
        
            
                
            
        

    
	For Alex, finding a guy like Benny living next door is a great surprise, but their future together holds more than Alex ever dreamed possible.

	 

	 

	Fourteen-year-old Alex Moran spends every summer with his father and this year his dad has moved next door to Benny Harper and his aunt. When he meets Benny, he finds an outgoing boy his own age that shares his love of reptiles. Benny doesn’t have any other friends though because he’s been HIV positive from birth and no one understands. They’re even afraid of him, which is something Alex doesn’t understand at all.

	They spend nearly every day together during that first summer and each summer after that they come back together. Their lives change as they grow up, but their friendship only gets stronger until it gives way to love and Alex realizes that his dad moving next door to Benny was the best thing to ever happen to him.

	Nothing is as good as being in love with his best friend, and over the years Alex realizes just how much Benny means to him. He doesn’t know how long he’ll ever have with Benny, but whatever time he does have he’s determined to make the most of it.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Five Summers Ago

	 

	When I was fourteen, my dad moved from Denver to Franktown. It was half an hour south of where his house had been if he took the highway. If he took the street roads, like he preferred to, sometimes it took an hour if we got stuck in traffic. I loved my dad, but I really didn’t like how he went the long way whenever he picked me up from my mom’s townhouse in downtown Denver. Ever since I was three and they split up, I’d been spending the weekends with my dad in Aurora and during the week, I’d be with my mom. During the summers, I’d be with my dad which was great because I could still see the friends I’d made during the summers I’d spent in Aurora.

	But with my dad in Franktown, I suddenly didn’t have any friends nearby. I’d kept the same schools with my weekday friends since I’d started first grade and only two of the ten guys I hung out with on the weekends and during the summer had moved away when their parents had been transferred.

	Now though it was me who was leaving everyone and spending the summer in a big yellow house on the south end of Franktown. I’d seen more horse trailers than cop cars and there wasn’t even a mall that I’d been able to see. Just a lot of houses with barns in their backyards like I’d stepped into some kind of rural horse community.

	My dad didn’t have horse property, but he did have a really big backyard, especially compared to my mom’s which was barely big enough for her little herb garden. Dad’s house had yellow vinyl siding and white shutters. There were pink flowers in long patches of dirt along the front of his house and down either side of the curving sidewalk. What I noticed though, more than anything else, was that in the house next to my dad’s on the right, in one of the upstairs rooms, a boy was looking down at me as I got out of my dad’s car.

	“Who’s that?” I asked my dad as I grabbed my blue suitcase out of his backseat. I already had my backpack over my shoulder.

	He looked up at the house, too, and put his hand over his eyes to block out the sun. Once he saw the boy, he smiled and gave him a wave before turning his attention back to me. “That’s Benny Harper. Maybe you should try to make friends with him over the summer. I don’t think he gets out much. But then again I’ve only been in the house a month now.”

	A guy my age that didn’t have friends? That was weird. I was still watching Benny as I asked my dad, “Is there something wrong with him?”

	My dad slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me away from looking up at Benny and back toward my dad’s house. “Come on. Don’t be rude. Let me show you around the house. There’s two bedrooms left so I want you to pick the one you like most.” I let my dad pull me away as he started to show me around his new house.

	 

	After I’d claimed my room and Dad and I had eaten pizza for dinner, I was told to go next door and make friends with Benny. It was weird having my dad tell me to go meet someone since I’d always been able to find friends on my own. But maybe there really was something wrong with Benny that made it hard for him to make friends. As I went over and knocked on his front door, I was picturing a guy my age that was horribly disfigured. The image I had in my mind of him having a third arm or something like that had me nervous.

	I shouldn’t have been though, because Benny looked completely normal when he opened the door. He was maybe four inches shorter than me, and his hair was at least a few shades lighter than mine, but he had brown hair, too. He gave me a shy smile as he looked up at me. “Hi.”

	“Hey. I’m Alex Moran. My dad lives next door so I’ll be around this summer and uh...” I’d run out of things to say. And he was just staring at me now.

	“I’m Benny. Want to see my ball python?”

	I grinned at him. “Hell yeah. You’re really allowed to have a snake?”

	Benny nodded and I followed him into the house and upstairs to his room. Which was painted black. On all the walls.

	“Uh...” I turned in a slow circle. “Do you have something against color?”

	Benny laughed and reached over to turn off the single overhead light. It was daylight outside, since it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet, but even with light coming in through his two bedroom windows, I could see why he had black walls. Because once his lights were out, his room became filled with stars.

	“Glow in the dark paint,” I said, completely impressed. And he seemed to have painted every wall and the ceiling. I closed the door to check my suspicions and yeah, there were dots on the back of his bedroom door, too. And it was painted black, too.

	Benny turned the lights back on. “I really like astronomy.”

	“Clearly.” He smiled at me and I smiled back at him. And some of his blush went away.

	He walked over to a big glass cage right next to his desk and opened up the screen. I hadn’t seen a snake hiding in there, but once he moved the big rock hide, I saw that his snake had buried herself in the dirt she was laying in.

	“Her name’s Cassi, it’s short for Cassiopeia who was this really beautiful Greek queen. And it’s a constellation.” He put his hand around her body and pulled her up and away from the glass cage. She wrapped herself around his arm and I leaned closer to him in order to see her better.

	I knew, because I’d wanted a ball python for so long, that she had the normal coloring with the dark browns and yellows with a creamy belly. Being normal though, instead of something like an albino, didn’t make her any less beautiful to me. “How old is she?”

	“Sixteen months. I love her, but she has to stay here when I go back to Florida after the summer break is over. It sucks.”

	I stepped back, giving him some room as he unwound her from his arm and laid her gently on his bed. Which had a galaxy on it, I thought. Maybe. I wasn’t very good with astronomy. I knew the planets in order, but that was about it.

	“I go back to live with my mom in August,” I said as I watched Cassi start to unwind herself from the ball she’d coiled into when Benny had let her go and begin to stretch out across his comforter.

	He plopped down next to her. “Sit down, too.” I did and he smiled at me. For a little bit we both petted his snake as she lay there lazily between us as if she had no intention of trying to get away. She was so slow in her movements that I didn’t think she’d be able to get very far even if she did try to get off his bed though. “I live with my mom during the school year, too, though my aunt is trying to get custody of me. She’s at work right now. She’s a nurse aid at an Alzheimer’s nursing home and she won’t be back until after eleven. They call it second shift—she calls it a pain in her butt. She says that at least it’s not the night shift though.”

