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  Chapter One


  ‘Hey, man. Great job!”


  Philip’s teammates crowded around him and lifted him to their shoulders, carrying him off the field in triumph. His arm hurt, but it was worth it. Coach seldom let one pitcher pitch the whole game, but he’d been hot, striking out batter after batter with only three pitches each. Not a single hit the whole game. True, the Hawks weren’t a very good team, but still, too bad there weren’t any scouts at the game. Of course, it wouldn’t be until next year when he’d be a senior that scouts would really pay attention. Class of 1984, no less.


  As Highland Academy’s star pitcher and captain of the team, Philip Marbury was counting on an athletic scholarship to get him into a good college. No way could his father afford to send him without one. The only way Philip could attend Highland, arguably the best private school in the Philadelphia area, was because his father taught English at another school which had a reciprocal agreement with Highland for teachers’ children.


  Philip had been scared, three years earlier, when his father told him he’d be going to Highland.


  “But I don’t want to,” Philip had said. “It’s too hard, and besides, those Highland kids are all stuck-up and rich. I’ll never fit in.”


  “You’ll be fine,” his father said. “You’re smart. You’re just coasting along in your school. Besides, you know I can’t send you to college unless you get a scholarship. Good grades from Highland will mean a lot, and their football team is one of the best in the area.”


  To Philip’s surprise, his father had been right. The first year had been difficult; Highland was much tougher than his other school, but by the end of his first year, eighth grade, he’d been doing fine. This year, though, not so good. He was doing well in everything except math; he just couldn’t understand trigonometry. He’d been feeling edgy all year, too, like something was troubling him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


  In the locker room after the game Coach immediately started icing his arm. As soon as the ice pack was in place he took Philip into his office and closed the door.


  “Davis told me you’re flunking math.”


  “I’m not doing too good,” Philip said, “but I’m surprised the principal said I’m flunking.”


  “Well, he did, and he said if you don’t improve a lot he’s going to take you off the team.”


  “But that’s terrible! I’ve got to stay on the team. I need an athletic scholarship.”


  “I know,” Coach said, “so we have to fix this problem. Davis has arranged for Arthur Seebur to tutor you.”


  “Arthur? That fag? No way!”


  “Way! It’s that or off the team.”


  “Fuck!” Philip said, and pounded his fist on the desk. “Ow!”


  “Philip! Watch your mouth, and watch your temper. Get control of yourself. You’ve been flying off the handle a lot lately, and I won’t have it! I’ve heard you yelling in the locker room.”


  “I’m sorry, Coach. I’m sorry. I’ve just been having a hard time lately. A lot on my mind.”


  “Anything I can help with?”


  “No, it’s personal. And I’m worried about math too, actually.”


  “Okay. Let Arthur help you. And keep your temper under control. You have an appointment with him Monday in study hall to set up a tutoring schedule, twice a week, no less than an hour each session. Be there!”


  Arthur! Why Arthur, of all people? He had come to Highland that fall, from California, Philip thought. Philip couldn’t remember ever talking to him. Arthur was undeniably smart, but he was the quintessential nerd. Philip didn’t want to be associated with him in any way, although, he had to admit, Arthur didn’t look like a nerd. At five foot eight, Arthur, with his curly blond hair and blue eyes, was strikingly attractive. Philip had seen him a few times without his shirt and he appeared to be in great shape, with smooth but distinct muscles like a swimmer and abs almost as washboard as Philip’s. Philip wondered how he kept in such great shape; he’d never seen him do anything athletic. Now that he thought of it, he seldom saw Arthur around school after classes were over. That was odd, since Highland required students to take part in athletics after school.


  Most students shunned Arthur, assuming he was gay, even though he denied it. He was in most ways the exact opposite of Philip, although Philip too was, except for math, a good student. Philip didn’t know why he found trigonometry so difficult; he knew he needed help, but from Arthur?


  Apparently the study hall teacher knew about the tutoring. As soon as Philip appeared in study hall the following Monday the teacher announced, loudly,


  “Philip, Arthur, you are excused to go talk.”


  They went to a nearby empty classroom. As soon as they sat down Philip asked:


  “How come you’re the one to tutor me.”


  “I thought it might be interesting,” Arthur answered. “There’s no other way I could get to know the big man on campus. Why are you doing it?”


  “I have to. It’s this, or get kicked off the team. Believe me, I wouldn’t be doing it if I didn’t have to.”


  “Why not? Don’t you need help in math.”


  “No! .... Well, yes, but not this way. Not with you.”


  “And why not me?”


  “Well, .... shit! I don’t know. It just feels uncomfortable.”


  “Because I’m smarter than you? Because you don’t want to need help? Because you don’t like me? If we’re going to work together let’s just clear the air. What’s going on here?”


  “Shit! Okay. Look, I’m afraid you’re gay. I’m afraid people will think I’m gay if I hang out with you. Shit! I don’t know. It just feels, .... I don’t know,  .... strange. I feel bad, saying this. I’m sure you’re an okay guy. I just don’t know anything about you.”


  “Are you willing to do this or not?” Arthur asked. “Unless you’re willing to really try to make it work, it’s useless. Your call. I’ll work with you if you’ll work with me, but if you’re going to fight me every step of the way, we might as well not start.”


  “Yeah, okay. I really do need help. I’ll give it my best shot, but are you, you know, gay?”


  “Philip, that’s none of your business, and it doesn’t have anything to do with our work together. You want me to ask if you’re a virgin?”


  “None of your fucking business!”


  “Exactly!”


  They agreed on every Tuesday and Thursday after school.


  “Want to meet at your house?” Arthur asked.


  Philip was not about to invite Arthur to his house. He was afraid of his father’s reaction to Arthur.


  “No, let’s meet at your house.”


  “Okay, but I live in center city Philadelphia. It’s a fifteen minute train ride. Actually, I kinda like the ride. It’s a reverse commute so the train’s never crowded, and the walk from my house to Suburban Station is short,” Arthur said.


  Philip knew, of course, that the Merion train station was less than a mile from Highland.


  “That doesn’t sound bad. Sometimes it might be late in the afternoon, because of practice,” Philip said.


  “Okay. Just make sure I know ahead. I’m not about to sit around waiting for you. Do you have practice tomorrow?”


  “No.”


  “Okay,” Arthur said. “I’ll meet you at the front door after school tomorrow and we can walk to the station together. The train’s at 3:15.”


  “No, thanks. I’ll walk there on my own,”


  “Nope. I’m not about to be your guilty secret. We’re not pretending this isn’t happening. Come on, it’s only tutoring! I’ll meet you at the front door.”


  Philip, startled by Arthur’s aggressiveness, agreed.


  After supper that evening Philip went to his room to do his homework, but he couldn’t concentrate. His impending meeting with Arthur nagged at him.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he told himself. “So what if he is gay? That doesn’t mean anything will happen. It’s just tutoring.”


  He went into the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. People said he was handsome; he guessed he was. Six foot one already, 180 pounds, all muscle, and, at seventeen, probably not quite done growing. Brown hair cut medium-short, green eyes, no acne, thank God. Clean shaven, not that he grew much of a beard yet, strong chin, long straight nose, kissable mouth, he hoped. Cindy seemed to like kissing it.


  He took off his shirt and stared at his chest. Washboard abs, thanks to diligent working out. Not much chest hair yet. Good muscles, not over developed. Not bad, all in all, but still a virgin. He wasn’t too happy about that. He thought Cindy would be willing if he pushed the issue, but somehow he’d held off, he wasn’t sure why. The time never seemed quite right.


  Tuesday was one of the longest school days Philip had ever had. As the day progressed his apprehension grew, but in the end nobody seemed to notice he and Arthur left school together. As Arthur had said, the train ride was enjoyable. Arthur turned out to be interesting and fun.


  Arthur lived in a four story row house on Washington Square, far more elegant than Philip’s house. Arthur had the entire top floor, two rooms and a bathroom. His desk was in his bedroom; the other room was his workshop, full of electronic equipment. Apparently Arthur was into electronics.


  Arthur took Philip right to his desk and they started the tutoring. Both of them were surprised how well the first session went; Arthur turned out to be a gifted and patient tutor, and Philip, Arthur discovered, was quite smart. With Arthur’s explanations he quickly understood things that had been confusing him.


  Arthur’s parents were pleased with this turn of events. They’d been worried Arthur had so few friends, and liked Philip, who was on his best behavior with them. The next week Philip had practice and so the tutoring sessions were late. Arthur’s mother invited him to stay for supper. Philip’s father was not pleased.


  “It’s bad enough you’re spending time with that fag,” he said. “Don’t spend extra time with him. As long as you’re just doing the tutoring we have to go along with it, but don’t spend any more time than you have to. People will talk. You shouldn’t have anything to do with people like that.”


  “But Arthur’s actually a nice guy, and he’s really helping me. He’s not so bad.”


  “I don’t care how nice he is. From what you’ve told me, he’s got fag written all over him and you don’t want to have anything to do with him. If Principal Davis hadn’t laid down the law I’d never have agreed to let you work with him.”


  “Dad, I’m seventeen. You don’t get to dictate who I can see.”


  “Philip, this is important. The last thing you want is to be labeled a homosexual. It could ruin your life.”


  Philip had never understood why his father was such an unhappy man, or why he was so vehement about homosexuality. Maybe his father’s unhappiness had something to do with his mother, but his father wouldn’t talk about her. She’d died when Philip was three; he had only the dimmest memories of her. He didn’t know how she’d died. He’d given up asking because his father refused to answer, just getting visibly upset at the questions. As for the fear, even hatred, of homosexuals, Philip had no clue why his father felt so strongly about it. Philip didn’t like gay people either; the idea disgusted him, but he didn’t hate fags, he pitied them.


  Philip’s life fell into a regular pattern. School, baseball practice some nights after school and most Saturdays. Tutoring with Arthur twice a week. Friday night dates with Cindy. Despite his father’s objections, having supper at Arthur’s house on baseball days made sense, even to his father, who didn’t want to delay his own supper. So, almost every week, at least once, Philip had supper at Arthur’s. He came to enjoy these meals. He liked Arthur’s parents, and discovered he liked Arthur too, a lot. Arthur was kind, patient, understanding, interesting, and had a wicked sense of humor. He still seemed awfully faggy, though.


  At first his sessions with Arthur had been stiff and formal, both of them sitting at Arthur’s desk, carefully not touching. Now, however, two months into the tutoring, they were quite relaxed, often lounging on Arthur’s bed as they worked, or just talking or listening to music. They shared several interests: music, books, even cars, which surprised Philip. Arthur, it turned out, knew a lot about cars and shared Philip’s enthusiasm for them. There were posters of several racing cars on the walls of Arthur’s room, along with a large poster of a handsome man in a tiny swimsuit.


  “Who’s that?” Philip asked.


  “Brian Goodell. He won gold medals in 400 and 1500 meter freestyle at the ’76 Olympics. He’s a wonderful swimmer.”


  Philip assumed Arthur had the poster up because Goodell, almost nude, looked fantastic. Arthur seemed to have no interest in sports; Philip had never seen him in the gym at school, or playing any sport. All Philip’s attempts to interest him in baseball failed, although Philip several times saw him in the stands when Philip was playing.


  Except for his time at Arthur’s house Philip was careful to have nothing to do with him. At school he knew some people were wondering about him and Arthur, but fortunately he had Cindy. She’d been his girlfriend since early sophomore year, and they dated almost every weekend. His friends all assumed he and Cindy had sex regularly.


  The school year was drawing to a close. Philip knew the tutoring would end soon.


  “What are you doing this summer?” Philip asked.


  “I’m a counselor at a summer camp.”


  Philip was surprised. Why would non-athletic Arthur want to be a camp counselor? It must be a science camp, he decided.


  “You’ll be away all summer?” Philip asked.


  “Yes, all summer,” Arthur said. “I’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you too,” Philip said, and he would. Somehow, without his noticing, Arthur had become his best friend. Of course he wasn’t about to admit that to his other friends. He still was seeing Arthur only under the guise of tutoring, avoided him at school.


  They were sitting side by side on Arthur’s bed, leaning on each other. Arthur put his hand on Philip’s leg, by now a familiar gesture, and asked:


  “What’s going to happen next year at school? Will we get to see each other?”


  “Shit, I don’t know,” Philip said.


  Philip had been avoiding thinking about that. He was somewhat startled to realize how much he would miss his twice-weekly visits with Arthur, but he didn’t see how they could remain friends. By now he was pretty sure Arthur was gay, although Arthur had never said so. He couldn’t be friends with someone so obviously gay. He knew what his friends would think. Already there were occasional snickers, which he tried not to think about, even though he had a perfect excuse for going to Arthur’s house.


  Suddenly he became acutely aware he was sitting on a bed with a gay guy, leaning into him, with Arthur’s hand on his thigh. It felt good, and it felt intimate; he realized he was getting hard. He looked over and Arthur was hard too. He jumped up.


  “I’ve got to go,” he said.


  He gathered his things hurriedly and left, barely pausing to say goodbye to Arthur’s parents.


  Philip lay awake most of Thursday night, trying to understand what had happened.


  “I’m not gay,” he told himself. “I can’t be. I hate fags. I liked Arthur; he wormed his way into my life, but I only liked him because he helped me. And he’s interesting. And fun. And his parents are nice, but I’m sure he’s a fag. He’s not my friend.”


  The next day he went to see Principal Davis.


  “I think it’s time to stop my math tutoring,” he said.


  “I agree,” Davis said. “I’ve been wondering when you’d stop.”


  Saturday Philip left a message on Arthur’s phone:


  “Thanks for the tutoring. It’s helped a lot. I don’t think I need any more. I’ve told Davis we’re stopping.”


  Arthur phoned, but Philip didn’t take the call. Arthur left a message in which he was quite upset that Philip would end their friendship in a phone message, because it was clear to Arthur that Philip was ending not just the tutoring, but the friendship.


  “.... You’re a coward ....” Arthur said, among many other things. Philip knew Arthur was right.


  The next Friday, as usual, he had a date with Cindy. He decided to make it a special one. He took her flowers, and they went to a nice restaurant for dinner.


  “Wow,” she said. “What’s the special occasion?”


  “I just want you to know how much I like you. You’re special to me. I love being with you.”


  After dinner Philip said “Let’s go to Fairmount Park.”


  Cindy had been waiting for this invitation. The park was well known as the place teenagers went at night for serious making out. Maybe Philip was finally making his move. She hoped so. She was ready to lose her virginity, with Philip.


  After they parked, Philip said “Let’s get in the back seat.”


  Cindy was happy to agree. Once there, it didn’t take long to get Cindy’s bra off and Philip’s pants down to his ankles, but to her distress Philip was soft. Despite her best efforts, nothing worked.


  “Philip, is something wrong?”


  Philip had no answer. He was terribly embarrassed, which just made it obvious to him that an erection was not going to happen.


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just too tired.”


  That didn’t make sense to Cindy. He hadn’t seemed at all tired at dinner; in fact, he’d made a point of saying how well he felt, but Cindy said nothing. He drove her home in silence. She jumped out of the car when they arrived, slammed the car door, and ran up to her house.


  In bed that night Philip tried to tell himself it was just a fluke, but he knew something was terribly, terribly wrong.


  Monday Philip had baseball practice. He was off his game, but as it was just practice it wasn’t too obvious. In the showers after practice the guys were horsing around, as usual. Juan, a handsome, well-hung senior, was, as he often did, making sexual jokes. In the shower he soaped up his cock and balls and played with them, teasing the others. Philip could see Juan was partly hard. Juan could get away with it because everyone knew he was the school stud, boffing his girl friend several times a week. Watching Juan, to his horror Philip felt himself getting hard. That had never happened to him in the showers before. He was painfully aware that if he didn’t do something he would soon be fully, obviously erect. He turned the water on full cold, rinsed off quickly, and wrapped his towel around his waist. Fortunately his penis went down and, he hoped, nobody had noticed, but he was badly shaken.


  Getting dressed with the others, Philip tried to be his normal, joking self, and he thought he pulled it off, but he was still quite upset and confused. “What’s happening to me?” he wondered.


  As the guys were leaving the locker room, Arthur came up to Philip. Philip had been avoiding him all day, but finally Arthur caught up with him at the worst possible moment. Putting his hand on Philip’s shoulder, Arthur asked:


  “What’s going on? I thought we were friends.”


  “Well, look at that,” Juan said. “Looks like our Philip has a faggot friend. Like maybe Philip is a bit faggy too.”


  Juan had noticed! In the showers Juan had noticed! Philip panicked.


  “I can’t be gay! I can’t be gay. I’m not! I’m not!” Philip said nothing aloud. He just acted. Without thinking, he punched Arthur, hard, in the nose. His fear became a full blown panic attack. He was aware of nothing except “I’m not gay! I’m not gay! I can’t be gay!”


  “Stop! Stop! What are you doing?” someone yelled.


  Several of his teammates dragged Philip away from Arthur. Gradually he came out of his panic.


  “What happened,” Philip asked.


  “You hit Arthur, and you kicked him.”


  “I did?” Philip asked. He didn’t remember doing anything; he just remembered his panic. Then he saw Arthur, still on the floor, bleeding, a lot. Several students were trying to help him. A teacher rushed up, helped Arthur to his feet, and said to Philip:


  “Office. Now!”


  Stunned, Philip stood there. Another teacher came up and led him, roughly, to the principal’s office.


  “Sit!” the teacher said.


  The teacher knocked on the principal’s door and went in. A few minutes later he came out.


  “Stay there!” he said to Philip.


  Philip sat for what seemed like hours, but probably was only twenty minutes, until Arthur came in with another teacher. He had a bandage on his nose.


  “Arthur,” Philip said.


  Arthur looked away. He and the teacher went into the principal’s office. A while later they left and the principal called Philip into his office.


  “All right, young man. Tell me what  happened.”


  “I don’t know. I was upset. I was scared. I don’t know what happened.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know what happened? You must know. You were there! Why did you attack Arthur?”


  “I don’t know. He put his hand on my shoulder. I remember that. After that I don’t remember. Next thing I knew he was on the floor, bleeding, and a couple of guys were holding me off.”


  “You don’t remember hitting Arthur? You don’t remember kicking him?”


  “No.”


  “Why were you so upset. You said scared. Why were you scared?”


  “I don’t know. I can’t say.”


  “Can’t say, or won’t?”


  “I .... it’s private. It’s confusing. I .... I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Well, you’re going to have to talk about it eventually, but I’ll let it go for now. You’re in deep trouble. You must know that. You broke Arthur’s nose and you may have cracked his ribs. He’s at the hospital now having x-rays. For some reason he’s decided not to press charges, but unless you do exactly what I tell you the school will press charges, and there goes any hope you have of a scholarship or a good college.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry doesn’t cut it. Here’s what you are going to do. The janitor is waiting for you in the hall where you attacked Arthur. When you leave my office you’re going directly there and you’re going to mop up Arthur’s blood and you’re going to scrub the floor until it is spotless. Do you understand?”


  Arthur nodded.


  “DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”


  “Yes.”


  “After you clean up the blood you are going directly home, I mean directly, and you’re going to tell your father what you did.”


  “I will.”


  “Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock sharp you and your father will be at my office. No excuses. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Now go!”


  The janitor was waiting for him, as promised, with a bucket, mop, and scrub brush. So were a gaggle of his classmates, whispering among themselves. They fell silent as he approached. Then one called out:


  “Way to go, Phil. You gave that fag what he deserved.”


  “Shut up, you idiot,” another onlooker said.


   There was a lot of blood; Philip was horrified. “I did that?” he asked himself.


  He mopped up the blood. Then, on hands and knees, he scrubbed the floor while the onlookers gaped and snickered. Finally finished, he took everything to the janitor’s closet, emptied the bloody water from the bucket, and put everything away. When he was done he slunk out of the building and went home. His father was waiting for him.


  “Where were you? You’re late.”


  “I hit Arthur.”


  “And that made you late?”


  “I kinda hurt him, a lot. I had to go see the principal. I’m in trouble.”


  “You hit Arthur and hurt him? How bad?”


  “I broke his nose and maybe cracked a rib.”


  ‘You what???”


  Philip started crying. He’d held himself together until then, somehow.


  “Why? Why did you hit Arthur? Did he hit you first?”


  “No. He didn’t do anything. I just hit him, and kicked him.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. It’s like he came on to me, so I hit him to make him stop.”


  “I told you Arthur was a fag. I told you you were getting too friendly with him. He came on to you? No wonder you hit him. I’d have done the same thing. I knew you should stay away from him.”


  “Yeah, but now I’m in bad trouble. Principal Davis is going to report me to the police unless I do what he tells me.”


  “Police?”


  “Yeah, for assault. Arthur said he’s not going to file a complaint, but the school might. You and I both have to go see Principal Davis tomorrow morning at nine.”


  “Nine? But I have to be at work.”


  “He said if we’re not there at nine he’s going to the police. Dad, we have to go.”


  “It’s all nonsense,” his father said. “All you did was hit a fag. They all deserve it, flaunting their depravity. They should all be taken out and shot.”


  “Dad!”


  “No, no, of course I don’t mean it, but Arthur had no business coming on to you. You had every right to defend yourself. Okay, I’ll call in sick and we’ll go clear this up.”


  Chapter Two


  ‘Hello,” Principal Davis said to Philip’s father, shaking his hand. “I’m Malcolm Davis. I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances, but we’ve got some serious talking to do. Have a seat. How much has Philip told you?”


  After they were seated Philip’s father said:


  “Philip told me Arthur came on to him in a way that was completely inappropriate. Philip over-reacted, but not without provocation.”


  “Provocation?” Davis said. “I know exactly what happened. Arthur told me, and several witnesses agreed. Arthur came up to Philip, put his hand on his shoulder, and said something like ‘Why are you avoiding me. Aren’t we friends?’ Then Philip hit him, knocked him down, and started kicking him until two other students pulled him off. There’s no way Arthur provoked the fight.”


  “But he was coming on to Philip. Everyone knows Arthur is a fag.”


  “First,” Davis said, “we don’t use the term ‘fag.’ It’s derogatory and demeaning. Second, it is not true that ‘everyone’ knows Arthur is gay. He’s never said so. That’s just speculation. And third, even if Arthur was openly gay, just saying ‘aren’t we friends’ is hardly provocative. No. It’s clear the fault here lies entirely with Philip. His actions were inexcusable.”


  “Well,” Philip’s father said, “we’ll just have to agree to disagree, but you’re in the driver’s seat. What happens next?”


  “I’ve given it a lot of thought,” Davis said. “I don’t want to report this to the police; that would ruin Philip’s chances of a scholarship and good college, but we can’t just let it go. Here’s what I propose: Philip will go once a week to see a counselor I choose; I’ll chose a good, reputable one. Then, after getting to know Philip and understanding the situation, she will decide what Philip has to do to make restitution, and Philip will do whatever she recommends. Then, when, and only when, Philip has completed whatever tasks the counselor assigns, the school will let the matter drop. Meanwhile, Philip will apologize to Arthur, will let Arthur decide whether to continue their friendship, and will continue at school and on the baseball team. And his grades better stay up!”


  “All that because of a little fight?” Philip’s father asked.


  “That was not a ‘little fight.’ That was a brutal, unprovoked attack resulting in injuries that could have been serious. You’d better take it very, very seriously, Mr. Marbury! Philip, you have an appointment with your counselor, Ann Grover, at 3 PM tomorrow. Here’s her address and phone number. You have a standing absence excuse for your sessions with her.”


  “But we have practice then,” Philip said.


  “Philip, you better get it through your head right now: this is far more important than baseball. And don’t forget to apologize to Arthur, today.”


  Visibly shaken, Philip left the office. It was almost the end of second period, and he knew Arthur would be in Advanced Math, so he went there and waited for the bell. When Arthur came out Philip went up to him.


  “Arthur.”


  “What do you want? Are you going to hit me again? Thanks for the broken nose.”


  “Look, I get it,” Philip said. “It was inexcusable. I don’t know what came over me. I don’t even remember doing it. I just lost it. I don’t know why. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  “I think you know perfectly well why you did it. You didn’t like anyone else seeing the fag touch you. Well, fuck that. You’re an idiot.”


  “I know,” Philip said. “I was an idiot. I apologize. I’m really sorry.”


  “I swear,” Arthur said, “if I was gay and out I’d make you walk down the hall holding hands with me, but I’m not, so your secret is safe with me. Now go away.”


  “Arthur, forgive me?”


  “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”


  Walking to his next class, Philip thought about what Arthur said: ‘Your secret is safe with me.’ What secret? Did Arthur think he was gay? Well, he wasn’t. He couldn’t be. What would his friends say? What would his father say?


  The next afternoon, promptly at three, Ann Grover ushered him into her office. She was a middle aged, slightly overweight, motherly woman. Philip liked her immediately, even though he was uncomfortable being there.


  “So, hello. I’m glad to meet you,” she said. “I think you’re here because Mr. Davis said you have to be. Right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Since you have to be here, let’s do everything we can to make it worth your while. I’d like to set a couple of ground rules. Okay?”


  “Okay, I guess.”


  “First, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. I’m here to help you, not force you, but I do have one rule: don’t lie to me. If you don’t want to tell me something, just say so. I’ll respect that, but don’t lie. Is that okay with you?”


  “Yes, I guess so.”


  “Second, I promise you this. Nothing, and I mean nothing, you tell me will ever leave this room. As a licensed therapist I am legally required to never tell anyone anything you tell me, and I wouldn’t even if I could. If someone wants to know something you said in here, they’ll have to ask you. I’ll never tell. Never. You need to know this is a safe place.”


  “Oh,” Philip said, “but what about the job you’re supposed to give me, something I’m supposed to do to get the school off my back?”


  “That’s something I’m going to tell you,” Ann said, “not something you’ll tell me, so I can talk about it, although ordinarily I wouldn’t. In this one case I will need to tell Mr. Davis what you and I have decided you should do.”


  “Oh, okay, I guess, but nothing else? Nothing I tell you?”


  “Nothing,” Ann said. “Absolutely nothing you tell me will leave this room, unless you tell it to someone. I won’t, ever. So, in this safe place, why don’t you tell me what happened, why you’re here.”


  Philip told Ann about the fight, leaving out everything that led up to it, and what he was thinking.


  “So, why did you attack Arthur?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Okay, let’s try to figure it out. Tell me about what happened before the fight, what led up to it.”


  It took Philip a while to trust Ann enough to tell her about his last time at Arthur’s, about his disastrous date with Cindy, about the erection in the showers, but by the end of their fourth session he was talking freely about what happened, and about his fears. He summed it up for himself and Ann.


  “I’m sure I’m not gay. I’ve never felt gay. I’m into sports, I’m not swishy, I don’t act gay. I think any man can be aroused by another man under the right circumstances. When Juan was almost jerking off in the showers, anybody might have reacted like I did. And that time with Arthur, it’s just because we felt so close as friends, and he was getting hard, so I did too. Maybe he’s gay. I think he is, but I’m not. I was just reacting to how he was feeling.”


  “Well,” Ann said, “you know yourself better than anyone else can, but remember what we talked about. There’s nothing wrong with being gay, and people who are gay were born that way. It’s nobody’s fault. Being with gay people can’t make you gay, but if you’re gay nothing you do can change it. All you can do is hide or deny it, or accept it.”


  “But I’m not gay.”


  “And that’s fine too,” Ann said. “By the way, I have news. Next week will be our last session. I’m sorry we have to stop seeing each other, but that’s all the school will pay for, unless you think your father would pay for more sessions.”


  “My father? No way. He thinks this whole thing is a waste of time.”


  “And what do you think?”


  “I don’t want to stop. You’ve been great!”


  At the next session, the last, Ann came right to the point.


  “I’ve decided what you need to do to get the school off your back,” she said.


  “What’s that?”


  “I think you need to spend the summer as a counselor and baseball coach at a summer camp for young teenagers.”


  “Like that’s bad? I think I’d love that! But would it pay anything? I was counting on making some money this summer. We need it.”


  “Yes,” Ann said. “It doesn’t pay much, about what you’d make slinging burgers at McDonalds, but it does pay.”


  “So what’s the catch?” Philip asked.


  “It’s a special camp. Kids are accepted only if they are referred by a school principal or counselor or by a therapist. Same goes for the camp counselors, like you.”


  “So what’s special about the kids. Is it for disabled kids or something?”


  “No. Though it’s not called that, it’s really an athletic camp for gay teenagers, ages twelve to fifteen, or teenagers who are having a hard time in school because people think they’re gay.”


  “Gay kids? What about the counselors? Are they gay too? I’m not gay!”


  “Most of the counselors are gay, but not all. They’re recommended too, like the kids.”


  “I can’t do that! People will think I’m gay.”


  “No, no. The job doesn’t come with a label. To anybody not in the camp it seems like an ordinary athletic camp. Your friends will never know unless you tell them. They’ll be jealous of your great job, spending the summer coaching baseball.”


  “Really,” Philip said, “coaching baseball? I’m going to be a baseball coach at a summer camp?”


  “Not a baseball coach. The baseball coach. It’s a small camp, with four counselors who are also coaches, one each for baseball, soccer, basketball, and swimming. An athletic camp for kids who are not athletic. It’s great for them. Most of them stay for a month, and by the end of the month they’re better athletes and can fit in much better in school and with other kids.”


  “Will I stay for a month too?”


  “No, two months, like the other counselors.”


  “That’s the whole summer!” Philip said


  “It sure is. June 10 to August 14. You may find it a lot of fun. I hope you do. There’s another thing you should know. Malcolm Davis, your principal, runs the camp. It was his idea. He created it several years ago, and it’s been a grand success. It’s helped lots of kids.”


  “So it’s a setup! You and Mr. Davis arranged the whole thing!”


  “Of course it’s a setup,” Ann replied. “You knew that from the beginning. Mr. Davis told you so.”


  June 10, Friday, at 2 PM the Camp Deerfield van met him and one other counselor at Logan Airport for the two hour drive to the camp in the Green Mountains of New Hampshire. The camp turned out to be in a beautiful setting in the woods on a large lake. Philip saw two large cabins that looked like they were for housing the campers, another cabin maybe for crafts, and a central lodge. He was directed to one of the large cabins to stow his luggage. The cabin had a central room with six double-decker bunk beds, a bathroom, and a smaller room with two beds, apparently for two counselors. One of the beds had luggage on it, so he put his things on the other bed and then went, as directed, to the lodge.


  The rest of the staff were already there as Philip and the other counselor from the van entered. Philip was shocked to see Arthur sitting among the counselors. Arthur, non-athletic Arthur, was an athletic coach?


  “Welcome,” Mr. Davis said. “I’m Malcolm Davis. Some of you know me already, and I look forward to getting to know the rest of you. If past summers are any guide, you’re going to have a great summer, and help a lot of kids at the same time.”


  After talking a bit about the camp and its goals, he got down to details.


  “We have four counselor-coaches, Carl for soccer, William for basketball, Philip for baseball, and Arthur for swimming. Each of you has made a name for yourselves in your respective sports. Most campers stay for just one month, but you’ll be surprised how much they can learn in a month. A few will stay for two.


  “We’re full both months with 24 campers, twelve per dorm. They arrive Monday, so you have two days to get oriented. Since two of you have been here before, I’ve asked the experienced counselors to help the new ones. Philip, Arthur will be your guide, and Carl for William. You’re also paired up that way in the dorms. Arthur and Philip, your dorm will have the older kids, fourteen and fifteen, plus two thirteen-year-olds. Carl and William, your kids will be twelve and thirteen. The dining room and kitchen are down the path to the left of this lodge. They are fully staffed - you don’t have to do anything there but eat.”


  Philip was not prepared for this. He’d gotten used to the idea he’d be coaching a bunch of gay kids, but he hadn’t thought about living with them. And Arthur. It was too much! He wanted to run away and hide. And how would Arthur feel? Last time they’d talked, when Philip had tried to apologize, Arthur didn’t want to have anything to do with him. Well, he’d better get it over with. After the meeting he went up to Arthur.


  “Look,” Philip said. “I’m sorry about this. I had no idea you’d be here. I’ll bet you hate me, and you should. I don’t know why Mr. Davis thinks it’s okay to do this to you.”


  “No,” Arthur said. “it’s not like that. Mr. Davis asked me if I was willing, and I said yes. If I’d said no, he would have arranged something else for you. I know you’re not here by choice, but we’re here, so let’s make the best of it. To tell you the truth, I’m kinda looking forward to it. I used to like you, a lot. I know there’s a great person in there. I want to get our friendship back. I’ve missed you.”


  Philip was shocked. He’d thought he’d lost Arthur.


  “I .... I don’t know what to say,” Philip said. “Thank you? I think I need to .... I’m .... it’s all so much.”


  “Why don’t you go take a walk, by yourself?” Arthur asked. “When you’re ready, come find me in our room and we can talk. I’m going to unpack and read.”


  Philip wandered through the woods in a daze. They were beautiful, he noticed, and so quiet. He was used to the bustle of Philadelphia; he seldom got to the country. This could be great, he thought, except for the gay thing, and Arthur. He sat on a log to think. He was going to be rooming with Arthur for two months! Arthur’d never said he was gay, but Philip thought he was. Two months rooming with a gay guy? What if Arthur came on to him? He could always say no; he would, of course. Arthur was a good guy, maybe he could even be a good friend. He’d never push Philip to do something Philip didn’t want to do, but it would be awkward.


  Strange as it felt to be rooming with a gay, probably gay, guy, Philip realized he was looking forward to being friends with Arthur again.


  Even in mid-June the day was hot, and when he got back to the cabin it was even hotter inside. Arthur was lounging on his bed, reading, wearing only his jockey shorts. He sure was handsome, and ripped. He must do something to keep that body.


  “Hey,” Philip said, ‘you’re coaching swimming. Davis said we each were well known in our sport. You’re a swimmer? How’d you get here?”


  “Yeah, in California I was northern California division champion in freestyle. No biggie. It was just a division meet.”


  “Fuck! Sounds big to me! How come there are no medals in your room at home? How come nobody knows about it? I thought you didn’t do any sports.”


  “I swim three times a week, at least, at the Y; I’m excused from sports at Highland so I can swim. I love swimming, but when we moved to Philadelphia I decided to give up competition. I want to be a software engineer. I was trying to swim competitively and still do well in school and study programming on the side. It got to be too much. I decided to give up competing, but it was hard. I put my medals away; I didn’t like being reminded of what I’d had to give up.”


  “I hear you. I have to keep up baseball because I’m depending on an athletic scholarship to go to college, but I want to be a lawyer. That means a good college and then law school. I’ll have to play competitively in college to keep my scholarship; it’ll be hard, but that’s okay. I love baseball, just not as a career.”


  “A lawyer?” Arthur asked. “Sorry, but I’ve always thought of law as a sleazy profession. I can’t imagine defending someone I knew was guilty.”


  “Look,” Philip said. “We could debate that all night, but anyway I don’t want to be that kind of lawyer. I want to do public interest law. My dream is to work for the ACLU.”


  Arthur was startled. He’d had no idea Philip had such depth. He’d thought he was just a baseball jock, albeit smart and a good student. He’d always found Philip attractive, but now more than ever.


  Just then the dinner bell rang, Arthur got dressed, and they went to supper. The food was good.


  Two days later the first batch of campers arrived. Philip had thought of them as kids but in his dorm, his and Arthur’s, the campers were only two or three years younger than him. As he worked with them, he quickly came to think of them as individuals, and as his peers. They were smart, articulate, and nice. Much to his surprise, they broke his stereotype of gay as effeminate and weak. True, many of them were pretty inept at baseball, but he saw it was, for most of them, just lack of opportunity to play and learn. They hadn’t played sports not so much because they were unwilling as because they didn’t feel welcome among the jocks.


