,” she says.

I gather up our folded camping equipment and watch my dad disap-
pear on the other side of a rise, drifting among the palmetto bushes and 
live oaks of the surrounding campsites. “Alright,” I say.

Della isn’t really my mom. My mom was the plump, huggable type. 
Della is skinny, and she teaches junior high math. My mom was a botan-
ical illustrator, an artist. She died of breast cancer when I was six. She 
was still nursing my little sister Samantha. I remember what it felt like. 
I remember hating the baby girl in Mom’s arms, thinking Samantha gave 
my mom the cancer. The last real memory I have of Mom is her body, 
shrunken up like a bird, swallowed whole on the queen-sized bed Sam 
sometimes still got to sleep in. Everything hurt when I touched Mom, even 
when I just touched the old quilt she kept folded at the foot of the bed. 
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Every bone in her body ached, she told me. So I didn’t touch her, even 
to hold her hand and say goodbye when Dad said it was time. Of course, 
that was stupid and selfish of me, but I was only six years old.

I wedge against the van, alone for a minute, holding the tarp and 
tent and rain fly to my chest. A breeze stirs the needles of the jack pines 
nearby, ruffling the surface of the pool of water at the base of the trees’ 
roots. I inherited all of Mom’s plant taxonomies when she died, so I know 
the names of all the trees and bushes and flowers from here to the Ozarks 
in Missouri. I can’t help but notice the plants, their names popping into 
my head without my asking them to. 

I’m tired. I open up the car top carrier, put our stuff inside, and then 
look in my backpack for Heart of Darkness, the book I have to read for 
British Literature. I stare at the cover and think of Matt, the new instruc-
tor in Dad’s department at Missouri State, how he stopped at our campsite 
on his way out yesterday. I was sitting in the hammock reading my book 
when he shook hands through the car window with my dad. Matt looked 
at me. He waved and said something like Take it easy. I said Sure and 
watched him drive away. 

I wish Della had never invited him on this trip. So what if he’s new 
and lonely.

“Would you stop already?” Della says. She is standing behind me, 
holding a steaming bowl of oatmeal. She is standing too close, and her 
presence feels like the confinement of a short, choking leash. The closer 
she gets, the more I know that she will be the one to figure out what I did 
to Matt. I take the oatmeal from herg and eat it and try not to puke it up.

 

──

Later, after we say goodbye to all of the families who traveled here with 
us from Missouri and who are now ready to leave for home before we 
are, after we stuff every last cooking utensil and dirty sock into the van, I 
decide to remind Della that I need to log more hours of practice driving. 

She tells the girls they can go play one last time at the beach, and then 
I drop it on her. “Do you think I could drive home?” I say. 

“Oh god,” she says. “Your birthday.” 
The tears well up instantly and spill over. 
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“I’ll make it up to you,” she says. She touches my shoulder—I let 
her—and she hands me the keys. She doesn’t like making mistakes.

──

When the girls come back from their last swim and Dad returns from 
his shuffle around the campground, for many, many hours, I drive. I pull 
away from our campsite, the last coals in the fire ring sending up white 
tufts of smoke, and soon the black asphalt camp road is replaced by con-
crete ticking beneath our tires. We make our way west from Florida to 
Alabama and then up the long, straight highway leading north through 
Mississippi, only taking one break for gas. Longleaf pines crawl by on 
either side. There isn’t any decent music on the radio, but I leave the dial 
tuned to an oldies station. That only holds off Della for a little while. She 
looks back between the seats to see what I already noticed in the rearview 
mirror—my dad, Samantha, and Kate are all asleep.  

“Maybe you should take your driver’s test when we get back home.” 
She has apologized a thousand times about my birthday.

“Sure,” I say. I’ve had my permit for six months, but with all of Dad’s 
surgeries and physical therapy, no matter what I ask, Della’s says not now. 
But things are changing. 

She rolls down the window and swings the visor around to block the 
late morning sun. “I was surprised Matt went home a day early,” she says.

It takes much effort not to respond. I sing along with Van Morrison. 
Brown-eyed Girl. Dad’s favorite.

Della turns a few more pages of the magazine on her lap. “Weren’t 
you surprised he left yesterday?”

“I guess so,” I say. I drum my fingers during the horn section. 
“Did he say anything to you? What about when you rode into town 

with him?”
“It’s not like we had some big conversation,” I say. 
Actually, we did. It was two days ago, on my birthday. 
Della reaches for her water bottle in the cup holder, untwists the lid 

and then takes a long drink. “He didn’t say how things were going with 
his daughters or anything?” 
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I focus on staying in my lane when the blow-by from a big truck 
shakes the minivan. 

Matt’s girls were supposed to come with him to Florida, but Matt’s 
ex-wife said no, she wanted them to spend the break with her, and Matt 
had given in. 

Della closes the bottle and puts it away.
“Guys don’t talk about things like that, not like girls do.”
“You don’t have to be a girl to want to talk about things. Are you sure 

there isn’t something—”
“There is nothing.” 
She keeps rearranging her legs, folding one under the other and 

leaning on the armrest toward me. 
My hands are tight on the steering wheel. 
Yes, I drove Matt’s car on my birthday. 
It’s like this: late in the afternoon, I go with him into town. He is 

buying more beer for the adults, and I am buying a new flashlight for my 
turd little sister. 

At the grocery store, Matt and I separate inside the entrance. I push 
a cart and take my time staring at the displays, wondering what kind 
of food Matt likes. In the parking lot, Matt is waiting in the car, on the 
passenger’s side. 

“What’s up?” I say.
“I was thinking you might want to drive us back to the campground,” 

Matt answers.
“I don’t have a license.”
“You have a permit, don’t you?”
I stand up and look around the parking lot. My hands are damp. I 

sit in the driver’s seat. It is just slightly too far back, and I consider not 
moving it forward, but safety wins out over pride. Not until I rest my 
hand on the gearshift do I realize that Matt’s little blue hatchback isn’t an 
automatic. Jonathan, my best friend back home, taught me how to drive 
a stick shift. I just have to breathe. 

The gears don’t grind and the car doesn’t die at stoplights. I follow 
the highway through town that leads back to camp while Matt looks at 
my Men’s Health and Fitness magazine. He asks if I am looking for a new 
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workout routine, but I say no. “I don’t get it for the workout suggestions,” 
I tell him.

Matt knows I like men. One time I babysat for him. It’s like this: I stay 
a while when he gets home, listening to him play banjo and talk about 
a Civil War reenactment of a rendezvous in the Ozark Mountains. Matt 
talks about his dad, a Civil War buff, and then plays a few songs for me 
and asks about my schoolwork, my friends, my girlfriend. Usually, I don’t 
tell anyone my sexual preferences, but with Matt, I can’t keep from saying 
the truth. I want Matt to like me, who I really am, not who I pretend to 
be at school. 