	I looked around his room for something to talk about and found the obvious answer staring right back at me. “Are you going to try to be an astronaut?”

	He shook his head, instantly surprising me because I thought that’d been so clear from how much he seemed to like stars and stuff. His pet snake was named after a constellation for crying out loud. “No. I wish though. But I’ve got HIV and I’m pretty sure NASA doesn’t let guys like me into their programs.”

	I’d heard of HIV before, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember much about it now. I didn’t want to say anything stupid so I just said, “That sucks.”

	“Yeah, it does.” He played with his hair a bit. Mine, I liked kept to short spikes so that it stayed out of my face, but his was so long that it fell in his eyes and against his cheeks. It was even a little curly at the ends. “I was born with it,” he tacked on. “In case you were wondering how I got it.”

	I hadn’t been, but mostly because I couldn’t remember anything about HIV. There was something about sex in the health class I took, but really that wasn’t a big deal to me so I hadn’t paid attention.

	“Cool.” I cringed. “Not cool. Sorry. It’s definitely not cool.”

	He laughed and I was just grateful he wasn’t kicking me out of his house. “No worries. No one really knows what to say when I tell them I have it. But I make sure to tell everyone right away anyway. Because it’s important. You know? Like, I’d want to know if I was them, so I tell them. My aunt says I should be more selective about who I tell, but I figure I’d want people to know and then they can decide if they want to be my friend or not. And if they did, but then they found out months later, I think they’d feel betrayed. Or maybe like I’d lied to them.”

	“I’m taking it that you don’t have many friends. Huh?” I wasn’t saying it to be mean, but whatever HIV was, he made it sound like it was a big deal. And he was right, if it was something major, then a friend should be told.

	Benny shrugged but he was looking at me like he was sad. “Not really.”

	I smiled at him. “Well, you got me until the end of the summer.”

	He laughed. “Cool.”

	 

	About an hour later Dad texted me to come home and I said goodnight to Benny. Once I was back at my dad’s house, I grabbed my laptop and headed to the dining room table. Since it was almost nine, Mom would have insisted that I start getting ready for bed. But it was summer and Dad was still watching TV.

	He came in to get a drink while I was researching HIV. “Why are you looking up STDs?” he asked me as he leaned over my shoulder. “Anything I should know about?”

	I shrugged. Did he need to know that Benny had HIV? Maybe, maybe not. But he could probably help me clear a few things up that weren’t really making sense to me. “Benny has HIV and I’m trying to figure out what that is and what it means.”

	Dad laughed lightly and sat down next to me. He had a beer for himself and a glass of milk for me, which I drank half down before looking back at my laptop screen. “Well that’s a relief. I thought for a second there you were having sex and I was going to have to call your mom and you know how much she would have freaked out since you aren’t allowed to date for another year.”

	I laughed, too. I didn’t want to date and I definitely wasn’t thinking about sex. There was no one at my school that even brought up those kinds of feelings that he and I had talked about last summer. “Do you know anything about it? All I’m finding is that AIDS comes from HIV, and that’s a really bad thing, but not everyone that has HIV has AIDS and there’s medication he can take to make him healthier, but there’s no cure. Right?”

	Dad pulled my laptop away from me and I frowned at him as he closed it. “Here’s what I know about it. Benny is probably on medication, I’m guessing. And you can get HIV from him, but not through hugging or shaking hands or anything you’d normally do. You can share food with him and you can drink out of the same glass as him. But if he’s got a cut on his hand or something and you have a cut on your hand, then you have to be careful. And you can’t have sex with him without protection.”

	My cheeks were instantly red. “Dad!”

	“Well... you can’t.” Thankfully he looked just as uncomfortable as I felt.

	I was quick to get away from the sex talk. “So I can be friends with him?”

	Dad shrugged and took a sip of his beer. “Sure. I don’t see why not. Just be careful. And if you boys want to start exploring—”

	I held up my hands in defeat. “Dad! No! Enough!” I got up from the table and finished my milk in a hurry.

	“All the books said it was normal when you hit puberty! When I was your age I—”

	“Not listening!” I covered my hands over my ears and started to hum as loudly as I could. Talking to my dad about sex stuff was bad enough, but now he wanted to tell me about what he did when he was my age? No way in hell did I want to hear about that.

	He came over and took my hands off my ears. “Okay. You win. Just come talk to me when you hit that point with whoever eventually, okay? Guy or girl, I’m here for you. Deal?”

	“Sure. I know.” I wasn’t totally on board with the whole dating anyone thing yet. Most days I didn’t even really like people. “Can I get a ball python? Benny has one and she’s really sweet.”

	He groaned and picked up his beer from the dining room table. “Not right now. Come watch a movie with me.”

	“That’s not a no.” I was smiling now.

	He laughed. “It’s not a yes either, Alex.” He was quiet for a few moments while I followed him into the living room and we got comfortable on the couch together. “Do you think you might be bi still? I know you were questioning it last year. It’s okay if you are, or if you’ve realized you’re gay or straight. Whatever you decide you are, I want you to know that I’m happy for you.”

	I nodded. “I know, Dad.” Coming out to Mom had been so much easier because of how great Dad had been about it last summer. “But what if I don’t like anybody and I don’t have those feelings everyone else seems to have and what if I think dating is stupid because of how it makes the guys I know act?”

	He ruffled my spikes. “Then I’d say you’re the best kid in the world.”

	“Mom says it might mean that I’ve got antisocial tendencies. She gave me a test, which she said was inconclusive.”

	He rolled his eyes and I could see that he was trying hard not to say something mean about Mom, which I was really glad about. They got along, mostly. But sometimes they didn’t and when they didn’t, it was really bad. I got sent out of the house sometimes when they were on the phone with each other and things were really bad. “Your mom’s a psychiatrist. It’s her job to analyze everyone. Try not to read too much into it. Okay?”

	I smiled over at him and put my feet up on the coffee table, just like he had. “Sure. Thanks, Dad.”

	“Yep. You going to see Benny again tomorrow?”

	I hadn’t really thought about it. “Can I?”

	“I think that would be nice. He probably doesn’t have many friends since he’s sick.”

	It made me happy that Dad was thinking the same way I had. I wanted to be his friend, but not because he didn’t have any. I just liked him.

	 

	By the end of summer, I’d spent a few hours every day with Benny. Dad still had to work during the week and his aunt worked all the time and grabbed extra shifts when she could, too, so a lot of the summer it was just us. We hung out. We got fast food. We even saw a few movies and snuck Cassi in with us. It was great.