  A few of his campers were just plain inept. He could see they would never be able to play a decent game of baseball, but, to his surprise, he enjoyed teaching even them, coaxing from them as much skill as possible and praising their accomplishments. Most of his campers blossomed under his coaching, some turning into quite decent players in the short month he had to work with them. He loved coaching. He loved teaching his campers, and they loved learning from him. Maybe he should become a teacher.


  Quickly Philip and Arthur fell back into their close friendship. Once again Philip thought of Arthur as his best friend, and Arthur felt the same about Philip. Every night after lights out they would talk, sometimes for a couple of hours, before falling asleep. They didn’t, however, sit together on the same bed, and they seldom touched. They never mentioned the gay issue, nor that moment of intense mutual attraction, back in Arthur’s room at their last tutoring session, that precipitated Philip’s crisis, but it was always there, unspoken.


  At the end of the first month all but two of the campers in their dorm left. Philip and Arthur had a day off before the next batch arrived. Philip took a walk in the woods, and sat on the same log he’d sat on a month before, when he’d felt so confused.


  “Who’d ever have thought,” he mused, “I’d be so comfortable with a bunch of gay teenagers?” He seldom thought of his campers as gay any more, but at the same time he was aware they were different from other guys he knew. Even in the heat of a fiercely fought game they were less aggressive, less hostile, than his teammates at school. Showering after a game, they teased and joked like any other locker room talk, but without that edge of meanness, of put-down, that he saw back at school. Startled, he realized he liked these campers better than his teammates at school. The other counselor/coaches too. There were only three, so it was a small sample, but they were all great guys. He liked them a lot. They, too, had a gentleness combined with strength that was rare back at school.


  “That’s the kind of person I want to be.” he thought. Then he caught himself. “But not gay. I don’t want to be gay.”


  Of the four of them, only William was openly gay. Most of the campers, too, were not out. He didn’t know which of them were gay; maybe many were not; there was no way to tell. How many people, he wondered, were labeled gay just because they were not aggressive, or not good at sports? Maybe it didn’t matter if someone was gay or not, unless you wanted to go to bed with them, but, he realized, he did want to know, at least about close friends. At least about Arthur.


  It was now mid July and hot! Even with the fan running their room was uncomfortable. After supper Philip and Arthur would lie on their respective beds, wearing only their jockey shorts, sweating, and talking as they did every night.


  “Arthur, are you gay?” Philip asked.


  “That’s not a question I usually answer,” Arthur said. “Are you gay?”


  “No, I’m pretty sure I’m not.”


  “Would you mind if I was?” Arthur asked.


  “No. I wouldn’t mind at all. I’ve learned a lot in this month. I like our campers, and I’m sure most of them are gay. I like William a lot, and respect him. In many ways I’d like to be like him, or like you. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. I like you whether you’re straight or gay, but I’d really like to know. It’s an important part of you.”


  “Great answer!” Arthur said. “I’ll tell you, but it’s just for you. If anyone asks, say you don’t know.”


  “Okay.”


  “Yes, I’m gay. I’ve known since I was thirteen. My parents know, but I’ve never told anyone else. I don’t want to be judged on my sexuality. It only matters to me and to my partner, if and when I ever have one.”


  “You’ve never dated?”


  “No. I’ve never found anyone I liked and trusted enough, and found attractive enough.”


  “That’s sad.”


  “What about you?” Arthur asked. “You’ve dated, but was it ever serious? Are you still a virgin?”


  “Hey, that’s private!”


  “So is the fact that I’m gay!”


  “Yeah, good point. Yes, I’m still a virgin. I tried to do it with Cindy but it didn’t work.”


  “Wow, why did I say that?” Philip wondered. He’d never told anybody except his therapist, Ann.


  “In for a penny, in for a pound,” Philip thought.


  “Arthur, if I tell you about what happened, about why I hit you, will you promise to never, ever tell anyone? Nobody but my therapist knows this story.”


  “Yes, I swear.”


  So Philip told him everything: about getting hard that day in Arthur’s room, about trying Friday night to have sex with Cindy, about getting hard watching Juan in the showers just before Arthur came up and put his hand on his shoulder. Told him about his panic, about his father’s homophobia, about his sessions with Ann, and finally realizing he wasn’t gay but was terrified people would think he was. Arthur sat silent through the whole recital.


  Afterward Philip felt terribly exposed, vulnerable. He pulled up his sheet and curled up under it.  Arthur could see he was trembling. What to do? Finally Arthur did the only thing he could think of, knowing it might be exactly wrong. He went over, sat on Philip’s bed, and hugged him. Philip started crying, hard, snuggling into Arthur.


  Finally Philip stopped crying. Arthur immediately went back to his own bed.


  “Thank you,” Philip said.


  It was late. Arthur turned out the light and they both went to sleep.


  Monday brought a new set of campers. That month Philip was as happy as he could ever remember being. His campers were fun; several of them were turning out to be quite good baseball players, but even the inept ones enjoyed their lessons. He loved teaching them. Mr Davis complemented him on the excellent job he was doing.


  Philip and Arthur’s friendship, close even before that night when they shared so much, became much closer. Neither had ever shared so much of himself with another. Physically, too, they became closer. During the first month they had tried never to touch, the gay issue keeping them apart. Now they were quite relaxed with each other, as close friends usually are. It was Philip who brought up a sensitive subject.


  “I love this camp,” Philip said one night after lights out. “There’s only one problem. I get awfully horny, and there’s nowhere to jerk off in private.”


  “Yeah, I have the same problem,” Arthur said.


  “Would you mind too much if sometimes at night, after we turn off the light, if I jerked off?”


  “No. I promise not to watch. I need to too.”


  Almost every night, after they turned off the light, Philip, quietly jerking off, would hear Arthur’s muted groans as he did the same. Finally he couldn’t resist turning to look at Arthur’s bed. There was enough moonlight for him to see, dimly, Arthur at work on a quite decent size cock. The sight sent him over the edge and he came explosively. The next night he watched again, and this time saw Arthur watching him. It became their nightly ritual, and finally not a secret.


  “I like watching you,” Arthur said, the first to admit watching.


  “Yeah, me too.”


  “Any time you want a bit of help, let me know,’ Arthur said.


  “But I’m not gay.”


  “I know, but I am, so I’d enjoy doing you. I don’t expect anything in return. You can just lie back and enjoy.”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  Philip couldn’t get the idea out of his mind. What would Arthur do, he wondered. Jerk him off? Maybe suck him. Girls did that to boys all the time; it wouldn’t feel any different. He’d never had it done; the closest he’d come was that abortive attempt with Cindy in the back seat of his car. He wondered what it would feel like. He screwed up his courage, and that evening spoke up.


  “Arthur?”


  “Yes?”


  “Would you like to do me?”


  “Now?”


  “Yeah, if you like.”


  That first night it was just a hand job, but it felt wonderful. He wanted more, and the next night asked for it.


  “You know,” Philip said as Arthur was jerking him off, “I’ve never had a blow job.”


  Arthur needed no more encouragement. It was even more wonderful than the previous night.


  “I’ve never done that before,” Arthur said afterward.


  “You sure did it well. Was it fun?”


  “Yeah, I loved it.”


  “Me too.”


  Philip felt bad that, after giving him such a wonderful time, Arthur had to go back to his own bed to finish himself. So, a few nights later, after a wonderful blow job, Philip went over to Arthur’s bed and, without saying anything, took over from Arthur, bringing him to an orgasm that had him writhing as he tried not to cry out. Philip found it incredibly satisfying, giving his best friend so much pleasure, but nothing they were doing meant he was gay, he assured himself. He and Arthur were just helping each other out, as friends should.


  Summer camp was finally over. Mr. Davis called Philip into his office on the last day.


  “You’ve done a great job,” Davis told him. You’re the best baseball counselor we’ve ever had. We’d love to have you back next year, but no strings this time. You passed your requirement with flying colors, and I’m so glad you and Arthur are friends again. Congratulations!”


  Back home, Philip and Arthur had two weeks before school started, and they made full use of the time. Philip went swimming with Arthur at the Y; he was an adequate swimmer, but Arthur was impressive. Arthur dove, too; Philip didn’t even try. They tried a bit of baseball, but Arthur could neither pitch nor bat, and didn’t much want to.


  They went on long walks together, exploring the city. They went to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, but art wasn’t of great interest to either of them. They spent much more time at the Franklin Institute, and loved the planetarium. They also spent a lot of time in Arthur’s room, talking, or reading, or listening to music. Unlike most of their contemporaries, they both were more interested in classical music than popular. Arthur tried to interest Philip in jazz, but he didn’t get it.


  Arthur’s parents encouraged their friendship, often inviting Philip for supper just as when they'd been tutoring. Philip’s father didn’t like Arthur, calling him “that fag,” but Philip refused to let him interfere with his friendship and, at almost eighteen, Philip got his way. Philip didn’t know what made his father so homophobic, so unhappy and self-absorbed. His father had almost no friends, spending most of his free time in his workshop, building furniture. He’d built most of the furniture in their house, and he did beautiful work. He even sold a piece occasionally through a small local furniture store.


  His father seemed to have no romantic life at all. Philip thought he may have dated after his mother died, but he hadn’t had a date in years, and apparently had no desire to. He seemed reasonably content in his solitary life, but not happy. Philip thought something must have happened to make his father that way, probably something having to do with his mother.


  Because of his father’s attitude towards homosexuals, Philip never invited Arthur to his house.


  Once they’d returned from camp they’d stopped jerking off together. Somehow, at home, it seemed too gay to Philip, but he missed it. It felt so good, so much better than doing it alone. He missed the physical pleasure, and he missed the shared intimacy. It’s okay for good friends to be intimate, he decided. It strengthens the friendship. There doesn’t have to be anything gay about it. For Arthur, though, it was more than friendship, although he never said so.


  One day after supper at Arthur’s house, back in Arthur’s room, they were having another of those intimate, deep conversations that seemed to happen only at night.


  “Stay here tonight,” Arthur said.


  “I’d love to, but my father would freak out. He’s already suspicious of my friendship with you.”


  “Tell him, .... I don’t know. .... I know! Tell him you ate too much pizza and have a bad stomach ache. Tell him my father said you should stay here. He’s a doctor.” Arthur suggested.


  Philip did, and it worked.


  It was unusually cool for late August, so they used the top sheet. Arthur snuggled up against Philip’s back, spooning him. Philip started to pull away.


  “Shh,” Arthur said, holding him tighter. “Relax. We’re not going to do anything you don’t like.”


  Philip did like being held by Arthur, but it felt weird. Arthur was gay. He was being hugged by a gay man, but, after all, at camp they’d even jerked off together. That was just friendship; so was this. “This is what it feels like to have a real friend,” he told himself.


  As he lay there in Arthur’s arms, he felt himself getting hard, and he felt Arthur’s hard cock behind him. Arthur, he understood. Arthur was gay, but he wasn’t. What was going on? Why was he hard? He started to pull away again.


  “Shh,” Arthur said again. “It’s okay. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just that our bodies know what we’ve done together, how good it feels.”


  Philip did know. He remembered how wonderful it felt when Arthur jerked him off, so he relaxed. Lying there, spooned together, Arthur gently masturbated him to release. As Philip came he felt Arthur come too. That was too much. He pulled away and got out of bed.


  “I have to go home.”


  “I’m sorry,” Arthur said. ‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I promise I’ll stop pushing. Honest. Please stay. Let’s talk. Or just sleep if you’d rather. Whatever you want. Please stay. Your father will think it’s strange if you go home now.”


  His father would think it strange. He was suspicious enough already. Philip crawled back into bed. Arthur stayed on the other side. Philip missed being hugged.


  “It’s okay if you want to hug me, just hug,” Philip said.


  Arthur spooned him again, and Philip fell asleep right away. He woke up the next morning in Arthur’s arms.


  “I’m not gay,” he told himself. “I just need a girlfriend.” He realized he hadn’t thought of Cindy all summer. She probably was gone anyway, after that embarrassing back seat misadventure. He would find another girl friend as soon as school started. Lots of girls wanted him, baseball captain and star pitcher. Things were getting too weird with Arthur; it was time to stop seeing him. Fortunately, school was about to start.


  Arthur, lying there with Philip in his arms, knew he was in love. He was almost certain Philip was gay, but he had no idea how to break through Philip’s fear, his conditioning from his father. “I have to go slow,” he thought, “let Philip set the pace.” He just hoped Philip would get there soon.


  Chapter Three


  Once school started Philip returned to his pattern of avoiding Arthur. Arthur stayed away, to Philip’s relief; he’d been afraid Arthur would try to be friendly at school. He knew it hurt Arthur that he wouldn’t acknowledge their friendship, and he missed him, a lot, but when he remembered that last night with Arthur it frightened him. “I need some time away from him,” he decided.


  As Philip expected, it didn’t take him long to find another girlfriend. He didn’t approach Cindy; he knew if she was willing to go out with him again she’d want to pick up where they left off, and he wasn’t ready for that quite yet. Lisa was a catch, beautiful, smart, and willing. Philip took her to dinner, a simple one, and the movies, Airplane!, which they both found hilarious. Taking her home he kissed her briefly, a successful first date, so Philip asked her out for the next Friday night. By the fourth date the goodbye kisses were long and passionate, and Philip knew Lisa was ready for more. All in all, his senior year was starting out well, except he missed Arthur, and except, he had to admit, he didn’t find Lisa exciting. Maybe she wasn’t the right girlfriend for him.


  Philip and Arthur passed in the hall several times a day, with only a brief “hi” each time. He hoped Arthur was just giving him the space he needed; he didn’t want to lose Arthur as a friend, although he knew he wasn’t being much of a friend to Arthur. It had been five weeks since he’d said more than “hi,” so he decided, one evening, to phone.


  “Hello.”


  “Hi, Arthur, it’s Philip. How are you?”


  “Fine.”


  “I’ve missed you. Would it be all right if I came over to see you Saturday?”


  “Yes, I’d like that. I’ve missed you too. My parents miss you. Please, stay for supper.”


  Telling his father that he’d phoned Arthur, and that he was going to see him, was not fun.


  “I’m going to Arthur’s Saturday for supper.”


  “Philip!” his father said. “I told you not to see that fag! He’s bad news. Believe me, I know. You can get badly hurt. You need to stay away from him.”


  Philip was afraid his father might be right, but he needed to see Arthur, to see if they could recapture their friendship without the weirdness.


  Philip woke early on Saturday. He’d planned to take a mid-afternoon train to see Arthur, but after fidgeting around for a couple of hours he decided not to wait. He arrived just after noon.


  “Philip! I didn’t expect you so early.”


  “I’m sorry. Is this okay? I can come back later.”


  “Don’t be silly. I’m glad you’re here. I have something to show you. Mom! Dad! Philip’s here.”


  After Arthur’s parents greeted him warmly they went up to Arthur’s workroom.


  “I’m building a computer,” Arthur said, and proceeded to show Philip his work. Philip was impressed, although he didn’t really understand what Arthur was doing. Arthur could tell.


  “Let’s just sit and talk. It’s been a while,” Arthur said.


  The only comfortable place to sit was Arthur’s bed; he wasn’t set up for visitors. Philip guessed he didn’t have many. Philip was a bit uncomfortable, but noticed Arthur carefully stayed away from him. Quickly they re-established their comfortable relationship. As usual, they had lots to talk about. Arthur talked about his swimming, and his excitement about learning computers. Philip talked about Lisa, and about his father, whose antipathy towards Arthur seemed unreasonably extreme.


  “I wonder,” Philip said, “whether something happened to him that makes him so homophobic. I wonder why he won’t talk about my mother, or about when he was younger.”


  As they talked, without thinking they gravitated together. Soon they were both lying back on the bed, shoulder to shoulder, just like old times.


  “I’ve missed you,” Philip said.


  “Me too, a lot. I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable last time.”


  “That’s okay. We don’t have to talk about it,” Philip said.


  “I think we do. I don’t want it hanging over us, and I need to be honest with you. You are my best friend, the best friend I’ve ever had. I’d rather lose you than have to walk on eggshells with you. Being friends means being honest with each other. You already know more about me than anyone else, so here goes.


  “I want to be your friend even if it means just an ordinary friendship, but I would like to have much more. That night we spent together meant a lot to me. I loved it. I loved snuggling with you. I loved making love with you. It felt wonderful. I know you don’t feel the same way, and I’ll never ask that of you again, but I needed to be honest with you.”


  Philip lay beside Arthur, silent, for a long time. Arthur waited. Finally Philip spoke.


  “If you could have anything you wanted, right now,” he asked, “what would it be?”


  “Honestly?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’d like to kiss you,” Arthur said. “Just once. Just for me.”


  Philip didn’t know why he’d asked, and didn’t know what to say now. Kiss Arthur? That should feel disgusting, but he realized he felt more curious than disgusted. He’d kissed plenty of girls. Could he do this, just once, for his best friend?


  “Okay, just once. A small one.”


  Philip lay still, his eyes and lips tight shut, waiting for Arthur to kiss him. Nothing happened. He opened his eyes.


  “Aren’t you going to kiss me?” Philip asked.


  “No, not if you don’t want me to,” Arthur said. “You’re my best friend. I’m not going to do anything you don’t want.”


  “Hell, fuck it!” Philip thought, and leaned over and kissed Arthur briefly. He’d thought it would feel weird, kissing a guy, but it didn’t. It didn’t feel much different from kissing a girl. What if he really kissed. How would that feel?


  Philip leaned over to Arthur again. This time Arthur rose to meet him, and this time they kissed for real. Philip had expected it to be brief, but once the kiss started he didn’t want to stop. He opened his mouth, inviting Arthur in, and Arthur responded. It was fascinating. He found himself exploring Arthur’s mouth, dancing with Arthur’s tongue. It was like kissing a girl, only more exciting, maybe because it was forbidden.


  Finally the kiss ended.


  “Wow!” Arthur said. “You sure can kiss.”


  Philip realized, suddenly, that he was hard, his cock trapped uncomfortable in his pants. Fuck! That had never happened when he kissed a girl. He’d never expected it to. What was going on? Whatever it was, it felt fantastic.


  He adjusted his cock to be comfortable, upright against his stomach. It was still very hard. He wanted more. He started to lean towards Arthur and Arthur was there. This time the kiss went on and on and on, an intensity far beyond anything Philip had ever felt. His cock was so hard it hurt. He was tingling all over. He thrust against Arthur, and felt Arthur thrusting back. The pressure built and built, their cocks rubbing together through their jeans. Finally Philip came, pumping what felt like gallons. 


  Arthur lay quietly beside him as Philip tried to process what had just happened.


  “I came,” he said, finally.


  “I know,” Arthur said, laughing. ‘So did I. You sure know how to kiss.”


  “I don’t know what to say. I’m confused.”


  “No wonder,” Arthur said. “I’m sure you are. Want a suggestion?”


  “Yes.”


  “I can think of several things you can do. I know this is scary and confusing. You could go home and try to pretend it never happened.”


  “I don’t think that would work,” Philip said.


  “Well then, you could go home and try to figure out what happened.”


  “That’s probably what I should do.”


  “Sherlock Holmes always said you shouldn’t try to figure something out until you have enough data,” Arthur said.


  “And so?”


  “If you want to be brave, you could spend the night with me tonight and gather some more data.”


  Talk about frightening! Philip found the idea terrifying, like leaping off a cliff into the unknown. And yet, he’d already spent a night with Philip, and, although he didn’t want to admit it, he’d liked it.


  “What would we do?”


  “Whatever you want.” Arthur said. ”I won’t push you. You’ll decide.”


  “What about my pants? I’m a mess.”


  “I have a pair of sweatpants that are much too big for me. I think they’ll fit you. We can put your jeans in the washer; they’ll be clean and dry by morning. I don’t know about you, but I want a shower. Do you want to go first?”


  Philip phoned his father to tell him he’d be staying the night. This time he didn’t give an excuse. His father was not pleased, but Philip stuck to his guns.


  If Arthur’s parents noticed at supper that Philip was wearing Arthur’s sweatpants, they didn’t mention it. Philip was surprised how relaxed he felt at supper; he had a good time. The food, as usual, was good and the conversation better. Arthur and his parents were fun to be with. After supper, though, when he and Arthur had gone back to Arthur’s bedroom, was awkward and scary.


  “Now what?” Philip asked.


  “How about getting undressed and coming to bed?”


  “Do I have to take everything off?”


  “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, but I sleep nude,” Arthur said.


  Arthur had a new toothbrush he offered to Philip. He said he just happened to have it, but Philip wondered. Philip watched as Arthur undressed for bed. Arthur, naked, was beautiful. Philip, entranced, decided to sleep naked too. After all, Arthur had promised nothing would happen that Philip didn’t want, and he trusted Arthur.


  In bed, they started with just kissing, and it was even more thrilling than Philip remembered. They didn’t get much sleep that night. By morning they had done more together than Philip ever imagined two men could do in bed, and it all was mind-blowingly wonderful.


  Philip woke in the morning with Arthur spooned around him, just as he remembered from their only other night together, but this time he relaxed into the embrace. Arthur, half asleep, murmured into his ear “I love you.”


  “Why am I not freaking out?” Philip wondered.


  “Maybe because it just feels right. It feels just right to me,” Arthur said.


  “Did I say that aloud?” Philip asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Yes, it does feel right. Just right. Now what do I do?”


  “Whatever you decide. At least now, perhaps, you know more.”


  “I sure do,” Philip said. “Not a doubt. I am gay, unless it’s just you.”


  “It’s not just me. I hope a lot of it is me, but it’s not just me.”


  “Yeah, I know it’s not just you, but without you I’d have taken a lot longer to figure it out.”


   “Now that you know you’re gay,” Arthur said, “you can decide what to do about it. I have one suggestion: take your time. You don’t have to rush into anything. This is a huge change. Take time to digest it.”


  When Philip got home his father was waiting for him.


  “Where the hell have you been?”


  “You know where I’ve been. Arthur’s.”


  “Why are you spending time with that fag? I told you to stay away from him. He’s trouble. If you’re not careful he could really mess up your life.”


  If you only knew, Philip thought, but all he said was “Arthur’s my friend.”


  “Spending the night with a fag?” his father asked.


  “You don’t know he’s homosexual,” Philip said. “He’s never said so. And even if he is, there’s nothing wrong with spending the night with a friend. People do it all the time. I like Arthur. I like his parents, too, and they like me. They make me feel welcome.”


  That wasn’t the end of the unpleasant scene, but Philip remained adamant, and there was nothing his father could do to sway him. At one point Philip was tempted to say “I’m gay,” but he remembered Arthur’s advice and held his tongue.


  As soon as he could, Philip got away from his father and went up to his room. His mind was lurching back and forth from terror to euphoria, with a dash of hysteria in the mix. Fortunately, he had a lot of homework to do; he managed to calm down and concentrate on that familiar Sunday afternoon task. His father had work to do too; while Philip was writing papers, his father was grading others, and preparing supper. At supper both were quiet. After supper Philip did his chores, doing the dishes, cleaning up the kitchen, taking out the trash, and then, pleading more homework, he retreated to his room. He was exhausted, a combination of very little sleep the night before at Arthur’s and his emotional turmoil. He went to bed early and, to his surprise, to sleep quickly. He slept well, dreaming of Arthur.


  He woke to his alarm Monday morning rested but not calm. “My first day at school as a gay man,” he thought, but then reminded himself he’d always been gay; he’d just not admitted it to himself. He decided to act as if nothing had changed, until he had time to wrap his mind around his new reality.


  As often happened, Philip and Arthur passed in the hall between second and third periods. Arthur acted as usual, giving Philip just a casual ‘Hi,” but as he passed he winked at Philip. To Philip’s surprise, his instinct was to grab Arthur right there in the hall and kiss him. Of course he didn’t. “Is that how straight guys react to their girlfriends?” he wondered.


  Shit! Girlfriend! He’d forgotten all about Lisa. Just then she came up to him.


  “Hi! I had a great time Friday night. How was your weekend? I missed you.”


  Lisa had been angling for more than their routine Friday night date but Philip had known, even before the Great Gay Revelation, that he wasn’t into Lisa. Now he had to figure out how to extricate himself from her without raising her suspicions or making her unhappy. He did like her, just not that way. Maybe he could buy some time to figure out what to do.


  “I missed you too. I’d love to go out with you again Friday, but I’ve got bad news.”


  What? What? What excuse will work and not get caught? Think fast!


  “I .... An old friend of my father’s is coming to town, I’ve known him forever. Dad said I need to go to dinner with them Friday.”


  “What about Saturday?” Lisa asked


  Uh, oh! Lisa’s getting pushy. Saturday .... Saturday .... Saturday.


  “I’m sorry. Dad thinks his friend has a surprise planned for us. I think we’re going to Philadelphia for the day. I’m afraid this weekend is out, but next weekend, for sure.”


  Shit! Why had he promised next weekend? But she would expect it anyway. At least now he had a week to figure out what to do about Lisa.


  The rest of the day went smoothly, Philip falling easily into his usual routine. Fortunately it was a busy day, with baseball practice after school. His new understanding of himself was never out of his mind; it was as though he was observing himself, this gay man, from the outside, but to his surprise he was able to function normally. At baseball practice, in fact, he did quite well. He had worried about the showers after the game, but it turned out to be no problem. Juan the showoff had graduated the previous year, and shower hijinks were mild. He avoided looking at the other guys and did fine.


  At supper he and his father were both unusually quiet. Neither wanted to revisit the argument of the day before. After supper Philip went to his room. As usual on practice days, he had a lot of homework left to do. He started on it, but thoughts of Arthur and their night together kept distracting him. He decided to phone, just for a moment, just to say hi.


  “I was hoping you would call. I miss you,” Arthur said.


  “I miss you too. Thank you for not outing me at school.”


  “Of course! I’d never do that! I sure wanted to touch you, though.”


  “Me too.”


  After what seemed just a few minutes of conversation Philip looked at the clock.


  “Shit! It’s been 45 minutes. I’ve got to get to work.”


  Tuesday was harder than Monday. Philip missed Arthur badly. Every time they passed in the hall he wanted to touch him. Then, right at the end of the day, disaster.


  “Hey, Philip!” It was Cindy.


  “Oh, hi.”


  “I’ve been talking to Lisa,” Cindy said. “She said you’re dumping her. She said as soon as things started getting hot you backed off. Just like with me. Are you sure you’re into girls?”


  Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!


  “What do you mean? Of course I’m into girls. I’m not dumping Lisa. I’m sorry about what happened with us, but it was just a one-time thing.”


  “I hope so,” Cindy said, “for your sake. I still like you. I think you should take a long, hard look at yourself. You know, if you want to talk, just talk, I’m available.”


  Philip was stunned.


  “Uh .... thank you,” he said.


  What was going on? How long could he keep up this charade? Keep pretending that he and Arthur weren’t friends? Keep pretending to date? After school he walked home in a daze. At one point he almost stepped off the curb into the path of an oncoming car.


  “I better get a grip on myself,” he thought.


  He didn’t phone Arthur that evening, although he wanted to. Instead, he thought.


  Wednesday dawned rainy. Probably no practice. Baseball helped him stay sane. It was going to be a long day.


  Between second and third periods, as usual, he saw Arthur coming down the hall towards him. On an impulse he stopped him.


  “Sit with me at lunch.”


  “Really?” Arthur asked. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. There’s no use denying we’re friends, and I miss you something terrible. Sit with me at lunch.”


  “Okay, sure. I’d love to,” Arthur said.


  Philip shocked himself. He hadn’t planned to say that, hadn’t planned to admit he and Arthur were friends. He wasn’t telling people he was gay, he reassured himself, but he knew, if he spent time with Arthur, people would think he was. What would his teammates say? Would they follow a captain they thought was gay? But what choice did he have? People already were suspicious. Cindy knew, Lisa probably knew, and he missed Arthur all the time.


  Philip had steeled himself for jeers and catcalls at lunch, but there was no visible reaction. He and Arthur sat alone at a small table, and nobody seemed to react. Maybe it was going to be okay. During the afternoon, though, several friends questioned him. The conversations were all the same:


  “How come you sat at lunch with Arthur?”


  “He’s my friend.”


  “Your friend? But he’s gay!”


  “Maybe, maybe not. He’s never said so. He’s a good person. I like him. You should talk to him sometime. Maybe you’d like him too.”


  “Are you gay?”


  “No, of course not!”


  Philip felt bad about lying to his friends, but he wasn’t ready to come out publicly. Nobody at school had ever come out, so far as he knew.


  Quite a number of his classmates were downright unpleasant.


  “Here comes the fag! He thinks he’s such a big man on campus, but he’s just a fag.”


  “Hey, Philip. Where’s your boyfriend? Is he a good fuck?”


  “Hey, Philip. Bet you’d like to suck my cock!”


  Philip did his best to ignore the jibes, but they upset him. Maybe he’d made a mistake, having lunch with Arthur, but, fuck it, Arthur was his friend. No going back now. He’d just have to deal with it.


  The next day at school was even worse. The news had spread. Philip dreaded baseball practice. It wasn’t baseball season yet, so they only had practice twice a week, after school. Nothing much was said in the locker room before practice, but afterward it got ugly. Most of his teammates didn’t say anything. A few were supportive, but some were downright hostile.


  “Hey, fag. You don’t belong here.”


  “Go fuck your boyfriend, fag. Or does he fuck you? Who’s the girl? Do you take it up the ass? I’ll bet you do.”


  Coach came out of his room in time to hear that last jibe.


  “ENOUGH! I will not tolerate homophobia on this team. If I hear the word ‘fag’ from anyone, you’re suspended for a game. If I hear this sort of abuse ever again, that person will be off the team. I mean permanently! Philip is captain of this team and a better ball player than any of you. If you can’t respect your captain you have no business being here.”


  “But Coach, do you expect us to shower with Philip, shower with a gay guy?”


  “What do you think Philip’s going to do? Push you up against the shower wall and fuck you? Don’t be an idiot! If you don’t want to shower with Philip, get off this team. Period! I mean it! I will not tolerate any, I mean any disrespect of anyone on this team. You have been warned. Next time, no warning: you’re off the team.”


  That shut them up. Several of his teammates came up and offered their full support. Others gave him a thumbs up. He realized most of the team were quite accepting.


  Some of his other classmates were not so accepting. The abusive catcalls continued, but none, he was relieved to see, from his teammates.


  Saturday Philip arrived at Arthur’s house mid-morning. He’d been invited for lunch and supper and to spend the night. He was excited and nervous; his second night of gay sex. Hell, his second night of sex, period. It wasn’t just sex, though. He’d missed Arthur, a lot. They’d seen little of each other at school, except for that one lunch.


  Arthur opened the door, dragged him inside, and kissed him passionately. Philip melted into the kiss; it was even more wonderful than he remembered. Finally he came up for air, only to see Arthur’s mother looking at them. She smiled.


  “Welcome!” she said. “I’m glad to see you too. Arthur has missed you, as I guess you can tell.”


  Philip was acutely embarrassed and quite pleased, both at the same time.


  Within minutes they were in Arthur’s room, naked, in bed. It was every bit as wonderful as Philip remembered. Even better.


  Fifteen minutes later they got around to talking.


  “Your mother’s amazing,” Philip said. “I wish my father was more like your parents. You’re lucky.”


  “Yes, I know,” Arthur said. “I am lucky. They’ve been wonderful parents, but something’s wrong.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t know what it is. For the last year or two something’s been wrong. They’re distant from each other, like something is keeping them apart, troubling them. And sometimes when I come into the room they stop talking, and I can see they’re unhappy.”


  “Do you think it’s about you, about you being gay?”


  “No, I’m sure it’s not that. They’re fine with me being gay. I don’t think it’s about me at all. It’s about them. I’m worried for them. I know they love each other, but something's wrong.”


  For lunch Philip and Arthur fixed themselves sandwiches. During lunch it started to rain, so they spent the afternoon indoors, snuggling in bed, making love and talking.


  “I love you,” Arthur said. “I’m so glad you’re my first.”


  “Me too. I love you too, a lot. It’s wonderful we’re both first for each other. I’m so glad I didn’t do anything with Cindy.”


  “Idiot,” Arthur said, laughing. “You couldn’t even if you tried.”


  “I know. I did try, but I didn’t want to.”


  “Exactly! You’re mine! I never even tried with a girl, and thank goodness not with a guy either. I love that we’re first for each other. I’m never letting you go.”


  “You’re mine too! You’re stuck with me.”


  Philip had never been so happy in his life. This was real. Maybe he should tell his father. What sense did it make to put it off?


  “It’s up to you,” Arthur said, “but you’re going to have to tell him eventually. He may surprise you; you know he loves you. And if it goes badly, you could always move in here. My parents would welcome you with open arms.”


  “Not like your open arms,” Philip said, laughing and hugging Arthur fiercely.


  Arthur raised the subject at supper.


  “Philip’s going to tell his father he’s gay,’ Arthur said, “and he’s worried about his father’s reaction.”


  “Yeah,” Philip said, “he’s mostly a good person, but he has a bee in his bonnet about homosexuality. He seems almost violent about it. I don’t know why.”


  “If his father throws him out or is really bad about it, could Philip come live here?” Arthur asked.


  “Yes, of course,” Arthur’s father said. “We’d be happy to have you here, Philip, but I hope it won’t come to that. If you think it would help I’d be glad to talk to your father. It took me a while to get used to the idea of Arthur being gay, but now I’m fine with it. I’m proud of him.”


  “I’m not ready to tell him yet,” Philip said, “but it’s good to know you’re here if it gets bad. I’m going to have to tell him soon. He doesn’t like my coming over here, seeing Arthur. I hope to be here a lot, so it’s just going to get worse.”


  “Look,” Arthur’s father said, “why don’t we invite you and him over for dinner some evening. Maybe if he gets to know us, to know Arthur, that will help. Has he ever met Arthur?”


  “No. He’s so bad about homosexuality, I’ve been afraid to bring Arthur home.”


  “I’ll invite him for dinner next Saturday,” Arthur’s father said.


  “It may not be a pleasant dinner,” Philip said.


  Tuesday evening as Philip and his father were having supper the phone rang. His father answered it.


  “Hi, Walter? I’m Bill Seebur, Arthur’s father.”


  “Yes? Oh, hello. Philip’s told me about you,” 


  “Philip tells me you’ve never met Arthur, and you’re concerned about their friendship. Martha and I think Philip is a wonderful young man, and we’d  very much like to meet you. Could you and Philip come to dinner Saturday? Just a simple supper, the five of us, to get acquainted. We really hope you can come.”


  “Oh, .... no, I’m afraid I can’t come.”


  “If you’re busy we could make it another night. When are you free?”


  “It’s not that. I’m just not comfortable with it. Sorry.”


  “Look, I know you’re not at all happy that Philip and Arthur are friends, but they are, and I think it’s pretty clear they’re going to stay friends no matter what we do. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to find out more about your son’s best friend?”


  “Best friend?”


  “Yes, that’s what Arthur and Philip tell me. Please come. If it gets too uncomfortable you can always leave. It’s just supper. This is your son. If it was my son I’d certainly want to know something about his best friend.”


  “It is your son, too.”


  “Yes, and I know Philip, and I think he’s a fine person. You’ve done a great job raising him. I’d really like to meet you.”


  “I .... all right.”


  Philip, listening to his father’s side of the conversation, was surprised he agreed. Arthur’s father must be very persuasive, he thought.


  Chapter Four


  On Saturday Philip didn’t go to Arthur’s in the morning so he could go in with his father for dinner. His father spent the day as usual, his Saturday morning bike ride followed by the rest of the day in his workshop, but Arthur could tell he was nervous. They decided to take the train to Philadelphia rather than try to cope with parking and worry about drinking and driving. Walking to the station, and on the train, his father was mostly silent. Philip tried to make conversation.