Matt stares out the car window, at the hotels and condos and dunes 
passing by. He is lightly stoned. I smelled it when I got in the car, but I 
don’t say anything. Matt starts talking about some old Soloflex ads of a 
guy taking off his shirt. “You can’t see his face,” Matt says. “All you can see 
are his abs and his arms. Because the shirt is covering his head.” 

I don’t know what he’s talking about. I don’t say anything. I just drive. 
Those painted lines on the road are so close together. Too close. And I 
love hearing Matt talk about guys. 

When I finally speak, the sun has dropped to the horizon directly 
ahead of us, swelling to a brilliant watery red around the edges. White 
rolling sand dunes studded with beach tea bushes and swaying oat grass 
stretch out on each side of the road. There is no shoulder. Dipping lower 
and lower until it is swallowed by the horizon, the sun winks out. 

“Do you know about the flashlight tour of Fort Pickens?” I ask. 
“I’m going,” Matt says, “But it’s creepy.” He tells me about the research 

he’s done on the Civil War. In the gift shop at the fort he found a book 
full of black and white photos of dead Civil War soldiers—strewn across 
fields, left near the bases of trees. The photographers actually arranged 
the bodies for more dramatic effect. 

“That’s weirder than reenactment?” I ask.
“Sure,” Matt says. His voice gets quiet as he theorizes out loud. “Maybe 

it’s a fascination people have with what they don’t understand. Take 
enough pictures of death, or grief . . . maybe you’ll find some answer you 
didn’t have before. It’s disrespectful. A private moment. A dead man can’t 
turn the photographer away.”

My hands tremble. I know Matt is stoned. I’ve been around enough 
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people who smoke to know that sometimes they just ramble and don’t 
make a lot of sense. But what is spooky is that it’s like a conversation I 
might have had with my dad. Before. But Matt is not like my dad. I don’t 
want to talk about death, but Matt keeps on. “Photographers took pictures 
of dead people during the Victorian era as a way of paying homage and 
remembering them,” he says. “It wasn’t creepy to them like it is to us now. 
It was normal. Strange how things like that could change. Now, it’s an 
invasion of something sacred,” Matt says. “All of the choice lies entirely 
in the hands of the photographer.” 

As Matt speaks, I imagine my dad smashed inside his truck after the 
accident, his head turned at an odd angle so that his bloody face can be 
captured by a camera lens, and I grip the steering wheel tightly, trying to 
force the photograph of my father—dead—out of my head.

 “It looks like they’re sleeping,” Matt says, “the Victorian images of 
the dead. But the soldiers, you know they’re not sleeping.” Matt is quiet 
for a moment.

“When I first saw my dad after the accident,” I tell him, “his head 
was bandaged and they had these things on his feet that kept inflating.” 

Matt nods. 
“They would fill with air all of a sudden and his whole body would 

jerk. Like he was trying to fall asleep and they wouldn’t let him.” I stare 
at the road. “His legs were crushed and his blood wouldn’t circulate on its 
own. They had to re-break his knees after they healed. And they’ll prob-
ably do it again.” I twitch. I wipe one of my palms on my shorts, then the 
other. My dad’s brow and nose were so swollen that part of his face nearly 
lifted itself through the bandaging, like someone had jammed a wooden 
cross up under the gauze. And he moaned. Every time the machine would 
make the cuffs on his feet suddenly inflate, he would jump and moan. 

I have dreams, nightmares, of what my dad’s face looked like under 
the gauze, one of the lenses of his eyeglasses shoved into his eye socket. 
It’s like this: I’m lying on a steel operating table in a one-room stone 
castle. There is a twenty-foot high chain-link fence just outside. My dad, 
his body battered by the accident, is hiding beneath me, under the metal 
table. When there are no guards around, I help my dad outside the castle 
and over the fence, knowing that I can’t climb it myself. When I get back 
to the table, I fall asleep, but then I wake later, panicked, minus both my 
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legs and my left arm. I lie on the table for hours, thinking I will lose my 
right arm too, but then I fall asleep waiting. 

But Della is still talking. I’m not with Matt. I’m not dreaming.
“. . . some offhand comments about his ex-wife,” she says.
Matt’s ex-wife.
“It’s been a long time since you and I have had a serious talk.” 
“About what?” I say. She is digging for something.
She takes a deep breath, leaning too close. “I realize I’ve been letting 

a lot of things go because of your dad . . .” She looks at me. “Theo, I want 
you to tell me if you’re in a relationship.”

“What?”
“I mean a physical relationship with a boy.”
I keep my eyes straight ahead. “Look, Della. Everything’s fine. I’ve 

got friends. My schoolwork is going okay.” I look at her. “Coach says my 
running is fine—I’m having a great season.” 

“Theo, you never go out, the only friend you have is Jonathan, and 
you’ve been nothing but sullen and distant this entire trip.”

“I’m a teenager,” I say. My jaw is fucking tight. “And you forgot my 
birthday.”

My little sister calls from the back, and Della stretches around to 
look. “What is it, Hon?” she says, and then tells Sam we’ll stop at the next 
rest area. “I’m sorry,” Della says to me in a low voice, still leaning across 
the armrest. “If there is ever anything you need to talk about, I’m here.”

──

It’s almost two in the morning when we turn onto our street. Jonathan’s 
house is next door. Jonathan’s old house. He and his family didn’t come 
to Florida for spring break this year because they had to stay home all 
week and move their shit to a big house on a wooded lot south of town.

Darkness clings to the street, and Jonathan’s truck isn’t parked near 
the curb in its usual spot. A realtor’s sign glows faintly in the corner of 
his yard, reflecting a distant light. I can’t help staring at the empty win-
dows of Jonathan’s house each time I pass with another armful of gear. I 
washed every one of those windows with Jonathan last summer. It’s like 
this: Dr. Norton, Jonathan’s dad, offers to pay us both if we do a good 
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job. We switch off, one on the inside and the other outside, making faces 
through the smeared panes of glass. Jonathan’s soccer ball shatters the 
picture window later in the summer. The replacement window sucks up 
all of our money plus every last bit of Jonathan’s savings. It’s my kick 
that does the damage, but Jonathan takes the blame. He knows his dad 
is a hot-headed motherfucker, and Jonathan doesn’t want me to get hurt. 

My dad and I carry the camping gear to the garage while Della helps 
the girls to bed. My dad says his knees are aching after sitting all day in 
the van. It’s cold, and his breath comes out in steamy puffs. With each 
armload he walks less and less steadily. 