	But then August came and I had to say goodbye to him. I really didn’t want to do that. Back when Dad had lived in Aurora, I hadn’t really had a problem saying bye to the friends I had there. But that was probably because with them, I could see them when Dad had me on the weekends during the school year. I wasn’t going to get that with Benny. So when August first came and Mom was there to pick me up from Dad’s house, I said bye to Benny on his front lawn and knew I wouldn’t see him again until next summer which really sucked.

	“See you,” I said.

	He smiled at me and hugged me tight. I hadn’t been prepared for a hug and he knocked me back a foot before I recovered. I wasn’t really a hugger, but it didn’t bother me that he was. I just stood there hugging him for a bit. “I’m gonna miss you,” he said.

	“Me, too. Next summer?” We pulled back away from each other and he offered me his fist, which I bumped.

	“Of course. Don’t get taken away by a tornado.”

	I laughed. “Don’t let an alligator eat you in Florida!”

	He waved to me, then we were done and I got in my mom’s car. “New friend?” she asked me as I got buckled up. I turned back to look over my shoulder and saw Benny there still watching me.

	“Yep. That’s Benny.”

	She started driving back home. “He seems nice.”

	“He is. He’s got a ball python and he loves astronomy.”

	She gave me a sideways glance. “You are not getting a snake. Don’t even ask.”

	I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling. That was okay, Benny let me come over and hold Cassi whenever I wanted to.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Four Summers Ago

	 

	As soon as Dad pulled up to the house, I was already bounding out of the car. “Can I go say hi to Benny?” I asked him, remembering I should probably ask him if it was okay first.

	He laughed and grabbed my suitcase out of the back seat. “Sure. But I want some time with you this summer, too. We’re going camping next week! Don’t run away with your friend and forget all about me!”

	I was laughing as I darted over to Benny’s house and ran up the front steps. I knocked and since it was only ten in the morning, his Aunt Emma answered the door. “Hey, Alex. He’s upstairs.”

	“Thanks.” I remembered not to run in her house as I went up the stairs to go see Benny. He was in his room, sitting on his bed with a big astronomy book open in front of him when I came in. “Hey.”

	He was off his bed in a second and hugging me so tightly I could barely breathe. “You’re back!” He let me go, but he didn’t go far. “And you got taller!”

	I’d grown maybe two inches, but it put the distance between our heights at even more now. “Yeah. Good school year?”

	He shrugged and went over to his bed to put his book away on the shelf that held his other dozen or so astronomy books. I wish I had a hobby like that—one I could get completely immersed in like he did. But it made me sad that he’d never be able to go be an astronaut like he so clearly wanted to be. All because he was sick with something he couldn’t help.

	“It’ll be a great summer,” he said. I got the feeling something at school wasn’t great, but I didn’t want to bug him with my questions either. I’d learned that he didn’t hold back much so if he wanted to tell me something, he probably would.

	“Yeah it will.” He sat on the bed and I joined him. Cassi was on her basking rock and looking at us like we were denying her food. I’d never known that a snake could beg until I’d met her, but she just looked at us with those brown eyes and somehow made me feel guilty for not giving her a mouse every time I saw her. “She’s staring at me. You starving her?” I knew he wasn’t.

	Benny laughed and looked over at her, too. “Naw. She’s actually on rats now, too. Young rats, but still. I miss her so much when I’m in Florida. I wish I could take her with me, but she’d probably not do very well. I know people ship reptiles overnight all the time but I wouldn’t want to stress her out twice a year like that. It seems unfair. But my aunt and my mom are still working on the custody stuff so maybe I won’t have to leave after all. Eventually.”

	We didn’t talk about his mom much. I figured it wasn’t a good relationship. My mom could be nuts, but she hadn’t given me HIV. I got the feeling that Benny blamed her for making him sick.

	“How come you’re not afraid of me?” Benny asked me suddenly.

	I looked over at him and frowned. “Why would I be? You planning to go all mass murdery on me with a chainsaw or something?”

	He chuckled, but I could see how sad he was. “No. Nothing like that. Just... the guys at school back home. They’re...” He frowned. “I’m trying to find a nice way to say absolutely ridiculous and stupid beyond belief and mean as hell.”

	“Assholes?” I offered him.

	Benny grinned over at me. “I’m not allowed to curse like that. My aunt’s rules. But my mom doesn’t have rules like that for me. She gave me my first beer a few months ago. I puked so hard.”

	Cringing, I shook my head. “Sounds gross. I’ve tried my dad’s before, when he wasn’t looking, and it tasted so nasty.”

	I thought of something kind of sad and I didn’t want to ask him about it. I kind of got the impression that maybe I was his only friend. But he’d asked me a question and I wanted to give him an answer. “I try not to be stupid about things that people can’t control. I looked up HIV and I know what’s dangerous. I even got a very fun lesson in sex ed this past year as an introduction to high school or some crap like that. I get it. Being with someone who has HIV requires protection for sex. But there’s nothing that says that I have to be careful when we’re hanging out or hugging or when we share sodas or french fries. People who freak out just because you have HIV are stupid.”

	He smiled over at me. “Thanks. I wish you could be around all the time. Then maybe the—” he dropped his voice so that he was just whispering—“assholes would leave me alone.”

	I wanted to be there for him, too. But we only ever had two months together.

	 

	The morning of my camping trip with my dad I was crazy excited. We were going to go up to Rocky Mountain National and spend from Friday night to Sunday morning camping out and eating s’mores. I couldn’t wait. But as soon as I started loading things into the Jeep, I got a little sad, too, because it meant a weekend away from Benny.

	“Hey, Dad?” I asked him as I tried to shove the cooler in between all of our other stuff.

	“Yeah?” He was putting the address into the navigation system and getting our play list together for the drive up that would take a few hours.

	I knew this was just supposed to be an us thing, but the more I thought about it the more I wanted to bring Benny along with us. I came around the side of the Jeep so that I could talk to him. “So... would it be okay if...” I bit my bottom lip. I really didn’t want my dad to be upset that I was asking to bring Benny in case he thought that meant that I didn’t want to spend time with just him. “Can Benny come, too?”

	He turned to look at me and smiled. “You really like him, huh? He’s not just some boy you hang out with just because there isn’t anyone else around?”

	I shook my head. Benny and I weren’t like that at all. “I don’t know that he’s ever been camping. It might be fun for him.”

	His smile got bigger. “I think we should definitely bring him. Go ask if he can come and make sure he grabs some blankets for himself in case he doesn’t have a sleeping bag.”