  “I really think you’ll like Arthur’s parents. His father is a doctor, and his mother a librarian.”


  “She works?”


  “Yes. She quit work just before Arthur was born, but went back to school to get her degree in Library Science when he was in third grade. His father’s a surgeon, and teaches at the University of Pennsylvania. I think he’s a professor there.”


  When they arrived Arthur’s parents met them at the door. Arthur held back until his parents introduced him. Philip was relieved that Arthur didn’t greet him with a hug and kiss as he usually did.


  Arthur’s mother went back to the kitchen to finish preparing dinner, while the rest of them sat in the living room. Arthur filled the drink orders. To Philip’s surprise his father had a whiskey and soda; usually he drank nothing stronger than wine. Arthur’s father had the same. Later Arthur told Philip his father almost never drank that; he was doing everything he could to make Philip’s father more comfortable. Philip and Arthur had cokes.


  Dinner was soon ready. It was good, the conversation casual. Nobody mentioned the big subject.


  After dinner Bill, Arthur’s father, said:


  “Walter, why don’t we have a talk in the living room? I’m sure you have lots of questions. Boys, go help your mother clean up.”


  In the living room Walter dove right in.


  “Philip tells me Arthur is gay and you have no problem with it.”


  “That’s right. Arthur told us when he was fourteen. It took us a while to get used to the fact, but now we’re fine with it. Arthur is turning into a wonderful man. We’re proud of him. We couldn’t ask for a better son.”


  “But he’s gay. Doesn’t that bother you? Don’t you wonder why, wonder what you did wrong?”


  “No, no, not at all. We didn’t make him gay. People are born gay or straight. Nothing anyone does can change what they are. We’re just glad Arthur had the guts to tell us. We’re proud of him for that.”


  “It doesn’t bother you? It’s so unnatural. I don’t think I could accept it. It’s just .... it seems wrong. Disgusting. I’m sorry, I just, .... maybe I should go.”


  Walter started to get up, but Bill said:


  “No, no. Please don’t go. Please. I want you to be honest with me. That’s why it’s just the two of us. You feel how you feel. I think you should say it, tell me. I’m not offended. I’m worried, though. What would you do if Philip turned out to be gay.”


  “He can’t be,” Walter said. “He just can’t. I couldn’t stand it. That would just be too much. Not after the others.”


  “The others?” Bill asked.


  “No. I mean, I didn’t mean to say that. It’s private. I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I’m not sure.” Bill said. “I think maybe you do want to talk about it. Maybe you need to. Look, I promise, anything you say here is private. I won’t tell anybody, not even Martha. I’m a doctor. I’m used to keeping secrets. I’m good at it.”


  They sat silent for a long time. Finally Bill said:


  “Philip told me you have a hard time with homosexuality. He said you’re a good man. He doesn’t understand why homosexuality bothers you so much. He knows there must be a reason. Maybe it would help to tell someone, to talk about it. I promise, I won’t tell anyone.”


  “Not Philip?” Walter asked.


  “Certainly not Philip, unless you ask me to. Nobody.”


  “Maybe I should tell you,” Walter said. “I’ve never told anyone. Philip keeps asking how his mother died, but I’ve never told him.”


  “His mother?”


  “Yes, but she wasn’t first.”


  Bill could tell Walter was holding himself together with difficulty.


  “Hugo. His name was Hugo. We met in high school. He was my best friend.”


  Walter paused, obviously upset.


  “Hugo was wonderful,” Walter said. “Kind, generous, handsome, smart. We were as close as could be. We went to college together. We roomed together. We did everything together. Until Bruce.”


  “Bruce?” Bill asked.


  “Bruce. Bruce turned Hugo gay. Hugo started dating Bruce. Hugo changed. I don’t know what they did together. I didn’t want to know, but Hugo changed. We weren’t close any more. Then, junior year, Hugo went to room with Bruce. I hardly ever saw him after that.”


  “What happened to him?” Bill asked.


  “I’m not sure. He went to graduate school, I think with Bruce. Last I heard he was a chemist with a pharmaceutical company, and he and Bruce were still together.”


  “It sounds like he’s okay.” Bill said.


  “But he changed. He wasn’t Hugo any more. He wasn’t the man I loved, I mean, like a brother. I loved him like a brother. More than that, like a twin. I loved him like he was my twin. God, I miss him. I miss him still.”


  By now Walter was struggling not to cry. Bill said nothing. Finally he asked:


  “And your wife?”


  “Elizabeth.” Walter said. “Elizabeth. We met our senior year of college. We fell in love, at least I thought we did. Philip was born while I was in graduate school. After a couple of years I could tell we were drifting apart. I didn’t understand why. She stopped wanting to have sex with me. Sex had never been that big a thing for us, anyway. It was more love than sex. At least I thought so. Then she met Allison. Allison was a big, tough woman who rode a motorcycle and wore leather jackets. Not my idea of a pretty women, but Elizabeth liked her. Liked her? It turned out she loved her, more than me. The night she told me she was leaving me, going to live with Allison, we had a big fight. She phoned Allison to come get her. Allison roared up on her Harley, Elizabeth got on, and they roared off.”


  Clearly Walter had more to say, but was having difficulty saying it.


  “What happened?” Bill asked gently.


  “Crashed. They crashed. A truck ran them off the road. Both of them. Dead. That night. We fought. She left. I never got to say goodbye.”


  Bill sat quietly as Walter cried, not knowing what to do. He sure hadn’t expected this, but now he understood why homosexuality was such a hard issue for Walter. Poor man, after all that now his son was gay too, though Walter didn’t know it yet. And Walter himself. It seemed likely Walter was gay, but Bill doubted Walter could ever admit it to himself. Poor man. Bill wanted to hug him, hold him, comfort him. Of course he didn’t. From Philip’s description of his father, Bill had not expected to like him. Now, he found, he liked him a lot. He wished he knew how to help.


  While Bill and Walter were talking, Philip and Arthur were in Arthur’s room. They had time for a lot of kissing and a quickie, but both of them wanted more. They’d spent the night together every Saturday night for weeks, but not tonight. Eventually Bill called them down and Philip and his father left. On the trip home Philip’s father was quiet.


  “How did it go, Dad? What’d you think of Arthur and his parents?”


  “They were nice,” was the monosyllabic reply.


  At school on Monday the abusive comments continued. Almost every period, between classes, Philip heard at least one comment.


  “Watch out! Here comes the fag.”


  “Hey Philip. Wanna suck my dick?”


  Philip had been avoiding Arthur, hoping the fag comments would die down, but he saw they weren’t going to. He sought out Arthur at lunch.  


  “We need to talk. Things are getting ugly,” Philip said.


  “You mean we can’t be friends any more?” Arthur asked.


  “No. Not at all. You’re my friend and I’m not going to hide it. I want to have lunch with you every day. I’m not willing to pretend. We need to do something about these assholes.”


  “No, look,” Arthur said. “It’s best to just ignore them. Least said, soonest mended.”


  Arthur was used to being on the fringes. Philip wasn’t. He’d always been important, respected, admired.


  “No, we’re going to fix this. I have a plan.”


  He outlined his plan to Arthur. It scared Arthur, but he had to admit it might work. Or it might backfire.


  Mr. Davis, the principal, was all in favor of Philip’s plan. He’d been quite disturbed by the homophobia that had become so evident among the students. Davis made the announcement.


  “There will be a special assembly Wednesday second period. Attendance is mandatory.”


  The day of the assembly arrived. Arthur was scared. Philip appeared confident, but Arthur knew he was scared too. As the students took their seats they were surprised to see on the stage, in addition to Mr. Davis, three couples. Two of the couples were well known to be dating seriously. Both couples were holding hands, not surprising except for being up on stage in an assembly. The third couple, Philip and Arthur, also holding hands, surprised most of the students.


  “Welcome,” Mr. Davis said to the assembled students. “I’ve called this assembly to deal with a serious problem that has become evident recently. I’ve been seeing a lot of signs of homophobia around here. That’s unacceptable. More, it’s just wrong. I’ve asked Philip to address the issue. I expect you to listen carefully to what he has to say.”


  Philip squeezed Arthur’s hand before going up to the podium.


  “What did you think when you saw the six of us on stage? I’ll bet you saw two couples you admired, couples going steady. Probably, if you don’t have a girlfriend or boyfriend, you envied them. Then you saw me and Arthur. What did you think? I’ll bet, for lots of you, it seemed unnatural, maybe even disgusting. Of course it seemed unnatural to you; you’re straight. For you, loving someone of the same sex is unnatural. Well, I’m not straight, I’m gay, and for me being in love with a woman seems unnatural. Why? Because for me, that is unnatural.”


  Philip went on to talk about the facts of homosexuality: that it’s in-born, not a choice, that it’s been natural for some people since the beginning of human history, and much more.


  “So, when you see me and Arthur holding hands, and you will, remember, for me it’s as natural as your girlfriend or boyfriend is for you. Be happy for me, that I’ve found a wonderful boyfriend, just as I wish for you a wonderful partner.”


  Philip returned to his seat and took Arthur’s hand. After a pause, a few students started clapping. More joined them, until most of the audience was clapping.


  “Way to go, Philip,” someone called out, and several others chimed in with complements.


  In the following days there were still a few anti-gay remarks, but not many, and lots of students complemented Philip on his speech. Several of Philip’s classmates said things like “I’m happy you’ve found someone to love.” His teammates, almost without exception, complemented him on his speech, some thanking him for helping them understand. Teachers, too, complemented  and thanked him.


  Arthur couldn’t wait to tell his parents.


  “Guess what! Philip came out at school. He made a brilliant speech in assembly about homophobia. I’m so proud of him!”


  “What about you?” his father asked. “Does this mean you’re out too? How do you feel about that? It’s a pretty brave thing to do.”


  “Yes! I’m out! It feels great!”


  Bill immediately thought of Walter. Philip would have to tell him he was gay soon. Bill had been thinking about Walter a lot since their evening together; he couldn’t get Walter out of his mind. He wondered how he was doing. Was he okay after revealing so much of himself? Walter seemed like a lonely person. Maybe Bill could get him to do something, cheer him up. Bill knew Philip liked classical music. Maybe Walter did too. He and Martha had season tickets to the Philadelphia Orchestra, although it was much more his thing than hers.


  “We have a concert Friday night,” he said to Martha. “I’m worried about Walter. He’s having a hard time right now. Would you mind if I invited him to the symphony, using your ticket? Maybe if we make friends with him it will help Philip and Arthur.”


  “What’s the concert?”


  “Brahms. I know you don’t much like Brahms.”


  “Okay, I guess. Take Walter if you think it will help.”


  Bill phoned on Thursday, again while Philip and his father were eating supper.


  “I have tickets to the symphony Friday night. It’s Brahms and Martha doesn’t like Brahms. Would you like to come?”


  Walter was surprised to hear from Bill. He’d thought a lot about their conversation. He’d shared more with Bill than with anyone he could remember since Hugo. He thought he would be uncomfortable, having been so frank, but he wasn’t. He’d been thinking he’d like to see Bill again, although he didn’t expect it to happen.


  “Sure, yes. I love Brahms. Thank you.”


  “Come for supper, about 5:30. Arthur wants Philip to come too, to spend the night. They didn’t get their usual Saturday together last week.”


  Walter wasn’t at all comfortable with his son spending the night at Arthur’s, but he’d already learned he couldn’t stop it.


  “Okay, if Philip wants to.”


  Philip was astounded, and delighted. His father never accepted invitations, never spent time with friends.


  Walter enjoyed the concert, and even more enjoyed Bill’s company. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had so much fun. Mostly they talked about music, which turned out to be a shared passion. After the concert Bill invited Walter back for a nightcap. When they arrived the house seemed deserted, Martha having gone to bed and Arthur and Philip in Arthur’s top floor retreat.


  “Want to listen to that Bruno Walter recording?” Bill asked. They’d talked about it at intermission.


  “Won’t it wake Martha?”


  “No. We’ll play it softly, and I had the music room soundproofed so I can  listen at night.”


  They played the recording, nightcap forgotten, and then another and another.


  “Look at the time!” Bill said. “It’s after one. There’s no more trains.”


  “How can I get home?”


  “Don’t worry. Stay here. We’ve got a guest room, all made up.”


  “Is that really okay?”


  “Sure. Why not? I’ve had a really good time this evening. I’m glad we didn’t end it early.”


  The guest room turned out to have a private bathroom, complete with a new toothbrush, like an elegant hotel. Lying in bed, Walter was amazed at how comfortable he felt. Bill was a virtual stranger, his son was upstairs spending the night with a gay friend. Not sharing a bed, he assumed; his son wasn’t gay, but still, he should find the whole thing strange, not comfortable. He wondered if Bill could actually turn into a friend. He hadn’t felt this close to another man since Hugo.


  Breakfast should have been awkward. By chance he came downstairs at about the same time as Bill and Martha. Bill yelled up to the kids, and they came down ten minutes later, rumpled from bed.


  “Dad! What’re you doing here?” Philip asked.


  “Your father and I were listening to music last night,” Bill said, “and we lost track of time and missed the last train, so your father stayed over.”


  “My father never does things like that,” Philip thought, but all he said was “Oh.”


  “Hey, Philip, why don’t you stay today and tonight?” Arthur asked. “Let’s go to the planetarium.”


  “Sure. I’d like that,” Philip said.


  Bill noticed Philip didn’t ask Walter’s permission.


  After breakfast Walter left with many thanks. Bill wanted to find a way to get him to stay for the day, but couldn’t think of one. He knew Walter was skittish about their budding friendship, and he was concerned what Martha might think if he spent too much time with Walter, excluding her. That’s what he wanted, he realized. Time alone with Walter, his friend, not their friend. He didn’t have many friends of his own, not theirs.


  On the train going home, Walter thought about Bill. He’d enjoyed his evening immensely. “Was it just the music?” he wondered. He didn’t think so. He wanted to see Bill again, see if it was just a fluke or if there might be a friendship there. He wanted to show Bill his furniture. The thought surprised him. Making furniture was a solo activity, private, not something he often shared. Maybe he could get Bill to come to his house, but how? What did Merion offer that Philadelphia didn’t? The bike path! Merion had a beautiful, ten mile bike path. Biking was his favorite exercise - about the only thing he did to keep in shape. He biked the path several times a week, timing himself to see how quickly he could complete two round trips, forty miles. Maybe Bill would like to come biking. He could borrow Philip’s bike for him.


  He broached the subject when Philip got home Sunday morning.


  “May I borrow your bike for Bill if he wants to go biking with me on Saturday?” Walter asked.


  Philip agreed. He was surprised, and happy, that his solitary father was reaching out, and to Arthur’s father of all people.


  Walter phoned Bill Monday evening.


  “I don’t know if you like biking, but Merion has a beautiful bike path. How’d you like to go biking with me on Saturday?”


  “I’d like to,” Bill said, “but I don’t have a bike. I’ve not biked for years; I suppose I haven’t forgotten how. I used to like it, but don’t expect me to be good at it.”


  “No worries. Philip said you can borrow his bike. How about around one on Saturday?”


  Bill had been trying to think of a way to spend more time with Walter. This was perfect. Now to break the news to Martha. Things with her had been touchy for the last few years.


  “Walter’s invited me to go bike riding with him on Saturday.”


  “Bike riding?” Martha asked. “You haven’t ridden a bike in years. Do you even know how? And why with Walter? You hardly know him.”


  “Yes, but I’m worried about him. Soon Philip’s going to have to tell him he’s gay, and I think it will be hard for Walter. I want to be there for him, if only for the sake of Arthur and Philip. It would break both their hearts if they had to split up.”


  That made sense to Martha, so she agreed, but it worried her. One more piece of evidence Bill was moving away from her. She couldn’t pinpoint when things had started going wrong in their relationship, but it had been at least two years since Bill showed any enthusiasm for making love. Yes, she knew that ardor cooled with time, and they had been together for twenty years. Still, it seemed wrong that Bill showed so little interest, and, when they did make love, often had trouble staying hard. Sex had never been the basis for their relationship, never seemed important to Bill, but lately he seemed actively to avoid it.


  By 1:10 on Saturday Walter was pacing the floor, afraid Bill had changed his mind, but a few minutes later the doorbell rang.


  “Bill! I’m glad you made it.”


  “Of course I made it. Your directions were clear; an English teacher through and through.”


  They both laughed. Bill realized he’d had to suppress the urge to hug Walter when he opened the door.


  “Before we go, would you like something to drink? The bathroom? And I’ve something I’d like to show you. I’m working on a piece of furniture I’d like you to see.”


  “Furniture? You build furniture? My God, of course! You’re that Walter Marsland! We own a piece of your furniture, a small chest. We bought it five years ago. We love it.”


  The next hour was spent in Walter’s workroom. Bill ooh-ed and ah-ed over the pieces Walter was building, obviously a huge fan. Finally they set out on the bike ride. Bill hadn’t forgotten how, although Walter was careful to go more slowly than he usually did.


  “This is great!” Bill said. “I should do this more often. I don’t get nearly enough exercise.”


  “Any time. I ride every Saturday, and usually Sunday too.”


  “Egad! A jock who likes classical music,” Bill joked


  “Hardly that,” Walter said, “although that’s what Philip is. A very smart jock.”


  “No,” Bill said. “He’s athletic, but hardly a jock. He’s really a great kid, and smart.”


  “I know. I was joking. I’m proud of Philip.”


  “You should be.”


  Just as on the previous weekend, Bill and Walter both were struck by how much they liked each other. It felt as though they’d been friends for years.


  “Can you stay for supper?”


  “No, I’d love to, but Martha is expecting me home for dinner.”


  Although it was difficult, Bill convinced Martha that he should go biking with Walter the next Saturday. He used his need for exercise as the excuse; Martha knew he needed exercise.


  Philip was surprised at the transformation he saw in his father. He was much happier. He started listening to music more. Philip caught him whistling as he cooked dinner one night. Philip knew that one day soon he had to tell his father he was gay. He decided to push the issue some more.


  “Hey, Dad, since Arthur’s father will be here next Saturday, how about if Arthur comes home from school with me on Friday and stays the night? Then he can go home Saturday with his dad.”


  But where will he sleep?” Walter asked. “You only have one bed in your room.”


  “Arthur only has one bed too. We share.”


  “But he’s a fag.”


  “Gay, Dad! Gay. Fag is derogatory. You should never say that.”


  “Okay, gay. Arthur’s gay. How can you share a bed with him?”


  “He’s a good guy. He’d never ask me to do anything I didn’t want. He’d never do something I didn’t want.”


  “I think it’s wrong.”


  “Well, we’ve been sharing a bed every Saturday night for weeks. I just want to be able to invite my best friend to my house, for once.”


  Walter wasn’t stupid. He’d seen this coming, but he’d avoided thinking about it. Now he couldn’t avoid it any more.


  “Are you gay?” he asked Philip.


  “Yes, I am.”


  “And you’ve been sleeping with Arthur?”


  “Yes.”


  “Doing those .... those things?”


  “Yes.”


  On some level Walter’d known, but denial is a powerful force. Now that it was undeniable, he felt gobsmacked. He didn’t know what to do. His son was gay. Was it his fault? What could he do? Where could he turn? The only person he could think of was Bill. Bill had faced this. Maybe Bill could help. What time was it? Five o’clock. Maybe Bill was home. He phoned. Bill answered. Thank God!


  “Bill, Philip just told me he’s gay. He’s been sleeping with Arthur. What can I do? I don’t know what to do.”


  Bill heard the panic in Walter’s voice.


  “Hold on. I’m coming right away. I’ll be there in less than an hour. Just hold on. Don’t do anything. Drink some water. Sit down. Wait for me.”


  Bill must have driven like a bat out of hell. He arrived in less than half an hour. Philip let him in.


  “Thank God you’re here. I told him and he panicked. I knew it would be hard, but he scared me. I think he’s okay now.”


  “Did he threaten you?” Bill asked.


  “No, no. Nothing like that. He just collapsed.”


  “Okay. Leave us alone for a bit, please.”


  Walter was sitting on the sofa, just sitting, looking desperate, lost. Not quite sure what to do, Bill sat next to him. With a convulsive movement, Walter clutched on to Bill and started crying.


  “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do,” Walter said between sobs.


  Bill didn’t know what to do either. Finally he returned Walter’s hug. Walter hugged him even tighter. Good. That’s what Walter needed, so Bill hugged him more. Finally Walter stopped crying and sat up. Bill gave him the clean handkerchief he’d remembered to bring.


  “I’m sorry,” Walter said. “I should have been ready for this, but it’s hard. It’s hard to be okay with it when it’s my own son. I love him so much. I want him to be happy, not miserable and gay.”


  “I have some idea how hard this must be for you,” Bill said, “but gay doesn’t mean unhappy. Hugo didn’t sound unhappy when you told me about him. I know several gay couples who have been quite happy together for years. Philip and Arthur are happy. Arthur is happier than I’ve seen him since he was thirteen. Gay doesn’t equal unhappy. I know that’s hard for you to see, but it’s true.”


  “But Hugo, and my wife.”


  “Hugo made you unhappy, not himself. He was finding a way he could be happy. Your wife too. She was looking for her happiness. If you’re born gay. being happy is being gay. Philip is happy. Philip is gay and happy, and he can stay gay and happy. With any luck he will, though there aren’t any guarantees in life. Lots of straight people aren’t happy. Look at me.”


  “You’re not happy?” Walter asked


  No. I tell myself I am, but I’m not.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know. Something's wrong with my marriage. Something’s wrong with my life. I’m trying to figure out what,” Bill said.


  “Me too. I’m not happy either. I’ve been blaming Hugo. I loved him.”


  “Maybe it’s time to let go of Hugo, and find what you need to be happy,” Bill said.


  “Yeah, maybe. .... What about you? Think maybe it’s time for you to let go of your marriage and look for what makes you happy?” Walter asked.


  Both surprised by what they’d said, Bill and Walter were quiet for a few minutes


  “What about Philip?” Bill asked, finally. “I think maybe he needs you right now.”


  Walter went to Philip’s room. He was lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Walter sat on the bed with him.


  “Philip, are you all right?”


  “Do you hate me?” Philip asked.


  “Hate you? I love you. Philip, I’m proud of you.”


  “But I’m gay.”


  “That will take me a while to get used to, but I will. I love you. I like Arthur. I’m glad you are happy.”


  Listening to himself, Walter was surprised at how easily he was accepting that Philip was gay. He realized he’d had a long time to get used to it even while denying it. He saw, too, how much Bill’s example, and Bill’s words, were helping.


  “Oh, Dad,” Philip said, hugging him. It had been a while since Philip had hugged him.


  “Who woulda thought my great reveal would go so well,” Philip thought. “Wait until I tell Arthur.”


  Bill was waiting in the living room.


  “I think it’s going to be okay,” Walter said.


  Looking at the clock, Walter saw to his surprise that it was eight.


  “It’s late. Stay for supper. Let’s order in pizza, comfort food. I’ve got beer. Is that okay with you?”


  Supper was joyous. No other word would fit. After Philip’s bombshell and Walter’s meltdown, who would ever have expected the three of them to have such a good time over pizza and beer (coke for Philip)? None of them wanted the day to end.


  By eleven everyone was ready for bed. One problem: Bill had had too much beer; no way was he in shape to drive home.


  “Stay here,” Walter said. “Do you have to be anywhere early tomorrow?”


  “No, no surgery tomorrow, thank God. Maybe I better stay.”


  “Sorry we don’t have a guest room. We can make up the sofa for you. Or you can sleep in my bed and I’ll sleep on the sofa. That would be better. The sofa’s old and pretty uncomfortable.”


  “Hey,” Philip said, “you’ve got a huge bed, Dad. Why don’t you and Bill share it tonight.”


  Walter and Bill were both tired enough, and fuzzy-headed enough, that it sounded like an excellent suggestion. Turned out, it was. They both fell into bed and slept soundly.


  The next morning Walter’s alarm went off at seven, as usual. Bill woke up, somewhat disoriented, to find himself spooning Walter. He would have moved away, but Walter slapped the snooze button and snuggled back into him. It felt good. He realized Walter was still half asleep, but he decided not to move.


  The alarm went off again eight minutes later and this time Bill did move over to his side of the bed. Walter got up first and used the bathroom, and then it was Bill’s turn. Neither of them mentioned the spooning, although they both were acutely aware it had happened. The three of them ate breakfast together. as though they did it every morning, and then each went off to work or school.


  “Weird, but nice,” Bill thought.


  “Strange, but okay,” Walter thought.


  Philip was amazed at the almost instantaneous change in his father. He didn’t seem unhappy any more. Quite the contrary. Also, he was not just accepting but approving of Philip and Arthur’s relationship. He was happy to see Philip so happy.


  Martha was not at all happy. She thought Bill was spending too much time with Walter, but Bill’s excuse that he needed the exercise turned out to be the truth. Because of his weekly bike rides he was getting into better shape than he’d been in for many years.


  Chapter Five


  Bill, Walter, Philip, and Arthur quickly fell into a comfortable pattern. Bill came over every Saturday to go bike riding with Walter. Some weekends Arthur would come with him and stay over Saturday night. More often either Arthur would come from school with Philip Friday and spend the night, sometimes also spending Saturday night, or Philip would go to Arthur’s. At school Philip and Arthur usually had lunch together. Everyone started thinking of them as a couple; Philip was amazed at how little flack they got. The combination of being happier than he could remember plus plenty of sex improved Philip’s game. In baseball practice he was playing better than he ever had, so his teammates approved of his relationship with Arthur. With baseball season approaching, Coach started calling for practice some Saturdays. On those weekends usually Arthur would spend Friday night at Philip’s.


  “What are you doing for Christmas?” Arthur asked Philip one day.


  Philip hadn’t noticed that Christmas was only three weeks away.


  “I don’t know. We usually don’t do much. Just some presents.”


  “No tree?” Arthur asked. “No big dinner? Hey! Why don’t you and your father come to our house for Christmas?”


  Philip, Walter, and Bill thought that was a fine idea. Martha didn’t, at all. More and more she was feeling pushed to the sidelines, not part of the happy family of Bill, Arthur, Walter, and Philip. Even when he was home, it felt to Martha like Bill was not really present.


  “No,” Martha told Bill. “I do not want them to be part of our Christmas. They’re not our family.”


  “But it’s just the two of them,” Bill said. “They don’t have family. We should invite them to celebrate with us. We wouldn’t have to exchange presents or anything.”


  Actually, Bill had already bought a present for Walter, and he was sure Arthur had one for Philip.


  “No,” Martha said. “If you want to have Christmas with them you can go to their house. Leave me out of it.”


  To her chagrin, Martha saw Bill was seriously considering it, before he finally replied.


  “No, we won’t do that, but I really think you should let them come here. You’re being unreasonable.”


  That was the last straw.


  “We need to talk,” Martha said.


  Bill saw she was serious. They went into the living room and shut the door, which they rarely did.


  “Things have been getting worse between us for a while, even before Walter,” Martha said.


  “I know,” Bill said. “I don’t know what’s wrong.”


  “You don’t? Think about it. Even when we were first married, you weren’t really into sex with me. At first I thought it was me, but I noticed you didn’t seem interested in any women. I’ve watched you watching people. It’s always men you watch.”


  “I do?” Bill asked.


  “Think about it. In college you never dated, until me. You were very close with your roommate. I noticed. You two were like a couple. I thought you were gay, until you started dating me, and then proposed. I should have followed my instincts. I think you’re gay. I don’t think you’ve ever admitted it to yourself, but you’re gay.”


  “Me, gay? No, I don’t think so. I think I would have known.”


  “Would you? In 1960? When gay equaled mentally sick? When you’d never have made it into medical school, much less through it, if you were gay?”


  “But I love you.”


  “Yes, I believe you believe that, but think. If you had to choose, right now, between me and Walter, if you could live with him instead of me, which would you choose?”


  That question rocked Bill back on his heels. His long hesitation gave Martha her answer.


  “I think we should get a divorce,” Martha said.


  “Please, let’s not be hasty,” Bill said. “We need to think this through.”


  “The fact that you need to think it through gives me the answer,” Martha said, “but we’ve been together for twenty years. I still love you. I’m not angry, just sad. I’m not going to do anything until you’re ready too, but think, seriously, about what you want, really want. And meanwhile, sleep in the guest room. Maybe some time apart will help you figure out who you are. And yes, please go to Walter’s for Christmas. That may help too.”


  In bed in the guest room, Bill tried to make sense of what Martha had said. He loved her, he was sure of that. She was his shield, his protection, his safety. He’d always felt that, but safe from what? .... Himself? What else was there?


  If he was gay and denying it, how could he tell? Wet dreams? He rarely had them any more, but he remembered as a teenager he usually dreamed of a man, but never doing much with him. Watching him undress. Always something about to happen, but it never did. Fantasies? He didn’t fantasize when he masturbated. He’d been told most men do. Girl watching? Boy watching? He remembered being on a school bus, in high school. All the other guys’ heads swiveled when they passed a pretty girl, watching her. So, not to be conspicuous, he did too. He didn’t understand why they watched girls; he wasn’t much interested. Boys? In the locker room shower in high school, he was always afraid of getting an erection. He was careful not to look at the other naked guys.


  Maybe Martha was right. Maybe, all these years, he’d been gay but afraid to admit it. He remembered that night in bed with Walter, waking up spooning him, how good it felt. Right now, where did he want to go for help, for advice? Who did he most want to talk to? Walter.


  Bill lay awake most of the night, trying to process this new reality. He finally went to sleep, a couple of hours before his alarm went off. Fuck! He had surgery! Well, he’d get through it. Being an intern had trained him to work even when exhausted. He’d done it before. Fortunately nothing complicated today. He’d be okay.


  Martha wasn’t up when he left for work, so he didn’t have to face her. After his surgeries, which went okay despite his fatigue, he had some free time. He sat in his office to think. His instinct was to call Walter, but should he? He thought Walter was gay but, like him, Walter was denying it. What would it do to their friendship if he told Walter he was gay? He was pretty sure he was gay; Martha was right. It was obvious when he put all the pieces together. He needed to tell Walter. He just hoped Walter would be okay with it.


  He waited until 4:30, when Walter should be home, and phoned. Walter agreed he could come over right away, and invited him for supper.


  By the time he got to Walter’s at 5:30, Bill was having a serious case of cold feet.


  “What’s wrong?” Walter asked as soon as Bill came in.


  “Could we have supper first?” Bill asked.


  At supper it was obvious Philip and Walter were both agog, wondering at this sudden mid-week visit, but Bill kept to safe subjects, asking about their day and telling about his. After supper Philip, sensing Bill needed privacy, went off to do his homework. Bill and Walter sat in the living room but Bill sat in a chair, not on the sofa by Walter as he usually did.


  “This is hard,” Bill said.


  “Is something wrong?” Walter asked. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “No, it’s nothing wrong. At least, I don’t think so and I hope you won’t either, but it’s big.”


  “You know you can tell me anything,” Walter said. “We’ve always done that.”


  Bill told him everything. About his conversation with Martha, and about his realizations during the night.


  “So,” he said, “I think I’m gay. No, I’m sure I’m gay. I just never admitted it to myself.”


  “Fuck!” Walter said. “That is a big one. How could you not know for so long?”


  “It amazing how powerful denial can be,” Bill said. “I didn’t want to be gay, so I convinced myself I wasn’t. I really believed I wasn’t gay. I ignored all the evidence. Once I really looked, it was obvious. I was gay when I was thirteen. I’ve always been gay. No wonder I never much enjoyed sex with Martha. I thought that’s just the way it is. I never understood why people said sex was so wonderful. Now I wonder. Maybe it is wonderful, with the right person.”


  “Now what?” Walter asked.


  “I don’t know. I hope we can still be friends.”


  “Don’t be silly! Of course we’re still friends. Maybe not share a bed friends, but friends.”


  “Shucks,” Bill said, laughing. “I liked sharing a bed with you.”


  “So did I,” Walter said, but he wasn’t laughing.


  Bill didn’t have surgery the next day.


  “I really don’t want to face Martha tonight,” Bill said. “May I sleep on the sofa?”


  “Sure. Now?”


  “Yes. I’m exhausted. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”


  Walter made up the sofa while Bill was in the bathroom, and Bill went to bed. Walter told Philip Bill was staying over and went to bed himself, even though it was still early. Lying in bed, he kept thinking about Bill’s story. How strange one could deny something so basic, and for years. Then he thought of Bill, how his life would change. What would Bill do, Walter wondered, with this new revelation? Was he going to lose another friend, like Hugo, because the friend was gay? Losing Bill, he realized, would hurt as bad as losing Hugo.


  He really cared deeply for Bill. He trusted him, too. He thought of Bill on that uncomfortable sofa, probably feeling alone and scared. He got up and went into the living room.


  “Are you awake?” Walter asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Come sleep in my bed. There’s plenty of room.”


  “Really? Last time I spooned you in my sleep,” Bill said


  “Come on. I trust you. You can’t get a good night’s sleep on that sofa.”


  Bill got into bed with Walter and was asleep almost instantly. Walter lay awake, listening to Bill breathing and thinking how strange, and how right, it felt to have Bill there, his best friend.


  When Walter’s alarm went off in the morning, there Bill was, sound asleep, spooning Walter just like the other time. Walter felt Bill’s morning wood pressing into his back.


  “Now, that should freak me out,” Walter thought, but it didn’t. After all, it was just morning wood. He was hard too; he often was when he woke. He got out of bed carefully, to avoid waking Bill, and went to the bathroom. When he got back Bill was awake, but still groggy.


  “How did you sleep?” Walter asked.


  “Wonderfully,” Bill said.


  Walter realized he’d slept well too.


  “Please don’t tell Philip about me,” Bill said. “I need to tell Arthur first.”


  “It’s Friday,” Walter said. “I think Arthur is coming here with Philip after school. Why don’t you come back this evening, stay here tonight. You can tell Arthur then.”


  Bill had been at work for a couple of hours before he realized he hadn’t even thought about telling Martha. He phoned her at the library and arranged to meet her for lunch.


  “You were right,” Bill said at lunch. “I am gay. I don’t know how I managed not to know for so long. It’s quite obvious now. I’m sorry I didn’t know sooner.”


  “I knew I was right,” Martha said. “I’m not sorry it took so long. We had time to raise Arthur, and we did a good job. He’s turned out fine, but now it’s over. I’m sad, but I’m glad you know. Now we can both get on with our lives.”


  “You’re really wonderful,” Bill said. “I wish I could have been the husband you deserve.”


  Bill had left his car at Walter’s, to avoid rush hour traffic, so after work he took the train. He got to Walter’s house well after Walter, Philip, and Arthur had arrived from their schools.


  “Let’s go for a walk,” Bill said to Arthur. “I have something to tell you.”


  After they had walked for a few minutes Arthur said:


  “Well, what do you want to tell me.”


  “Let’s wait until we get somewhere we can sit,” Bill said.


  “Dad, you’re scaring me.”


  “It’s nothing to be scared of, at least not for you. It’s a bit scary for me.”


  “Tell me now.”


  “Okay, let’s sit on the grass.”


  Bill waited until they were seated.


  “I’m gay.” he said.


  “What? You’re what? Gay? You’re kidding! You’re married. I’m here. You can’t be gay.”


  “No, Arthur, I am. I’ve just been denying it for all my life, until now.”


  “Gay? How can you be gay and not know it?”


  It took a while to convince Arthur his father really was gay. Finally, he got it.


  “You’re really gay! You’ve always been gay, you just didn’t know.”


  “Yes. Do you mind? I hope you don’t mind too much.”


  “Mind? No, of course not. I need to get used to it. It’s radical, but I’m glad. Now I know you really understand me. I love you, Dad. My gay dad. Wow! Hey, can I tell Philip? He’ll be thrilled.”