“I’ll get the rest,” I say and finish unloading. I go to my room and shut 
the door before Della tries to find me. 

I sit on the edge of my bed with my head in my hands until I remem-
ber the shells I put in my swim trunks. I dig around in my backpack, 
feeling for the fabric with my fingertips. There are five shells—I set them 
on my nightstand. I lean back and slide my legs between my favorite blue 
flannel sheets. I want to call Jonathan, to find out what happened with the 
new kid, Richard, to tell Jonathan every stupid thing that happened with 
Matt at the fort the night of my birthday. The kiss. The blowjob. Running 
on the beach afterwards wishing I could swim out too far.

I stare up at the glow-in-the-dark outline of Cassiopeia on my ceiling, 
and sometime before dawn, I give in to sleep. 



c h a p t e r  t w o

S unlight slants through the blinds, illuminating my Greg Louganis 
poster of a downward spiral into an aquamarine Olympic-sized 
pool. A Rufus Wainwright CD cover is tacked on the wall along-
side Greg’s fantastic dive. Near the window is a movie-sized 

poster of painted red lips cradling a cross-dressed Tim Curry and dripping 
letters that spell out Rocky Horror Picture Show. Below it is John Cameron 
Mitchell swinging a head-full of yellow hair as Hedwig of Hedwig and the 
Angry Inch. Hanging just under my bottom shelf is my grandfather’s gold 
pocket watch, an old-time locomotive etched on its surface.

“Theo, wake up.” 
I am awake and I watch the doorknob jiggle. 
“Let me in, Bitch, or I’ll have to break this door down.”  
“I’m not letting you in,” I say, but I unlock the door. Jonathan shoves 

it open. 
“Come in, Asshole.” 
“Did I hurt you?” Jonathan takes my wrist and rotates my hand a few 

times. “There. How’s that?”
“Great.”  
“How was the trip? I thought you wouldn’t be back until tonight.” 

Jonathan pulls the chair from my desk and sits in it, tilting back with 
his feet on my bed.  

His shoes are at the front door in accordance with Della’s command. 
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“Those better be clean socks,” I say, grouchier than I feel. I shake out 
my hand. 

Jonathan’s dark hair spikes out from under his knit cap, and week-old 
stubble has grown along his chin. He pulls one foot to his nose, balancing 
with the other. He takes in a deep breath. “They’re clean.” He puts his 
sock-covered toes back on the bed. “Now, tell me about Florida.”

I lean against the wall. I pull the pillow onto my lap, and I stare at 
Jonathan. “You first.”

“Why,” Jonathan says in a high, feminine voice, “I thought you might 
have forgotten our little bet.” He flutters his hand as if he were waving 
a fan.

“Did I win?” I ask.
“Ah.” He lowers his voice. “I still don’t know.” He presses his palm 

into his toes, cracking several of them. “He helped me move. I brought 
him out for a burger. Maybe, but I don’t think so.” Jonathan isn’t ready 
to tell me the truth. Richard is gay. I caught the kid looking at me too 
long, avoiding all talk of girls, and of course, there is the choker at his 
neck. But Jonathan ignores it all. Richard is new. He’s from Chicago, not 
this bullshit Bible Belt town of Springfield, Missouri. Either Jonathan is 
clueless or he’s trying to protect me. 

“So I win,” I say.
“For now. Since I don’t know otherwise, we’ll assume he’s gay.” He 

shifts his feet and starts cracking his other toes. “Now tell me about 
Florida. What about that tour guide with the moustache?”  

“No.” Last year, Jonathan had a crush on the guy with the moustache.
Jonathan reaches over to the desk and picks up one of the shells. 

“These are sweet.” He runs a flat pink shell between each of his fingers, 
like he is performing a card trick. “You brought these back for me, right?”

“Maybe.”
“Did you miss me?”
“No.”
“Good, I didn’t miss you either.” He looks down at the shell in his palm. 

“Someone gave you these. You met someone on the beach, didn’t you?”
“No.” 
He squints at me and crosses his arms over his chest. “What about 

that new guy?”
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“What about him?”
Jonathan drops the front legs of the chair to the floor. “You’d better 

tell me everything.”
“There’s nothing to tell.” 
“Bitch,” Jonathan leans forward, elbows on his knees. “I know you 

better than that.”
I look down at my lap. I wrap the edge of the pillowcase around my 

index finger. Then Jonathan yanks it away.
“Cut it out!” 
“Alright,” he says. “I’m not leaving until you ’fess up.”
I scratch behind my ears and wait. No, I can’t press for details about 

Richard, but it’s not a problem for Jonathan to keep asking about Matt. 
“I fucked up.” I look at him. “I really fucked up.”

“What’d you do?”
It was my fault. If we hadn’t gotten into that stupid argument. “That 

short woman with the one arm lead the flashlight tour. She talked a lot 
about Geronimo.” 

“Only important details, please.”
“Matt—the new instructor—we were near the back. Looking at those 

excavated arches by the old cannons. His flashlight was running out.” I 
take back the pillow and tangle my hands in the pillowcase. “I tried to give 
Matt my flashlight. The tour group moved on and he and I kept hanging 
back. Every twenty feet or so, these doorways opened up in the wall. They 
lead to the low hallways where they used to store munitions.”

“I remember,” Jonathan says.
It’s like this: I duck inside one of the low doorways. I ask Matt to 

join me.
He says no. 
“We’ve got time,” I say. 
Matt holds my arm, and then lets go.
“It doesn’t go back that far.”
“No,” he says.
I come out of the tunnel and stare into Matt’s face. Shadows. He’s at 

least an inch taller than I am, maybe two. And he is standing very close. 
I give him my flashlight. He takes it, and then he pushes my hand to the 
side. I don’t move. 
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He says, “Theo, I can’t.” My armpits tingle. He is running his hand 
through his hair. “I don’t like tunnels,” he says, trying to walk around me. 
“We should go,” he says.  

“Matt, I didn’t mean—”
“Take it.” He holds out my flashlight. 
 “There’s plenty of moonlight.”
“You could get lost.”
“I won’t get lost,” I say. 
I’m walking along dark corridors, my sense of direction gone. I wait 

in a doorway and hear his footsteps. 
“You should come back to camp with me.”
“I’m alright.”
“Your parents will worry.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“If I show up without you, your parents will ask questions.”
My feet won’t move. “Tell them you didn’t see me.”
“There’s no moon.” He looks at the sky. “Here.” 
I reach for the light, but I grab his hand.
“I kissed him.” I’m staring at my hands. “I kissed him.” 
“Serious?” Jonathan’s voice is a whisper.
“And he kissed me back.”
I hold Matt’s jaw. He tries to push me away. Then I slide one hand to 

his waist and the other to cup the base of his skull. He struggles. Then 
he stops. 