	I rushed over to his house, which was maybe ten feet away and knocked on his front door. His Aunt Emma opened it up and grinned at me. She was already wearing her blue scrubs so I thought maybe she would have to go in early since it was still morning and she didn’t usually go in until three. “Hey. So my dad and I are going to Rocky Mountain National this weekend and I was wondering if we could take Benny. If he would even want to go.”

	“If he wants to go, my answer is yes. You’re a good kid, Alex. Don’t ever change okay?”

	Wasn’t that what people wrote in the backs of school yearbooks? “Sure thing.”

	I went past her and up to Benny’s room. “So, how do you feel about camping?” I asked him when I got to his bedroom door.

	His grin was huge and he was off his bed in a second. “You serious? I thought it was just going to be you and your dad.”

	It was, but he didn’t need to know that. “Last minute change of plans. How quickly can you get ready?”

	“Give me two minutes!” He darted over to his closet, grabbed out his backpack, and started randomly throwing clothes in.

	“Don’t forget your medicines!” his aunt called from downstairs. “And a first aid kit with gloves in it!”

	“I got it!” Benny yelled back.

	I’d known that he probably took some medicine for his HIV, but I hadn’t anticipated the seven pill bottles he tossed into his backpack. “Anything in there any fun? Keeps you from turning into a zombie type of thing?”

	He laughed. “Nope. Though I wish. It’s mostly just to keep me from getting sick. I mean, I am sick. But not as sick as I would be if I didn’t take stuff to boost my immune system so that I can keep infections at bay. Someday I’ll probably get AIDS, but not right now, which is really good. There’s a blue zip pouch behind you on the dresser, can you grab that? It’s my first aid kit.”

	I picked it up and brought it over to him. He tossed it into his backpack. Next he stripped the comforter off his bed and bundled it up in his arms. One of his pillows joined the pile and then he was rushing off to the bathroom to grab his toothbrush and stuff.

	“Why would you probably get AIDS?” I asked him once he’d come back into his room to toss more stuff into his already overflowing backpack.

	He turned and frowned at me. “Because I have HIV...” That was probably supposed to explain something to me, but I was going to need more than that from him.

	“Alex! Your dad is ready! Benny, hurry up!” his aunt called up to us.

	“I’ll explain in the car. Can you grab my blanket?”

	I nodded and went to get it while he loaded up his arms with his backpack and his pillow. We hurried downstairs where his aunt hugged him. “You go have fun and be safe and remember to take your pills.” Then she turned her attention to me and I got a hug, too. “If there’s an emergency my number is in his phone. You do have your phone, don’t you, Benny?”

	“Always! And it’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

	His aunt sighed loudly. “Go on you two. I’ll always worry, but I want you to have fun so go on. Get. Shoo!” We were laughing as we ran out of the house and to my dad’s Jeep. Benny’s stuff barely fit and his blanket had to be on the back seat between us, but that was okay.

	“So...” Benny looked from me to my dad like he was asking me a question. It took me a few seconds to figure out what he was trying to get at.

	“Yeah, you’re fine. He knows.”

	I thought maybe me telling my dad that Benny had HIV would be an issue, but instead he seemed pretty relieved as Dad started up the Jeep and started driving. “So you know how HIV works. Right?” he asked me. I caught Dad looking back at me from the rear view mirror and I nodded, ignoring him.

	“Yeah. You have sex with someone that has it or you do other stuff, or like you, some people are born with it.”

	He smiled at me and seemed to relax some. “Right. And if you’ve got it and you’re on the meds like me, then you can hold off on getting AIDS, sometimes for years and years. But eventually, as far as I know, everyone gets AIDS if they have HIV.”

	“But...” I was trying to remember everything I knew about AIDS now, and none of it was any good. “But everyone that has AIDS dies. Right? So you’ll die someday?” I was suddenly in full panic mode with my heart pounding in my chest and my hands clenching at my sides.

	But Benny just grabbed my hand. “Well, yeah. Everyone dies. And it’s not like AIDS will be the thing that kills me, if that even does. I could get attacked by a bear this weekend. But most people who die with AIDS die of something else.” I was completely lost, and he must have been able to tell, because he backed way up. “So AIDS brings down your immune system. Remember when I said that I took pills to help my immune system? It’s to hold off infections and things like that. But with AIDS people can get really sick from things that wouldn’t slow someone else down. Like someone will get a cold, but then someone with AIDS will get super sick from the cold and that just gets them more infections which makes them even more sick.”

	“And then they die?” I quietly asked him.

	“Everybody dies,” he repeated. Only he didn’t look upset by that. And it wasn’t something I’d ever really stopped to think about. Sure, I knew that logically everyone did die. No one was immortal anyway. But using that big idea to apply it to the people I cared about, which definitely included Benny, was a hard pill to swallow. I was crying before I even realized what was going on.

	“Alex? You okay?” Dad asked me. He pulled over in a diner’s parking lot and I nodded and hugged myself.

	Then Benny added his arms around me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have explained it. Please forgive me. Please don’t be mad at me, Alex. You’re my only friend. I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me.”

	I stopped hugging myself so that I could hug him and Dad got out of the front seat to come open up the door where I was sitting. “It’s okay,” I told them both. “I’m just freaking out and realizing that people die.” I felt stupid saying that, but it was the truth.

	Dad nodded like he knew what I was talking about. And like maybe I wasn’t being as stupid as I thought I was. “I didn’t realize that until my dad died when I was twenty-nine. It’s a lot to take in. You two want some food and we can talk about this?”

	I quickly nodded. Food sounded really good right then. I thought I could eat a whole platter of fried stuff, which I normally didn’t do, but when I got upset I had my cravings. Benny let go of me and we got out of the back of the Jeep. He was still watching me warily like he thought I was going to abandon him or something. So before we sat down at the booth the hostess showed us to, I grabbed him in a tight hug and he hugged me, too. “I’m not mad,” I told him. “Worried about you though.”

	He nodded against my chest. “Thanks. It’s kind of nice to feel worried about.”

	I had no idea what he could have meant by that, but I didn’t dig into it either.

	 

	After lunch we got back on the road and Benny put his hand in mine on the back seat between us like it wasn’t a big deal. Since he didn’t say anything, I didn’t either. I just held his hand and went with it.

	It took us hours to get to the campsite and once we were finally there, I was definitely ready to get out of the Jeep and stretch out a bit. We set up the tents and got comfortable. Dad liked to lay out and look up at the sky when we went camping so that’s what we did for a while. But pretty soon I was itching to move around again.