  “Yes, but please, don’t tell anyone else, and ask him not to. I need to deal with this in my own time.”


  At supper everyone was in high spirits, excited by the news.


  “I wish I had a gay dad,” Philip said.


  “I think you do,” Bill thought to himself.


  Bill stayed the night. After all, he and Walter had a bike ride scheduled for the next day. Again he slept in Walter’s bed. Again they both slept very well. Walter woke briefly during the night to find Bill, sound asleep, spooning him, his arm around Walter’s waist. Walter sighed contentedly and went back to sleep. In the morning Walter woke with Bill still spooning him, his morning wood pressed into Walter’s back. Since it was Saturday with no alarm, he’d slept later; Bill was already awake.


  “I hope you don’t mind,” Bill said. “I was just so comfortable I didn’t want to move.”


  “No, I like it,” Walter said, then caught himself. “That’s strange,” he thought. “I do like it, morning wood and all.”


  Bill borrowed a tee shirt, sweatshirt, and sweat pants from Walter for their bike ride, but when they got back, after a shower he had to put his suit back on and go home. He didn’t have any other clothes at Walter’s.


  That night, lying in bed, Walter missed Bill. He missed the sound of his breathing. He missed being spooned, missed Bill’s arm around his waist, hugging him, missed Bill’s breath on his neck. He and Hugo had never shared a bed. Once Hugo had asked to sleep with him; he’d said he was having nightmares, he needed company. Walter’d said no. The idea had frightened him.


  “What if I’d said yes to Hugo?” he wondered. Would it have felt good, like Walter? What would Hugo have done? What had he been he afraid of? He didn’t think Hugo would have hurt him. He knew Bill wouldn’t. Bill would never hurt him in any way. With Bill he felt safe, safer than with anyone ever before.


  He remembered being in bed with Elizabeth, Philip’s mother. He never slept well with her in the bed. Often, if he was particularly tired or if he had a hard day ahead he would sleep on the sofa, which was newer and more comfortable then, to get a good night’s sleep. Not like Bill. He slept better with Bill than alone. God, he missed him.


  What had Bill said about sex with Martha? It never felt right, not as exciting as it it should be. Sex with Elizabeth was like that. So much Bill had told him about himself resonated with Walter’s own feelings and memories. The girl watching. He remembered that. The locker room showers. He remembered that. Did that mean he was gay too?


  No. Of course not! He couldn’t be gay. He hated the very idea of gay. Was that his defense? Hating the very idea of gay? He had hated it, but now, he realized, he didn’t!


  Without thinking about it, without realizing it, his whole attitude toward homosexuality had changed. He loved Philip. He liked Arthur a lot. When Bill told him he was gay, he didn’t like him any less. He didn’t mind at all. A few months ago he’d been horrified at the idea of Philip in bed with a gay classmate. Now he didn’t bat an eye that Philip and Arthur had sex together a lot. Hell, he was lying here right now wishing he had Bill, a gay man, in bed with him.


  “Maybe I am gay,’ he thought. “Wouldn’t that be a trip! Two gay men with gay sons.”


  He remembered asking Philip how he knew he was gay.


  “I knew when Arthur kissed me,” Philip had said.


  What would it be like to kiss Bill, he wondered. Not like it was for Philip, for sure. Philip was seventeen, always horny. He was 41. The flames of passion were more like embers now, but still, what would it be like?


  He didn’t want to phone Bill and risk getting Martha, so Sunday morning he asked Arthur, who was about to go home, to ask Bill to call him. Bill called that afternoon.


  “Would you come over on Friday to spend the night?” Walter asked. “Maybe Saturday night too? Bring clothes this time.”


  “Sure, I’d love to. Supper’s on me.”


  Supper Friday was fine. They always had a good time when they were all together. After supper they watched the videotape Walter had rented, Superman. Hokey but fun. Then bed.


  “What’s wrong,” Bill asked Walter as they were getting ready for bed. “You’re trembling. Are you cold?”


  “No,” Walter said. “Come to bed. I have something to ask you.”


  Bill got into bed. Walter was still trembling.


  “Hold me?” Walter asked.


  Bill hugged Walter. Gradually Walter’s trembling stopped.


  “Remember when Philip said the way he knew he was gay was when Arthur kissed him?” Walter asked.


  “Yes,” Bill said.


  “Would you kiss me?” Walter asked.


  Bill did. The first time he’d ever kissed a man. The first time Walter had, too.


  When Walter felt Bill’s tongue seeking entrance he pulled away.


  “I don’t think I can do this,” he said.


  “All right,” Bill said. “Let’s just hug for a bit.”


  Bill spooned him, already their favorite position, but Bill didn’t snuggle up to him this time. Walter relaxed into his arms, and pushed back until he was pressed against Bill. He could feel Bill was hard, which made him aware he was hard too. He pulled away.


  “I don’t think I can do this,” he said again.


  “Okay,” Bill said. “I don’t want to do anything you don’t want.”


  Walter heard the disappointment in Bill’s voice. And the kiss had felt good. He trusted Bill.


  “Maybe another kiss, but just kissing. Nothing else.”


  That kiss went on and on. Walter opened to Bill’s tongue, melting into the kiss. When it ended they moved apart. Walter lay there trying to process what had happened. He couldn’t remember ever being so hard before. Or so horny. So much for the flames of passion being only embers.


  “Oh, my God! I think I’m gay too.”


  By morning he had no doubt.


  Breakfast was strange. Walter and Bill were exhausted; they’d gotten very little sleep and didn’t have the resiliency of a teenager. Philip and Arthur were already downstairs when Bill and Walter came down. They saw immediately something had happened.


  “Here, sit down,” Philip said. “Arthur and I will fix breakfast.”


  Over breakfast Walter told them what they’d already figured out.


  “I guess I’m gay.”


  “Wonderful,” Philip and Arthur both said.


  “Yes, but what am I going to do? It’s not like for you, Bill. I’m a high school teacher. If they find out at work I’ll be fired.”


  “Arthur gave me some good advice when I found out,” Philip said. “He said don’t do anything until you’ve had a chance to digest it.”


  “Good advice,” Bill said, “except for one thing. I want to spend every night with you, Walter.”


  Every night wasn’t feasible, but Bill and Walter did spend every weekend together, and occasional nights during the week. Both were trying to wrap their minds around their new realities; they took Arthur’s advice and didn’t advertise their gayness, so, except at night, their lives went on pretty much as usual. Walter knew one day he would have to face the fact that he couldn’t continue indefinitely as a high school teacher. Eventually someone would find out, and he didn’t want to be outed. He wanted to come out on his own terms.


  “If you could do anything you wanted, what would you do,” Bill asked Walter.


  “Truly? I’d like to build furniture. That’s what I love.”


  “Well, why don’t you? Quit teaching and be a full time cabinetmaker. You’re good enough. You’re really good.”


  “Money,” Walter said. “Even if I could build up a business, it takes time and money.”


  For Philip and Arthur things were going well. Most of their fellow students respected their relationship. Philip was playing better baseball than ever. He asked Coach about his chances for an athletic scholarship.


  “I can’t promise anything,” Coach said. “The colleges don’t make that decision until after you apply, but a little birdie has told me you should apply to U. Pa., LSU, and Michigan.”


  Philip applied to those three schools. Arthur applied to Berkeley, M.I.T., and the University of Illinois at Urbana, the three top schools for computers. They’d talked about trying to go to the same school, but it wasn’t practical; their needs were too different. Arthur got into all three schools. He chose Berkeley. Philip got a scholarship to U. Pa. and to Michigan. He chose the University of Pennsylvania. because, even with the scholarship, Michigan was expensive for non-residents.


  Arthur and Philip arranged to go back to Camp Deerfield for the summer. Mr. Davis was delighted to have them back as an openly gay couple.


  “You’re just what these kids need to see,” he told them. “Lots of them don’t believe they can be gay and happy.”


  Bill and Martha agreed to an amicable divorce. Money wasn’t an issue; Bill earned a lot, and Martha had a job too.


  “Martha wants to keep the house,” Bill told Walter, “and it makes sense for Arthur to stay there since his workshop is all set up, and he’s about to go off to college anyway, so I’m looking for a place to live. I’ve found a place I think I like, but I’d appreciate having another pair of eyes. Could you come next Saturday to see it with me? See what you think of it?”


  Walter assumed Bill would move to a rental, or perhaps a condo, so he was surprised when Bill led him to a vacant storefront. He had to admit the location was perfect, on Walnut Street between Seventh and Eighth Streets, just three blocks from Bill’s current house and walking distance to his hospital, in a row of attractive narrow brick houses dating back to the 1850s. The only thing that struck him as odd was Bill would chose a building with a store, and on such a commercial block. Most of the houses had their first floors converted to retail.


  “But this is a store,” he said. “Why buy a store?”


  “If I’m living here alone the house will be vacant most days while I’m at work. I don’t like that. If I rent out the store, there’ll be someone in the building most of the time. Besides, the store rental provides some nice extra income, even though I don’t need it. I can easily afford to buy this place. Come see what you think inside.”


  The vacant store had a large window onto the street and a modern glass door. It was clean and spacious, although stripped of all furnishings, a single large, empty room with a door near the back that led to the basement stairs. A separate entrance on the street led directly to stairs to the second of four floors. The second floor, first floor of the residence, had the kitchen in front and a large living-dining room in back, with a glass wall looking out to a deck with stairs leading down to a garden in back. The third and fourth floors each had two rooms with connecting bath. With fresh paint and refinished floors it would make a fine residence.


  “I like it,” Walter said. “I’m still not sure about having a store downstairs, but other than that I like it a lot.”


  “Come with me,” Bill said. He led them into the living-dining room. There, he knelt down on his knees in front of Walter.


  “Walter, will you marry me?”


  “Marry you? We can’t.”


  “The law says we can’t marry, but I want you to be my partner for life. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I love you. You are the love of my life. Please say you’ll be mine.”


  “Yes, Yes Bill. I love you. Yes, I’m yours.”


  The kiss was wonderful. Better than any other? No, probably not. They were always wonderful with Bill.


  “I haven’t told you everything,” Bill said. “The real reason I want this house is I want you to open your custom furniture business downstairs. It’s an ideal location for such a business.”


  “Oh, Bill, I’d love to, but I can’t. I couldn’t afford it.”


  “Let’s go back to your house and talk about it,” Bill said. “Besides, we need to tell the kids, and we have some celebrating to do in bed.”


  That evening at supper they told Philip and Arthur.


  “We have news,” Bill said. “Walter and I are going to live together in our new house.”


  “You win,” Philip said to Arthur. “I owe you a movie.”


  “What do you mean?” Bill asked.


  “I bet Philip you two would decide to live together this weekend,” Arthur said. “Philip thought it would take a week or two.”


  “But you’ve not even seen the new house.”


  “House, shmouse. I knew you guys were ready.”


  It took Bill several days to talk Walter into agreeing to open his custom furniture business in the first floor store, but it was what Walter really wanted. Once Bill persuaded Walter he didn’t have to share the cost of the residence, Walter realized that selling his current house would give him enough to furnish the downstairs as a workshop and showroom and rent it for more than a year, especially at the attractive rent which was as low as Walter would allow. Bill would have charged nothing if he’d had his way.


  Telling the kids was anticlimactic again.


  “I’ve decided to quit my teaching job and open a custom furniture business in the new house,” Walter told them at supper.


  “Duh!” Philip said. “What took you so long?”


  “No, really. Congratulations! That’s great!” Arthur said.


  “Yeah, Dad.” Philip said. “It is. It’s great. You’ll do fine. I’ll bet you’ll end up with the best custom furniture business in Philadelphia.”


  By the time the new house was bought and fixed up it was near the end of the school year. Walter had told his school he would not be returning next year and put his house on the market as soon as they decided to live together. The house sold quickly, and for a good price. Walter’s furniture was not enough for the larger new house, so he and Bill went furniture shopping for the rest, like newlyweds. They got rid of Walter’s uncomfortable sofa.


  Philip and Arthur were thrilled; they would be living just a few blocks apart. It hadn’t yet sunk in that they would be far apart, in separate colleges, most of the time. They still had the summer together at Camp Deerfield.


  Fixing up Walter’s workshop/showroom, at almost $5,000, was more expensive than he expected because he decided to build a wall to separate the back area, where the power tools would be generating lots of sawdust, from the front area used for final finishing and for the showroom. He had a large exhaust fan installed in the back wall to keep the sawdust under control; it had a filter to keep sawdust out of the garden in back of the house. A closet in a back corner with  janitor’s sink and toilet did double duty as bathroom and janitor’s closet.


  Two large windows in the dividing wall allowed customers to see the machine area, and a large double swinging door between the windows provided easy access for large pieces. The walls were painted that beautiful gray-green-brown color called Riverside. All in all, Walter was pleased with his new shop. He put a sign on the front:


   Walter Marsland

Custom Furniture

- Design, Construction -

- Refinishing, Repairs -

- Antique Restoration -


  As Bill predicted, the location turned out to be excellent. With only a small ad in the newspaper, customers started coming. Much of the work was ordinary refinishing and repairing, but every now and then a real antique would come in, more challenging and fun than the routine repairs. Orders started coming in for custom work too, and the small shop in Merion still carried his work; they sold a piece occasionally.


  Bill and Walter loved being able to spend every night together.


  “I don’t know how I ever lived without you,” Walter said one night as they snuggled in bed after making love, Bill spooning Walter as usual.


  “I feel the same,” Bill said. “I love you more than I can say.”


  Soon the kids were back from their jobs at Camp Deerfield, with only a couple of weeks before Arthur had to go to California for school. Arthur still lived with his mother, but only three blocks away, so Philip and Arthur spent all of their time together. Finally it was the night before Arthur had to leave.


  “I’m going to miss you terribly,” Philip said.


  “Me too, but I’ll be back for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and I’ll write you. I love you, so much.”


  “I love you too. I hate that you’re going away.”


  Philip started college at the University of Pennsylvania a few days later. The campus was just a couple of miles away so he came home for a home-cooked meal every weekend.


  “I’m having trouble with my courses,” Philip told Walter and Arthur one Sunday at dinner. “Baseball practice takes a lot of time, and it’s not even baseball season yet. They’re really serious about it, and it’s eating into my study time. I’m having trouble with math again.”


  “Would you be willing to drop off the baseball team?” Bill asked.


  “Sure, but we can’t afford to lose my scholarship.”


  “Your course work is more important.”


  “But Philip’s right,” Walter said. No way could I afford the tuition without the scholarship. It’s a stretch as it is.”


  “Let me pay the difference,” Bill said.


  “I can’t let you do that.”


  “Look, Walter, what’s more important? That you not let me help, or that Philip does well in college? You know I can afford it easily. This is Philip. I love him too. Let me help.”


  Philip dropped off the team and, with more time to study, started doing quite well. It was still hard work. At first he’d written Arthur almost every day, but by Thanksgiving he was lucky to write a letter a week. Letters from Arthur got less frequent too. At Berkeley he was doing well academically; he didn’t mention whether he was making friends. He came out as gay and, in the liberal San Francisco area, got very little flack. He said there were quite a number of out gay men in his class. Philip didn’t come out, and knew very few out students; Philadelphia was much more conservative.


  In the end Arthur didn’t come home for Thanksgiving because, he said, it was such a short vacation. Philip was upset; he suspected Arthur wanted to spend time with new gay friends.


  By Thanksgiving Walter had so much business he was having trouble keeping up.


  “I think I’m making enough money to hire an assistant,” he told Bill, “if I can get someone cheap. I don’t need someone experienced, just someone willing to learn.”


  “Try offering minimum wage, plus the opportunity to learn a trade,” Bill suggested.


  Walter put an ad in the classifieds: Wanted, apprentice cabinetmaker. Must be bright, personable, and willing to work hard for little pay and the opportunity to learn.


  To his surprise, he got several applicants the first week, but they were all hopeless. Either not very bright or sloppily dressed or inarticulate or impolite. He began to despair. “I’ll have to offer more money,” he thought. Then, the second week, Tuesday morning, Hiro appeared.


  “Hello? I’m here about the apprentice position?”


  “Hi. I’m Walter. And you are?”


  “Hiro. Hiro Akiyama.”


  Hiro was Asian, probably Japanese, small, perhaps five foot four, slim bordering on thin. To Walter, who hadn’t known many Asian men, Hiro looked exotic with his high cheekbones, dark, mysterious, half hidden eyes, glossy straight black hair down almost to his shoulders, and flawless skin the color of honey. He looked to be no older than fifteen. Besides being too young, he wasn’t Walter’s type, but he was breathtakingly beautiful.


  Hiro was wearing an inexpensive suit a size too small. Walter guessed he’d grown since it was bought, but the suit was clean, neat, and conservative, obviously the best he could afford. He’d taken care with his appearance, as though this interview was important. Too bad he was too young. Walter didn’t want a high school kid or a dropout.


  “Tell me about yourself. How old are you? What sort of job are you looking for, and why here?”


  “I’m eighteen. I just graduated from high school. I got good grades; here’s my transcript. I’m looking for a permanent job where I can learn a skill. I can’t afford to go to college, but I want to learn. I’m a hard worker, and I can learn quickly. If you give me a chance, I’ll prove it to you.”


  Hiro’s grades were impressive, mostly As with some Bs, not a single C since ninth grade.


  “Why do you want to work here, on furniture?” Walter asked.


  “I could lie to you and say I’ve always loved working with wood, but the truth is I’ll take any job that gives me a chance to learn a decent trade. I’ve been looking ever since I graduated last spring, and all I’ve been offered were things like fast food or janitor work. My father’s a janitor, my sister cleans houses. I know what that’s like. They both could do so much more if they were ever given a chance, but with no education it’s hard. Quite frankly, I’m begging you. Give me a chance and you’ll never regret it.”


  Wow. Walter could see on Hiro’s face how much it cost him to be so honest. He was impressed, and moved, by Hiro’s honesty and vulnerability.


  “You’ve never worked with wood?”


  “No, I’m sorry.”


  “What have you been doing?”


  “I work at Macy’s doing general cleaning, mostly bathrooms and mopping floors. My father works there too; he got me the job.”


  Walter saw that Hiro was ready to be rejected.


  “Are you willing to spend two or three hours here on a test, to see if this job would work?”


  “Yes! Oh, yes. Anything!”


  Walter went in back and brought out a dusty reddish-grey piece of wood about the size of a thin brick. It had cleanly sawed edges, but had not been sanded.


  “Here. I want you to take as much time as you need to turn this piece of rosewood into something beautiful. All you need to do is sand it until it is perfectly smooth and then polish it with one rubbing of linseed oil. You won’t have time for more than one, but that’s enough to start bringing out the beautiful red color. Start in back with the belt sander, then use finer and finer grits of sandpaper for hand sanding. Be careful, particularly on the belt sander, that you don’t change the shape. When you’re all done it should still have parallel sides, and the edges should be just slightly rounded. Good luck. Remember, don’t over-sand with the rougher grits. When you’ve finished with one sanding, come to me for the next finer sandpaper. If you have any questions while you’re working, ask me. Don’t guess.”


  Hiro took off his jacket, put on an apron, and set to work. Walter watched him covertly. As Hiro worked he became more and  more absorbed. Walter saw what he’d hoped for; Hiro began to care about the piece, to caress it as he worked. Yes! Maybe he’d be good.


  Hiro worked on that piece of wood for four hours. Walter phoned for lunch for both of them. Hiro barely paused to wolf his down. When finally he was done, the result was beautiful.


  “Very good!” Walter said. “What do you think?”


  “I loved it! I didn’t think I would. I’ve never had a chance to make something beautiful. You’re so lucky, doing that for a living. Did you make all these?” Hiro asked, indicating the pieces in the showroom area. “They’re beautiful.”


  “Yes, I did. The job is yours if you want it. All I can pay you is minimum wage, and at first most of the work will be carrying furniture and cleaning up, but I’ll give you a chance to learn too.”


  “Oh, yes! Thank you! When can I start?”


  The next day when Walter opened the shop at nine, Hiro was waiting on the front stoop, wearing his suit. “Oops,” Walter thought, “I forgot to tell him to wear work clothes.”


  Hiro was a big help from day one, taking care of all the drudgery. He also turned out to be a fast learner. By mid-December he was taking on some simple repair jobs. Also, over in a corner, he was building a small two-drawer jewelry chest all on his own, with lots of instruction from Walter. Walter was pleased and impressed.


  With Christmas coming, Walter got five orders for custom furniture, which was a lot to handle at once along with the normal repair and refinishing jobs. He told the customers he couldn’t promise to have the work done before Christmas, but he’d try. He asked Hiro to work Saturdays; Hiro was happy to do so, both for the overtime pay and because he loved his job.


  Chapter Six


  Christmas vacation finally came, none too soon for Philip. Once he’d dropped off the baseball team he’d done much better in his classes, but still it was a lot of work. He’d hoped to make a gay friend or two, but there were not many out men, and the few who were out were too swishy for him. He decided not to come out, at least not yet. He made a few straight friends, but just casual ones. He missed the camaraderie of his high school teammates, and he missed Arthur a lot.


  Arthur returned from California two days later. As soon as he’d deposited his suitcase and greeted his mother he ran over to Philip’s house. They kissed all the way upstairs to Philip’s room and fell into bed. Finally they came up for air.


  “God, I’ve missed you,” Philip said.


  “I’ve missed you too.”


  After catching up on news, Arthur asked:


  “Did you make friends at school? Any gay guys?”


  “No. There’s gay guys there, but mostly not out. I didn’t make any good friends, or any gay ones. I’m a bit lonely there. What about you?”


  “You wouldn’t believe!” Arthur said. “Berkeley is full of gay students. There’s a students’ gay & lesbian club, and there’s BathWorks. It’s a place where gay men go to have sex. It has a pool and steam room and private cubicles and a big room with couches for making out. They even have a snack bar. Everyone walks around nude, or with just a towel.”


  “You went there?”


  “No. I didn’t. At first I was afraid, but then when I wanted to I thought of you and I though it might make you unhappy. I didn’t have sex with anybody. We never talked about whether it would be okay for us to hook up with someone at school.”


  Yeah, I know,” Philip said. “I didn’t have sex either. I could have. A couple of guys came on to me, but I said no. I’m glad you said no too.”


  “I did, but is it really realistic? Are we going to go through four years of college never having sex except on vacation? And graduate school? We might have to be apart for a long time.”


  “But Arthur, I love you!”


  “I love you too, but I got really, really horny. I wanted to have sex. I wanted to go to BathWorks, at least once, to see what it’s like. They have half price for students. Lots of guys go there.”


  “Just sex?”


  “Well, honestly, I’d like to be able to date,” Arthur said. “I’m sorry. I love you, I really do, but I don’t think a long-distance relationship works. I hope, I really hope, once we’re through school and able to be together, we can be a real couple, but think about it. Neither one of us has ever had sex with anyone else. Is that a good basis for a relationship? Wouldn’t you always wonder what it would be like to have sex with someone else? Shouldn’t we have more experience before we commit to being together for the rest of our lives?”


  By now Philip was curled up on the other side of the bed, crying.


  “Philip, Philip, I’m sorry. I love you.”


  Arthur tried to hug Philip, but Philip pulled away.


  “I think maybe you should go,” Philip said. “I need time to think.”


   Philip was devastated, but as he calmed down and thought about it, he realized Arthur was right. If they promised fidelity, one of them would slip. In college, horny and surrounded by other horny guys, it would happen. Better to be honest. The next day he called Arthur and asked him to come over for supper and to spend the night.


  Making love with Arthur was still wonderful, albeit tinged with sadness for both of them. In the morning, lying in bed, they talked.


  “Tell me the truth,” Philip said. “Have you met someone?”


  “I think so,” Arthur said. “I don’t know for sure. He wanted us to have sex, but I said no. We’ll see when I get back to school. What about you?”


  “No, nobody. Not yet, but I wasn’t looking. It’s not like Berkeley. Most gay guys are in the closet.”


  Philip and Arthur spent all of the rest of the vacation together. When they weren’t wandering the city they spent time mostly at Arthur’s house, because he had a bigger bed. Bill and Walter saw them only when they had supper at Philip’s house. The night before Arthur was to go back to California they were both upset, already missing each other and knowing that their relationship was about to change in a fundamental way. Arthur was sad, but also excited to explore sex and dating at Berkeley. Philip, less optimistic, was just sad.


  Arthur left for Berkeley early on the Saturday after New Years. Philip, at loose ends and already missing Arthur, decided to drop in on his father at work. He realized he’d been so absorbed in Arthur that he’d not visited the workshop all vacation.


  “Hi,” Walter said. “I don’t think you’ve met my assistant, Hiro. Hiro, this is my son Philip.”


  Wow! What a stunningly beautiful young man, Philip thought. He’d always liked men who were smaller than him, and here was a perfect one. Philip had never been attracted to an Asian man before, perhaps because he’d not met many, but wow!


  “Hello Hiro. I’ve heard a lot about you, all good. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Funny we’ve never met. I guess I’m usually here only on Saturdays, when you’re not. Are you working Saturdays now as a regular thing?”


  Philip realized he was babbling, but he couldn’t seem to stop.


  “Dad says you’re a big help to him. I’m glad you’re here; I’m glad to meet you. Do you like working here? Do you want to be a cabinetmaker like Dad?”


  Hiro, shy anyway, was taken aback by the verbal barrage from this big, handsome man with beautiful green eyes.


  “Philip.” Walter said, laughing, “back off a bit. Give Hiro room to breathe.”


  Philip realized he was very close to Hiro, almost touching him. God, he wanted to! Hiro looked startled, almost frightened.


  “I’m sorry,” Philip said, backing away a bit. “I’m just happy to meet you at last. You’ve been such a big help to my dad.”


  “I’m glad to meet you too,” Hiro said. “Your dad talks about you a lot.”


  “I hope he says good things.”


  “Yes, he does. You’re in college? I’d like to go to college some day. What are you studying?”


  “I want to be a lawyer. I want to do public interest law. I’d like work for the ACLU. What would you like to do?”


  “I don’t know. College seems so far away. Right now I’d love to learn to make beautiful furniture like your father.”


  “My father isn’t beautiful furniture!” Philip said, laughing.


  “No, that’s true”  Hiro laughed too. 


  Walter saw something was happening between Hiro and Philip.


  “Why don’t you guys go have lunch somewhere. You’ve been working hard, Hiro, you deserve a break. Take your time.”


  It was a beautiful, sunny January day, but cold. As they left the shop Philip asked:


  “Where would you like to go for lunch? How about Oasis Cafe?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t have much money. That’s a bit expensive.”


  Philip didn’t think the cafe was expensive.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll pay.”


  “No! No, I’ll pay my own way.”


  “So, if you were on your own, where would you go.”


  “The hot dog cart on Washington Square is good.”


  At the cart Hiro bought a hot dog with all the fixings he could cram onto the bun. Philip bought three hot dogs.


  “Three?” Hiro asked.


  “You never know. I don’t want to go hungry,” Philip said. “What do you want to drink?”


  “Nothing, thanks.”


  The hot dog vendor put their four hot dogs in a bag. Philip ordered a large coke, too. As they walked into the park to find a seat, Philip realized he was freezing.


  “It’s too cold to sit out. Let’s go to my house.”


  Hiro had never been in the residence part of Philip’s house. They climbed the stairs to the first floor and sat in the kitchen.


  “What a beautiful house,” Hiro said. “About 1850?”


  “Yes, 1852. How did you know.?”


  “Most of the old houses in this area were built around then. Besides, you can tell from the ceiling moldings and the door frames. Doors get replaced, but usually not door frames. The floors, too, are from that period.”


  “You know about architecture?”


  “When I was little, sometimes on Saturdays when my father had to work my mother would take me with her on cleaning jobs. Some of her customers allowed that. Lots of the houses were old and beautiful. I got interested in them. I wanted to be an architect when I grew up.”


  “Do you still want to be an architect?”


  “Oh, I gave up that dream a while ago. College and graduate school? Just not going to happen. I feel incredibly lucky to have the job with your father, learning a trade I really like. I thought I might be stuck as a janitor like my dad.”


  “Your father is a janitor at Macy’s and your mother cleans houses? Philip asked.


  “My mother can’t clean houses any more because of her arthritis, so she stays home to look after Chris. Kamiko, my sister, cleans houses.”


  “Who’s Chris?”


  “My sister’s son. He’s just turned six. He’s really great, lots of fun and very, very smart. I worry about him, if he’ll end up in a dead end job like the rest of my family.”


  Hiro’s face lit up when he talked about Chris.


  “What about his father?” Philip asked.


  “Kamiko won’t tell us. She had Chris when she was 23. Something bad happened, I think. She gets upset if we ask her about it.”


  “She’s much older than you.”


  “Yes, she’s 28. My mother was 44 when she had me.”


  Hiro had finished his hot dog, and the glass of water he’d requested. Philip had finished his first one. He pulled out the other two.


  “Here, help me finish these. My eyes were bigger than my stomach.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Sure. Here,” Philip said, handing Hiro the other hot dog; he’d bought it thinking Hiro would like to have it. “Please, let me get you a coke too.”


  Over their second hot dogs Philip decided to get more personal. He was intrigued by Hiro, as well as finding him incredibly attractive, but had no clue as to whether he might be gay.


  “Does it bother you,” Philip asked, “that my dad is gay? Did you know?”


  “He never said so, but when Mr. Seebur drops by they always kiss. It wasn’t hard to figure out. No, it doesn’t bother me at all.”


  “Do you know many gay guys?”


  “No, none, so far as I know. Some may be, but they aren’t telling.”


  “What would you say if I told you I’m gay.”


  “Is that a weird circumlocutory way of saying you are?”


  “Uh, yes. I am. Does that bother you?”


  “No, not at all.”


  Philip had been getting gay vibes from Hiro and hoped Hiro would say he was gay, but no such luck. Philip still  thought he might be.


  “Would you like to see the rest of the house?”


  They disposed of their trash and went upstairs. On the next floor they just peeked in the two doors, Bill’s study and Bill and Walter’s bedroom and bathroom. The top floor also had two rooms and a bathroom. The back room was a guest room. The front room was Philip’s, with his bed, bookshelves, desk, and one chair. Arthur’s picture was in a frame on the desk. 


  “Who’s that?”


  “Arthur, my boyfriend, or at least I hope he is. He’s away at college in California and he’s met someone there.”


  “He’s cheating on you?”


  “No, not cheating. We agreed that since we’re so far apart in different colleges we are free to date other people.”


  “Are you okay with that?”


  “It makes sense, but, really, no, I don’t like it. There’s nothing I can do about it, though. He’s right, I think. Trying to stay faithful isn’t realistic.”


  “I’m sorry,” Hiro said. “It must hurt.”


  “I really like this man,” Philip thought, “and I think he’s gay. I hope so.”


  “Come sit with me. Lets talk. I want to know more about you.”


  The only comfortable place for two people to sit was on the bed, so they did, leaning against the headboard.


  “Are you gay?” Philip asked.


  “Yes.”


  Philip leaned in for a kiss. Hiro jumped up.


  “I better get back to work.”


  “I’m sorry,” Philip said. “I shouldn’t have done that. I just like you, a lot.”


  “I like you too.”


  “But you won’t kiss me?”


  “No. It’s happened before, twice.”


  “What? Someone trying to kiss you? Only twice? Please, come sit down again. I promise I won’t try anything. Please. Let’s just talk. No kissing. I like talking with you.”


  Hiro sat on the bed, keeping distant from Philip.


  “What’s wrong with kissing?” Philip asked.


  “Not just kissing. There was this guy in school, really handsome, a big guy like you. He made friends with me, spent time with me. I really liked him. We went to his house and made love, no, not love, sex, and after that he didn’t want to have anything to do with me.”


  “Did he get scared off, freak out about being gay?”


  “No, not that. I guess he never was interested in me. He just wanted to see what it was like to have sex with a small Japanese guy. He as much as said so.”


  “Oh, Hiro, that’s terrible.”


  “And it happened again, with another guy. I’m exotic, people think it would be fun to have me. I’m just a thing to them.”


  ‘Oh, Hiro, I’m so sorry. I’d never do that to you. I really like you. I want to be your friend.”


  “That’s what the second guy said.”


  By now Hiro was huddled in a corner of the bed, obviously miserable. Philip wanted to hug him, make it all right, but he knew enough to keep his distance.


  “Listen, I’ll make a deal with you. I’d love to go to bed with you, but it’s more important to me to be your friend. If you’ll be my friend, I promise no sex unless you ask me. I won’t try even to kiss you, but please, at least, could I hug you. I sorta need a hug right now. I think you do too.”


  Hiro nodded. Philip went over to him and put his arms around him, awkwardly because Hiro was still huddled in a corner of the bed. Gradually Hiro relaxed and they were able to hug properly. It felt wonderful, having this small, strong, beautiful man in his arms.


  “I do have to get back to work.”


  “I know. Please, could we spend some time together tomorrow?”


  “No, I’m busy. I have a Sunday job. Maybe next Saturday after work.”


  At supper Philip told Bill and his dad about Hiro’s Sunday job.


  “Poor kid,” Walter said, “I need to give him a raise. I’ll bet it would really hurt him if we stopped working Saturdays, not that we’re likely to soon. Orders are still coming in as fast as we can fill them.”


  “Sounds like you really like Hiro,” Bill said to Philip. “What about Arthur?”


  “I think Arthur’s found somebody at Berkeley. He wanted us to be free to date other people.”


  “Just be careful that you’re not falling for Hiro on the rebound,” Walter said.


  “No, nothing like that,” Philip said. “We’re just friends. No sex.”


  That night was not at all what Philip had expected before meeting Hiro. He’d thought he would feel miserable and lonely, with Arthur away in California dating other guys and maybe falling for somebody new. Never could he have predicted he would be dreaming not of Arthur but of Hiro. Probably just the fascination of the new and unavailable, but he couldn’t stop thinking about him. How Hiro felt in his arms, strong, not fragile as he appeared. Intelligent, ambitious, making his way against the odds. Hiro, whose life was so different Philip could hardly imagine it. A hot dog for lunch because Oasis Cafe was too expensive. He wondered what Hiro’s home was like; he hoped he’d get to see it, meet his parents. They must have done a great job despite their circumstances, raising Hiro to be such a wonderful person.


  On Monday Walter gave Hiro a substantial raise, from $3.35 to $4.00 per hour. He also promised Hiro that he would keep him on on Saturdays, at time and a half, for at least two more months. Hiro was overjoyed; working seven days a week had been wearing him down. Now he could quit his Sunday job.


  On Saturday while Philip was meeting Hiro for the first time, Arthur was winging his way back to Berkeley, missing Philip but excited by his new sexual freedom. He had planned to go to BathWorks that evening, but when he got to his dorm, although his wristwatch said it was late afternoon his body, still on Eastern time, said it was evening, so he napped until supper and, after supper, went right to bed. Sunday he checked the BathWorks flyer on the bulletin board and discovered that student half-price night was Thursday, so he decided to wait.


  Arthur had hoped the guy who seemed interested in him before Christmas would approach him again, but he didn’t. When he passed Arthur on campus he ignored him. On Wednesday Arthur saw him holding hands with someone else.


  Thursday after class Arthur was eager to try BathWorks, so he went there at five, even though he knew that was early. The facility was good: clean, spacious and with a large pool, but there were not many men there so early, so he decided to swim. There was one other man at the pool, handsome, mid-twenties, in good shape and tall, which Arthur liked.


  “Hi,” the man said. “I’m Roger. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”


  “No. Hi, I’m Arthur. This is my first time.”


  Roger turned out to be a post-grad student doing research in computer software, right down Arthur’s alley. Arthur liked him.


  “Would you like to go to my room?”