“I went down on him.” I look at Jonathan, steady blue eyes, still, 
quiet hands. “I unbuttoned his pants. I told him it was my birthday.” I 
stare into Jonathan’s eyes. “I told him the only thing I wanted was him. 
And he let me.”

It’s my first time. My first blowjob. I don’t know if I can take him all 
the way in, but I do. He tastes like saltwater and sweat and the flesh of 
ripe fruit. He can’t stop shaking after the orgasm. I put my arm around 
him. Would you go down on me? He wraps his arms around my waist, 
but then his body freezes. 

“He’s your first head!” Jonathan says. 
“Stop,” I say. “I fucked up, okay?”
He sits back down. He leans forward. “What?” he says. 
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“We just stood there,” I say. I look past his shoulder at the bare 
branches on the tree outside the window.

“Yeah?” Jonathan says.
 “I was trying . . .” I roll my head side to side against the wall. I look 

at the pocket watch, at the stacks of CD’s on the shelves above. 
Jonathan puts his chair flat on the floor again. “Just say it.”
“I was still so fucking jazzed. I should have just walked away.” I wait. 

“At first, it was no big deal. I mean, we were just hugging, and I thought 
everything was okay. Like, he got through being freaked out, and we 
were holding each other, and then . . .” I can’t keep talking. Is Jonathan 
jealous? Am I an ass?

“Yes?” Jonathan leans forward. “I’m listening, okay? Just tell me.”
“He started crying. And he was yelling. He had a hold of my shirt. 

And then I left.”
“You left?” Jonathan’s eyes tighten.
“Yeah, I left,” I say, but Jonathan keeps asking me questions. I’m try-

ing to leave out the part about shoving Matt against the bricks. The part 
about us fighting. 

It’s like this: He is shaking me. He has my shoulders. I push him. His 
head hits the wall. It doesn’t knock him out or anything. He slides down 
to the floor and screams at me to get the fuck away. I run to the beach. I 
have to get away. He leaves the next morning. Take it easy, he says.

Jonathan raises his arms and puts his hands behind his head. His 
feet are back on the edge of my bed and he’s pushing against it, slowly 
rocking. The shell is in his lap. “Heavy.”

“Yeah.” 
Jonathan picks up another shell from my desk. It’s a conical-shaped 

bone-colored spiral. He rolls it between his fingers and then lays it across 
the other shell on his lap. I stare at it, remembering the tee shirt he bought 
me in Florida last year—a tight pink tank top that says “Everything’s 
Better on the Beach.” It’s buried in the back of my closet. Jonathan is 
into guys like I am, but he won’t do anything with me. He says he won’t 
increase my risk factor. But I think he just isn’t into me.

“Forget about it. You’ll see him somewhere, you’ll feel like a freak, 
and then it will pass.”

“I can’t forget about it.” 
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“Give it a rest for a few days, and then we’ll see if we can figure 
something out.”

“We?” 
“Of course. You think I’d leave you on your own for this one?”
I hug my knees. “My parents suspect something,” I say. “Della kept 

asking questions on the drive home. About Matt. You. If I’ve had any 
‘physical’ relationships.”

Jonathan sets the shells back on the desk and lets his chair sit level 
on the floor again. He rubs his hands across his thighs and looks at me. 
“You need to be carful. We’ll come up with something. Stay relaxed. Think 
like an innocent man.”

“Fuck that.”
“Really. Come see our new house. Let’s go out tonight and celebrate 

your birthday. There’s a place downtown I’ve been wanting to bring you 
for months.”

“I don’t want to go to a gay bar for my birthday.”
“What did your parents get you?”
“Didn’t you hear me? Everyone forgot.” 
 Jonathan laughs. “Come on, they were just distracted. Your dad’s still 

recovering, and Della is a bitch.”
“Whatever.” 
He leaps out of the chair and pounces on me, pinning me on the bed. 

“You don’t need a birthday spanking, do you?” He likes to play like this.
“No,” I say, struggling, and I see the clock. It’s almost noon.
“Shove some shit in a bag and take a shower at my house,” he says. 

He rolls over on the bed and leans against the wall. I gather up my 
stuff, and he stands and stretches, touching his hands to the highest 
shelf. “Since when did you start listening to Brazilian music?” He takes 
down a jewel case to read the front insert. “You thinking of running 
away to Brazil?”

“Maybe.” 
“You’d have to learn Portuguese.” 
If that’s what it takes to get away from this ridiculous family, maybe 

I’ll learn Portuguese. “Here,” I say, sliding the shells off the desk onto 
Jonathan’s open hand. “These are for you.”

“Theo, you shouldn’t have.” He sets the CD case on the desk and takes 
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the shells. “Your birthday present is at my house,” he says. He spreads the 
shells on his palm and turns each one over, then folds them into his hand, 
and in a more serious voice, says thanks. He puts the shells in his pocket 
and stands at the door, his hand on the knob. “This Matt motherfucker 
is going to pay.” 

For the first time in days, the tension in my gut begins to unwind. 
“It’s my fight, Jonathan.”

“You don’t have to do it alone.”
“Do what?”
“That’s what I’m talking about. You need me.”
Yeah, I need you. 
He laughs and I close the door behind us. 

──

Jonathan waits for me outside. In the kitchen, Dad is sitting at the counter 
on a wooden stool. 

“Hey, Dad.”
“Son.” He nods. He turns the paper to the Saturday sports section. He 

wobbles, and then sticks his leg out to balance. “Shit,” he says.
I scan the counter for food. There’s a fading apple in the bowl on the 

center island countertop. “Jonathan wants me to go over to his house.” 
“The new house?” Dad rustles the pages of the newspaper, turning 

from national sports to his favorite, the college scores.
“Yeah,” I say through a mouthful of mealy apple. I check the date on 

the jug of skim milk. “Any good news?” 
“Nope,” Dad says and sets the sports section next to his mug. “Damn 

if I didn’t miss the end of March Madness again.” He takes a sip of coffee 
and looks out the kitchen window, rubbing his neck. “Looks empty.”

“Their new place is supposed to be nice—way out in the woods.” I 
grab some toaster pastries from the pantry and shove them in my pocket. 
“So, it’s alright if I go to Jonathan’s?”

“Wait.” He lifts the other sections of the newspaper, looking for some-
thing. “Della left you a note.” It’s a lavender sheet from her memo pad.