	“Dad? Can I take Benny down to the creek?” I asked him.

	“Sure. But be careful.”

	I turned over and quickly got to my feet. Benny was right there behind me and we headed into the woods. “How do you know there’s a creek?” he asked me.

	“‘Cause this is the same campsite that we use every year. Have you ever been here before?”

	Benny shook his head. “My aunt doesn’t like camping. It’s too dirty for her. And she can’t usually take a few days off at a time. She’s tried before, but then someone always calls in at the last minute and then her boss calls her and she rushes in to cover the shift because they give her a bonus for the last minute pick up. When she gets custody of me, I’m going to get a job at the pizza place down the block so that she doesn’t have to work as much or worry about money all the time. I won’t be allowed to work near the pizza, but I can take orders and handle the register.”

	I wanted to ask about his mom and the custody stuff, but I wasn’t sure how to go about that. “Um... what’s going on with the custody?”

	Benny got up on a fallen tree and started to walk on it. He held out his hand to me and I helped to balance him. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, like, is something going on?” I had no idea what I was doing.

	He shrugged and hopped off the log, but he didn’t let go of my hand. “Oh. Yeah. Well, my mom had me when she was really young. And she was on a bunch of stuff. That’s how she got HIV. Sharing needles. But then I was born and she didn’t really know that she was pregnant, or I guess she didn’t care back then or something. Because she could have taken meds to lower my chances of getting infected. But she didn’t. Anyway, she tried the mom thing for a bit, but it’s not really taking now. So Aunt Emma is trying to get custody of me full time instead of just in the summer. She says she worries too much about me during the school year for me to live with my mom too much longer. But this has been going on for years now so...” He shrugged and I just stared at him as we walked between the trees and over the thick roots sticking up from between the fallen pine needles.

	“You’re seriously weird. You know that right?” I asked him.

	He looked a bit hurt as he glanced over at me. “Because I’ve got HIV?”

	I quickly shook my head. “No. Of course not.”

	“Then is it because I’m gay? Because if the hand holding is bothering you, we can stop.”

	“What? No!” I stopped walking and pulled him to a stop, too, so that we could actually talk for a second. “I don’t care that you’re gay. I didn’t even know. No, you’re weird because of everything you just told me and how you don’t seem upset at all. I mean, your mom used drugs and she’s not being a great mom to you and you’re acting like it’s all totally fine when it’s definitely not.”

	Benny grinned at me, then grabbed me up in a tight hug. “Thanks for not being upset about me liking guys.” He let me go, then darted ahead of me on the faint trail we were following while I stared after his crazy butt.

	“Whacko!” I shouted after him.

	I heard him laughing and I ran to catch up with him. But when I found him crouched by the creek, he wasn’t laughing anymore. He was holding his knee against his chest and looking down at his bloody leg. I knelt down next to him and reached for his leg, but he pulled away from me. When I looked up at him, he actually looked afraid.

	“What?” I asked him. It was only a cut. It looked like it hurt, but there wasn’t anything to explain the look he was giving me.

	“You can’t touch it.”

	He was being stupid. “I was just going to look at it.”

	When I reached for him again, he pulled back from me just like the last time. “My blood has HIV in it,” he said it slowly and suddenly I understood. “If you touch it, you could get sick.”

	“Oh.”

	“Yeah.”

	Okay. That explained the look he was giving me and why he wouldn’t let me touch his leg. “So... can I help you back to the tents at least? That might be hard to walk on.”

	He nodded and let me bring him back up to his feet. Together we hobbled back to where my dad was still laying out on his sleeping bag in the middle of the dirt circle that was our campsite. He got up in a hurry when he saw us coming toward him though.

	“Oh no. What happened to your leg, Benny?” He took Benny from me and I went to his backpack where I’d seen him toss his first aid kit. Dad sat Benny down and I came back and knelt next to him.

	“I was running and tripped on some loose rocks.”

	He grabbed my hands though before I could start patching him up with some gauze. “I can do it or you can wear the gloves. Really though, I can put a bandage on myself. It’s not that big of a deal.”

	He was right, and I shouldn’t have been trying to patch him up. I’d taken a first aid class and I knew what I was doing, but he was capable of doing it himself, too. It wasn’t like the cut was all that deep either and it had long since stopped bleeding. I just wanted to help him. It was like I was always worried about him. I’d noticed it while we’d been apart, but now that it was the summer and I got to see him every day again, that feeling was much stronger.

	Benny took the first aid kit and had himself fixed up in no time. A bit of water to wash off his cut and he had himself bandaged up right away. “Sorry I scared you,” he said.

	I shrugged. “I shouldn’t have been. I mean, we’re camping. I get cut up lots out here. I’ve even broken my arm down here jumping out of a high tree branch.”

	Benny smiled at me. “I’m not dying today though. You can relax. You’ll get lots of summers with me. If you want them.”

	And that was the heart of it. I’d learned that he’d probably get AIDS and I’d been so scared. And then he’d been hurt and I’d just wanted to rescue him. I scooted closer to him across the dirt and hugged him. He hugged me as tightly as he could and I smiled into his shoulder.

	 

	That night, with the dying embers of the fire behind us, Benny and I laid out on our sleeping bags. It was still really warm, probably in the seventies, but I figured that it would get colder at some point in the night and then we’d have to go into my tent for the night to stay warm. While it was nice out though, I was enjoying being out in the open with just the sky around us.

	The stars were huge, and there were so many of them I couldn’t believe it. We’d been camping in that exact spot so many times I probably should have remembered how they looked, but it was always a shock to me to come back up to the mountains and see them again. Without the lights from the cities around to mess with the view, I could see millions of them above us.

	“That’s Libra,” Benny said as he lifted his hand and pointed up to a constellation only he could pick out from all the others stars. “It’s really faint, but it looks like scales.”

	I tried looking where he was pointing, but I wasn’t seeing anything. “I’m missing it.”

	Benny just looked over at me and smiled. “It’s kind of hard to see. If I had my telescope, I’d really be able to show you. Next time I’ll remember to bring it.”

	“Cool.”

	He turned onto his side, apparently ignoring the stars for a moment. “Thanks for inviting me out here with you. I’m really glad you did.”

	I moved onto my side so that I was facing him, too. “I’m glad you could come out here. I mean, I love my dad, but I was really going to miss you if I didn’t get to see you all weekend.”