  In the room Roger had rented for the evening, a six foot by eight foot cubicle with space only for a bed, but with a door, they dropped their towels and started kissing. Roger was a good kisser, and things got hot.


  “Wait a minute,” Roger said. “I forgot my condoms. They’re in my locker.”


  “Why? Do you have AIDS? Do we really need them? I’ve never used one.”


  “Never? Don’t you know how dangerous that is?”


  “Well .... the truth is I’ve only had sex with my boyfriend back in Philadelphia. I was his first too, so I know I don’t have it, so if you don’t either, why do we need condoms?”


  “Oh boy,” Roger said. “nobody’s told you about how dangerous AIDS is? I’m very, very glad we ran into each other. I want you to do something for me. Have you ever been to the Castro?”


  “No. I’ve been meaning to go, but I haven’t yet.”


  “Good,” Roger said. “Please, let me take you to supper in the Castro tonight. There’s someone you really need to meet.”


  “I’m not going to your apartment or anything. We don’t know each other yet.”


  “No, no. Just to a restaurant. Just supper. I think it’s important. Please come.”


  Arthur got his clothes from his locker, dressed, and waited for Roger at the entrance. Roger came  a few minutes later.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Roger said. “I had to make a phone call.”


  They took the BART train to San Francisco and then the MUNI light rail to the Castro, all new to Arthur. He was glad to have someone to show him the way. He’d been meaning to explore San Francisco.


  When they emerged from the underground Castro station Roger took them directly to an inexpensive restaurant in the heart of the Castro. He asked for a table for three near the front.


  “Who are we waiting for?” Arthur asked.


  “A good friend of mine. We used to be lovers.”


  After a few minutes a man in a wheelchair came in and came over to their table.


  “Arthur, I’d like you to meet my dear friend Edward. Edward, this is Arthur.”


  “Hi,” Edward said. “Roger tells me you didn’t think you and he needed condoms.”


  “Why would we? He said he doesn’t have AIDS.”


  “How old do you think I am?” Edward asked.


  “I don’t know,” Arthur said. “Maybe forty?”


  “I’m 27, same age as Roger, but I have AIDS and I’m dying. I got AIDS from someone who said he didn’t have it; he didn’t know he did. AIDS can take years to show symptoms.”


  Edward proceeded to scare the shit out of Arthur, giving him a crash course in AIDS, and in STDs in general. Arthur didn’t eat much of his supper.


  As they left the restaurant Roger said:


  “Let’s walk a couple of blocks, see the Castro. Look around you at the men. Really look.


  Arthur, already upset, became even more so as he saw how many of the men appeared to be ill. Many had canes, a few were in wheelchairs. This was not the Castro he expected to see. True, most of the men on the street looked healthy, the bars were crowded. If Roger hadn’t called his attention to it he might have ignored the signs of illness, but once he saw them it was hard to see anything else.


  On the train back to Berkeley he and Roger talked some more.


  “Don’t get too scared,” Roger said. “This doesn’t mean no sex. It just means you have to be careful.”


  “Don’t worry,” Arthur said. “I’m never having sex without a condom again. Thank you.”


  “Do you want to go back to BathWorks when we get to Berkeley?”


  “Not tonight. I think I need to go to my dorm and have nightmares, but thank you. Thank you very much. You maybe saved my life.”


  “I’m glad. I like you. I’d really like to see you again. No more lectures, I promise.”


  “I like you too.”


  “Here’s my phone number. Please call me. Maybe we could have dinner together, a pleasant one.”


  Friday, attending classes and studying, and Saturday, studying and swimming, Arthur’s thoughts kept returning to Roger, almost as good a kisser as Philip. Arthur wanted to see him again, so he phoned him late Saturday afternoon.


  “I’m sorry,” Roger said. “I’m busy tonight. Could we have supper tomorrow? My treat. Let’s meet at the Mexican restaurant on Shattuck at six. Their food is really good.”


  Supper was good, the conversation stimulating and fun. After supper they went to Roger’s room; he was every bit as good a kisser as Arthur had remembered, and the sex, even with condoms, was delightful. Arthur was smitten. The following day, Monday, he phoned Roger.


  “I had a great time. I’d like to see you again.”


  “I had a good time too,” Roger said.


  “When can we get together again? Arthur asked. “Tomorrow?”


  “I’m sorry. This is a busy week for me.”


  “How about Saturday, or Sunday again.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m busy all weekend. Big research project, and a friend is visiting from out of town.”


  “Oh, okay. So when can we get together? I’d really like to see you.”


  “Gee, I don’t know’” Roger said. “With this research project and all, my schedule is messed up. How about you give me your phone number and I’ll call you when I have some time.”


  Arthur went through the rest of the week with Roger seldom far from his mind. Just a couple of weeks since Christmas vacation and already he’d met someone he really liked. Maybe Roger would call early next week. He’d said he was busy this week.


  The weekend came. Arthur felt lonely, but somehow BathWorks didn’t feel right. He wanted Roger. The next week he waited every day for Roger to call. Nothing. Another weekend. On Monday he called Roger.


  “Hi, it’s Arthur.”


  “Oh, hello Arthur. Sorry I didn’t call, but I’ve been busy.”


  “Could we maybe get together this week. Any day is fine with me.”


  “No, Arthur, I’m sorry. I’m just too busy right now. Look, I’ll call you if I get some free time, but please don’t hold your breath. I’m very busy.”


  Arthur knew a brush-off when he heard one. He hung up, lay on his bed, and cried. Then he got up, went to the pool, and swam himself to exhaustion.


  Philip’s first weeks back in school after Christmas were quite different from Arthur’s. He kept thinking about Hiro. Hiro fascinated him; he found he had no interest in trying to date anyone else. The Saturday after first meeting Hiro, Philip dropped in to his father’s workshop at noon.


  “Hi, Hiro. Want to have lunch together again?”


  “No, sorry. I’m in the middle of varnishing. Can’t stop. Maybe tomorrow? I quit my Sunday job.”


  “Great!. How about lunch Sunday and then do something.”


  “Could we do it after lunch? Maybe one o’clock?


  On Sunday Philip and Hiro met at the workshop.


  “How’d you like to go to the planetarium?” Philip asked.


  “Sure! I’ve never been. Is it expensive?”


  “Really? Never? I love the planetarium. I’m a member of the Franklin Institute, so I get in free and get to bring a guest. Let’s go!”


  On the walk over Philip was impressed again by how much he enjoyed Hiro.


  “Lets walk up Spruce Street,” Hiro said. “I know it’s a bit out of the way, but there are some beautiful old houses there.”


  As they walked Hiro talked about the houses they passed, pointing out architectural details. Philip had never paid much attention to houses before; with Hiro he found them fascinating. At the Franklin Institute, waiting for the planetarium show, they visited some of Philip’s favorite exhibits. Hiro liked the human heart exhibit. The lightning exhibit frightened him. When the lightning exploded he grabbed Philip’s hand, and afterward he didn’t let go. Walking to the planetarium holding Hiro’s small hand in his felt right to Philip.


  The next Sunday they met again at one o’clock. This time Hiro chose the destination: the Philadelphia Museum.


  “Do you go there often?” Philip asked.


  “No,” Hiro said. “I can’t afford to go often.”


  “Let me pay for our tickets.”


  “No, I’ll pay my own way. Your father gave me a big raise. I can afford it.”


  It turned out Hiro knew a lot about art as well as architecture.


  “Look at that portrait. Eakins is one of my favorite artists. Look at how he uses light to bring out the character of his sitter; the light looks completely natural but gives his subjects almost a luminous quality. It’s as though you know them.”


  Picasso’s Guernica was another favorite. Philip, who hadn’t been much interested in art before, began to see the paintings in a whole new way.


  After the museum Philip didn’t want Hiro to go.


  “Could we have supper together?” Philip asked.


  “No, I have to get home. My parents are expecting me.”


  Philip thought Hiro’s reluctance had to do with the expense; he knew by now that Hiro wouldn’t let him pay. That evening at supper Philip hatched a plan.


  “Could we invite Hiro to have supper with us next Saturday? he asked Bill and his dad.


  “Yes, I don’t see why not,” Walter said.


  Saturday when Hiro got off work Philip was waiting for him. They went up to his room to wait for supper. When Bill called them to supper an hour later they were both startled. They’d been so absorbed in their conversation it seemed only a few minutes had passed.


  Supper went well. Bill had cooked, so the food was good. After supper Philip and Hiro went back up to his room. Philip really wanted to kiss Hiro, but kept his distance, respecting their no-sex agreement. Conversation flowed easily.


  “I feel like I’ve known you for years,” Philip said.


  “I feel the same way. It’s strange. Our lives are very different, but being with you feels comfortable, familiar, good.”


  “Look at the time!” Philip said. “It’s almost two AM!”


  “Oh-oh, I better call my parents right away. They’re probably worried.”


  “Look, stay here tonight. It’s too late for you to walk home.”


  “I can’t do that. Not sleep with you. It’s dangerous.”


  “Okay, how about the guest room. I promise to behave.”


  Hiro didn’t want to walk home at two AM through his neighborhood, which was rough at night, so he agreed.


  Philip and Hiro both lay awake for a while, acutely aware of the other in the next room.


  “I guess it’s a good thing we’re not sharing a bed,” Philip thought. “ I don’t think I could keep away from him. The more I see of him, the more I like him, and he’s so beautiful. I don’t know how long I can keep to this no-touch rule. “


  “Maybe I should have agreed to share Philip’s bed,” Hiro thought. “He really seems to like me, not just want sex, and he’s so handsome, and such a good person, and so interesting. I’d love for this to turn into something real, but can I risk it?”


  The next morning breakfast was awkward, Hiro and Philip each lost in their thoughts and Bill and Walter wondering what was going on with them. They were so obviously interested in each other, and yet something was keeping them apart.


  Arthur, 2,900 miles away, was frustrated too. Roger clearly had lost interest in him; apparently all he’d wanted was a one night stand, so Arthur decided to try BathWorks again. Armed with condoms and lube, on Thursday night, after supper this time, he went back.


  BathWorks wasn’t crowded, but there were a fair number of men milling about, some of them obviously undergraduates but many older, even into their fifties. Arthur didn’t see anyone who attracted him, and no one approached him, so he decided to try the pool; at least he’d get some exercise.


  Roger was at the pool again, but he ignored Arthur. Feeling shunned, Arthur dove into the pool and started swimming vigorous laps. As he turned for the fourth time he heard applause. Looking up, he saw a young man, apparently about his age but not in good shape. He was not fat, but somewhat overweight and clearly not into exercising. Aside from that, though, at about six feet with neatly trimmed curly reddish-brown hair and blue eyes, he wasn’t bad looking, although he’d look better with clothes on. He wore glasses, too, which looked incongruous on his otherwise naked body. His naked, well-hung body. His chest was hairless, his legs only slightly furred. A generous bush of curly reddish-brown hair surrounded his long cock and large, low-hanging balls. Arthur realized he was staring, and the young man noticed: his cock was lengthening. Arthur realized his own was too, which surprised him. Ordinarily he was not attracted to men who weren’t in great shape. Oh, well, any port in a storm.


  “Hi,” Arthur said. “Want to swim?”


   The young man jumped in and he and Arthur swam side by side the length of the pool, Arthur swimming more slowly than usual, although the other man was a surprisingly good swimmer given his un-athletic looks. After three laps they climbed out and sat on the edge of the pool.


  “You’re a good swimmer. Better than good. Impressive. Hi, I’m George.”


  “Arthur. You’re not a bad swimmer yourself.”


  “Don’t be silly. I’m barely adequate. Do you swim competitively? I’ll bet you could.”


  “I did, but no more.”


  “Why not.”


  “Takes too much time. I have to concentrate on school. I’m in computer science. It’s a lot of work.”


  “Me too! I love computers. Hey, did you rent a room here?”


  “No, you?”


  “No.”


   


  “Come to the make-out room with me?” Arthur asked.


  In the make out room they found a couch that was in a corner, not too conspicuous, but still it felt strange being so exposed. Then they started kissing, and Arthur forgot about his surroundings, absorbed in George. George’s penis, erect, was impressive. Arthur was a bit embarrassed at his very hard but only six inch long penis even though he knew six inches was not, statistically, small.


  “You have a beautiful cock,” George said. “Just right.”


  Suddenly aware of several men watching them, Arthur went soft.


  “What’s wrong?” George asked.


  “I’m embarrassed. This is too public for me.”


  “Me too,” George said. “Could we go somewhere else?”


  “My roommate left early for the weekend. We could go to my room.”


  They dressed quickly and went to Arthur’s dorm room. It didn’t take long for their kisses to get them back in the mood. George turned out to be a considerate and skillful lover. He stayed the night, but left quickly in the morning, pleading an early class. George, it turned out, was a freshman also; they knew they would see each other that afternoon in Computer Science 101.


  Arthur had morning classes too, so he didn’t have much time to think about George. George was already in the classroom when Arthur got to Computer Science 101 that afternoon. Looking at him, Arthur was struck by how ordinary he looked; not the sort of ripped guy Arthur usually went for. Arthur sat near the back of the room, and left quickly when class ended.


  George found him in the dining hall at supper.


  “Mind if I sit here?”


  “No, that’s fine.”


  “Missed you in 101 this afternoon,” George said.


  “Yes, I got there late and had to leave quickly for another appointment.”


  “I enjoyed our time together. Are you free tomorrow or Sunday? Maybe we could get together again.”


  “No, sorry,” Arthur said. “I’m busy this weekend.”


  “Oh. Perhaps another time.”


  Arthur felt bad, brushing George off like that. He was a nice guy, and smart, and interesting, but Arthur was put off by his slightly pudgy body. Not that he was bad in bed; in fact Arthur had had a grand time with him, but still, he remembered Philip’s fabulous body, and even Roger’s. No, George wasn’t right for him.


  Thursday Arthur went back to BathWorks. This time it was Nathan, a senior. Nice body, no personality, just sex. Not bad sex, but Arthur realized he was getting tired of BathWorks. He wanted something more.


  He met Jack at the university pool. Jack was a serious swimmer too, gorgeous body, tall, green eyes that reminded him of Philip. The sex was fine, but they both realized there was no spark. They parted on friendly terms. Arthur missed Philip. It had been two months since he’d seen him. He was lonely. He needed a friend. How about George? He liked George, just not sexually. He saw him every day in Computer Science 101. Perhaps he should talk to him, stop avoiding him. After class he went up to him.


  “Hello, George.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Could we talk?”


  “I guess so.”


  Neither of them had more classes that day, so they went to a coffee shop. Arthur bought George a latte, and had his favorite, a hot chocolate.


  “So,” George asked, “why do you want to talk?”


  “This is hard. I know it’s going to sound like platitudes, but I’m serious. I mean it when I say I like you.”


  “Then why have you been avoiding me.”


  “I’m sorry, George. I think you’re a great person. That’s the part that sounds like a platitude, but I mean it. I’ve missed you. The reason I’ve avoided you is because I think you’d like to go to bed with me, and that just doesn’t work for me. I’m sorry. I wish it did, but it doesn’t. The spark isn’t there, but I’d love to be your friend. I think we could be really good friends.”


  “That’s not what I want,” George said, and started to get up to leave.


  “No. Please wait. Don’t you think we could be friends? I really like you. I think you’re a great person.”


  “Well, maybe.” George sat down again. “Maybe. I don’t know.”


  “Let’s have supper together. We hardly know each other at all.”


  Supper in the student dining hall wasn’t a good place for serious talk, so Arthur and George made casual conversation.


  “I’m enjoying our conversation,” Arthur said as they finished supper. “I’d invite you to my room, but my roommate’s probably there.”


  “We could go to my room,” George said. “I have a private room.”


  “Wow! How do you rate?”


  “You’ll see.”


  George’s room was the same size as Arthur’s, and just as crowded despite being a single. Against one wall, where there should have been a second bed, was a long work table with a large computer monitor and a bunch of other equipment. Under the table was one of the largest personal computers Arthur had ever seen.


  “You’ve got a computer! I wish I had one. Why is it so large? How come you’ve got all this stuff here?”


  “In high school,” George said, “I built a computer game and started selling it. Now I have over 500 customers, and I’m still getting new ones, but most of my money comes from selling new scenarios to my existing customers.”


  “You built a computer game, and you sell it?”


  “Yes. I’m paying for about half of college; my parents pay the rest.”


  “And you sell scenarios? What’s a scenario?”


  “Let me show you. Here, take this controller and let me fire up the computer.”


  George handed Arthur a device like a joystick but with a bunch of buttons on the handle and on the base. Arthur had never seen anything like it. The monitor, when it and the computer were warmed up, proved to be a color one, another thing Arthur had never seen.


  George started the game. The screen showed two figures that looked vaguely human, one red and one green, in a landscape of boulder-like objects.


  “It’s a race,” George said. You’re green man and I’m red man. In the race we’ll meet dangers, like a fire pit you have to jump over, use this button to jump, or a monster. Use this button to launch a grenade.”


  Arthur was thoroughly confused, but as they played he began to get the hang if it and found it great fun. After a bit they stopped playing. Arthur, who had been standing, sat on George’s bed and they started talking. George was fascinating, interested in lots of things in addition to computers, but the conversation was impersonal. Arthur wanted it to be more personal.


  “You’re an interesting person. I’d like to get to know you better,” Arthur said.


  “I don’t think I’m interesting.”


  Arthur could tell George was suspicious and uncomfortable, so he decided to break the ice.


  “I’ve been finding Freshman year difficult.”


  “Problems with your courses?” George asked.


  “No. Classes are fine. It’s my personal life. I thought Berkeley would be a good place to be gay, lots of opportunities for sex, and I guess there are, but I’m getting tired of one night stands and I haven’t found anyone serious.”


  “At least you get the one night stands,” George said.


  “Yeah. I thought I’d like that, but it gets old fast. I miss my boyfriend.”


  “You have a boyfriend?”


  “Yes, from high school. Philip. We were really in love, but I told him it wouldn’t work long distance, that we needed to be free to date people. Now I’m not sure. Maybe I should have stuck with him.”


  “Can’t you go back to him? Do you want to?”


  “I don’t know if I can. Maybe he’s found someone else. He’s a pretty terrific guy. Anyway, I don’t know if a long distance relationship would work. He was my first. I thought I needed to find out what it was like with other guys. I guess I did.”


  “Were other guys better?”


  “No, but I didn’t know that before. I’d always have wondered.”


  “I think you were lucky to have someone who loved you. I never have,” George said.


  “Never?”


  “No. In high school I was really fat, and not out. I think I was fat because I was unhappy because I was gay but wouldn’t admit it. Now that I’m here and out I’ve lost a lot of weight, but I’ll never be ripped and handsome like you. That’s what guys want. I’ll bet that’s what you want. I keep hoping somebody will want me for me, not just for a ripped body.”


  “Yeah, but you could have a more attractive body.”


  “See. You too. It’s all about the surface. I don’t think this is going to work. Maybe you should leave.” George said.


  “Wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Your body is fine, but if you wanted it to be more like a gym body you could.”


  “You don’t think it’s fine. You don’t want me.”


  “I don’t know you,” Arthur said. “All I can see is the outside. That’s what people see first. That’s why I want to get to know you. Please, come sit on the bed. Let’s talk.”


  Arthur moved over to the edge of the bed and George sat next to him, leaning, like Arthur, on the headboard.


  “So, tell me about the inside,” Arthur said. “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “I love computers,” George said, lighting up. “I want that for my career, building software. Building serious stuff like inventing new languages and new operating systems.”


  “Looks to me like that’s a shoo-in for you, but I didn’t mean your work. What do you want your life to be like? What’s your dream?”


  “I’d love to have a boyfriend, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. I’ve kinda given up on that.”


  “Don’t give up! You’re a great guy.”


  “Yeah, but gay guys don’t want a nice guy. They want a ripped body, somebody they can show off. That’s what you want. Be honest.”


  Arthur didn’t know what to say. His silence spoke for him.


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” George said. “Look, I’m tired and I’ve still got homework. We better call it a night.”


  Chapter Seven


  March. The weather in northern California was beautiful. In Philadelphia it was still chilly, windy, and rainy, but spring was clearly on the way. Philip and Hiro spent every Sunday afternoon together. Often when it was rainy they spent the afternoon in Philip’s room. They talked about everything except their growing mutual attraction.


  “So, you’ve only had sex twice, with those two assholes?” Philip asked Hiro.


  “Yeah. I don’t think either one really counts. I wish I had what you have with Arthur.”


  “I don’t think Arthur and I have that any more. He’s off in California fucking like a bunny. That’s no good for me.”


  “So, what do you want?” Hiro asked.


  “I want one person to love. Arthur said it wasn’t realistic for us to be faithful when we’d be apart so much, and I guess he was right for him, but I think I would have been okay with it.”


  “Do you miss him?”


  “No.”


  Philip was surprised to hear himself say it. Truth was, he hadn’t thought much about Arthur for a month.


  “Really? Why not?” Hiro asked.


  “Are you sure you want to know?”


  “Yes.”


  “You. You’re the reason I’ve almost forgotten about Arthur. I don’t want to upset you, but the truth is I’m in love with you. It’s harder and harder for me not to kiss you.”


  “Philip, it’s hard for me too. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, by far. I’m terrified I’ll lose you. You have so much ahead of you. After college probably law school. You’re going to be a brilliant lawyer. I know it. I’m no good for you. What will you want with an uneducated, poor, Japanese guy? I just don’t fit your life. Sometimes I think I should go away now, leave you before you leave me, because you will. If we fall  in love it’s just going to make it that much harder. I can’t risk it. I want to, I really, really want to, but I’m too scared.”


  “I don’t know what to say,” Philip said. “I know you’re the one for me. You’re the one I’m meant to be with. I miss you every minute we’re not together, but I have no idea how to convince you. I hear what you say. I see how it makes sense to you, but you’re wrong. I know it. Tell me, be honest, don’t you feel it too?”


  “Yes. I do. It scares me. It terrifies me, but I do.”


  “Kiss me,” Philip said. And Hiro did.


  Their lovemaking was incredibly intense, but not frantic, not rushed. It was unbelievably, gloriously loving and immensely right. Sex with Arthur had been wonderful, but this, far better, was just simply right.


  Hiro spent the night. They came downstairs Monday morning early, because Philip had to get to his ten o’clock class, looking rumpled and sheepish.


  “Well, it’s about time!” Walter said.


  “We thought you’d never get there,” Bill said. 


  Philip and Hiro just blushed and grinned. They both believed this was it. Mates for life.


  Philip managed, by working hard, to do all of his homework and studying in six days a week, Monday through Saturday. Saturday evening he would arrive home in time for supper with Bill and Walter. Almost always Hiro would join them for supper and then stay through Sunday dinner.


  After a month Hiro invited Philip to come to his parent’s house for supper. Hiro’s parents turned out to be every bit as exceptional as Philip had predicted; they welcomed him with open arms, delighted their son had found him. The real surprises, though, were Hiro’s sister Kamiko and her son Chris. Philip liked them immediately. Kamiko was wasted cleaning houses; she obviously had the intelligence and personality to do much more, but, lacking education, didn’t have the opportunity. Philip was struck again by how lucky Hiro was to have found his job as a cabinetmaker.


  Chris, though, was the real delight. At six he had a vocabulary and interests well beyond his age. He and Philip spent almost an hour playing together with his building blocks. Philip couldn’t help wondering who his father was, clearly not Asian. Chris, when he grew up, promised to have the sort of stunning good looks Philip had seen on a visit to Hawaii where more than half the people were Eurasian.


  Hiro and Philip came as close to living together as Philip’s school schedule allowed, spending every Saturday night, all of Sunday, and Sunday night together every week. About once a month they would go to Hiro’s for Saturday supper. Philip looked forward to these visits, especially for the chance to play with Chris.


  “You’re my second most favorite friend,” Chris told Philip.


  “Oh? Who’s your favorite friend?”


  “Hiro!”


  As for Arthur, he was looking forward to Spring Break when he could see Philip again. They’d stopped writing to each other, so he had no idea about Philip and Hiro; he’d never even met Hiro. He continued to go occasionally to BathWorks, but the university pool turned out to be a better place to meet the tall, ripped guys he wanted. He swam a lot; he had a great body too and had no trouble attracting men, but nothing went past a couple of dates. Part of the problem was that most men he hooked up with only wanted one night stands, but part of the problem was him; he didn’t find anyone whom he wanted to date seriously. Everyone was too shallow, or not interested in things that interested him, or just no spark. None of them could match up to Philip.


  He was short of friends too. George had been staying away from him, but George was the most interesting person he’d met, so he tried again when he saw him in the dining hall.


  “Hi,” Arthur said. “Got a minute?”


  “Sure, I guess,” George said.


  “They’re doing Schaffer’s Equus at Berkeley Rep this weekend. Want to go?”


  “Okay, I guess.”


  The play was excellent. Afterward they went for coffee and talked until after midnight.


  “I had a great time,” Arthur said. “Thank you for coming with me. Let’s do something next weekend.”


  “Yeah, I had a good time too. Thanks for inviting me.”


  George and Arthur started spending time together every weekend, and often eating together during the week. The subject of sex and dating was never mentioned, but Arthur did risk a sensitive subject.


  “I’m going swimming tomorrow after class. It’s more fun with someone. Why don’t you come swimming with me?’


  “But I’m not good enough. You’re such a terrific swimmer.”


  “George, you’re a good swimmer. I don’t want someone to compete with, I just want someone to keep me company.”


  George started swimming with Arthur two or three times a week. He even let Arthur give him pointers to improve his technique. He found he really enjoyed swimming, and as he swam more seriously he started seeing it make a noticeable difference in his body. He had more energy, and he slimmed down. The flab was gone but he knew he didn’t have the kind of body that would ever look ripped and gorgeous like Arthur. Arthur, in his tiny racing briefs, was breathtaking.


  Arthur frequently complemented George on his appearance, finally convincing George to buy a pair of racing briefs like his. It was a big step for George, so used to hiding his body, but they looked great on him, emphasizing his sizable package.


  Arthur enjoyed his friendship with George, but his sex life was less satisfactory. He wanted more than one night stands. He was eager to see Philip again. Philip, on the other hand, was a bit apprehensive.


  “My Spring Break is next week,” Philip said one Saturday night at supper. “ When is Arthur’s? Is he coming home?”


  “Yes,” Bill said. “He’s arriving next Saturday. Sorry I forgot to mention it.”


  “I’ve never met Arthur,” Hiro said. “How do you think it’s going to work out?”


  “With any luck, he’s met someone,” Philip said. “I sure hope he’s not thinking we’ll get back together.”


  “I’m afraid he might be,” Bill said. “He’s not mentioned anyone except somebody named George, who seems to be just a friend.”


  Saturday arrived, and so did Arthur. As soon as he got home and deposited his luggage he rushed over to Philip’s house. Approaching the house, he saw through the workshop window Philip, Walter, and an Asian guy he guessed was Hiro, so he went in.


  “Philip! I’ve missed you!”


  Arthur rushed up to Philip, hugged him, and attempted to kiss him. Philip turned his head away so Arthur kissed his cheek. Arthur, stung, backed away a bit.


  “I’m glad to see you too,” Philip said. “I don’t think you’ve met Hiro.”


  Philip went to Hiro and put his arm around him.


  “Oh. .... Hello, Hiro. I’m glad to meet you,” Arthur said. “Philip, can we talk? Maybe upstairs”


  “Lets go in the back room,” Arthur said, not wanting to be out of sight of Hiro for this conversation he knew would be difficult, and it was, very difficult, but Arthur didn’t take long to understand the situation.


  “I’m happy for you,” he told Philip, clearly upset. “Maybe I better go.”


  “No, please, have supper with us.”


  During supper Arthur regained his balance. He’d known there was a good chance he and Philip wouldn’t be able to go back to being lovers. He was glad that Philip, his good friend, was so happy, but he felt cast adrift. He wanted what Philip had, a lover.


  During the week Arthur was in Philadelphia he and Philip spent a lot of time together while Hiro was at work, wandering the city and at the Franklin Institute, but never alone in his or Philip’s room. He also got to spend time with Hiro after work, and understood why Philip loved him, but none of that helped his situation. On the plane flying back to Berkeley he felt quite lonely. As soon as he got back he called George. They had supper together and then went to George’s room, where Arthur told him the whole story.


  “I knew there was a good chance that Philip would have moved on, but I think I was holding on to the idea of Philip as my partner. It probably never would have worked. I could see that Philip loves Hiro more than he ever loved me, and more than I loved him. I want what he has.


  Arthur and George were, as usual, lounging on the bed, the only comfortable place in George’s crowded room. George could see that Philip was upset, near tears.


  “I think you need a hug,” George said.


  Philip turned to him and George hugged him. Philip returned the hug, pressing into George, needing the contact. He felt George’s impressive erection; he’d almost forgotten how good it had felt the one time they made love. On an impulse he moved to kiss George and George responded. It was the first really good kiss Arthur had had since the last time they made love. He’d forgotten how well George kissed.


  “No,” George said, pulling away. “This isn’t going to work. I’m not going to be your consolation prize because you can’t have Philip.”


  “But I really like you. I love being with you, talking to you. I’m sorry it took me so long to see we could be good together.”


  “I like you too,” George said, “a lot, but I’m not willing to be just good enough.”


  “But can we still be friends? And maybe you’ll change your mind?”


  “No,” George said, “I can’t. I like you. You’re the best kisser I’ve ever known. That night we spent together was magic. I could fall for you easily, but you’re just rebounding. How will you feel in a month, or two, or three? I can’t risk falling for you and then losing you.”


  “Why can’t we be friends?”


  “Oh, Hell!” George said. “Because I love you. Because being with you and not able to have you hurts. Because if we make love and then you lose interest, leave, I don’t think I could stand it.”


  “You mean this is it? We’re done? You’re my best friend! I don’t want to lose you.”


  “Let me think about it,” George said. “I’ll talk to you at supper tomorrow.”


  That night, lying in bed jerking off, Arthur found himself fantasizing about George. Usually he fantasized about Philip, sometimes about someone he’d met recently or just seen, but rarely, if ever, George. Something had shifted, he realized. He wondered if George was right; if it was just a rebound from Philip. It didn’t feel that way. Whatever the case, he knew that it would hurt a lot to lose George as a friend.


  Arthur lay awake for a long time thinking about George. His intelligence, his wide-ranging interests, his humor, his kindness, even his so much improved body. He visualized George climbing out of the pool after a vigorous swim, breathing heavily, pushing back his curly mop of hair, laughing. He remembered George in the showers, his penis large even when soft. It was a beautiful penis. George, he realized, was a handsome man. Not ripped, not classically athletic, but in good shape now, and with those vivid blue eyes. “He’s really handsome. How could I have not seen it for so long?” Arthur wondered.


  George, also in bed, had just finished jerking off while fantasizing Arthur, as he did almost every night. He was hurting. As their friendship developed over the past few months George had fallen in love with Arthur, but, knowing that Arthur would never be more than a friend, he’d managed to be okay with it, happy that at least Arthur was his best friend. Now Arthur had thrown a monkey wrench into the works. Arthur was offering just what George wanted, but George didn’t believe it was real. Could he say yes? No, if they became lovers and then Arthur changed his mind, George thought it would destroy him, but could he say no? Could he turn his back on the possibility it might be real? George lay awake for several hours, wondering what to do.


  Arthur didn’t see George the next day until supper. He arrived early, and was waiting with his food at a table for two when George came through the cafeteria line. George came over and sat down. He got right to the point.


  “I’ve given it a lot of thought. It’s difficult. I’ve been in love with you almost since we met. I was able to be okay with it as long as I thought we could never be more than friends, but now you’re offering more and I’m afraid. If we start being lovers I know I’ll fall even more in love with you, and then, if you leave, I think it would destroy me. I have to protect myself.”


  “I did a lot of thinking last night too,” Arthur said. “I’ve been blind. What I’ve wanted has been right there in front of me and I didn’t see it. I think I’m in love with you too. I’m sorry it took me so long.”


  “No, I’m afraid you’re still in love with Philip, but now he’s gone. I’m second best. Not good enough.”


  “I don’t think so. Really. I should have let go of Philip long ago.”


  “But you didn’t,” George said. “Look, I’d love to stay friends with you, and even more I’d love for us to be lovers, but I can’t risk it right now. Here’s the deal. We need to stop seeing each other, even as friends.”


  “No!”


  “Hear me out. We need to stop seeing each other for the rest of this school year. It’s only a couple of months, and then we’ll be apart anyway over the summer. When we get back to school next fall, we’ll talk about it again, if we both still want to.”


  Arthur was not at all happy with that, but George was adamant. It was that or nothing, so Arthur had to agree.


  Camp Deerfield had an age twenty cutoff for counselors, so Arthur could go back one more summer. He arranged to do so, hoping Philip would do the same. He realized George was right; he wasn’t over Philip yet. Philip, knowing from Bill that Arthur would be at Camp Deerfield, and also not wanting to be away from Hiro, arranged a summer job with his father, whose business was growing. Walter realized that when Philip went back to school he’d have to hire another employee. Hiro had outgrown the dogsbody role and was a full-fledged apprentice, handling many jobs on his own. George, of course, planned to spend the summer working on his software, which was bringing in a steady, modest income.


  Arthur didn’t try to date during the remaining couple of months of school. He concentrated on his classes and managed to get three As and two Bs, an excellent start on his college career. He guessed George got all As, but he didn’t know since they weren’t speaking.


  As soon as summer vacation started Philip went to work for his father. He and Hiro started spending every night together, so, naturally, Hiro had supper and breakfast every day at Philip’s This worried Hiro, so he brought it up at supper one night.


  “I’ve been eating here every night for the past couple of weeks,” Hiro said. “It doesn’t seem fair for you guys to be providing all my meals. I want to share the cost. I’m not much of a cook, but I could help with cooking too.”


  No, we’re happy to do it. Don’t worry about it,” Bill said, but Hiro insisted, so he started paying thirty dollars a week and, with Philip, doing the dishes and cleaning up after each meal, which he and Philip had been doing anyway.


  On one of their regular visits to Hiro’s house, after supper while Philip and Chris were playing together, Chris said:


  “Now that Hiro is staying with you I get to use Hiro’s room. It’s great! It’s like I have a room of my own.”


  “Where were you sleeping before?” Philip asked.


  “With my mom.”


  Philip had taken it for granted that Hiro’s house was big enough for the whole family, but now he realized the apartment had only three bedrooms and one bathroom, cramped for a family of five. The next day at supper, with Hiro’s permission, he raised the subject.


  “Chris is six, in first grade, and he still has to  sleep with his mother because Hiro’s apartment is so small. There’s plenty of room here. Would it be okay if Hiro moves in here? He’s here most of the time anyway,” Philip said.


  “Sure,” Bill and Walter both said.


  “It would be good for Chris to have his own room,” Hiro said, “but that would mean I’d have to live here even while Philip is in school. Would that really be okay/”


  “We’d love to have you,” Walter said.


  Hiro moved all of his things to Philip’s and his old bedroom became Chris’s. Chris was overjoyed; he had a room of his own. When Philip came over they played there. Chris kept his room neat and spotless. Philip wondered how long that would last.


  Once Hiro moved in with Philip they went at least once a week to have supper with Hiro’s family; it almost felt like Hiro’s family was his too. Seeing how much Chris enjoyed building with his blocks, Philip bought him an Erector set. Even though it was recommended for ages 8+ he was convinced Chris could handle it. He was right. Chris loved it. Every time Philip came over he’d built something new to show him.


  “Uncle Philip! Uncle Philip! Come see what I built!”