I read it and put the milk back in the refrigerator. I shut the door 
too hard. “Come on, Dad. Help me out.” She wants me to take all of the 
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sleeping bags and wash them in the triple size washers at the laundromat. 
There’s a roll of quarters by the microwave.

“I’ve got my own list.” He rubs the spot between his eyebrows and 
pushes another lavender note to the edge of the counter. Della’s angular 
writing covers the slip of paper. 

“Can’t you tell her I’ll do it tomorrow?”
Dad closes the paper and folds all of the sections together. “You know 

she doesn’t listen to me.” He taps his head. “Not since the old noggin 
got whacked.” 

Okay, it’s an attempt at being funny. 
He looks at my backpack. “Why the bag?” 
“Extra clothes in case Jonathan and I go out tonight.”
“Just don’t come home too late.”
“I’ll probably sleep over.” 
Dad follows me as I move toward the front door. “Overnight?”
“I’ll be back first thing in the morning.”
“I don’t know, Son.”
“And you can give me something off your list.”
“I think Della’s planning to bake a cake . . . or something.” 
“It’s already been four days.” A weight drops from my chest all the 

way down to my feet. 
Dad stares at me, pitiful, quizzical. 
“Alright,” I say. “I’ll call.” 
Jonathan is waiting on the steps. “What took you so long?” He stands 

and sees my dad. “Oh, hey Dr. Williamson.”
Dad reaches out and claps Jonathan on the shoulder. “Sorry you 

couldn’t make the trip.”
“Believe me,” Jonathan says, rubbing his arm. “I wanted to be 

in Florida.”
I’m shivering. It’s too cold to just stand around in the yard.
“You’re all moved in?” my dad asks.
“Yes,” Jonathan says. “Mom and Dad are still cleaning. Brian drove 

back to school this morning. My truck is loaded with the last stuff from 
the garage.”

“Speaking of which . . .” I’m stepping onto the sidewalk. “We should 
go. I’ll call later, Dad.”
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 “Alright.” Dad waves and stands there a moment.
We walk down the driveway, and when we get to the truck, I can 

finally breathe. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”  

──

The house Jonathan’s parents bought is south of town, down a gravel 
road that isn’t far from a two-lane paved highway. There is a sunny patch 
large enough for Jonathan’s mother’s garden, but the rest of the land is 
densely wooded oak-hickory forest. It’s the kind of forest my mother loved. 
Jonathan eases the truck into the driveway, two ruts of glistening red mud 
that will harden to permanent ridges once the spring rains are over. He 
makes a three-point turn to back up to the garage. “We can save unloading 
for later,” he says, pulling the key from the ignition and pressing down 
the emergency brake with his foot.  

The walkway is flagstone grown over with last year’s weeds. 
Chrysanthemum skeletons huddle near the foundation on either side of 
the door. “My mom hates the front. The first thing she said she wants to do 
is build a porch.” He turns the house key inside the deadbolt. “Or, should 
I say, she wants me and Dad and Brian to build a porch.” The door gives 
way with a nudge from his shoulder and opens onto a bright, stone-tiled 
entrance, windows sweeping from the floor to the open second-story ceil-
ing. The familiar matching blue sofa and recliner slump together in the 
middle of the living room, laden with cardboard boxes and surrounded 
by stacks of more boxes set randomly on the floor. The kitchen is con-
nected to the living room, resuming the stone tiles from the entryway 
and continuing the pattern to a set of French doors that opens to a deck.

“Come see.” Jonathan leads me to a view of the forest that spreads 
out from the double doors. Trees grow just beyond the deck. 

“This is excellent.” I lean against the railing next to Jonathan, look-
ing out into the bare trees and the woods beyond. An ancient shagbark 
hickory waits in the stillness, its splayed bark sprung out like wings near 
the upper branches. There is a hint of green in the under story, cushioned 
by wet brown leaves. I rub my hands across my arms. There is no wind, 
but it is chilly.

“Let’s get inside,” Jonathan says. 
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Downstairs, at the bottom of the carpeted stairs, Jonathan announces 
his domain. He brings me to the center of a large common room that 
opens to a second wooden deck, several other rooms and an area that 
looks like a bar.  

I walk over to the liquor cabinet and check the shelves. I turn the 
knobs to test the sink on the backside of the bar. “Sweet.”

“Wait ’til you see this.” Jonathan opens a door near the stairs. It’s his 
room. I recognize the dark wooden head- and footboards stacked against 
the wall. A mattress covered with plaid sheets and matching maroon 
bedspread is on the floor near the middle of the room. “Don’t mind the 
mess,” Jonathan says, wading through to open the door on the far wall. It’s 
a bathroom, though most of it is the shower. Ceramic tile and glass brick 
span the entire back wall, facing the same direction as the two decks. The 
garbled image of thousands of trees filters into the room.  

“Holy shit.” I run my hand along the tiled countertop and catch my 
image in the round mirror set between two circular windows. “I look 
like shit.”

“Nothing a shower won’t fix.” Jonathan moves to the shower and 
reaches in. He turns both knobs, and I can see the water cascading beyond 
his profile. He pulls his shirt over his head and I watch. 

He unbuttons his pants and looks at me, smirking, and says, “Wait 
your turn.”

I leave. Fucking flirt. I lie on his bed and think of the hair near his 
nipples, how it disappears until his navel, then trails in a thin black line 
to the patch surrounding his cock. 

It’s like this: I see him step into the shower with his back to the nozzle 
and imagine the water pour over his head. For as intensely awkward and 
embarrassed as I felt around Matt, I am fluid and confident with Jonathan. 
I unzip my sweatshirt, slide out of my pants and tee shirt and throw all of 
my clothes on the floor in a pile near Jonathan’s. I step within the ceramic 
and glass enclosure, opposite my friend, whose eyes are closed beneath the 
bubbles migrating from the top of his head to his chin. Leaning against 
the cold tile, I watch through the steam, enjoying the sensation of heat 
and chill and the beginning of an erection.  

“I learned a new trick while you were gone,” Jonathan says. He takes 
a dark blue bottle from the built-in tile shelf and pours green shampoo 
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onto his hand. “Stand over here,” he motions to the glass brick wall on 
his left, “and face that way.”

I move over and stand looking through the small patterned squares 
of glass.

“And put your hands up.”
I lift my hands and fall forward, glad to follow instructions. Jonathan 

leans against me, pushing the top of his head into my upper back, fore-
arms resting across my hips and rubbing the thick liquid between both 
hands. Tree branches shimmer in front of me, the glass and mortar hold 
my weight, and the water from the shower splashes across my calves and 
ankles. Jonathan’s hands reach for me, gliding a mixture of ice and heat 
slowly up and down. I arch my back and Jonathan keeps himself curved 
behind me, hugging me hard and squeezing his arms tighter around my 
waist. In a shudder that spans the entire length of my body, I come onto 
the tile floor between my feet. 