	Even in the near darkness with just the dying fire to guide us, I could still see him blushing at my words. He reached over, offering me his hand, and I took it as I smiled back at him.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Three Summers Ago

	 

	When I was sixteen I got my license so Dad let me drive to his place. Only, this time I wasn’t going to be going back to see my mom again. Because I’d come out to her at the end of sophomore year and she’d said I should go live with my dad.

	“You okay? You’re really quiet,” Dad said as I pulled into his driveway. It was late and school had only been out for a few hours. Dad had taken a half day to come get me from my mom’s. I could see Benny’s light on in his bedroom.

	I nodded as I leaned over the steering wheel. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just kind of shocked. I guess it was okay that I was bi because Mom could still pretend I was straight and that she’d get grandkids and stuff. That’s what I’m guessing anyway. But then I came home today and told her I was definitely gay and that’s not okay with her. It just kind of really sucks. Like I knew I was mostly into guys when I came out to you two anyway, but I didn’t know for sure I was only into them until this year.”

	“She doesn’t hate you though. You know that right, Alex? It’s that she’s confused and needs a break right now. You’re still her son, too. She still loves you. She just thinks some time apart would be better for you both.” He rubbed my back and I nodded like I understood—even though I didn’t. “Do you want to go see Benny? You normally don’t get this much extra time with him. I’ve got you a full two weeks earlier than I normally do.”

	I definitely wanted to see Benny, but not right then. At that very moment I wanted to put on my sleep pants, grab a big glass of the chocolate milk Dad always kept in his fridge, and watch a movie with him. “I’ll see Benny tomorrow. Can we just watch a movie tonight?”

	Dad smiled at me and I knew he was happy to have me there. Maybe Mom would change her mind at some point, but I hadn’t ever lied to her like she said I had by saying I was bi when I was really gay. I hadn’t meant to be so confusing. I just hadn’t yet known myself who I was or what I wanted. And now I did and she needed to come to terms with it.

	“Sure thing. Let’s grab your stuff and get inside the house.”

	 

	That night, at close to midnight, I saw that Benny was still up. His lights were on in his room, which faced my bedroom window, and his window was open. I slid mine open, too. “Hey!” I called over to him, despite the neighbors that were probably trying to sleep.

	He came over to the window and waved to me. “Hey. You’re here like way early. I saw you pull in. You okay?”

	I shrugged and leaned out of my window toward him. “I’m not great, but I’m doing better than I was this afternoon. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I promise. Why are you still up?”

	“Not feeling one hundred percent. It’s like I’ve got the flu or something. Aunt Emma’s taking me to the doctor tomorrow.”

	Even from ten feet away I could hear the worry in his voice, despite the smile he was trying to lie to me with. “I don’t want you to be sick.”

	He laughed. “I don’t want to be sick either, but that’s where I’m at. Maybe you could come over tomorrow afternoon when I get back from the appointment?”

	I nodded and wished that I could have gone over to see him right then, but I wasn’t allowed out this late. “Yeah. For sure. I’ll bring you some chicken soup or something.” Though, I really wasn’t sure if we had any in the house.

	Benny smiled at me and it was a real one this time, not a lie like his previous one had been. “I’ll let you know when I’m back. And I’m glad you’re here early. Means we get more weeks together before we have to say goodbye again.”

	“Exactly! Night?” I always hated saying goodbye to him. Even if it was just for the night like this time was.

	“Night.” He closed his window and gave me a wave before I saw him walk away from where I could see into his room. I went to bed shortly after, but I didn’t fall asleep right away. I was too worried about Benny being sick to do much more than toss and turn all night.

	 

	The next evening I was waiting out front for him to come home. It was slightly stalker-ish to be sitting there on my dad’s front steps while waiting for him. As soon as his aunt pulled into their driveway, I was on my feet and heading over there.

	“You look worried,” Benny said as soon as he’d opened his door and I was right there looking down at him. He was a bit paler than I remembered him being. And he’d lost some weight. He didn’t have the extra to lose to begin with. He got out of the car and we were instantly hugging. “I’m okay,” he reassured me. “Just a bad bug. It’s not worse. I promise.”

	Holding him, I could almost believe him. But hugging him meant that I got to feel how thin he really was now and I didn’t like it one bit. “You’re skinny.”

	“I’ve always been thin.”

	I looked over to his Aunt Emma and, as much as Benny wanted to deny that something was wrong, she couldn’t. And I saw how upset she was. But she came over and rubbed my shoulder. “He’s going to be just fine, Alex. Because of his illness, when he gets sick, it’s worse for him than it is for other people. That’s all this is.”

	“He’s lost weight.” I didn’t mean to make it sound like an accusation, but I was pretty sure she took it like that since she stepped back and stopped touching me like I’d hurt her somehow.

	Benny kissed my cheek as he let go of me. And since it had been so long since we’d seen each other, and since I’d been so worried, I ignored the intimate contact and passed it off as just an emotional reaction to what he was going through. “I’m okay,” he repeated as if that would somehow make me believe him more if he said it often enough.

	I slowly nodded. “Deal.” I didn’t believe him. But if he said he was fine, then really there was nothing else that I could do. “Can you hang out tonight?”

	His Aunt Emma answered for him. “As long as he takes it easy, sure.”

	He put his hand in mine and pulled me toward his house. But then we changed direction and went into my dad’s house instead. “Your dad still have loads of chocolate milk?”

	“Of course.” If he wanted the super-rich treat, then maybe he really was feeling okay. After so many summers of knowing each other, he was at home in my dad’s kitchen as much as I was. He poured us both a big glass of chocolate milk.

	“We could have shared,” I told him.

	Benny shrugged and shot me a grin. “Maybe I didn’t want to share with you. Maybe I want my own. Since you drink more than half and all.”

	I laughed and followed him into the living room where my dad was watching TV.

	“Hi,” Benny said as we got comfortable on the smaller couch beside the one my dad was on.

	“Hey, Benny.”

	We sat together and got comfortable with his head on my shoulder. I saw my dad look over at me and he raised an eyebrow, but I just smiled at him. I didn’t care that Benny had his head on my shoulder. Or that he put his hand in mine. I ran my thumb over the back of his hand without even meaning to at first. By the time I realized what I was doing, it would have looked weird to stop. I liked Benny and I didn’t want him to get upset or think something had changed between us if I’d pulled away for any reason. So I didn’t. I kept running my thumb over his hand, only now I was aware of what I was doing.

	“When are you getting your license?” I asked him.