  Arthur, home for a week before going to Camp Deerfield, saw how much in love Philip and Hiro were and envied them. On the familiar bus from Logan Airport to the camp for his third summer he realized how strange it would be, being there for the first time without Philip. He was assigned to the same cabin as always. The other counselor had already arrived; his luggage was on one bed. Arthur took the other and then went to the lodge for Davis’s welcoming speech.


  “Welcome back, Arthur and William and Carl, and welcome, Eric.”


  This time Mr. Davis added something new to his standard speech:


  “At school I encourage my students to keep a journal, so I decided to do the same here. I’ve brought some notebooks and pens, on the table over there. Help yourselves. You may find keeping a journal helpful.”


   


  So, the new guy was Eric. He must coach baseball, like Philip, and probably he’d be in Arthur’s cabin. Not bad. Dark brown hair, dark eyes, strong eyebrows, a slight mustache. Medium build, and muscular. Not exactly Arthur’s type, but not bad. Arthur hoped he’d be tall. He couldn’t tell while they were seated.


  When the meeting was over Arthur found out that Eric was tall, very tall. At least six foot three. Wow! And that night, getting ready for bed, he saw Eric also had washboard abs.


  “I’ll bet you didn’t get that body just from playing baseball,” Arthur said.


  “No, I work out a lot too. Do you?”


  “No, I just swim.”


  “Well, it sure works. You’re in great shape. Hey, I hope you don’t mind; I sleep nude.”


  “Here? What if one of our campers needs us in the night?”


  “I’ll keep my shorts by the bed. Doesn’t take a moment to pull them on. Besides, the guys’ll see me in the showers. Nothing to be ashamed of.”


  That sure was true, with that body and attractive cock. What the hell; Arthur decided to sleep nude too. Feeling uncommonly bold, Arthur raised another issue.


  “Your first time as a counselor?” Arthur asked.


  “Yes. You’ve been here before, I guess.”


  “Yes, twice. And there’s a problem you might not know about. No privacy. It’s almost impossible to find a time alone to jerk off. I don’t know about you, but I need to almost every day.”


  “Me too. Any suggestion?”


  “Philip and I, he was my cabin mate for two summers, we would jerk off after lights out.”


  “Together?”


  “Not at first.”


  “Are you gay?” Eric asked.


  “Yes, you?”


  “Yes. Why not cut to the chase. Lets jerk off together.”


  Wow, Arthur thought, Eric doesn’t waste time. By the fourth night they had gone from mutual masturbation to full-blown sex. It was hard to keep quiet, but they did. Fortunately the door to their room had a lock. Sex every night, as Arthur had found with Philip, did wonders for Arthur’s athletic ability.


  Once the novelty of nightly sex with a virtual stranger wore off, Arthur started to see Eric as a person, and to ponder how he felt about him. Sex with Eric was good, but something was missing. Arthur realized he didn’t know what he was looking for, what was wrong with Eric but right with Philip and with George. He decided to try a journal; he’d never kept one, but it might help him clarify his thoughts. He had a free hour every day between his last swimming class and supper, so the next day he took a quick shower, got a notebook and pen from the lodge, and started writing.


  Tuesday July 9: Eric should be perfect. He’s really tall; I love that. He’s handsome, he’s in terrific shape. I love his abs. He’s smart, he’s nice, he’s athletic, he’s fun to talk to, he has a good sense of humor. He’s everything I thought I wanted, but I miss Philip. I miss George.


  Sex with Philip wasn’t just sex. We made love. That one time with George that I didn’t expect to be good was wonderful. We made love. I see that now, looking back. At the time I was hung up on his pudgy body. He wasn’t what I thought I wanted.


  What am I looking for? Sex? Eric is fine for that, but there’s a spark missing. No way would I want to spend the rest of my life with Eric. Love? I loved Philip, but not the way Hiro loves him, or he loves Hiro. They were made for each other. I can see it. Anybody can. I want that.


  Arthur put the journal aside, almost forgetting it. The first month ended, and this time all of the campers in Arthur’s dorm went home. He had a full day with nothing he had to do. He grabbed his journal right after breakfast and went walking in the woods, thinking. He found a log in the shade, away from the camp. It seemed quiet until he started hearing the sounds of insects and small animals, not quiet at all, but peaceful.


  Sunday July 14: I can’t get George out of my mind. He’s not what I thought I was looking for. He doesn’t have the sort of body I really like, and he never will unless he starts going to the gym a lot, and he won’t, but he has something. If Philip looked like George I don’t think we would have hooked up. I think I loved Philip because he fit my image of the perfect mate. No, he was more than that, but it’s George I’ve been missing, not Philip.


  Love is strange. I guess I didn’t know that. I thought I knew what I was looking for. I’ll bet Philip never thought he was looking for someone like Hiro, but he was smart enough to recognize it when he found it. I’m beginning to think George may be my Hiro. Otherwise why can’t I get him out of my mind? When I’m having sex with Eric I imagine it’s George I’m making love with.


  Friday July 19: Just a few minutes to write. I’m worried. If George doesn’t let me back in, how will I find out if he really is the one for me. If he does, what if I’m wrong? He said it would destroy him if we got back together and then I left. I guess George thinks he has the answer. He believes I am his soul mate. I never believed in soul mates until Philip convinced me he found his. What if George is mine and we never get together?


  Sunday August 4: Only a week to go before camp is over. A month until I see George again. If George was here right now, what should I say to him? Maybe this:


  George, I can’t stop thinking about you. I imagine you when I’m having sex. I dream about you. I don’t really understand how soul mates happen, but I think you’re mine. I believe you’re mine. I can’t prove it. I can’t know I’m right, but I don’t know how to find out unless we’re together. If I am right, if you are feeling the same way, then we have to try. You said it would destroy you if we got together and then we split up. If we’re soul mates, we won’t split up. How can we stay apart if we are? I already believe if we can’t get together I’ll miss you all  the rest of my life, never knowing. I think we have to take the chance. Missing out on finding our soul mate is too big a price to pay for safety. George, I’m begging you. Please give us a chance.


  Once Arthur returned from camp the three weeks until school seemed to crawl by and fly by, both at once. He poured out his soul to Philip and Hiro; already he thought of them as inseparable. It was Hiro who summed it up.


  “If you really think George might be your soul mate, you need to do anything, everything, to convince him to give you, and himself, a chance. I almost backed away from Philip. If I had, it would have been the greatest tragedy of my life.”


  The six hour flight to San Francisco was the longest six hours of Arthur’s life. On the plane he figured out how he wanted to approach George. As soon as he got to his room at school he grabbed his diary and went in search of him. He knew George had the same room as last year, and George was there.


  “George! I’m so glad to see you!”


  “Hi, Arthur. You’re back early.”


  “I needed to see you. I’ve missed you terribly. I have something I want you to read.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes. This summer, at camp, I had a lot of time to think, and I started a diary. I want you to read it. Please.”


  George sat on his bed to read. Arthur sat on George’s desk chair and waited. The diary was short, but George read it slowly. After he finished, he read it again. Arthur could see he was crying, quietly. Finally George put the diary down. 


  “Oh, Arthur. Why couldn’t you have said this sooner?”


  “Sooner?”


  “It’s too late. It still feels like a Philip rebound. If we got together I’d never know. I’d always feel like second best.”


  “No! No! Please! I love you!”


  “I’m sorry,” George said. “I’ve moved on. I gave it lots of thought this summer and I decided it’s too late. I’ve met someone else, but even if I hadn’t it still would be too late. I’m sorry.”


  “Please! Give me a chance! I’ll prove it to you.”


  “No. It’s over. I don’t think we should spend time together, not even as friends. I’ve given it a lot of thought. This is how it has to be. I’m afraid it’s goodbye.”


  George handed the diary to Arthur and Arthur left.


  Arthur walked back to his dorm in a daze, stunned. He’s been sure George would welcome him with open arms. “I really fucked up,” he thought. “First Philip and now George.”


  After registration on Monday Arthur had three days before classes started. Thoroughly depressed, his first thought was to go to BathWorks and get laid, but he decided instead to think. He realized he’d made two different mistakes with the same results. With Philip he’d been unwilling to trust Philip’s love. With George he’d been unwilling to see beyond his preconceived notion of the sort of person he wanted. In both cases he saw, too, that he’d not had the depth of love he saw between Philip and Hiro. He’d never been in love like that; he’d never found someone he could love like that. Soul mates may be real, but he’d not found his yet. Maybe he never would. Expecting to find him quickly was unrealistic.


  By the time classes started Arthur had come to several conclusions. He wasn’t going to try to find his soul mate; when it happened, if it happened, it would do so in its own time. Instead he was going to look for friends. A friend who came with bed privileges would be good, and a friend without would be good too. He decided, too, to relax his idea of a suitable bed mate. George had taught him that good, even excellent, sex did not depend on ripped abs. Arthur was determined to look for people he liked, not people who fit an image.


  All in all, Arthur was content with his new resolutions. Losing George no longer hurt so badly, although he was going to miss his friendship.


  Arthur decided to abandon BathWorks. Even though he wasn’t looking for “True Love” he didn’t want one-night-stands. Instead he concentrated on two places. One was the university pool, where he went several times a week anyway. Here he hoped to meet someone who shared his passion for swimming. Eye candy and ripped abs, he had to admit, were another attraction. The other place, which he had ignored before, was the gay & lesbian club. The club met every Friday evening. He started going regularly. Ripped abs were relatively rare there, so he attracted plenty of attention.


  By December Arthur had made several casual friends, two of whom were available for casual sex, but no close friend. He missed the closeness he’d had with Philip and later with George. He often saw George around campus, but, respecting George’s wishes, he stayed away. He did notice that George frequently was with one guy, usually holding hands. He was happy for George, but it made him feel lonely.


  Two weeks before Christmas break the gay & lesbian club held a dance. Arthur noticed a new guy sitting alone in a row of chairs against one wall. There was nothing noticeable about him except for his isolation. In a blue open collar shirt, khaki pants. and brown loafers, pretty much standard campus garb, he none the less looked out of place, perhaps because his clothes were so neat and well pressed. His hair, carefully combed, was brown, neither short nor long, and slightly curly. His features were regular: full eyebrows over hazel eyes, straight nose, mouth and chin well proportioned to his face. Not fat, not thin. Ordinary. Ordinary, and looking uncomfortable.


  “Hi. I’m Arthur. Mind if I join you?”


  “Sure. Hi. I’m Steven.”


  Steven seemed surprised to be noticed, and a bit scared. Arthur wondered why.


  “I’ve not seen you around,” Arthur said. “Do you come here often?”


  “No. I came a couple of times when I first, .... you know, .... when I first came out.”


  “When was that?” Arthur asked.


  “Just this year. September. But not, ... I mean, I haven’t done anything yet.”


  “Coming out is hard. It’s brave of you. Have you told many people?”


  “No. not many. Are you, ... I mean, .... are you ... gay?” Steven asked.


  “Me? Oh, yes. I came out in high school. Publicly, in a school assembly.”


  “Really? I’d never be that brave.”


  Arthur told the story of Philip’s assembly speech.


  “So you have a boy friend?” Steven asked.


  “No, not any more. He fell in love with someone else.”


  As they talked Arthur found that Steven, although socially inept, appeared to be brilliant. He was majoring in physics and already, as a sophomore, was taking a graduate level course in tensor theory. Arthur knew enough about tensor theory to know it was, and always would be, way beyond him. Steven, the quintessential nerd, intrigued Arthur.


  “Dance with me?” Arthur asked.


  “I don’t know how to dance.”


  “I don’t care. Dance with me anyway.”


  Arthur waited for  a slow song. Steven didn’t know how to dance at all, but Arthur enjoyed holding him in his arms as they swayed to the music. Steven was Arthur’s height, five foot eight, not taller as Arthur usually preferred.


  Steven, it turned out, was in Arthur’s dorm. After the dance they walked back to the dorm together. At the door Arthur kissed him, just a small, chaste kiss, but Arthur could tell Steven was scared and thrilled. Steven’s first kiss, Arthur was almost certain.


  “Meet me for supper tomorrow at six?” Arthur asked.


  “Sure, yes, I’d like that,” Steven said.


  Arthur, lying in bed that night, was reasonably pleased with his evening. Instead of going after one of the attractive guys, he’d helped Steven have a good time. Steven was an interesting guy; maybe they’d even end up as friends, although Arthur was pretty sure the friendship would never be more than casual. He didn’t think they had much in common. Steven certainly wasn’t dating material. He wondered why he’d invited him to supper.


  Steven, on the other hand, was thrilled. His very first ever gay date, and with a stunning guy. He had no idea why someone as attractive as Arthur would want to date him, but he wasn’t about to question his good luck. For the first time ever he jerked off while fantasizing about someone he’d actually dated!


  The next day, Sunday, at supper, Steven was waiting at a table for two when Arthur came through the cafeteria line.


  “Hi,” Steven said. “I wasn’t sure you’d show up.”


  “Of course I came. I said I would. Why did you think I wouldn’t?”


  “I don’t know. You’re so gorgeous. You must have your pick of guys.”


  “Good looks aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Lots of guys are just looking for sex with the next hot body. You’d be surprised how hard it is to find someone you like who likes you for more than your looks. Sometimes I get really discouraged.”


  “What the fuck is going on?” Arthur wondered. Not five minutes into the conversation and already he was sharing things with Steven that he rarely shared with anyone.


  “I can see that,” Steven said, “but at least you get to date some guys, so you have a chance to find someone.”


  “What about you? You’ve never dated anyone? How come?”


  “I wanted to. I went to the gay & lesbian club a few times near the beginning of the semester, but I got tired of being ignored. I went to BathWorks once, but I didn’t like it, and besides, nobody was interested in me. Berkeley is full of tall, handsome gay guys. I can’t compete. I’ve pretty much decided to concentrate on my classes and my straight friends. I went to the Christmas dance on a whim. I thought I’d give it one last shot.”


  “Steven, with that attitude no wonder you don’t find anyone. You’ve got to feel good about yourself if you want other people to feel good about you.”


  “But I do feel good about myself, just not about my dating chances. I love physics and I know I’m good at it. I was valedictorian of my high school class. I’ve got plenty of friends, mostly other science students like me. I’m really good at chess; I’m in the chess club. I play piano too. I do like myself. I just don’t know how to be successful as a gay guy.


  “I’m not sure I do either,” Arthur said. “Sure, plenty of tall, hot guys want to have sex with me, but that’s all it is, just sex, and lots of times they don’t want to go past one or two dates. That’s not what I want. In high school I had a steady boyfriend, Philip; we loved each other, but now he’s found someone else. It really hurt.”


  “He cheated on you?”


  “No. I said we should date other guys in college, so he did. I thought it would be great being gay at Berkeley, but it’s not working out. I did find someone here, but I screwed it up, and now we’re not even friends. I’m not like you. I don’t feel good about myself.”


  “I’m not tall or hot. How come you asked me to dance?” Steven asked.


  “I don’t know. I guess I was ready for something different. I’d never dated anyone who looked like you. You looked so pathetic, sitting alone. I felt sorry for you.”


  Oh, shit! The minute he said it Arthur knew he’d made a mistake. Why had he been so brutally honest? Steven looked miserable.


  “Well, at least you’re honest,” Steven said. “I was beginning to like you.” He started to leave.


  “I’m sorry! I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. This whole conversation has been weird. I’ve never been so honest with anyone except maybe Philip. Please, stay.”


  “It’s getting late,” Steven said. “I’ve got lots of homework to do.”


  “Walk back to the dorm with me?”


  “I have to go to the library. See you later.”


  That night, in bed, thinking about the day, Steven and Arthur both felt sad. They both were surprised at how quickly they had shared their feelings, how deep the conversation had become with someone they hardly knew. Well, they knew each other a lot better now. Steven was sad that he’d never have a chance to date Arthur again. So much for his promising first date with a hot guy. He thought he could like Arthur a lot, but clearly Arthur didn’t like him, at least not for a date.


  Arthur was sad and ashamed that he’d ended the conversation with his brutal honesty. The whole conversation had been so weirdly honest. His internal censor seemed to turn off when he was with Steven. He’d like to have continued the conversation, except he’d ruined it. It probably didn’t matter, except for hurting Steven’s feelings. Steven was an interesting guy, but just not his type. He probably wouldn’t have wanted another date with Steven anyway.


  Chapter Eight


  Back home for Christmas vacation, Arthur had a lot of time alone to think because Philip was helping his father and Hiro in the shop. Mostly he thought about his non-existent love life, about Philip and George and the succession of men he dated who never went beyond two dates. Is it gay men who are the problem, he wondered, or is it me? He thought a lot about Steven, too. Steven intrigued him. Steven, so much not his type and yet such an interesting man. Brilliant, thoughtful, kind. So much Arthur did not know. He knew Steven had friends, mostly other nerds, but what did they do for fun? They played chess. Arthur had tried it but without much success. Steven played piano. That surprised Arthur. He had no idea what kind of music Steven liked, what kind he played. Did he play well? Probably. It seemed everything Steven did he did well.


  Maybe he should try to make friends with Steven. Probably he’d screwed that up beyond redemption. Why had he been so brutal? What was it about that strange conversation that led them both to be so honest? If he saw Steven again would they be honest again? It was worth a try, to see if Steven would give him another chance.


  That night, jerking off, Arthur tried to fantasize about Steven, but it didn’t work. He couldn’t quite imagine making love with him. Oh, well. At least he could try to be friends. But what did he have to offer, except sex? He knew Steven would like to have a handsome boyfriend like him, but if they weren’t boyfriends? Steven was so much smarter than him, so much more talented, so many more friends. Arthur had thought of himself as doing Steven a favor by offering friendship. Now he realized the tables were turned. He was the one hoping Steven would be willing to be his friend.


  Steven’s Christmas vacation was okay. He spent much of it at his piano, working on a Bach partita. He thought a lot about Arthur. He never had deep, personal conversations like that with his friends. They talked about science, or chess, or music, not about themselves. He’d like to have a friend with whom he could share himself. Too bad it wouldn’t be Arthur; he’d made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested in Steven.


  Philip had a very good Christmas vacation. He loved working in the shop with his father and Hiro. Even though mostly he just did the dogsbody stuff, cleaning up and hauling, he was learning some of the simpler woodworking tasks too, even though he knew he’d never have the patience to learn to be a cabinetmaker. That was Hiro’s calling, not his.


  One afternoon towards the end of vacation Hiro’s sister came to the shop with Chris in tow.


  “Do you think you could take care of Chris for the rest of the afternoon? He was supposed to go home after school, but mom’s arthritis is bad today and she can’t take care of him. I’m sorry to ask, but I don’t know what else to do. I have to be at my next job in twenty minutes.”


  Chris spent the afternoon quietly and happily reading in a corner of the shop. All three adults were glad to have him there. Mrs. Akiyama’s arthritis did not get better, so Chris came to the shop every day after school. Soon he had in his corner a small collection of simple tools, sandpaper, and pieces of wood with which he played at being a craftsman like his Uncle Hiro.


  Chris came to the shop on Saturdays too, when his mother had to work. Philip often came to the shop on Saturday when his school work permitted. He started taking Chris out for walks, and to see things in the city. They went occasionally to the Franklin Institute. Like Hiro, Chris loved the Human Heart exhibit. He also liked the silent movies in the recreated 1920s movie theater. The Planetarium, not so much. Chris loved spending time with his Uncle Philip. Happy at home, he was thriving at school. So was Philip.


  So was Arthur, back at Berkeley. School, at least, was going fine, and so was his swimming, but not his love life. Discouraged by his lack of success in finding anyone to date seriously, Arthur poured all of his energy into his studies and his swimming, with the result that he was getting mostly As with a few Bs, and his swimming was almost back to competitive level, but he wasn’t happy. He wanted what Philip had: someone to love. He wasn’t doing well on the friendship front either. He wasn’t sure why. Probably, he had to admit, because he wasn’t putting much effort into making friends. 


  Steven, as usual, was getting all As, and he had several friends. He kept thinking of Arthur, though, of how deep, how personal, almost intimate, their one conversation had been. Maybe Arthur was worth a second chance, but that wasn’t going to happen. Arthur had made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested in Steven.


  For second semester Arthur signed up for Music 101, a survey class. Some of it, particularly about Baroque music, was kindergarten stuff for Arthur, almost literally, since he had been listening to Bach for as long as he could remember. Other topics, especially the 19th century composers, were less familiar. One day after class, walking past the music practice rooms, he heard someone playing Bach’s C minor Partita, a favorite of his, so he sat in a chair outside the closed door to listen. Whoever it was played it very well, twice. While Arthur was waiting to hear it a third time the door opened.


  “Arthur! What are you doing here?”


  “Steven? That was you playing? You’re really good. The C minor is my favorite Partita and you played it well.”


  “You know Bach?”


  “I love Bach. What did you do to the Courante the second playing? I liked it better, but I couldn’t tell what was different.”


  “I slowed it down, and put a bit more emphasis on the ornamentation.”


  “I loved it,” Arthur said. “Look, I’m really sorry about last time. I was an ass. I hope you’ll give me a second chance. I have to go to class now, but please, would you have supper with me tonight? Please?”


  ‘Okay, yes. Six o’clock?”


  This time Arthur was waiting at a table for two as Steven came through the cafeteria line.


  “Mind if I join you?” Steven asked as he sat down.


  “You goofus! I’m glad you came. I was afraid you might change your mind. I’m sorry about last time. It’s like all of my internal censors got turned off. I shared more with you than I’ve shared with almost anyone. I’ll try to be better this time.”


  “No, please don’t,” Steven said. “I shared a lot too. I’m glad we did. I’ve been realizing I don’t share personal things with my other friends. I want that kind of friendship.”


  “Me too, but I shouldn’t have said what I did about you. It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right.”


  “But it was. I was looking pathetic. I was feeling pathetic too, all alone and sorry for myself, until you rescued me. Did you know that’s the first time I ever danced with anybody, not just with a man?”


  “Really? Would you dance with me again some time? I liked it.”


  “But why would you want to dance with me?” Steven asked. “You’re so gorgeous. I’ll bet you’re even more gorgeous with no shirt. And I’m so, ... I don’t know...”


  “Ordinary?” Arthur asked. “Oh, shit! I did it again. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s going on. I just don’t have any censor when I talk with you. I’m not usually like this. Really. I’m sorry. I’ll understand if you don’t want to have anything to do with me. I’m so stupid.”


  “Yes, ordinary. That’s exactly how I feel. Ordinary.”


  “But you’re not! You’re the exact opposite. You’re brilliant. You know physics. You play piano beautifully. You’re a fucking straight-A valedictorian. You’re the most interesting person I’ve ever met. There’s nothing ordinary about you.”


  Arthur was surprised at his own words. He’d never thought it before, but Steven was the most interesting person he’d ever met.


  “Except the way I look,” Steven said. “I look ordinary.”


  “And that’s bad because?”


  “Because nobody looks at me twice. Nobody takes the time to see who I am. Nobody wants to date me because who wants a date who looks ordinary. People want a date who looks like you.”


  “Yeah, but that’s all they want. Someone they can show off. They don’t care about me.”


  “I do. I care about you. And, yes, I’d love to show you off too. I’d love to walk across campus holding your hand. ‘Look who I’ve got.’ I’ve never had that.”


  “Are you done eating?” Arthur asked. “Let’s go. I have something to show you.”


  As they were leaving the cafeteria Arthur grabbed Steven’s hand and walked with him across the plaza, the busiest part of campus, toward their dorm. Steven was surprised. He had no idea what the hand holding meant, but he loved it.


  “What do you want to show me?” Steven asked.


  “Just this. What it feels like to walk across campus holding the hand of someone you can show off.”


  “Oh,” Steven said. Arthur could hear the disappointment in his voice. “I’ve got a lot of studying to do. I better go to the library.”


  “Oh, no you don’t,” Arthur said, holding Steven’s hand firmly. “That’s what you did last time, when I was such an ass. Not this time.”


  “But this is fake.”


  “No. I like holding your hand, and you like holding mine. It’s not fake. Maybe not what you want, a real boyfriend, but it’s not fake. I like you, more and more the more I find out about you. I want to be your friend.”


  When they got to their dorm Arthur pulled Steven into a hug.


  “Have supper with me tomorrow night? Please.”


  “Okay, yes. I’d like that.”


  Homework occupied both of them for the rest of the evening, so it was not until they were each in bed that they had time to think about supper and the walk across campus. Arthur realized he was in danger of creating the same situation as with George. If Steven fell for him, that could ruin their friendship, but what could he do, other than be completely clear about his feelings? He didn’t love Steven, but he wanted him for a friend, more, he realized than he’d wanted George. George was fun to talk to. With Steven it was much more. Steven was fascinating. Arthur wanted to know him well, intimately. Somehow he and Steven had a connection that led them both to share their deepest feelings. It was weird and it felt right.


  Steven shared Arthur’s worry. Falling for Arthur could ruin what was promising to be his best ever friendship, this deep, personal connection he’d never felt with another person. Unfortunately, he was already half in love with Arthur. He really, really wanted to see him shirtless; he imagined his abs would be spectacular. He didn’t know why; he’d never seen them. Again, as usual since their first meeting, his nightly jerk-off fantasy was of Arthur.


  At supper the next day the conversation immediately got personal, as always seemed to happen with them.


  “What do you do to keep in such good shape?” Steven asked.


  “I swim. You?”


  “I don’t keep in such good shape. I run. Actually, I jog. It meets the athletic requirement and I can think while I do it.”


  “Think about what?”


  “Physics, music, life, you.”


  “Do you swim?”


  “I used to, before college, quite a bit, but when I went to the pool here the swim team was just finishing up practice. All those gorgeous men. I was too ashamed. I turned around and left, and never went back.”


  “Come swimming with me. I’ll protect you from the big, bad, beautiful men. Seriously, I’d love to have someone to swim with. Please.”


  Again their conversation included deeply personal information. Arthur told Steven about Philip discovering he was gay by kissing him, about Philip and Hiro, about George. Steven told Arthur about his secret high school crush on the captain of the basketball team, about his fear of getting an erection in the showers at school, about coming out to his parents, which he did at fifteen. They also talked about lighter subjects.


  “Who’s your favorite Bach interpreter?”


  “Rosalyn Tureck.”


  “Yes! She’s the best. Do you like Glenn Gould? I do.”


  “He’s a bit too dry for me.”


  They agreed to have supper again the next day. During the day Steven did some research. The minute they sat down to supper Steven spoke up.


  “No fair! You invited me to go swimming without telling me you were northern California division champion in freestyle in 1982.”


  “So? That means you can’t go swimming with me?”


  “But I’ll feel like a fool next to you.”


  “I feel like a fool in class next to you.”


  “Don’t be an idiot! You’re plenty smart.”


  “And I’ll bet you’re a plenty good swimmer. I’m not going to let you back out. You said yes. I’m holding you to it. I promise to hold you up in the water while you learn to doggie-paddle.”


  “You idiot!”


  They met the next afternoon at the pool. Steven was already there when Arthur arrived, wearing an atrocious baggy pair of swim trunks that looked like they dated back to 1975. For all that, he didn’t look half bad. Strong legs, lightly furred. Chest and arms not well developed but trim enough. No chest hair, like Arthur, but a treasure trail leading under his trunks that promised more hair later. Abs almost invisible, but, again, no fat, only a slight belly that some abs exercises, or a lot  of swimming, would eliminate.


  Wanting to see more of Arthur, Steven followed him into the locker room. Oh! My! God! Naked, Arthur looked fabulous. No wonder he had no trouble getting dates. In his skimpy racing trunks he looked, if anything, even more spectacular. As soon as they got to the pool Arthur dove in and raced the length of the pool and back. “He’s showing off for me,” Steven thought.


  “Come on in,” Arthur said.


  “Not if you’re going to swim like that.”


  Once Steven was in the pool Arthur matched his pace to Steven’s. Steven was a better swimmer than Arthur expected, really quite decent form and fairly fast.


  “You’re good. Where’d you learn to swim?” Arthur asked.


  “Oh, I’ve known forever, but my father had a friend who used to swim competitively and he coached me in high school.”


  Arthur and Steven fell into the pattern of supper together every day and swimming for a couple of hours three times a week. Steven’s abs began to appear, his arms and chest to develop nicely. Arthur teased him out of his baggy swim trunks into a pair of Arthur’s racing trunks. Arthur saw he was doing the same thing with Steven that he did with George, and it worried him.


  “I’m concerned about something, but I probably shouldn’t mention it,” Arthur said one day at supper.


  “Oh, come on. You know we can’t ever keep anything from each other.”


  It was true. From their first meeting their internal censors had been shut off.


  “When I met George he was in terrible shape, much worse than you. You’ve always been in pretty good shape, but now you’re getting to look really good. Anyway, I got George swimming too, and he started looking better. Then I thought I fell in love with him and it ruined our friendship.”


  “So did you fall  in love with him because he looked better?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe partly, but a lot was because Philip fell for Hiro and so I was on the rebound, but it scares me that I might do something to ruin our friendship. I’ve never had a friend anything like you. I couldn’t stand to lose you.”


  “Me too. Are you falling in love with me?”


  “No. I don’t know why. Maybe I’m scared to.”


  “Well, if you do, don’t worry. I’ll fall for you too. Hey, on a related subject, my friends are unhappy they don’t see much of me any more. How about you and I do something with my friends some time.”


  “Okay, I guess,” Arthur said. “Like what? What do you do with them?”


  “Mostly just hang out. They’re not the partying type.”


  Arthur started hanging out with Steven’s friends. They were nerdy, but many of them were quite interesting. He enjoyed them. He noticed Steven’s friends treated him and Steven as a couple. It felt good.


  One Friday near the end of the term their supper conversation got even weirder than usual.


  “Do you realize we’re acting just like a couple?” Steven asked. “All of my friends, our friends, treat us like a couple. We spend all of our free time together. I never get tired of being with you. I’ve lost all interest in finding someone to date. Except for sex, you’re filling that role.”


  “I know,” Arthur said. “I’ve noticed too. It’s pretty obvious. I’m not dating either, but I miss having sex. I’m tired of just jerking off, but I have no interest in finding somebody.”


  They were both uncharacteristically quiet for a long time. Finally Arthur spoke up.


  “Look, this is probably weird, but what the hell. My roommate is gone for the weekend. Come spend the night with me.”


  “What, sex?”


  “Maybe. Probably. Why should we do it alone? We’re both gay. I’ll bet it would be fun.”


  “Sounds like playing with fire to me,” Steven said.


  “So? It might be fun, it might be horrible, but I really don’t think it would ruin our friendship. I’ve never had a friendship nearly as solid as ours.”


  “Well, I sure as fuck love seeing you naked in the locker room. Sure. I’m game.”


  Despite their confident words, Steven and Arthur were both trembling when they got to Arthur’s room.


  “Hug me. I’m scared,” Steven said.


  “Me too.”


  They hugged until they were both calmer.


  “What now?”


  “Let’s get undressed and then lie down and see what happens.”


  By now Steven was rock hard and he thought from the bulge in Arthur’s pants that he was too. They undressed slowly, watching each other. Arthur, naked and hard, was even more beautiful than Steven imagined. Arthur, looking at Steven, was happy to see Steven’s erection was just about the same size as his. He was relieved. George’s monster had always made him feel inadequate.


  Lying on Arthur’s bed, they started with simple mutual masturbation. For two horny twenty-year-olds that didn’t take long. Then came the big question.


  “Should we kiss?” Steven asked.


  “Fuck, this is weird,” Arthur said. “No more talking. Not one word until morning.”


  It wasn’t until then that either of them knew they would spend the whole night together. Of course they did kiss. They did everything else, too, thanks to a generous supply of condoms and lube.


  They went to sleep about three AM with Arthur cradled in Steven’s arms. They both woke up about nine with Arthur cradling Steven.


  “That was abso-fucking-lutely marvelous,” Arthur said.


  “Best sex of my life, by far. God, you sure can kiss,” Steven said.


  “Not like you have much experience.”


  “Bastard! Kiss me, you fucker.”


  Arthur did. That led to much more.


  “Yes. By far the best sex of my life for me too,” Arthur said half an hour later. “So what does this mean? Are we in love?”


  “God, I hope not,” Steven said. “You’re my best friend in the world. I never want that to change. How about best friends forever with benefits.”


  “Works for me.”


  Sunday night was, if anything, better than Saturday night. After that Arthur and Steven spent as much time in bed together as their roommate situations allowed. Fortunately Arthur’s roommate went home many weekends.


  Arthur had planned to get a summer job, but he hadn’t arranged one yet. He brought it up at supper a few days later.


  “I hate the idea of us being apart all summer,” Arthur said. “Do you have any summer plans?”


  “No, I was thinking of getting a job, but I don’t have to.”


  “Me too, but I don’t have to either. Could you maybe come to Philadelphia for the summer, live with me? We’ve got plenty of room and a piano. I’m sure my mom would be glad to have you stay. I’d love for you to meet Philip and Hiro. Philip’s father and Hiro are cabinetmakers; their business is booming. I’ll bet we could do some part time work for them.”


  “That sounds great. How about going to visit my parents first?”


  At the end of the term Steven took Philip home with him to San Diego for a week. His parents were charmed by Philip, and Philip liked them too, although he didn’t find them particularly interesting. The dinner table conversation was pedestrian. He wondered how a person as fascinating and complex as Steven came from such boring, nice but boring, parents. He and Steven both were glad when it was time to fly to Philadelphia.


  Philip and Hiro thought Steven was perfect for Arthur. They didn’t understand this “best friends with benefits” thing, so they just treated Steven and Arthur as what they appeared to be, a couple very much in love. So did Bill, Walter, and Arthur’s mother. An only child, Steven loved being part of such a large, interesting, and loving family.


  Arthur and Steven’s plan to work part-time for Walter in the shop did not work out. The previous fall Walter, whose business continued to boom, had hired a friend of Hiro’s to do the dogsbody work. Jose, like Hiro, was smart and ambitious. He was going to night school to learn to be an accountant, so in addition to the general cleaning, fetching, and carrying he also did much of the shop’s paperwork, although critical things like taxes and payroll were handled by an accountant.


  Philip had been counting on working for Walter during the summer too, but it quickly became evident his chores mostly were babysitting Chris, who, now that school was out, spent most days at the shop, but in truth Chris, now almost eight, didn’t need babysitting. In his corner he had a small workbench and, when he wasn’t reading, he was learning simple woodworking.


  For the first couple of weeks Steven and Arthur reveled in spending 24 hours a day together, much of it in bed, but soon they found themselves at loose ends. They had investigated every nook and cranny of the Franklin Institute and explored most of downtown Philadelphia on foot. They’d looked for summer jobs they could do together; they weren’t willing to spend their days apart, but nothing turned up. They discovered if they’d applied months ago they might have gotten jobs at the Franklin Institute, so they decided to try that next year. They discussed their dilemma at supper one day.


  “I’ve got the same problem,” Philip said. “Dad doesn’t need me in the shop, but unlike you I need to make some money.”


  “No, you don’t,” Walter said. “The shop is doing fine. Why don’t you guys try to find some volunteer work?”


  “My hospital always needs volunteers,” Bill said. “If you like I’ll introduce you to the volunteer coordinator. I know the head of IT too. He might have something.”


  The head of Information Technology was delighted to have two volunteers who already were good with computers. Four days a week Arthur and Steven were busy helping hospital staff use the computers and dealing with straightforward problems, often as simple as a loose connection. Philip had a more conventional volunteer job. He gravitated towards the children's ward, where he discovered he loved working with the children. He began to re-think his plans to become a lawyer.


  Back at Berkeley the next year, Steven and Arthur had a two-person room together. Heaven, making love every night! Steven’s nerdy friends became Steven and Arthur’s nerdy friends. Their friends didn’t understand what the difference was between “best friends with benefits” and lovers, so they, like Philip, Hiro, Walter, Bill, Arthur’s mother, and Steven’s parents, just treated Steven and Arthur as a couple. Arthur and Steven were monogamous. Neither had any interest in anyone else, but they never mentioned the subject of monogamy. After all, they were only friends with benefits.