I wish.
I shower alone after Jonathan leaves to unload his truck. I stare at the 

trees shimmering through the glass brick as the water pulses across my 
shoulders. A week is a long time to be away. Jonathan knows I want him, 
but he always says no, we’re too close for that, I’m too young, he doesn’t 
want to corrupt me. 

He wants to be with someone, but not me, and I don’t know why. 
But who am I to be jealous? I had my time with Matt, right? 



c h a p t e r  t h r e e

A rainbow flag hangs just inside the street front window. The 
door is held open by a huge white guy dressed in a torn 
black T-shirt and a striped knit cap. He clicks the stud on his 
tongue against his front teeth and nods at me and Jonathan, 

waving us into the throbbing smoke of the only gay bar in town.
“That guy is fucking large!” I yell into Jonathan’s ear. We stand in the 

line fanning out from the register, just inside the door.
“Don’t let him find you in the bathroom,” Jonathan says. 
At the register, a tall person of indeterminate gender tells us it’s ten 

bucks. His hand is wide enough to palm a regulation basketball, his long 
fingers ending in manicured nails. We hand over the money.  

We walk in, and I stare. Tall stringy boys in black lounge alongside 
handfuls of women looking tough in wife-beater tees and spiky hair. 
The dance area is raised two feet off the floor and is nothing more than 
plywood on painted two-by-fours. Tables hug the edges, and heads are 
turned, enjoying the show. Older women laugh and point at dancers. 
Middle-aged men stand alone or in pairs, mesmerized by the stage. Among 
the smoke and gyrating bodies, two thin blonde teens, not much older 
than Jonathan and I, curl into each other. They wear tight jeans and 
even tighter shirts, and they face the crowd, one in front of the other, 
ass to crotch.

“Let’s get a drink.” Jonathan tugs at my elbow.
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Neat rows of bottled liquor line the glass shelves behind the bar-
tender. “How are we going to do that?”

Jonathan looks around, surveying the onlookers. “Stay with me.”
“Right,” I say, and I follow him, turning sideways to slide through 

bodies that won’t move out of the way. I can’t help but rub against a guy 
with a tight, flowery, button-down shirt. But my ass doesn’t even get 
grabbed once. 

When we stop, it’s on a patio that connects two separate areas, one 
with the dance floor we just passed, the other with video games placed 
randomly against the walls. We scan the crowd. 

“Check out that guy,” Jonathan says, looking back toward the edge 
of the bar.

I turn slightly and see that it’s the guy with the flower-printed shirt. 
He has a bottle in his hand and is watching the dance floor. Two men 
approach him. They are well dressed. All three of them are probably 
twenty-something. “The guy in the flowers?” 

“Yeah. What do you think?” 
“Cute, but he’s with those other guys.”
“Nah,” said Jonathan. “He’s alone. They’re just saying hello.”  
The two men drift away. The one in the flower print takes a drink 

from his bottle and turns to look in our direction, smiles, and then goes 
back to watching the dance floor. A woman with short, spiky hair walks up 
to him then, an older woman. I keep watching her. She looks my direction. 
“Shit!” I lean into Jonathan. “That’s my first grade teacher!” 

“No way.” He studies her. “Say hi to her.”
“I can’t.”
“Theo.” Jonathan punches me in the ribs. “If she’s in here, she’s prob-

ably lesbian. She’s not going to care if you’re gay. She’ll introduce us to 
that guy, and then he’ll buy us a drink.”

“Fuck.” I push up my sleeves and walk slowly toward the bar. Jonathan 
presses from behind.  

“Mrs. Sherman?” I touch her arm and she turns.
“Yes?” She finishes a swallow of beer. “It’s been awhile since anyone’s 

called me that.”
“Umm, I’m Theo Williamson . . . first grade, Rountree Elementary.” I 

hold out my hand.
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Mrs. Sherman takes my hand in hers, and her fingers are warm and 
smooth. “Oh, Theo, you always had such good manners.”

“You remember?”
Smile lines curve out from her eyes, and she says of course, and she 

introduces me to Tom, the guy in the flower-print shirt. I push Jonathan, 
maybe a little too hard, toward Tom, and they shake hands. Tom offers 
to buy us all drinks and Jonathan offers to wait at the bar with him. I’m 
not sure I want to walk away. But I do. Mrs. Sherman and I go together 
toward the patio to find a table, away from the loud techno blasting from 
the wall of speakers. Her hair isn’t blonde anymore, but platinum and gray 
and she probably spends more money to have it styled than I could make 
in a month of mowing lawns. Maybe she doesn’t teach first grade anymore.

“You can call me Carol,” she says when we sit down together at 
the table.

“That’s too weird.”
“No weirder than meeting up here,” she says, and she raises her bottle 

to me in a salute.    
I agree. I watch the crowd with her for a few minutes. 
“So, what brings you here, Theo?”
I clear my throat. “I guess the same reason most folks are here.” I 

stare at the people walking past, and then turn to look at her. “Why are 
you here?”

She smiles. “It’s not just gay folks who show up at a place like this. 
There are some straight people too.”

“You’re straight?” 
“Yeah,” she says and takes a drink and another drag on her cigarette. 

“And I enjoy watching men with men.” She leans forward and pats my 
knee. “Hope I’m not embarrassing you too much.” She relaxes in her chair, 
the end of her cigarette glowing bright with a long inhalation. “But really,” 
she blows the smoke over my head, “I enjoy anything masculine when it 
comes to sex. Almost like being a woman is just incidental to who I am.” 

I nod and look away. 
“I come here with Tom sometimes. He’s my boss.”
“You still teach?”
“I stopped teaching about ten years ago, after my husband died.” She 

taps her cigarette over the black melamine ashtray. “I decided it was time 
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for a change.” She stares through the open doorway, watching the dance 
floor. “You know, I lost my son too.”

“Oh,” I say. 
“He would be as old as Tom. I guess that’s why I’m so sweet on the 

guy. Not to mention how cute he is.”
“Right,” I say, and I politely excuse myself to the bathroom. If I didn’t 

really have to go, I would head to the bar for Jonathan. Instead, I am jos-
tled along between bodies in the other direction until I can find the door 
marked “Men.” Underneath, scratched into the wood is written “Lovely 
Ladies” and “Boys, Too.” I push the door open to the smell of old piss and 
sweat. Two people are kissing near the sink. They are both black, and 
one is obviously male. He looks like a gymnast, his dark bare shoulders, 
back, and waist ending abruptly in a belt and blue jeans. Seated on the 
counter is a thin, light chocolate-colored, mostly female person dressed in 
matching striped pants and shirt. Part of her ass is showing, revealing a 
waist no thicker than the top of my leg. I use the urinal farthest away from 
them and concentrate on the stream splashing over the stained porcelain, 
trying not to hear their moaning, sucking noises.