	He shrugged. “Maybe next year. It’s not a big deal to me. Aunt Emma can’t afford to get me a car and she needs hers to always be available in case she has to come in for when people call out. Did you get yours?”

	“Yeah. It’s fun. I don’t have a car either though or else we could go driving together.” He nodded against my shoulder and I looked over at him to see him getting sleepy. “I might be living here after the summer ends. Mom doesn’t want me living with her right now.”

	“It’s probably only temporary,” my dad spoke up.

	But now Benny was looking up at me. “Really? Why?”

	“I told her I was gay,” I told him.

	His eyes got wide, then he cuddled even closer against my side. “Got a boyfriend yet?”

	I let go of his hand to put my arm around him. I didn’t expect Benny to lay down, but he did, putting his head on my thigh and shifting onto his side. I looked over at my dad to see him trying to hide his smile as he looked back at us.

	“No, I don’t have a boyfriend,” I told Benny.

	I saw him smile even though he wasn’t looking at me. He was pretending to be focused on the sitcom my dad had been watching before we’d come in to join him in the living room. “Are you taking applications or do you have an interview process already lined up?”

	I laughed and rubbed his shoulder. He winced and I pulled up his sleeve to see a Band-Aid on his upper arm. “I got a shot at the hospital,” he explained. I fixed his shirt and became much more gentle with my touches to that area. “So...” he said, reminding me that he’d asked me a question. As if I could forget.

	“You want the position?” I held my breath, not even sure what I wanted him to say. I really cared about Benny, but I’d never dated anyone and I didn’t want to risk our friendship to be able to have him as my boyfriend. At the same time though I realized that when I thought about dating someone and what that might be like, I pictured the hours I’d been with Benny, most of it spent with his hand in mine.

	“Sure.” He turned over and pawed at my chin like a cat would and I laughed as I batted his hands away. I laid my hand over his chest and looked over at my dad, waiting for his reaction, but he was just smiling at us.

	I wasn’t sure if he knew that Benny was my first relationship and not just my first boyfriend. But it didn’t really matter to me actually. And Benny was so special to me that I was glad the first person I had dated turned out to be Benny. “Congrats. You boys want to go out for ice cream to celebrate?” my dad asked us.

	“I’m always up for ice cream.”

	Benny just grinned. “Me, too. Let’s go.”

	 

	On the way back from ice cream, Dad stopped at the grocery store and pulled me aside as Benny went to check out the magazines. “We need to do some shopping for you, now that you’ve got a boyfriend,” he told me as Benny disappeared down another aisle. Whatever my dad was hinting at, I was pretty sure I would have much rather been with Benny instead. I didn’t like surprises, especially not cryptic ones.

	But then Dad led me to the condom aisle and my face went bright red. “Dad!” I hissed at him in embarrassment.

	“What?” He looked completely clueless as to why I was freaking out. “You need these. I’m serious, Alex. Eventually you and Benny will want to have sex and because of things beyond either of your control, you need to always be protected. Always. Absolutely no exceptions. So I’m making sure that you get some now and in the future, you can get some of your own. Or if you’re too embarrassed I’ll get you some more. Really I don’t care that you’ll be having sex. I like Benny and I think you two make a great couple. But I do care about your safety so please don’t argue with me on this and never, ever forget to use them when you two are together.”

	“Oh God,” I groaned as he bent down and picked out a box. I didn’t even care what he grabbed as long as we could check out before Benny saw that my dad had bought us condoms. And I hadn’t even kissed Benny yet either. We were at the holding hands stage and completely fine right there. I loved my dad, but this was craziness. I knew where he was coming from though and I could see his point. It was just way too early for this. “Are we done? Can we go now?”

	He straightened back up and grabbed a little bottle of clear liquid from the shelf above the condoms. “Now we can. You’ll need this, too.” He handed the box of condoms to me, along with a little bottle I found out was lube and I practically ran to the checkout counter before anyone could see me get them. I was done paying and had the stuff bagged up before my dad and Benny came to get me where I was practically bouncing in my nervousness in front of the big glass grocery store windows.

	“What’s wrong with you?” Benny asked me when he’d gotten done paying for his latest astronomy magazine.

	“N-nothing.”

	Dad laughed and I wanted to go hide in the car for a while. Benny just shrugged and we went back to the Jeep. But when we got back to my dad’s house, he just dropped us off. “I’m going to go to a movie for a while. You two have fun and be safe.”

	He gave me a wink and I wanted to throw up my hands and tell him how crazy he was and how Benny and I were not having sex, but I didn’t. Probably because I felt a little crazy in that moment, too. “See you later,” I said as I got out of the Jeep.

	“Bye!” Benny said as he ran for the front door. I had my keys so getting in wasn’t a big deal and I waved to my dad as he drove off.

	“Okay, seriously, what was that about?” Benny asked me once we were alone.

	I emptied my plastic grocery bag out on the kitchen island so that he could see what my dad had insisted I buy. Instead of being mortified like me, Benny just burst out laughing. Because he was just as crazy as my dad was. “Your dad is seriously the coolest dad ever. I mean, an hour ago we weren’t even dating and now he’s thinking ahead to us having sex and making sure we’re safe? That’s awesome.”

	When he put it like that, I could kind of see his point. “Yeah, he is pretty great. I’m not ready though.” I wanted to make sure he knew that.

	Benny rolled his eyes at me. “Uh huh. We haven’t even kissed. You think you’re getting into my pants without kissing me first? Nope!”

	He was so calm about this, so completely at ease that it made everything all better for me, too. Like since it wasn’t a big deal to him that we now had condoms on my dad’s kitchen island, it didn’t have to be this massive cataclysmic thing for me either. “How are you so okay with this?”

	Benny shrugged and leaned over the island toward me. “I grew up knowing that no matter who I eventually had sex with there would be condoms involved. I’ve got this virus inside of me that can really hurt the people I care about and I’ve been told ever since I was really young that I had to be careful all the time. There were plenty of daycares that refused to take me in case I got a scrape and bled on another kid. Or there were the ones that didn’t understand that HIV isn’t something you can get from me sneezing on a toy or something. I’m used to knowing that what’s inside of me is dangerous so these condoms, they don’t bother me. I’ve actually had some for years that my aunt brought me home back when she worked part time in a women’s clinic and they used to have them in a bowl on the counter. I’m more amazed at how cool your dad is.”

	Of course I hadn’t thought of it like that. And he was making a lot of sense. “So I can only get it from unprotected sex. Right?”