  Occasionally Arthur or Steven would wonder what they were doing and so, since they discussed everything, no filters, they discussed it.


  “What’s with this friends with benefits thing we’re doing?” Arthur or Steven would ask occasionally. “Nobody including me can tell the difference between us and lovers.”


  “So? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. As far as I can see it’s working perfectly. I love being with you. I love you. As a friend, of course.”


  “Of course. I love you too.”


  The sex continued to be fabulous. Every night they fell asleep in each others arms.


  “Night-night. Love you.”


  “Love you too.”


  Philip and Hiro lived together also. Since the university was just two miles from Walter and Bill’s house, Philip lived at home with Hiro instead of in the dorms.


  Hiro and Philip were worried about Kamiko, Chris’s mother.


  “Would you mind if Chris spent the night here sometimes?” Hiro asked Bill and Walter one evening at supper.


  “No, why?” Bill asked.


  “It’s Kamiko. She’s working too hard. After work when she gets home she has to do the cooking and cleaning and take care of her mother, whose arthritis is getting worse. And her father is getting older; his work is exhausting. Sometimes when she comes by to pick up Chris I can see she’s at the end of her rope.”


  At first it was just an occasional night, but after a couple of months Chris was spending three or four nights a week in the guest room next to Philip and Hiro’s room. It started to be Chris’s room, with some of his books and clothes, his toothbrush in the bathroom. Philip and Hiro didn’t like having to be quiet while making love, but otherwise they enjoyed having Chris there. The family of four became a family of five. Packing his lunch and seeing Chris off to school became a familiar ritual; fortunately Chris’s school was within walking distance so he did not need to be taken there. After school he came to the shop. It all worked out well.


  Philip, Arthur, and Steven found domestic bliss had a beneficial effect on school work. Without the distractions of dating and partying they all did quite well in school. Steven, as usual, got all As and Arthur wasn’t far behind.


  Summer came. The year had sped by. Arthur and Steven both were set on careers in computer science. Philip still was unsure of what he wanted to do after college, but with senior year coming up he needed to give it serious thought.


  Steven and Arthur both got summer jobs working in the IT department at the hospital, filling in for employees on vacation. Philip went back as a volunteer on the children’s ward. The nurses noticed how good he was with the kids who were upset and scared. More and more they called on him to talk to troubled kids, listening to their concerns and helping them work through their fears. He loved working with the kids, helping them. He spoke with the head nurse.


  “I’ve been trying to decide what to do after college. I love working with the kids, but I don’t know if I can turn that into a career.”


  “We’ve noticed,” she said. “You’re wonderful with kids, especially the troubled ones. I think you have a gift for counseling. It’s not an easy career, and it doesn’t pay much, but if you love it that’s what you should do.”


  “So how do I do it? What should I do after college?”


  “You need to get an MSW degree with emphasis on counseling.”


  “MSW?”


  “Master of Social Work. It takes two years, but it’s the gateway to several different careers. Setting up as a private therapist is really tough, but there are other alternatives. You might like working with foster children, but you don’t need to decide now. Go for the MSW degree from a really good school. Can you afford it?”


  “Yes. I’m lucky. My father’s business is taking off.”


  “Then you’re all set. Go for it! If you ever need advice or someone to talk to, my door is always open to you.”


  Chapter Nine


  Senior year Philip, back in school, continued to live at home with Hiro. At Berkeley Arthur and Steven had their dorm room together. All three were looking forward to their senior year and already were thinking about graduate school. There was only one big issue worrying them, especially Philip and Hiro: Kamiko. Hiro brought it up at dinner one day.


  “I’m really worried about Kamiko. She seems to be getting more and more tired. Yesterday when she came to get Chris I was afraid she was going to faint.”


  “I noticed it too,” Walter said. “I wonder if it could be more than just over-work.”


  “Has she seen a doctor?” Bill asked.


  “No. We can’t afford health insurance,” Hiro said.


  “No health insurance?” Bill asked. “When’s the last time you’ve seen a doctor, Hiro?”


  “I don’t know. Probably in eighth grade. When I’m feeling sick I go see the school nurse. Sometimes she sends me to a doctor. I don’t know who pays him.”


  “This is serious!” Bill said. “Hiro, you need to get health insurance right away.”


  “But I can’t afford it.”


  “I’ll give you enough of a raise to cover it,” Walter said, “if you promise to get it right away and then go for regular checkups. Everyone needs to have a checkup every year.”


  “Walter’s right,” Bill said, “but right now I’m concerned about Kamiko. She needs to see a doctor immediately. There might be something serious. I have a good friend who’s a GP. I’m sure he would see her, for me, as a favor.”


  The next day when Kamiko came to the shop to get Chris, Hiro and Walter sat her down and made her promise to make an appointment right away, which she did. The result was not good. Bill insisted Kamiko come for supper, and after supper he took her to his study to talk.


  “What did the doctor tell you?” Bill  asked.


  “He said I have pancreatic cancer and I need to have a lymph node biopsy to see if it has spread, but I can’t afford that. He said my kidneys are failing too”


  Bill was appalled. He knew the failing kidneys, although probably fixable, were a pretty sure indicator the pancreatic cancer had spread.


  “You’ve got to get the biopsy. Your life is at stake. I’ll pay for it, if you’ll do it right away.”


  Kamiko protested, but Bill insisted and set her up for a biopsy with a surgeon he trusted.


  “Could you do it?” Kamiko asked.


  “Yes, but like most surgeons I won’t operate on family members. Dr. Muth is excellent.”


  With Kamiko’s permission, Dr. Muth told Bill the results of the biopsy. Kamiko wanted Bill to advise her, so again, after supper, they went to his study.


  “Kamiko, there’s no easy way to say this. Pancreatic cancer is very difficult to cure. Almost everyone who gets it dies from it.”


  “How long do I have.”


  “Nobody can know that, but most people in your situation don’t live more than four months.”


  “Four months? I’m going to die in four months?”


  “I’m sorry. It could be much less.”


  Bill held her while she cried. Eventually she calmed down enough so they could continue talking.


  “What am I going to do about Chris? My parents can’t take care of him. My mother is almost bedridden.”


  ‘What about his father?”


  “No. He’s dead.”


  This was the first time Kamiko had told any of them anything about Chris’s father.


  “Chris almost lives here already,” Bill said. “We all love him. Hiro is his closest relative after you and your parents. Maybe Hiro could adopt him.”


  “Yes, maybe so.”


  “Do you have a will? If not, you should make one right away.”


  Kamiko agreed. Bill gave her the name of another friend of his, a lawyer. She promised to see him.


  “I hate to raise this issue,” Bill said, “but you have another decision to make. Unless we do something about your kidneys, they’ll kill you before the cancer can.”


  “But you said my kidneys probably can be fixed.”


  “Yes, but you might not want to. Dying of kidney failure is very peaceful. You’re already tired all the time. As your kidneys fail you’ll get more and more tired, until finally you fall asleep for the last time. If we fix your kidneys, then you’ll die of pancreatic cancer, which is very painful and ugly.”


  “What do you think I should do?”


  “I can’t possibly advise you. As a doctor I always have to help a patient live as long as possible. It has to be your choice.”


  Kamiko talked to Hiro and Philip that same evening.


  “You know I’m dying. Bill says it may be soon. Maybe only a month, anyway not more than four. I have to arrange something for Chris. He loves you two. He already almost lives here. Please, could I leave him to you? I know he’d be happiest with you, and I’m so scared something bad could happen to him anywhere else.”


  “But what about his father.”


  “He’s dead.”


  Hiro and Philip said yes. It wasn’t until later that the enormity of the new responsibility they were taking on hit them, but they loved Chris and could never have said no.


  Chris started living with Hiro, Philip, Walter, and Bill right away.


  “Uncle Hiro, why can’t I go home with Mom?”


  “She’s not feeling well. She’s very tired. She’ll come here to be with you if she can.”


  “Can I go back home when she’s better?”


  “Chris, I’m sorry. She’s very sick. The doctor says she’s not going to get better.”


  “I’m not going to see her any more?”


  By now Chris was crying hard, curled up on his bed. Hiro and Philip both lay down with him and hugged him.


  “I’ll take you to see her every day if you like.”


  The next day Hiro and Philip went with Chris to Kamiko’s house and got all of Chris’s things. They thought it would be easier on Chris to do the move now while he still had his mother, rather than piling the move on top of her death. Chris was silent, overwhelmed, through the whole process.


  Within two weeks Kamiko no longer had the strength to go to work. She died in her sleep seven weeks after getting the diagnosis. The funeral was on a Tuesday. Steven and Arthur flew in from California. They were only able to stay for a couple of days, but it was important for them to be there for Philip and Hiro, and especially for Chris.


  Walter, Philip, and Hiro took Chris to the funeral. Bill drove Kamiko’s father and mother to the simple funeral and then to the grave, her mother in a wheelchair. At the grave Chris was silent, watching his mother’s coffin being lowered into the ground. It wasn’t until he was back in his room at Philip and Hiro’s house, now his house, that he started crying. He was inconsolable for two days.


  Hiro thought it would be good for Chris to get back to his normal routine as soon as possible, so on Thursday they took him with them to the shop. Chris huddled in his corner, crying quietly. By Saturday he was back to reading, although very quiet and sad.


  “Would it be okay to go back to school Monday?” Hiro asked Chris.


  “No.”


  “Are you sure? You could see your friends. You could bring a friend back home after school if you like.”


  “I don’t have a home any more.”


  “You do, Chris. You live here. You belong here. We love you.”


  “But you’re not my mother. You’re not my parents.”


  “Yes we are. We are your parents. Kamiko wrote a will where she said we can be your parents for real.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. The will is going to be read next Wednesday. Would you like to come to the lawyers with us.”


  “Yes.”


  Kamiko had taken Bill’s advice and gone to his friend the lawyer to have her will drawn up. On Wednesday, a week after the funeral, Chris and his new family went to the lawyer’s office for the reading.


  “The will is very simple,” the lawyer said. “I’ll summarize first and then read it. Kamiko’s will leaves everything to her son Chris Akiyama. She appoints her brother Hiro Akiyama as Chris’s guardian. Hiro, do you accept guardianship of Chris? You need to understand this makes you in effect Chris’s parent until he reaches the age of eighteen. You will be fully and solely responsible for his welfare.”


  “Yes, I accept guardianship of Chris. I will treat him as my own son,” Hiro said.


  “Good. In her will Kamiko also states that Chris’s natural father, Gordon Garrison, is no longer alive. She gave me this letter in a sealed envelope, to be given to you, Hiro, if you accepted guardianship.”


  The lawyer handed a letter-size envelope to Hiro and then proceeded to read the will which, in fancy legal language, said what the lawyer had just summarized.


  After the reading Chris, who had been silent through the whole proceedings, asked Hiro:


  “What does that all mean?”


  “It means now you are truly my own son, just as if I was your natural father.”


  “But he said my father is dead.”


  “That person is dead. That’s good, because it means nobody can ever take you away from me. I am really and truly your father, and that’s good because I love you so very much. And Philip loves you too, so he will be your other father.”


  “Two fathers?”


  “Yes, and three grandfathers, your grandpa and Bill and Walter. So many people to love you and take care of you.”


  Chris started crying, so Hiro lifted him into his lap. The others crowded around them, congratulating Hiro and Chris. Hiro was almost in tears himself.


  At supper that evening Chris was quiet, obviously upset and overwhelmed.


  “Hey, Chris. Why don’t you invite one of your friends to come over and play after school or on Saturday,” Hiro said.


  “I could do that?”


  “Of course.”


  “I never could before. Grandma was too sick, and we didn’t have enough space.”


  “Now you have your own big room. You can invite friends over any time. Just warn us if they’re going to stay for supper, so we’ll have plenty of food.”


  “Can I go see Grandma and Grandpa on Sunday? Grandpa’s home on Sundays.”


  “Of course. I’ll take you over whenever you want, or you can walk over on your own. But Chris, always make sure you tell us where you’re going. That’s very important. We need to know where you are, or we’ll worry a lot. Promise?”


  Saturday afternoon Tommy came over to play. It turned out Tommy, Chris’s best friend, had never been to his house. Sunday Chris spent the afternoon with his grandparents. Hiro could see Chris was exploring his new life in his new home. Chris still frequently had times when he cried, missing his mother, but within a few weeks it was obvious he was going to be fine.


  Hiro and Philip, though, were overwhelmed by this huge change in their lives. At the age of 21 they suddenly had an eight-year-old son. He was outgrowing his clothes, so they went clothes shopping. Bill  helped with the cost. Chris was a good student, but sometimes needed help with homework. He had moody, rebellious periods where everything Hiro or Philip said was stupid and wrong. Fortunately Bill and Walter, both experienced parents, were there to help, and the fact that Hiro and Walter were always available, in the shop if not home, was a huge advantage.


  Family health insurance for Hiro and Chris was expensive, and there didn’t seem to be any way to add them to Walter’s family policy, so Hiro got a substantial raise. Actually, it was more than enough to cover the insurance. Walter realized he’d still been paying Hiro as a dogsbody, although Hiro was now a full-fledged apprentice well on his way to becoming a cabinetmaker. His new salary reflected his status.


  It wasn’t until a week after the funeral that Hiro had a chance to sit down calmly to read his sister’s letter.


  Dear Hiro,


  If you’re reading this I’m dead and you are now Chris’s guardian. Thank you so much! I know it’s a lot to take on, but you are the best person to take care of him. He loves you very much, and so do I.


  I think you should know about Chris’s father. It’s not a pleasant story, and I’ve never told anyone what happened, but I think some day, when he’s older, Chris should know the truth. Gordon was the son of a rich couple whose house I cleaned. I didn’t like him much. He was okay, but arrogant, a typical rich kid. He thought he was in love with me, which his father and mother didn’t like at all.


  I had a boyfriend at the time. We’d been going out for almost a year, and I was in love with him. He said he loved me too, but one day he called me up on the phone and told me he’d found someone else, someone “more suitable,” he said. I was devastated. Feeling lost, I let Gordon take me to a party. I almost never drank much, but that night I got drunk. Gordon and I had sex. I don’t remember much about that evening, but apparently Gordon didn’t use a condom and I got pregnant.


  I didn’t know what to do. I told Gordon and he was delighted. He proposed to me and I, out of desperation, accepted. Then his parents found out. His father came down on him very hard. Gordon came to see me, drunk and in tears, to tell me it was over. He couldn’t marry me or he’d lose his inheritance. He’d driven over to my house even though he was drunk. I tried to stop him from driving back home. I told him to take a cab, but he refused. On the way home he drove into the river and drowned. The police called it an accident but I can’t help thinking he may have done it on purpose.


  After I got over the shock I went to see Gordon’s father, to see if he would help with Chris’s expenses, but he called me nasty names and threw me out.


  I kept track of Gordon’s father and mother, Chris’s grandparents, just in case I got desperate and needed help, even though I didn’t think they would be of any use. They’re both dead now.


  All of this is to tell you Chris is well and truly yours now. Nobody else has any claim on him except our parents, and they think you are the perfect person to be his guardian.


  Hiro, I love you. I’m proud of you. You are a wonderful person. I’m so glad you have Philip. I love him too. 


  I’ll love you forever.


  Your sister,


  Kamiko.


  A few days later Chris asked Hiro what was in the letter.


  “Was it about my father?”


  “Yes, your birth father. I’m your father now. It said your father was a good man. Your mother loved him. They were planning to get married, but he had an accident and died before they could get married, before you were born.”


  Back in school, Philip, Arthur, and Steven all had to make the big decision of senior year: what to do after college. All three knew they wanted to go to graduate school, and knew they needed to stay with their partners.


  For Steven and Arthur it wasn’t too hard to figure out how to stay together, since they were both in the sciences. They could just apply to Berkeley where they were almost sure to get in, Arthur in computer science and Steven in physics, but Berkeley was not the first choice for either of them. Each of them, separately, ranked M.I.T. as their first choice  They decided to delay applying until after Christmas vacation; they wanted to talk it over with Philip and his family.


  Philip faced a more difficult choice. He brought it up at supper.


  “I’ve been thinking about graduate school. I’m definitely interested in getting an MSW degree in  child and family clinical practice. U. Pa. is not a bad place for that, but they’re more focused on social issues. I’d really like to go to Berkeley or to Boston University, but I’m not willing to be apart from Hiro.”


  “Funny you should say that,” Walter said. “I’ve been thinking maybe it’s time for Hiro to move on.”


  “You don’t want to work with me any  more?” Hiro asked, upset.


  “No, No! I love working with you. You’ve been wonderful. That’s the problem. You have a chance to be a better cabinetmaker than I’ll ever be. I’ve taught you all I can. I have a friend in Boston who is truly outstanding. I think you should go learn from him. You’ll always have a place with me if you want to come back, but you’ve outgrown me.”


  “Would he take me?”


  “I don’t know, but I think so. I’ll ask him if you like.”


  Philip and Hiro were both excited. Philip decided to apply to Boston University and to U. Pa. Walter got in touch with his friend who said he’d be delighted to take Hiro on as an apprentice.


  After a brief visit to Steven’s parents, Arthur and Steven spent most of Christmas vacation in Philadelphia. At supper they brought up the subject of graduate school.


  “Steven and I have been thinking of applying to M.I.T. for graduate school,” Arthur said


  “Hey, that would be great! I’m applying to Boston University,” Philip said.


  “You are? What about Hiro?”


  “I’ve got a job waiting for me,” Hiro said, “working with one of the best furniture designers in the country, in Boston. Walter arranged it.”


  “Really? That’s wonderful. We could all be together,” Steven said.


  Arthur, Steven, Hiro, and Philip all talked at once, excitedly discussing what it would be like to be together in the same city.


  “Maybe we could all rent a house together. We might be able to afford something nice,” Arthur said.


  “What about me?” Chris asked.


  “Oh Chris,” Hiro said, hugging him. “Of course you’re coming with us. We’re never going to leave you. We’re your family. We love you. We’ll find a place where you’ll be happy too.”


  Walter and Bill felt a bit abandoned, though they were happy for their kids, finally growing up and moving out.


  “Of course it all depends on us all getting accepted to our schools,” Philip said.


  Steven, with all As and good recommendations, was a shoo-in for M.I.T. Arthur got in too, with strong recommendations from his professors and a 3.7 grade point average. Philip, with only a 3.3, was worried, but he got excellent recommendations from his professors and from the head nurse in the children’s ward at the hospital, thanks to his summer job. He also got a recommendation from the Director of Nursing. Boston University was happy to have him in their MSW clinical practice program.


  The five of them found a nice house to rent, not in the best of shape but warm and spacious, in Arlington, just two blocks from Massachusetts Avenue, an easy commute to their schools and Hiro’s job. The Arlington public schools were quite good, much better than the Philadelphia schools, which was fine for Chris. Since Hiro no longer worked at home, they found an after-school program for Chris, for those days when they were all away until supper. They even bought a second hand but serviceable car to share.


  Chapter Ten


  With Philip, Hiro, and Chris gone, the house seemed empty to Bill and Walter. They missed their family. It’s not that they weren’t busy. Walter had to turn work away. His new apprentice was capable and learning fast, but he was no Hiro, at least not yet.


  Bill was making his rounds at the hospital one morning when he ran across Keith, a friend and fellow doctor.


  “Bill, I’ve got a new charity case and I think you should look at her.”


  “Why me? I’m pretty booked.”


  “I know, but this is a special case. Uterine cancer, far advanced. I need your advice, whether to operate or not. I think it’s too late. She’s homeless. She lost her apartment when she got sick, and she has a thirteen year old son with her. I’m pretty sure he’s gay. I thought maybe you could talk to him too.”


  When he got to the room, before he went in, Nancy, the head nurse, briefed him.


  “Her name is Maria Vicenti. She had some sort of clerical job, living on the edge. No health insurance. When she got sick she tried to ignore it, but it finally got so bad she couldn’t work. She and her son got evicted. The cops found her on the street and brought her here. She’s been here three days. Her son Benjamin is staying with her; we’ve been feeding him on the sly, and letting him use the patients’ shower.”


  Bill’s exam confirmed Keith’s opinion. There was no point operating; the cancer was too far advanced. In his opinion Maria had only a couple of weeks to live. Benjamin was huddled in a chair. Three suitcases and a backpack were stacked in a corner. Bill went over to Benjamin.


  “Hi. I’m Dr. Seebur. You must be Benjamin. I’m helping take care of your mother.”


  “Will she be okay?” Benjamin asked. Bill didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. Benjamin, in his chair, visibly retreated.


  While he was talking to Benjamin a young man came in.


  “Hi. Dr. Seebur? I’m Doug Lenson, Maria’s social worker. Nancy called me and told me you were here. Could we talk?”


  “Sure. Let’s go to the conference room.”


  In the conference room Nancy joined them.


  “Okay,” Bill asked, “what’s the situation?”


  “My main concern is Maria’s son, Ben,” Doug said. “I checked with his school. He’d been doing well until three weeks ago when he disappeared. We’ve learned that’s when his mother lost the apartment and they started living on the street. Academically Ben was near the top of his class, but socially he’d been having a hard time. He’s pretty obviously gay and his classmates were harassing him. Doesn’t look like the school was doing much to fix the situation. Frankly, I’m very worried about Ben. Unless his mother designates a guardian he’ll go into foster care. She says she doesn’t know anyone to be his guardian. I’ve been looking for a place for him and I can’t find any. Nobody wants a thirteen year old gay boy who just lost his mother. He’s obviously gay, no hiding it. I’m also worried because he’s living here at the hospital. The nurses have been covering for him and giving him food, but he could be thrown out any minute if the administration finds out.”


  “Why are you telling me all this?”


  “Just hoping. You’re the only openly gay doctor we know here. I was kinda hoping maybe you would take Ben in, just for a few days, until I can work something out.”


  “Take him in?” Bill asked. “Is that even legal?”


  “All you need is a note from his mother authorizing it,” Doug said. “I know the drill. Here, I’ve drafted a note I guarantee will protect you. Really, it’s not a problem as long as his mother approves.”


  Doug handed the note to Bill.


  “No, I don’t think I can do that. It’s too much responsibility, and I’m busy.”


  “Please? I’m desperate. At least consider it.”


  “I’ve already talked with Maria,” Nancy said. “She’s terribly worried about Ben. She’d love for you to take care of him for a few days.”


  That evening Bill told Walter about Ben and his mother. Walter surprised Bill.


  “How can we say no?” Walter asked. “If we don’t do it, what’s going to happen to him? It’s just a few days. I’m here all the time anyway, and he can go back to school.”


  Bill went right back to the hospital.


  “Hi, Benjamin. May I call you Ben?”


  “Sure, I guess. Hello.”


  “If your mother approves, would you come home with me for a few days? I’m sure you need a good meal and a good night’s rest.”


  “I have to stay with my mother.”


  “Ben, please,” Maria said. “Go with the doctor. You can come back tomorrow to see me. I’ll be okay. I’ll be much better if I don’t have to worry about you.”


  Ben agreed, Maria signed the note, and they left with one of the suitcases, apparently Ben’s, and the backpack.


  Back at the house Walter met them at the door.


  “Ben, I’d like you to meet my partner Walter.”


  “Your partner? You’re gay?”


  “Yes, we are. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “I’m glad. I was worried. I’m pretty sure I’m gay too. I heard Mr. Lenson tell my mother it might be a problem. I was afraid you would mind.”


  “We certainly don’t mind,” Walter said, laughing. “Are you hungry? How about a ham omelet?”


  “That would be great, but could I shower first? I’m dirty. I’m sorry I don’t have any clean clothes.”


  Walter took Ben and his suitcase up to Chris’s old room, which had been converted to a guest room.


  “Give your clothes to me when you’ve unpacked,” Walter said. “I’ll put them in the washer. They’ll be clean and dry tomorrow morning.”


  Fortunately the hospital, Pennsylvania Hospital Washington Square, was only a few blocks from Bill and Walter’s house. The next morning, Friday, after a large breakfast Ben, clean, fed, in clean clothes, and looking much better, went to sit with his mother. He came back in the late afternoon. At supper it was clear Ben was worried and distracted, but even so he was articulate and obviously intelligent. He asked Bill and Walter about themselves.


  “You build furniture. I saw your shop downstairs. That’s neat! Could I see some of your furniture?”


  The next morning before going to see his mother Ben toured the shop with Walter. Walter could see he had a good eye and a real appreciation of the work.


  “I wish I could make beautiful furniture like you do,” Ben said.


  “You can learn how if you want, if you’re willing to work hard at it.”


  “I will! Can you teach me?”


  “Maybe. We’ll see.”


  Saturday night at supper Bill brought up school.


  “Ben, you should go back to school Monday.”


  “But I need to be with my mother.”


  “She’ll be happier knowing you’re back in school. You can see her every day after school. The more you can get back to normal the better she will feel. You know it bothers her she wasn’t able to take care of you.”


  “But she’s always taken care of me!” Ben was crying.


  “Yes, I know. She did the best she could, but it worries her you’re not in school. Ask her. She’ll tell you that’s what she really wants.”


  The backpack, it turned out, contained all of Ben’s school stuff. On Monday he trudged off to school. He came back with a whole lot of make-up work. He took some of it to the hospital, returning just in time for supper. He did more work after supper. Bill and Walter were impressed. In a few days Ben had almost caught up on his schoolwork.


  By the end of the week Bill and Walter were quite fond of Ben. They worried about what would happen when Maria died, which clearly was only a week or two away. Bill sought out Doug.


  “Any luck finding a home for Ben?” Bill asked.


  “Yes, I think maybe it will be okay.” Doug said. “Maria has found someone to be Ben’s guardian.”


  Bill shared the good news with Walter. They decided to say nothing to Ben since they didn’t know who the guardian was. They just hoped it was someone who would take good care of him. The more they got to know him, the more they liked him. They realized they would miss him when he left. Maybe they could keep in touch.


  Ben raised the issue.


  “What’s going to happen to me when my mother dies?”


  “She’s found someone to be your guardian, to take care of you,” Bill said.


  “Who?”


  “We don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.”


  “I did. She won’t tell me. She just said it was someone I would like. I wish I could stay with you guys. I really like it here.”


  Ben went to see his mother at the hospital every day after school, staying about an hour. Afterward he would come to the shop, staying there with Walter until he closed up, doing homework, reading, or watching Walter work. He asked lots of questions. Walter didn’t mind; in addition to wanting to help Ben get his mind off his mother’s illness, he also saw Ben had a real interest in the work. He set him up with the small workbench Chris had used, which Ben enjoyed.


  Three weeks after Ben came to live with Bill and Walter it was clear the end had come for Maria. Bill and Walter and Ben were with her when she died. Ben was holding her hand, trying to smile for her. As soon as she died he started crying.


  Bill and Walter held Ben as he sobbed and clung to them. Finally his sobs became hiccups and then he was crying quietly. Still he clung to Bill and Walter. Their hearts were breaking. “What will become of him?” they wondered.


  Doug came in soon after Ben stopped sobbing.


  “Let’s go to the conference room,” he said.


  Ben did not want to leave his mother, but he allowed Bill to lead  him to the conference room. The room was set up more like a living room than a business conference room, with a sofa, a couple of soft chairs, and a desk with chair. Ben sat on the sofa with Walter and Bill on each side of him, hugging him. He was still crying, but quietly.


  Once they were all seated Doug opened the envelope he was carrying.


  “This is Maria’s will. She leaves everything to Benjamin, though there’s not much. And she appoints Benjamin’s guardian. The appointment will take effect as soon as the guardian accepts.”


  “What if the guardian says no?” Walter asked.


  “Then it will be up to me to find a foster home,” Doug said.


  “So, who is the guardian?” Bill asked.


  “You.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you. You and Walter are the only people she could think of to take care of her son. You and Walter. She meant it to be both of you, but legally she could only name one. You two are the only people she knew who really care for Ben, the only ones she trusted.”


  Silence. After a bit Bill asked:


  “Can we think about it?”


  Ben started sobbing, pulling away from Bill and Walter and curling into a ball.


  “Yes,” Doug said. “It’s a big decision, but could you please keep Ben until you decide, and if you say no, give me some time to try to find something for him?”


  Bill looked at Walter over the sobbing Benjamin. Walter nodded.


  “Yes, we accept guardianship,” Bill said.


  And just like that they had their third son, the first who belonged to both of them. Two days later Doug walked Bill through the simple procedure, an appearance before a judge, to make the guardianship legal. In one of Maria’s suitcases Walter found an envelope with a number of documents, including Maria’s wedding certificate, Ben’s birth certificate, and a newspaper clipping about the death of Ben’s father in a brawl in a bar. The birth certificate told him they’d just missed Ben’s fourteenth birthday; it had happened the week after his mother died. Another large envelope was stuffed with what appeared to be all of Ben’s report cards back to first grade. His grades were consistently high, his teachers usually commenting that Ben was performing above grade level.


  Every day after school Ben would come to the shop, staying there until Bill came home or Walter closed the shop, whichever came first. Sometimes he would do homework. but never more than an hour, and often he did none. After a week of this Walter became concerned.


  “Ben, don’t you have any homework to do?”


  “I did it.”


  “Would you show it to me?”


  Ben started crying. Walter held him and rocked him until he stopped crying.


  “What’s wrong?” Walter asked.


  “My mom, every day, she would ask to see my homework.”


  “Did she help you with it?”


  “No. I don’t need help. She would see what I was studying, then every Saturday we would go to the library. I would choose a book, or maybe two, to read for fun and she would choose a book for me to study. She said it was very important for me to learn. She said the school work was too easy. She would help me with the book she got, if I had trouble understanding it. Learning from the books was fun; sometimes they were hard, especially the science books, but I liked them. I miss my mom!”


  Ben was crying again


  “Do you like school?” Walter asked.


  “No. I hate it! It’s boring, and the kids are mean, always calling me a fag. I’m no good at sports, so I always get picked last and teased for that too. It’s horrible. I wish I didn’t have to go to school; I don’t learn anything there anyway, but my mom says .... my mom said I have to go. It’s the only way I can have a better life than hers.”


  Walter was appalled. He wanted to talk it over with Bill, see what they could do about it. He decided to include Ben in the conversation, so he raised it at supper.


  “Ben was telling me about his school this afternoon, and it sounds pretty bad. Ben, why don’t you tell Bill what you told me about school.”


  Bill was appalled too.


  “If we could find a better school for you, one where you could actually learn something, would you like that?” Bill asked Ben. “It would be much harder, especially at first while you’re catching up. With any luck the other kids would be nicer too, although there’s no guarantee of that. What do you think?”


  “Yeah, I hate sitting in class bored while the other kids act stupid. I’d work hard if I could actually learn something in class.”


  “Do you think we could get him into Highland?” Bill asked Walter.


  “Maybe so. They have a waiting list, but Malcolm really liked Philip and Arthur, and respected them. We could ask.”


  “We should all go see Malcolm,” Walter said. “When are you free? Let’s make an appointment as soon as possible.”


  The earliest date available for Bill and for Malcolm Davis, the Highland principal, was the next Wednesday. Two days before the appointment, Monday afternoon, Walter suddenly realized Ben didn’t have a decent suit. They’d never thought of taking him clothes shopping. Walter phoned the school to say Ben would be absent for the next two days and, closing the shop, spent much of Tuesday with Ben shopping for a whole new wardrobe. While they were at it they bought Ben two things he especially wanted, a chemistry set and a bicycle, as belated birthday presents. Walter was embarrassed it had taken him a full two weeks since Ben’s mother died to take Ben shopping.


  At supper another strange thing surfaced. Ben, excited about his new purchases, was telling Bill about it.


  “And then we went to a bicycle store and, .... uh .... Mr. Marsland ....”


  Bill and Walter simultaneously realized Ben had never addressed either of them by name.


  “Wait, Ben,” Walter said. “I’m not Mr. Marsland to you. I’m your father, or guardian, or .... What would you like to call me? I wish I really was your father. I love you like my own son. I’d love it if you wanted to call me dad.”


  “Dad? I never had a dad before.”


  Ben started crying. Walter went over to him and hugged him.


  “Why don’t you call me Dad, or Papa?” Walter said. “I’ve always liked Papa, and you could call Bill Dad. Whatever you like.”


  Ben stopped crying and started giggling.


  “Two dads! I didn’t have any and suddenly I’ve got two. Papa and Dad, I love you!”


  Bill, sitting quietly, thought how strange and unexpected life is. Two gay men with three gay sons and, so far, one probably straight grandson.


  The next afternoon the three of them, Ben in his fine new suit, took the commuter train to Highland Academy to meet Malcolm Davis.


  “Hello. I’m delighted to see you again, the fathers of two of my favorite students. And who are you?” Malcolm asked, turning to Ben.


  “How do you do, sir. I’m Ben Vicenti and these are my two dads.”


  After chatting for a few minutes with Ben, Malcolm asked him to wait in the anteroom while he talked with his dads.


  “He seems a charming and bright young man. What’s the story?”


  Bill and Walter outlined the situation. Bill summarized.


  “So, you can see Ben has great potential, and he’s wasted at his present school. Also he in all probability is gay, and life in the public school system is going to get tougher and tougher for him, so he desperately needs Highland, both academically and socially. You’ve done such a terrific job in creating a welcoming place for gay students.”


  “Thanks in no small part to your sons,” Malcolm said. “It’s not going to be easy; there’s a waiting list, but I think I can plead special circumstances and get him in for next year. It may be tough for him. In ninth grade Highland is beginning to be quite challenging academically. I’ll tell you what. Let me give you our eighth grade syllabus, and you can work with Ben over the summer to get him up to speed for ninth grade here.”


  For the remaining three months of eighth grade and into the summer Walter and Bill worked with Ben on the Highland syllabus. They bought all of the books and gave them to Ben, who immediately began devouring them. Several were difficult for him, being much more advanced than his eighth grade classes, but Walter and Bill were surprised at how little help he needed.


  A month after their visit Malcolm told Bill and Walter Ben had been accepted into ninth grade, and he gave them the eighth grade tests as soon as the school year ended. By the end of the summer Ben had passed all of them.


  They weren’t completely out of the woods. Ben continued to have bouts of profound sadness, and he was lonely. He didn’t have any friends from school; nobody wanted to take the chance of being labeled gay by spending time with the gay kid. He did have a casual friend who lived in the same apartment building he’d lived in, but time and distance dissolved the friendship.


  In bed one night, six weeks after Ben had come to live with them, they were discussing the problem.


  “I know,” Walter said. “Camp Deerfield!”


  “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that,” Bill said.


  Ben was reluctant, sure that a sports camp would be hell. He’d never been any good at sports. His dads managed to convince him to give it a try, though.


  “A whole month? In a sports camp? That sounds awful.” Ben said.


  “I’ll make a deal with you,” Bill said. “If you don’t like it after two weeks I’ll come get you and bring you home.”


  Ben agreed and Bill immediately phoned Malcolm. Either the camp still had an opening or Malcolm pulled some strings. Bill never knew which, but Ben got in for the second month, July to August. With some trepidation Bill and Walter decided to send Ben off on the plane by himself, Ben’s first plane ride and a big adventure in itself.


  Ben was thoroughly scared when he arrived at camp. He’d never been comfortable with other kids his age, but it didn’t take long for him to see these kids were different; he recognized kindred spirits. There was no teasing, beyond friendly ribbing. The other major surprise was athletics. He quickly took to swimming. He already knew how to swim competently due to many summer days at the Philadelphia public pools, to get away from the heat in his mother’s non-air-conditioned apartment. It took a bit longer to discover he really liked soccer; he’d never liked rough-and-tumble competitive games, but with these kids, considerate even in the throes of competition, he enjoyed the struggle.