When I get back out to the patio, Mrs. Sherman is alone at the table, 
two beers set in front of her. “Tom left this for you,” she says, pushing 
the bottle toward me. 

“Where’d he go?” 
“I think they wanted to dance,” she says, lighting a cigarette with a 

shiny metal lighter. She inhales and then sits back with her beer resting 
on the arm of her chair. “They’re certainly enjoying themselves.”

I lean forward to see the view from Carol’s angle. Jonathan and Tom 
are dancing near one corner of the raised floor. Jonathan is facing the 
crowd and Tom is behind him, both hands on Jonathan’s waist.

“Want to join them?”
“Finish your drink first?”  
“Oh, I didn’t mean with me,” she laughs. “You go on up there and 

dance. I’ll save our table.”
I take a long drink of my beer and push my chair back. “Are you sure?”
“No, go ahead. I’ll have more fun watching.”
I walk around to the far side of the dance floor to find the steps, pass-

ing a tower of speakers tall enough to belt out sound for a rock concert. 
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The music thumps and pulses through my chest, matching the strobe 
lights and fog. I feel pushed and pulled by sound and light and bodies 
in motion. Jonathan and Tom are in the middle of a crowd, facing each 
other, but they move apart so I can join them. Jonathan turns toward me 
and leans into my shoulder. “Let’s take him home.” 

“Get his number,” I yell. Jonathan nods and turns around, backing 
his ass into my crotch. I put my hands on Jonathan’s waist. Tom stands 
in front of both of us. We dance sandwiched. Jonathan spins around, 
and then moves to the side so Tom and I are facing each other. Tom 
approaches, matching his hips to mine. He makes his way around me, 
and then dances behind me, running his hands slowly from my lats down 
to my thighs. I go with it. He smells good, and his hands never hesitate. 
I lean into him, pressing back with my ass until we are touching all the 
way from thighs to shoulders. Jonathan is dancing with someone else.

“You’ve never been here before?”
I shake my head.
“How did you meet Jonathan?” His mouth is just under my ear. He 

runs his nose along my neck.
“Neighbors.”
“Same dorm?”
I turn to face him. I pull him close and speak into his ear. “High 

school.”
“Shit.”
“Did he tell you we were older?”
“No,” Tom says, pressing his mouth to my ear. We switch places as we 

talk back and forth. “Just a guess. Are you guys legal?”
“To drink?”
Tom pushes me away, smiling. He pulls me in close again. “No,” he 

says. He draws me in by the waist and doesn’t say any more. When the 
music fades into drum machine thumping, Tom signals toward the table 
where Carol is sitting. “I need a break.”  

I nod and see Jonathan surrounded by three or four wispy guys. They 
look like the blondes from earlier in the evening.

When Jonathan sees me, he raises his arms and breaks away from 
the group, meeting me halfway. “Where’s Tom?”

“At the table.”
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“What do you think?”
“Nice, but he’s too old. He thinks we’re in college.”
“That’s alright.”
“I told him we’re in high school.”
“You dork.”
“Sorry.” I shrug. 
When we get back to the table, Carol and Tom are talking, and there 

are four fresh beers. “Here,” Tom says, holding up two of the bottles. “Drink 
up before we’re discovered. I hear there’s a birthday boy in our midst.”

We all raise our bottles and they say cheers, and I drink a very 
long drink.

The patio is quieter than the dance floor. We are close enough to 
see the dancers and feel the bass vibrating through the wooden decking, 
but far enough away that we can all hear each other without screaming. 
Jonathan sits next to Tom and I sit next to Carol. “Thanks,” I say to 
Tom, not quite leaning back in my seat. “But we probably shouldn’t have 
accepted the drinks.”

“Come on, it’s your birthday,” Tom says. “And besides, I did the same 
thing before I could buy my own.”

“Well, I didn’t,” Carol says. She winks at me. “But I don’t mind contrib-
uting to the delinquency of minors every once in a while.” She takes a long 
drag off her cigarette. “Don’t go doing anything too crazy just because it’s 
your birthday.” Smoke drifts from her in a slow arc. Tom lights a cigarette 
too, nodding and relaxing into his seat. Jonathan looks happy.

 “So, how’s your dad these days, Theo?” Carol asks. “Still teaching?”
“Umm,” I start. My mom died when I was in first grade, so Mrs. 

Sherman knows what that year was like. I take a breath and say that I 
have a step-mom now and she teaches junior high math, and my dad is 
still in the Math Department at Missouri State.  

She rests her hand on my arm. She reminds me of that field trip that 
my mom helped with, and I see a glimpse of a family that I’ve almost 
forgotten. Carol pauses, takes a drink of beer and another hit from her 
cigarette. “Your dad read a Christmas story to our class.”

I forgot. That year is a blur that I don’t think about much. I tell Carol 
about the car accident, and when she asks if my dad was hurt badly, I 
give her a list of my dad’s injuries, telling her how both of his knees and 
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ankles were shattered, his collarbone and several ribs were broken, and 
his cheekbone and skull fractured. I don’t say anything about the way 
my dad’s glasses have carved a permanent scar into his face, or how the 
doctors have re-broken both his knees to loosen the calcified deposits 
behind his kneecaps.

“His skull?” Carol repeats.
“Yeah,” I say, looking away. “Traumatic brain injury. He was in a coma 

for a week.”
“But he’s better now?”
“Um-hmm.” I haven’t tried to describe what my dad is like since the 

accident to anyone in a long time. “He’s better, but he’s not the same.” 
Tom and Jonathan are watching the stage, both quiet and listening. 

I can’t see the dancers, but I don’t want to turn away from Carol. 
“I’m so sorry,” she says, touching my knee.  
“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s not so bad anymore.” Which is mostly true.
She crushes the end of her cigarette under her shoe, a red, leather 

flat, and sits back. “Oh, I remember what I wanted to ask you,” she says. 
“Do you remember Michael Ashbury?”

“Sure,” I say. I’m hoping she isn’t going to tell me that Michael is dead.  
“I saw him a few months ago. He said he goes to some meeting once 

a week for gay and lesbian youth. Know anything about it?”
“Is it like AA for queers?”
She laughs. “I don’t think so. It didn’t sound like they were trying 

to cure anyone.” She turns to Tom. “What’s that group they have for 
gay youth?”