  The other unexpected delight was making a good friend. He hadn’t had one since fifth grade. Ritchie was his age and his size, but otherwise quite unlike him physically: blond hair, blue eyes, fair skin compared to his dark brown hair, brown eyes, and darker skin. Ritchie was someone he could talk to. With Ritchie he shared more than he had with anyone else.


  “I wish I had blond hair and blue eyes like you.”


  “Why? I think you look great. My skin is so white, and I sunburn easily, and I’ve got freckles. You’re handsomer. And you look tougher than me. I’ll bet I get teased more than you.”


  “I’ll bet not. School was horrible. Nobody would be my friend. Everybody picked on me and called me ‘fag.’ Next year I’m going to a new school. My dads say it will be better. It’s not in the city; I’ll have to take a train every day to get there. It’s called Highland Academy. Mr. Davis runs it.”


  “Me too! I go to Highland too! Wait! You said ‘dads?’”


  “Yeah. I have two dads. They’re gay.’


  “Oh, Wow! That’s neat. Are you gay too?”


  “I think so. Are you?”


  “Yes, I am, but my parents don’t know. I’ve never told anyone before you. Could I meet your dads some time? I’ve never met a gay person.”


  Ritchie, it turned out, lived in Philadelphia too, in an elegant townhouse on Rittenhouse Square, less than two miles from Ben’s house. His father was some sort of important business person; all Ben really knew was Ritchie’s family was rich, but Ritchie’s parents seemed nice, and happy to meet Ben. Ritchie, like Ben, had been short of friends. It didn’t hurt, Ben thought, that one of his dads was a doctor and professor.


  Shortly after Ben got back from camp Ritchie came over for the afternoon and supper. At supper he was bubbling over.


  “Ben says you’re gay. I am too. How did you know? How did you meet? How long have you been together?


  Bill was a bit taken aback, but he’d been thinking he had to have ‘the sex talk’ with Ben, so he seized the opportunity.


  “It took me a long time to figure out I was gay, much longer than it takes most people. I got married and was married for twenty years before I figured it out. When I look back I can see signs from when I was your age. When my friends started being interested in girls, I wasn’t. I was much more interested in guys. When I had a romantic dream I dreamed about a guy, not a girl.”


  “You mean a wet dream?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s a wet dream?” Ben asked, which led to an important conversation, albeit somewhat embarrassing as a dinner-table topic. By the end of dinner about all that hadn’t been discussed was the mechanics of sex and the importance of condoms. Bill made a note he had to have that conversation with Ben soon.


  The next day Bill got a phone call from Ritchie’s father.


  “What did you tell my son? He came home last night and announced he thinks he’s gay!”


  Ben convinced Ritchie’s father to meet him for coffee, anticipating a difficult and perhaps contentious discussion. Over coffee he explained the dinner conversation.


  “So Ritchie started the conversation? And he’s the one who mentioned wet dreams?” Ritchie’s father asked.


  “Yes. I’m sorry. I never meant it to get so deep, but once Ritchie started asking questions I thought it was better to be honest than to be evasive. So many gay kids feel bad about their feelings. I’ve been there. I didn’t want Ritchie to feel bad about himself, or that there’s something wrong with him.”


  “I was pretty upset when Ritchie told us about your conversation,” Ritchie’s father said, “but I guess you did the right thing. Thank you. We’ve suspected Ritchie might be gay. Would it be okay, if Ritchie has other questions, if I ask you to talk to him?”


  “Yes. I have to talk to Ben, too. There’s several things I haven’t discussed. I want Ben to really understand about gay sex, and about the importance of condoms, and I don’t think it’s too early.”


  “Could you maybe tell Ritchie too. It might come more easily from you; you’re a doctor.”


  The next time Ritchie came over, Bill sat them down after supper and told them all about gay sex, the mechanics and the emotional aspects, about the difference between love and lust, the importance of being careful, the crucial importance of condoms in the world of AIDS, about how to stay safe and avoid injury.


  Bill threw in a thorough grounding in the mechanics of heterosexual sex, remembering his own hazy and confused notions when he was fourteen. He didn’t have his first wet dream until he was almost fifteen. He suspected most fourteen-year-olds understood sex far better than he had; his lack of interest in girls and confusion over his gay feelings had contributed  to his ignorance. He wished his father had taken the time to give him the ‘sex talk.’


  Bill also warned them about rushing into anything.


  “Remember, you have plenty of time. Don’t do anything until you’re really sure you’re ready. If you listen to yourself, pay attention, you’ll know. I’m here for both of you, if you have any questions. Just ask.”


   By the time he finished it was getting late, dark outside, so he and Ben walked Ritchie home.


  The next Monday was Ben’s first day at his new school. That morning he walked over to Ritchie’s house and they took the train from Suburban Station, just a short walk from Ritchie’s house, together. It was a great help to have a close friend already the first day of school. The day went very well, despite a few instances of name calling. On the spur of the moment Ritchie made a decision.


  “Hey fag,” a classmate said to Ritchie, “is that your boyfriend?”


  “That’s Mr. Fag to you!” Ritchie replied.


  The classmate looked startled, and turned away as a couple of other students laughed. As easily as that Ritchie was out. Ben and Ritchie discussed it at lunch.


  “Why did you come out?” Ben asked.


  “I don’t know. People think I’m gay anyway; it just seemed simpler than pretending and trying to ignore the jibes. Besides, I guess I was sorta hoping you might come out too, so I could have a boyfriend, like other guys have girlfriends.”


  “You want to be my boyfriend?”


  “Yes. Ben, will you be my boyfriend?”


  “Yes.”


  After lunch, walking to class, Ben and Ritchie held hands. Everyone noticed. They got several taunting comments, but just gave back as good as they got, garnering lots of appreciative laughs from onlookers. Within two days the negative comments, at least in public, had just about disappeared.


  Malcolm Davis, the principal, observing this, was surprised and delighted at how accepting the students were. Apparently his efforts to eliminate overt homophobia, which started with Philip’s famous assembly speech, had worked.


  Chapter Eleven


  Ben turned out to be well prepared for Highland. From day one he did well in his classes. He signed up for soccer and, although only an adequate player, enjoyed it.


  One day at supper Ben asked if Ritchie could sleep over.


  “Sorry, no,” Bill said.


  “Why not?”


  “Ben, you’re fourteen. If you were straight and had a girlfriend would you expect me to allow her to sleep over?”


  “No, but that’s different!”


  “Different how?” Walter asked.


  That ended the discussion. Like any other young teenagers, Ben and Ritchie had to sneak kisses when they could. Finally, when they were seventeen, near the end of eleventh grade, Bill and Walter and Ritchie’s parents, who by this time had become good friends with Bill and Walter, allowed sleepovers.


  There were a number of activities at Highland  during and after school. Ben tried a few; they were enjoyable enough but nothing grabbed his attention. He enjoyed his classes too, but, again, none grabbed his attention. He thought he might become a doctor like Bill; he was good at science, but he was good at most things. Freshman year he tried out for glee club, but his voice was changing. The director said “Come back next year.”


  It was Walter who suggested he try the theater club. They were auditioning for Our Town. Ben auditioned and got a minor role, Professor Willard. He loved it, and he was very good. The drama teacher, Mr. Barryson, praised him and encouraged him to try out for the next production, sophomore year. He did. See How They Run required a British accent. Bill invited one of his residents at the hospital, who was British, to come for dinner. Ben spent the entire meal grilling him, studying his accent. Intrigued, the doctor agreed to tutor Ben, so by the time the curtain rose on the first performance Ben had the best British accent of the entire cast. He also, again, did a fine job of acting. He joined the glee club and was becoming a good singer too.


  Mr. Barryson was a member of Plays and Players, a Philadelphia theater company with an excellent reputation. Members had to be 21 or over, but younger people were cast when a role needed it. Near the end of sophomore year he asked Ben to come to his office.


  “Plays and Players is doing Midsummer Night’s Dream next September. I think you should try out for Puck.”


  “But that’s a big role! It’s a wonderful role. I’d love to do it, but would they take me?”


  “Ben, you’re a good actor,” Mr. Barryson said. “Better than good. Besides, they’ll be rehearsing over the summer when lots of actors are out of town. If you like I’ll work with you to help you prepare for the audition. They’re auditioning in July, so we have time.”


  Ben started work with Mr. Barryson right away. Based on Barryson’s recommendation he was auditioned for Puck and got the role. His reviews were raves.


  The Philadelphia Inquirer: “ .... Ben Vicenti as Puck was entrancing. An unknown newcomer, he was the best Puck this reviewer has seen in years. Vicenti is an actor to watch. ....”


  There was even a brief mention in the New York Times: “Philadelphia’s Plays and Players is a theater worth watching. Their current production, Midsummer Nights Dream, was particularly noteworthy for Puck played by newcomer Ben Vicenti.”


  Ben appeared in two other plays during his junior year. Fortunately since it was a semi-professional theater many of the Plays and Players actors had other jobs, so rehearsals were scheduled for evenings and weekends. Ben managed to keep up with his school work even while in rehearsal, but it didn’t leave as many nights as he would have liked to spend with Ritchie, now that their parents allowed them to spend nights together.


  By the end of junior year Ben knew he wanted to make a career in acting. Over the summer he worked with a well-respected Philadelphia acting teacher and also took singing lessons. He knew making a successful career in acting was very difficult. He spent quite a bit of time discussing it with Mr. Barryson.


  “You’re already a fine actor,” Barryson said. “Even though it’s tough, I think you should try to make a career of it.”


  “I’m going to, but the question is how to go about it, and what sort of acting,” Ben said. “I guess the big question is between stage, movies, and TV.”


  “You’re right. Although many actors move successfully from stage to screen, getting started is different for those two. Movies and TV are pretty much the same: go to Los Angeles. For stage acting the question is regional or Broadway. Regional is easier to get started, and is an easier life if you’re successful, but usually doesn’t go beyond an obscure career with poor pay. Broadway, of course, is hugely difficult.”


  “I’ve been thinking of trying for a career in movies. I guess TV would be okay too.”


  “I think that’s a good choice. For either one, you should go to UCLA, where you’ll be in the thick of it from the start.”


  Ben and Ritchie talked about trying to go to the same college, but Ritchie’s interest in science led him to want different schools. Although Ben and Ritchie had loved being out boyfriends in high school, they both realized that, great sex to the contrary notwithstanding, they weren’t in love.


  Ben decided to apply to UCLA. Mr. Barryson explained the process. He had to apply as a Theater major in November and then schedule an audition in January. UCLA held auditions in New York as well as elsewhere. For safety he also applied to Yale and Northwestern, both highly rated in theater. He shouldn’t have worried. His combination of excellent grades and rave reviews assured his acceptance at all three schools. His audition for UCLA in January got applause from the three judges; later he was told that almost never happened.


  Ben and Ritchie thoroughly enjoyed their senior year as boyfriends. They often spent the night together at Ritchie’s house or at Ben’s. They realized how lucky they were to have such liberal parents. At school they were recognized and accepted as a couple.


  “Will you be my date at Senior Prom?” Ben asked.


  “Yes. I’d love to,” Ritchie replied.


  Ben realized they never said “I love you” to each other. Strange. Most couples did. Ben didn’t know how he knew it wasn’t love with Ritchie but despite great sex, despite enjoying Ritchie’s company, despite never having been in love with anyone else, he knew.


  Ben and Ritchie were the first out gay couple to attend a Highland senior prom. They got absolutely no flack from anyone; they had a fabulous time, dancing along with their straight friends. Remembering his school before Highland, Ben knew how lucky he was.


  The summer before college Ben worked in Walter’s shop as well as continuing his acting and singing classes. Ritchie had a job at the Franklin Institute, so they were able to spend several nights each week together. At the end of the summer they were sad they would be apart. They both would miss the great sex, but both looked forward to finding new boyfriends in college.


  UCLA was huge and overwhelming, but it didn’t take Ben long to find his way around. He gave up soccer in favor of working out in the gym, which was one of the athletics options, since he knew a good body was an important asset to an actor. He started to look really good, with defined abs and noticeable muscles. He was careful not to over-do it. He went swimming a lot; he loved the clothing optional pool attached to the men’s gym.


  The theater department was intimidating, not so much because of the classes, which weren’t too difficult, but because for the first time he realized how many really talented aspiring actors there were. Fortunately he liked his advisor, named, surprisingly, John Smith.


  “I’m scared I won’t make it as an actor,” Ben said to him one day. “There’s so many good actors looking for jobs. Just this year I’ve met lots here.”


  “It is a rough business, but you’re exceptionally good. Look what you achieved while you were still in high school. There certainly are no guarantees in this business, but you have a good chance of making it. There are lots of jobs these days in TV.”


  “What should I do? I’d really like to be in movies instead of TV, if possible.”


  “Concentrate on your course work, especially acting classes. Impress your teachers. Many of them have lots of contacts in the industry. I have some too.”


  “Have you acted?’


  “Yes. I still do. Not as ‘John Smith’ of course. My stage name is a closely guarded secret.”


  “Should I have a stage name?”


  “Ben Vicenti is fine, unless you want to hide your career. Actually, I suggest Benjamin Vicenti. It’s more memorable. Always, always use the same name. Pick one and stick to it.”


  His freshman year Ben didn’t have much time for dating. In addition to his full course load he found a singing teacher for private lessons. He knew he should have dance too, but he was too far behind, having never studied it. He did take a UCLA introductory class. For recreation he swam, and from time to time went to meetings of the gay & lesbian club. There he often picked up someone for a one-night stand or for a few dates. By the end of the year he had several casual friends with benefits, but no close friend. All in all, he was content.


  Ben decided to stay in Los Angeles for the summer, visiting Philadelphia for just a couple of weeks at the beginning and end of the summer. He took a summer course, largely to be able to stay in the dorm and use the pool and gym, but spent much of his time with his singing teacher and with an acting teacher who came highly recommended by his advisor, John Smith. With two dads, one a doctor and the other with a highly successful custom furniture business, both enthusiastically endorsing his career choice, money was no problem. Every now and then he was struck by how different his life was now from his impoverished childhood, but he still missed his mother.


  Sophomore year was more of the same, but with growing recognition from his teachers and fellow students. He starred in a couple of student productions to rave reviews. He realized he’d never gotten any other kind. Then, just before school ended for the summer, shortly after his twentieth birthday, lightning struck, brought by John Smith.


  “I have a friend who’s an independent film director, Aiden Aarionson. Ever heard of him?”


  “Sure! He did that wonderful film The Summer. I saw it at the Philadelphia gay film festival.”


  “That’s him. He’s working on a new full length film, a gay love story. I told him about you and he and the producer would like to meet you.”


  “Oh, wow! Really? Oh, wow!”


  “Don’t get your hopes up too high. Remember, even if you get to audition with him, auditions usually end in disappointment. It’s a tough business, and you’re just starting out. Still, it’s worth a shot.”


  “If I get the job, do you think I could stay in the dorm over the summer?”


  “Yes, I’m sure I can set that up.”


  John Smith arranged a meeting for the following Monday. Ben didn’t sleep at all the night before. At ten AM sharp, résumé and brand new head shot in hand, he was at the producer’s office in Hollywood.


  “Hello, Benjamin? I’m Aiden Aarionson and this is my producer, Brian Wegmore.”


  “Hi. Mr. Aarionson, Mr. Wegmore. Thank you for seeing me. Mr. Aarionson, I loved The Summer.”


  “Good. So did I. I’m hoping to make something even better, perhaps with your help. John has already filled me in on your background. Let me tell you a bit about my new film, to see if you’re interested. If you are, we can think about an audition.


  “It’s a gay love story about two young men. One is in college, the other is poor and can’t afford college, so he’s working as a waiter. They meet in the restaurant where the college guy is a customer, and it develops from there.”


  “Sounds great. I’d love either role. Now my dads have plenty of money, but for all of my childhood my mother and I had very little. I think I can empathize with either role.”


  “Yes, we know. John filled us in. It’s one reason we’re considering you, but you need to know a bit more. Near the middle of the movie you’ll be in a nude love scene with the other actor. Discrete, no genitals showing, but it needs to be realistic. That means full nudity, full body contact. It can be plenty embarrassing with a film crew watching.”


  “But nothing explicit?”


  “Just kissing, but I’ll expect real kissing, none of that stage stuff. You can’t get away with it in a closeup, though lots of actors try. The camera won’t show your genitals, but it will show you on the bed, no covers, nude, embracing and kissing. Can you handle that?”


  “I think so.”


  “You need to be sure. It would be a disaster if you couldn’t handle it. The scene is crucial to the plot so I don’t want to shoot it early. I want you and the other actor to build up some real chemistry before that scene. It’s pivotal, and it has to read as completely authentic.”


  “Yes, I’ll do it. I promise. If you give me the part I’ll give it my all. No holding back.”


  “Good. Before we decide on the audition we need to see you in just your jockey shorts. You can disrobe in the bathroom over there if you prefer.”


  Ben didn’t bother with the bathroom. He knew he looked good; all the gym work and swimming had paid off. After he stripped Aarionson had him turn around slowly.


  “Good. You’ve been working out sensibly. Very good. Thank you. You can get dressed now. Can you come back this afternoon at three? I want you to audition with the other actor, Nicholas Bolson. Here’s the scene. You’re Paul, the waiter. In this scene you and the other character, Michael, already are friends.”


  Wow! An audition! His first movie audition! He decided to splurge on a cab back to his dorm to study the script and get a bit of rest before the audition, since he hadn’t slept last night.


  Ben arrived at the office at 2:50. He’d been hanging around at a nearby coffee shop since 2:30, to be sure he wasn’t late. There was one other person in the waiting area, a handsome, tall African American who appeared to be about his age. Not his type; he liked men who were no larger than himself, preferably a bit smaller. This guy was big, well over six feet, and lots of muscles. Ben liked smoother, less prominent muscles, like his. Could this be Bolson? At least he was handsome. Besides, Ben reminded himself, this was acting. What if it was a straight role, some woman sitting there?


  “Hi. I’m Benjamin.”


  “Nicholas. Good to meet you. I hope you get the part.”


  “Why?”


  “It’ll be a lot easier to do a good job if the other actor is handsome, like you. This is going to be hard enough, doing it with a man.”


  “Yeah, right. I’m glad you’re handsome too. I’m nervous enough as it is. This is my first ever movie audition. I’m just a sophomore at UCLA.”


  “Really? So am I, but never say ‘just.’ Sophomore at UCLA in acting is good. But really, your first audition?”


  “Yes. I’m from Philadelphia. I was in plays there, but never a movie.”


  “Oh, that explains it. I’m from Los Angeles. My mother teaches at UCLA, mathematics.”


  Just then Aarionson invited them into the office. A camera was set up across from the couch where, Ben assumed, the scene would take place. He was very nervous, shaking. Nicholas noticed.


  “Calm down,” he whispered in Ben’s ear. “You’ll be fine.”


  The script was simple. It was clear the characters, Paul and Michael, knew each other well. Michael had been injured, he was bleeding onto his ripped shirt. As soon as Ben and Nicholas started the scene Ben’s nervousness vanished; he was on stage and in character.


  “Michael! What happened? You’re bleeding.”


  “I don’t think it’s much. Just a scratch. A guy came at me waving a knife, yelling ‘Die, fag!’ I dropped him with a punch and kick, but not before he got to me.”


   Paul sat him down on the couch and, stripping off his shirt, examined the wound.


  “It’s not as bad as I thought. Doesn’t look like it goes too deep. I’ll bet it hurts, though”


  Michael grimaced as Paul probed the imaginary wound.


  “Ow! Yeah, it hurts.”


  The dialog continued as Paul tended Michael’s wound. Once the imaginary wound was bandaged Michael pulled Paul down on the couch on top of him. As soon as they started kissing Ben knew it wasn’t working. Nicholas wouldn’t open his mouth.


  “Cut!” Aarionson said. “That’s not a real kiss. The camera can tell. You guys need to kiss for real. What’s wrong?’


  “I’m sorry,” Nicholas said. “It’s my fault. I’ve never kissed a man. Let me try again. I’ll do better.”


  They lay back down on the couch and continued where they’d left off. This time when Paul ran his tongue across Michael’s lips, he let him in. Nicholas was trembling. Ben could tell it was hard  for him, so he broke the kiss and started stroking Nicholas’s face, whispering to him.


  “It’s okay. It’s acting. It’s not you, it’s Michael. Michael wants this; he wants to kiss Paul and Paul wants to kiss him. They’ve kissed before, many times. Be Michael.”


  This time when Paul started to kiss Michael, he opened to him. Gently Paul ran his tongue across Michael’s teeth, and then found his tongue. Michael came alive, moving his tongue against Paul’s, and suddenly they were kissing for real, not thinking, just doing. The change was sudden and dramatic. Ben sank into the kiss, feeling Nicholas sink into it with him.


  “Cut!”


  Ben was jerked back to awareness.


  “Great!” Aarionson said. “That’s what I wanted. I knew you guys could do it. Now, are you going to be able to do that on set with a full camera crew? Are you going to be able to get naked together? If not, please, I beg you, tell me now.”


  Ben could see Nicholas was shaken by the kiss, but Nicholas said “I’m in. I want to do it. I won’t let you down.”


  “Me too,” Ben said.


  “Okay,” Aarionson said, “I think there’s clearly good chemistry here. Good job. Nicholas, Benjamin, you’ve both got the part. We start in two weeks, Monday, eight AM. Okay? I like to shoot my movies in sequence, so we’ll start with Scene 1. And, both of you, don’t get a haircut. If we need to make any changes we’ll do it in makeup. Doesn’t matter what you wear, we’ll have costumes for you both. Here’s the script and your contracts. We’ll sign them on location. We’ll send a car for you both; it’s a location shoot. Tell my secretary where we should pick you up. She’ll arrange the time. Oh, give the secretary your clothing sizes before you leave. Welcome to the cast!”


  Ben and Nicholas talked on the way out.


  “We should run lines together,” Ben said.


  “Yes, I agree. When do you want to start? Where are you living?”


  “In the dorm. You?”


  “At home. Lots of room. How about coming to my house tomorrow afternoon, say one o’clock?”


  “Give me a couple of days to study the script,” Ben said. “How about Thursday?”


  “Deal!”


  “How do I get to your house?”


  “Easy. We live just three miles from campus.”


  They took the number two bus back to campus, fortunately an easy commute for both of them.


   After an early lunch Thursday Ben walked over to Nicholas’s house. Nicholas let him in and took him to a basement room outfitted as a den, with a sofa, two comfortable chairs, a large television on what appeared to be an antique chest, and, in one corner, a small bar with a sink, microwave, and under-counter refrigerator. Ben sat on the sofa. Nick took one of the chairs.


  Ben could tell Nicholas had something to say that was making him nervous.


  “Hey, thanks for talking me through the kiss Monday. I’d never have gotten the part without your help. You were great. It seemed easy for you, the kiss.”


  “Maybe I should have told you sooner,” Ben said. “I’m gay. It wasn’t the first time I’ve kissed a guy. It’s not too late for you to back out of the part.”


  “ I .... You’re gay? .... Yeah, now you say it I can see it. That’s why the kiss felt so real. Geez. I don’t know. that’ll take some getting used to. I kissed a gay guy, for real.”


  “No,” Ben said, “not for real. Not real for me either. I was acting too.”


  “It sure felt real,” Nicholas said. “It was weird.”


  “You’re a good actor. Isn’t that what you do, become the character? Live him? Michael is gay. He’s a good kisser, too.”


  Nicholas still looked uncomfortable, but they dropped the subject and started on Scene 1. Nicholas was a good actor, Ben found. After more than an hour they stopped for a break.


  “You’re good, Benjamin,” Nicholas said.


  “Thanks. Just Ben. Benjamin is my stage name. You’re good too, very good.”


  “Thanks. I was nervous about this part, playing a gay character, but I think it’s going to be okay. I think I’ll like working with you. You can give me pointers on how to act gay. By the way, I’m Nick. Nicholas is my stage name. Is John Smith your advisor? He told you to use Benjamin?”


  “Yep,” Ben said. They both laughed.


  “Want a Coke? I’d offer you a beer, but my father would kill me,” Nick said, going over to the refrigerator.


  “Sure, thanks, a Coke is fine, unless you have some apple juice.”


  “No, sorry.”


   “Hey, you said your mother teaches at UCLA. What’s your father do?”


  “He’s a foreman in construction. His family was too poor to send him to college. His company builds huge office buildings.”


  “Really? How’d he meet your mother?”


  “He was working on that huge building on University Avenue. He’d forgotten his lunch pail, so he went back to the site in the evening. As he was leaving the site he saw a robber holding a woman at gunpoint. He snuck up behind the robber, got the gun, knocked the guy down, and held him down while my mother screamed for help. When the police arrived they found my father sitting on the robber. In the end my father got a commendation from the police. Anyway, the police asked my father and mother to come to the station house to give statements. They did, and then went for coffee. It was love at first sight. They’re still the most in love couple I’ve ever seen.”


  “That’s quite a story, the construction worker and the professor.”


  “Yes,” Nick said, “and the funny thing is, even though my father never went beyond high school he makes more money than my mother does as an assistant professor.”


  Ben and Nick continued working until after five, with breaks every hour or so. The work was tiring, but they both enjoyed it, and enjoyed working together.


  Walking back to his dorm, Ben was quite pleased with their afternoon’s work. He liked Nick. Nick had a gentleness that belied his size and obvious strength, and clearly he was very intelligent. In one of their breaks they had discussed books, finding they both liked biographies and also classic murder mysteries from the fifties. They both liked Ngaio Marsh.


  “I bet I know a great writer you’ve never heard of,” Nick said. “Rex Stout.”


  “Hey, I love his mysteries!” Ben said. “Nero Wolfe and Archie. I’ve always thought it’s interesting that Wolfe’s household was all men. I’ll bet I can stump you. Matthew Head. He only wrote seven mysteries, but he’s good.”


  “Yeah, you got me. Never heard of him.”


  The next afternoon Ben went back and they continued working on Scene 1. They both got absorbed in their work; they enjoyed working with each other.


  “Look at the time!” Nick said. “We’ve been at it for over two hours. Let’s break. Want some apple juice?”


  “You got apple juice for me?”


  “Of course.”


  After the break they started on Scene 2. They were used to working together and the work went smoothly. By the end of the day they’d finished Scene 2 and started on Scene 3. Ben left, around five thirty. Nick, watching him walk away, thought about how comfortable he felt with him. He’d never had a gay friend, partly because his father was uncomfortable with the idea of gay. Growing up in a working class African-American neighborhood in the sixties, his father’s idea of gay was someone flamboyant camping it up. Working in construction did nothing to soften his views. Nick realized he’d absorbed some of his father’s prejudice. Coincidentally, the subject came up at supper.


  “I saw that other actor leaving as I came home,” his father said. “What’s his name, Ben? How’s it going?”


  “It’s going well. I think Ben and I are going to work well together.”


  “I’m still unhappy you’re playing a gay character. Is his character gay too? What’s the theme of the movie?”


  “Yes, his character is gay too. It’s a gay love story.”


  “A love story? You didn’t tell me that. Does that mean you’ll be expected to kiss?”


  “Yes.”


  “I know this role is really important to you, your first big role in a movie, but are you sure it’s worth it? Won’t people think you’re gay? And can you actually kiss a man, or can you fake it? I’m really uncomfortable with this whole thing. Are you sure you should do it?”


  “Yes, Dad, this is a big role with a well known writer/director. It could jump start my career. It’s just acting. Nobody will think I’m gay.”


  Nick wasn’t at all sure he was okay with it, nor was he sure he wouldn’t be suspected of being gay. He thought he could do the kissing scenes, but he dreaded the nude scene. Oh, well, he’d promised. Ben could help him through it. Ben was great. A really good actor, and a thoroughly nice person. Nick liked him a lot. He wouldn’t be surprised if they ended up friends even after the movie. He worried about his father’s reaction when he found out Ben was gay in real life.


  Nick and Ben had agreed to take a break over the weekend. After all, they finished Scene 1, and Scene 2, and still had a week to go. Nick had been neglecting his girlfriend, Vanessa, so he took her out to dinner that night, Friday night. They spent the night together; the sex was, as usual, fine. It had taken Nick’s father a while to get used to the idea his son was dating a white girl, but now he was okay with it; he liked Vanessa. So did Nick’s mother, who’d never minded Vanessa was white.


  Monday Ben arrived promptly at one.


  “I’m off book on Scene 2,” Ben said. “I worked on it over the weekend.”


  “I’m almost off book, but not quite. I spent Saturday with my girlfriend.”


  “You have a girlfriend?”


  “Yes, Vanessa. We’ve been going steady since Freshman year. She’s in Political Science. She’s great!”


  Ben wasn’t surprised. Nick was smart, kind, thoughtful, and had a great body. He felt a twinge of envy, wishing he had a boyfriend like Nick.


  By the end of the day they’d finished Scene 3. Nick dreaded Tuesday. Scene 4 was the first one with a kiss. Ben knew it was worrying Nick, so as soon as he arrived Tuesday he addressed the issue.


  “Look, I know you’re worried about the kiss, but in Scene 4 it’s hardly more than a peck. Still, if you like we can just fake it and wait until we’re on set to do it for real.”


  “No, I think I need to try to do it for real. I don’t want my first attempt to be on set with everyone watching.”


  Their first attempt was awkward and unconvincing. Nick found it harder, somehow, in the privacy of the den than it had been at the audition. Here it seemed more intimate, but he kept trying until he could kiss Ben on the lips with a convincing imitation of pleasure. Ben let Nick take the lead, and praised his attempts, even though he was sorely tempted to take over and show Nick how it should be done.


  On Thursday Ben thought they were ready for Scene 6, the first scene with a real kiss, the scene they’d done for the audition, but Nick kept saying they needed more work on Scene 5, which was dramatic and a bit difficult but didn’t involve any intimacy. Finally Nick had to admit they were done with Scene 5.


  “Okay,” Ben said, “same question as before. How real do you want to make it?”


  “Oh, hell, I think I need to try to do it right. Ben, I’m scared.”


  “You did it in the audition.”


  “Yeah, and it freaked me out. I don’t know how I did it.”


  “There’s nothing to be scared of. It’s just a kiss. How many times have you kissed Vanessa? How about just imagining it’s her?”


  Nick’s first attempt was pathetic.


  “Nick, it’ll never work if you won’t open your mouth. How do you kiss Vanessa? Think of that, and do the same thing.”


  Nick tried, he really did, but he couldn’t forget it was Ben he was kissing. He opened his mouth to Ben’s probing tongue, but when Ben pushed into his mouth he panicked and pulled away.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Nick said.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know. It scares me. I don’t know why. It terrifies me. I just can’t.”


  Ben sat on the sofa.


  “Come here,” Ben said. “Sit next to me.”


  Nick did. Ben put his arm around Nick’s shoulders. Nick started to pull away.


  “Shh. Relax. You hug your buddies all the time. Just settle down. Now, become Michael. You’re Michael, sitting with Paul. Your best friend Paul. You’re half in love with him already. You’ve never really kissed him, but you want to, badly. You imagine what it would be like to kiss your best friend Paul. You’re Michael, you’re gay. You hope Paul will kiss you. Michael, kiss Paul.”


  And Michael did. A real kiss. Tentative, hesitant, but real. Michael initiated the kiss. Michael licked Paul’s lips, seeking entrance, and Paul opened to him. Michael’s tongue entered Paul’s mouth, and they were kissing. It didn’t last long, but it was a genuine, full-on kiss.


  Suddenly Nick pulled away and sat hunched over, his face in his hands. Ben realized he was crying.


  “Nick, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”


  “Yes. No. I don’t know. It was weird. I was Michael. I was Michael and I was gay and I really wanted to kiss Paul. I wanted to, and I liked it. I was scared, Michael was scared, but Michael wanted the kiss and Michael loved it. I’m frightened.”


  “You did it, Nick. You did it! You became Michael. That’s acting! Wow! Congratulations! I’ve never gone that deep.”


  They sat in silence for a while.


  “Again,” Nick said. “I want to try it again. I want to see if I can do it again.”


  Ben started to lean towards Nick.


  “No Wait. .... Okay, now.”


  Ben saw Nick take on Michael. He changed. This time when they kissed there was no hesitation. The kiss went on until Ben pulled away. Ben realized he’d been Ben the whole time, not Paul, but he wasn’t about to tell Nick that.


  “Congratulations! We’ve got it,” Ben said.


  Chapter Twelve


  Monday morning Ben checked his backpack for the fifth time: contract, script, notepad and pen, appointment book, and walked over to Nick’s house. They’d asked to be picked up there. Ben felt like a real movie star, being picked up in a limo, but when the car arrived at 7:30 it was a plain white Ford six-passenger van.


  “Hi. Benjamin, Nicholas? I’m Tom, Mr. Aarionson’s driver and gofer. Mr. Aarionson wanted me to remind you to bring your contracts.”


  There were two  others in the van already.


  “I’m Gail. I’m playing the hostess”


  “I’m Richard, the busboy.”


  The location turned out to be a restaurant with a large parking lot. In the lot Ben saw three motor homes, labeled Wardrobe, Makeup, and Dressing Rooms and a large truck full of equipment. In the restaurant they found Mr. Aarionson at a table marking up a copy of the script.


  Benjamin, Nicholas, welcome. Let’s get those contracts signed. Here’s a revised copy of Scene 1. Find time to study it before we start shooting at nine. Go to wardrobe first to get your costumes, then makeup. You’re sharing a dressing room; your names are on the door.”


  After signing the contracts Ben and Nick went to wardrobe and then to their dressing room to change.


  “This is scary,” Ben said. “I’ve never done a movie. It’s overwhelming.”


  “Me, too,” Nick said. “I’ve only had bit parts. It wasn’t like this, but look: we know Scene 1 inside out. We’ll be fine.”


  “But they changed it!”


  The changes turned out to be minor. Sitting in makeup, they both had time to learn them.


  They were both ready for shooting at nine, but it didn’t start until after nine thirty. Nick remembered shooting a movie involved a lot of hurry up and wait. Ben was used to a curtain going up on time. He waited with a severe case of the jitters; he hoped he could calm down enough to perform. Finally shooting started.


  “Silence on set! .... Action!”


  Immediately Ben became Paul, on stage and in character, calmly doing his job, silently taking orders from a couple at a table in the background while Michael entered. The hostess seated him. As he pulled out his chair it scraped loudly on the floor.


  “Cut!”


  Ben was jerked out of character. In the theater one k
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  “This is scary,” Ben said. “I’ve never done a movie. It’s overwhelming.”


  “Me, too,” Nick said. “I’ve only had bit parts. It wasn’t like this, but look: we know Scene 1 inside out. We’ll be fine.”


  “But they changed it!”


  The changes turned out to be minor. Sitting in makeup, they both had time to learn them.


  They were both ready for shooting at nine, but it didn’t start until after nine thirty. Nick remembered shooting a movie involved a lot of hurry up and wait. Ben was used to a curtain going up on time. He waited with a severe case of the jitters; he hoped he could calm down enough to perform. Finally shooting started.


  “Silence on set! .... Action!”


  Immediately Ben became Paul, on stage and in character, calmly doing his job, silently taking orders from a couple at a table in the background while Michael entered. The hostess seated him. As he pulled out his chair it scraped loudly on the floor.


  “Cut!”


  Ben was jerked out of character. In the theater one k


  “I’m Richard, the busboy.”


  The location turned out to be a restaurant with a large parking lot. In the lot Ben saw three motor homes, labeled Wardrobe, Makeup, and Dressing Rooms and a large truck full of equipment. In the restaurant they found Mr. Aarionson at a table marking up a copy of the script.
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