“Hmm.” He leans forward for his beer. “I think it’s called Youth Out 
or something. I’m not so sure I’d send anyone to it. I heard one of the 
adult facilitators, some med student intern, was scamming on the younger 
boys, kids in junior high.”

“Scamming young boys, eh?” Carol’s eyebrows are raised. “That’s 
not good.”  

Tom empties his beer and sits back.
My head feels heavy. The music is pulsing just below my heartbeat 

and I keep thinking I’ll say something I’ll regret.  
“Pardon me,” Tom says and pushes his chair back to leave for the 

men’s room.
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“He’s a good guy.” Carol says when he leaves. “Just coming off a 
relationship.”  

Jonathan turns in his chair to watch Tom walk away. Jonathan fidgets 
with his beer, then pushes his chair away after saying he’ll be back. 

I nod. “Maybe we should go soon.”
“Soon,” Jonathan says and then heads to the bathroom.
Carol is saying something. She leans closer. “Don’t worry about him.” 

She is looking at Jonathan. “Tom is a sweetheart. Just a little lonelier than 
is good for him.” I’m only getting part of it, like she’s been talking a long 
time. “I used to worry,” she says, “but when I lost my son, and then my 
husband, something in me said relax. I realized there wasn’t much about 
the world I could change, except myself.”

I set my bottle on the table. I’m trying to keep the thread of her voice.
“You’ve been through a lot, Theo, but I think you’re going to be okay. I 

think Jonathan’s going to be okay too. He seems like a smart boy. I’ve seen 
so many kids hurting because nobody understands them, and because life 
seems to be dishing out more than they can handle.” She lights another 
cigarette. I’ve lost count. “It’s hard to give up thinking you can change 
anyone but yourself, because it feels like you’re giving up. But when you 
do that,” here she points at some that in the air with her cigarette, “is 
actually when you find how strong you are.” She looks at me and laughs. 
“I’ve gone and started preaching. I’m sorry.” She squeezes my thigh and 
then relaxes into her chair. “You’re a sweet one, Theo, and you’ll make it 
just fine.”

I take a breath. It’s the beer. Della sometimes does this after too many 
gin and tonics. 

Jonathan and Tom are talking and laughing at something. I want 
to be in on it, but I’m too tired to pull it off without looking jealous. I 
watch Jonathan’s hands describing something in the air to Tom, long 
fingers forming shapes, and then combing through that glossy black hair. 
I’m staring at Jonathan’s pockets, at the outline of the fists now shoved 
casually inside.

“Hey, are you alright?” Jonathan is standing on the other side of 
the table.

“Yeah.” 
“Want to call it a night?” Tom asks.
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Carol puts out her cigarette in the ashtray. “Sounds good to me.” She 
stands next to Tom and Jonathan. They are waiting.

I stand. The music is pounding my head. 
On the sidewalk out front, Tom offers us each a bottle of water. “Drink 

some of this to clear the cobwebs,” he says to me.
I drink it in one long sip.
We walk to the parking lot, coming to Carol’s car first. “You’re driv-

ing?” Tom asks.
“Yep.” She flashes the keys and unlocks the passenger door for Tom, 

then goes around to the other side. “Oh, take care, boys.” She comes back 
and gives Jonathan a hug, and then me. “Happy birthday, Hon.”

Tom looks at us both. “G’night, Theo.” He holds me in a full embrace. 
“And happy birthday.”

“Thanks,” I say into his shoulder.
Tom grabs Jonathan and kisses him. I look away, trying to remember 

where Jonathan parked the truck.  

──

“You alright there, Big Boy?”
“Yeah,” I say, buckling my seatbelt.  
“That bathroom was nasty,” Jonathan says. “If I hadn’t been so damn 

horny, I would have told him to wait until we could find something 
cleaner.”

“But you didn’t.”
“Nah.” He puts the truck into gear and starts driving.  
“How did he rate?”
“Hmm.” Jonathan taps his fingers on the steering wheel. “An eight.”
“I’ve been replaced.”
Jonathan thumps my leg. “Hey,” he says. “That’s not what we’re about.”
“No,” I say. I watch out the window as the streetlights give way to the 

darker highway. 
“What’s this? You get to come home and tell me about some guy you 

blow?” His voice is too loud for the little cab.
“I’m just tired.” I lean my head against the glass behind the bench 

seat. “It’s just shit.”
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Jonathan is quiet for a few minutes. “Theo, you know I meet guys.”
“I know.”
“What gives?”
It takes a while to speak. “I’ve never seen you with someone else.” I’ve 

been putting myself into the stories Jonathan tells me about meeting guys 
at the park. At the library. The cold marble partitions in the bathroom 
stall at the old public library pressed against my own back, my hands 
on some guy’s head, pressing a face to my crotch until he comes and not 
letting go until every last drop is swallowed. Or, it’s Jonathan standing 
above me, trying not to moan but unable to keep his voice from bouncing 
around the marble enclosure, up from the tiny black and white octagonal 
ceramic floor tiles and all the way to the twenty-foot high ceilings leftover 
from some other distant time. 

We turn into Jonathan’s driveway and sit in the truck in darkness. 
Jonathan turns to face me, but he doesn’t say anything.  

I roll my head across the back window, so my body is facing forward 
but my head is tilted, turned toward Jonathan. “What?”

“I think that vacation fucked you up.”
“No shit.”
“Maybe we should have gotten a video tonight or something. I 

didn’t mean to weird you out. I just wanted you to have a little fun for 
your birthday.”

“It was fun. I’ll get over it. I just need some sleep.”  
He leads me to the back of the house, along a gravel path lined with 

landscape timbers. A sodium light buzzes overhead. It’s mounted on a 
tree, and Jonathan shoots at it with his fingers as we pass. I stare up at 
the light through the outline of branches and clinging oak leaves. My 
head is muddy.

Jonathan unlocks the back door and closes it quietly behind us. His 
parents don’t wait up for him, an advantage of staying here instead of 
at my house. When I come out of the bathroom, Jonathan is unrolling a 
sleeping bag. “This alright?”

“Yep.” I unbutton my shirt. I go down on the floor and crawl across 
to the sleeping bag. My head sinks into a pillow.  

The overhead light is off, but a bulb from the bathroom glows behind 
Jonathan. He is taking off his clothes in the doorway, a dark silhouette. 
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Later, when he is asleep, I lie awake, looking at him. His mattress is 
six inches higher than the floor. I reach up and touch the sheet near his 
face and watch him breathe. His hair falls across his brow. I lean up and 
kiss the outside of his rolled up fist, and then I am asleep. 