	Benny straightened up a bit and held out his hand toward me as he began counting down on his fingers. “Unprotected sex, sharing needles, my blood getting into your cuts or something like that, and unsafe tattoo practices, which also falls under sharing needles for me. But I won’t ever be getting a tattoo, since I can’t, so that’s where that goes. We can kiss all the time unless I have an open cut in my mouth, but when it comes to sex stuff, any of it, we have to be careful. I don’t want you getting sick, too.”

	I came around the island and hugged him. He still felt far too skinny in my arms. I’d gained some weight and some muscle, but not enough that it should have made him feel like he was about to break apart against me. “Why are you losing so much weight?”

	“It’s the HIV. When I get sick from a cold or something, I lose weight. I always have. As soon as I beat this cold, I’ll be fine again. Until then I get to eat as many sweets and fried foods as I want.”

	That made sense. I kept hugging him, refusing to let go of him at all, because I didn’t want him to be sick. I didn’t want him to have HIV and I never wanted him to get AIDS. But that wasn’t something I could fix. I leaned back just enough to gently kiss his lips before I’d even thought about what I was doing. I started to pull away, to apologize, but then he was kissing me back. He was just as soft as I was. Maybe he was just as scared at losing me as I was of losing him.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Two Summers Ago

	 

	Mom never wanted me back, so I was there waiting for Benny when he and his Aunt Emma came home. I’d offered to come pick him up from the airport with her. Or to drive my dad’s Jeep up to Denver International on my own and save her the trip. It was mostly highway driving and I was much better at highways than I was on city streets, despite what my speeding ticket would say about that.

	Benny ran to me and gave me a tight hug as soon as his Aunt Emma had stopped the car. She hadn’t even turned it off yet before he was back in my arms. I couldn’t help but notice how thin he was, but I didn’t mention it since his Aunt Emma had seemed so upset when I’d said something about it the summer before. I hoped Benny was just going through a growth spurt or something, but he wasn’t any taller, despite how much I’d grown. Now he only came up to my shoulder. But he was still so skinny.

	“I missed you so much,” he said.

	I nodded and turned my head to kiss his cheek. His Aunt Emma was watching us, but I ignored her for a little while so that I could just keep holding him for a little bit. “I missed you, too. I didn’t date anyone else.” I wanted him to know that I was his, even when he was living in Florida with his mom.

	He gripped me just a little tighter, to the point where I was barely able to breathe. But I didn’t mind. “I didn’t even look at anybody else. I walked around blind the whole year.”

	I laughed and rested my chin on his shoulder as I closed my eyes. He shivered, despite the ninety degree heat. “You okay?”

	“Yeah. Just stupid airplane cold. You know? It just feels awful to be in a plane for so long.”

	I’d only been on a plane twice and I didn’t really remember it, so I really didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. But I nodded like I did. His aunt waved to me. How we were standing, I was able to see her, but he couldn’t.

	Dad was gone to a movie marathon at his friend’s house and I’d been home alone most of the day. I’d been mowing the lawn, which was one of my chores now that I was seventeen and wanted a car. Mom had never made me work for my allowance, but Dad wasn’t like her. And in some of the best ways I was glad about that because she still didn’t let me come over without him. Sometimes we went to brunch together on Sundays with my dad, but it was always the three of us and never just Mom and I. I tried to understand, but generally I just thought it was crap. I’d tried telling her about Benny. I’d even taken my phone out to show her how cute he was, but she had gotten really upset so I stopped.

	“Benny! At least bring your suitcase up to your room before you disappear for the summer with Alex!” his Aunt Emma called to him. We both laughed.

	“See you in a bit?”

	I nodded. “I gotta finish the yard anyway. I hate mowing, but I like money.”

	He pulled back and gave me a grin. He had bags under his eyes, but by now I was used to how skinny he was. It didn’t make it easier to feel sharp bones under my hands when I hugged him, but I was less shocked by it now at least.

	“You’ve got an hour!” Benny said as he darted away from me. One hour for him to get his stuff put away, spend a little time with his aunt, and for me to finish the lawn and get a shower because with him over I didn’t want to smell as bad as I did right then.

	I finished the mowing in a hurry, but I was meticulous about it since I didn’t want my dad to know that I’d rushed through it and have him make me do it again because I’d missed a spot or something like that. Then I jumped in the shower.

	I was dressed, but with my t-shirt sticking to my damp back and my hair soaking wet when Benny knocked on the front door. He laughed when he saw me. “Someone was in a hurry.”

	“Yeah, ‘cause I missed you.” We hugged again as I let him into the house. At this point, he probably should have had a key since he was over so much anyway. “Want to watch TV?”

	“I’d rather make out on your bed.”

	I shook my head and grinned after him as he started up the stairs to my room. I loved that he always seemed to know what he wanted and that there was never a question in his mind of whether or not I would want to do that, too.

	He was already laying on his back in the middle of my bed when I got up there. He had a magazine in his hands, one of mine about science and technology. “Robots who can imitate human emotions enough to fool someone who can’t see them? Sounds kind of crazy.”

	I hopped up on the bed next to him. “Yeah it is. Like there could be someone on the other end of a call when you call into tech support and you’d never even know that you weren’t actually talking to a person. It’s trippy.”

	He put the magazine aside to turn all of his attention on me. He didn’t toss it either. Just laid it on the nightstand where I’d had it since last night. My bookmark was even still in it, right where I’d left it. Whenever we made out, we both got really hot so I stripped off my shirt. Then I caught him looking at me. “You got some hair.” He reached out to touch my chest and I let him touch me for a few seconds until he started yanking on the short hairs I’d grown in the year since I’d seen him.

	“Ow!” I batted his hand away.

	He laughed and shucked off his shirt, too. And I tried not to stare, but for a completely different reason. I could see some of his ribs now. “Benny...” I whispered, reaching out to run my fingertips over those protruding bones.

	He covered his hand with mine. “It’ll be okay,” he promised me. “A few months here on my aunt’s casseroles and cookies and I’ll be a lot better. You’ll see.”

	I needed him to gain weight because I knew he would be stronger if he was at a healthier weight. But I also knew that it was hard for him to keep weight on once he left Colorado. “Your aunt has to get custody of you. She just has to. What’s your mom’s excuse now of why she can’t let you live here full time?” I was so angry, but I was trying not to let it show. At least I hoped that I wasn’t.

	“She’s trying to show her new boyfriend what a good mom she can be.”

	I hated that and I hated her for doing that to him. “By not giving you enough care or enough to eat? Benny—” He sat up and cut me off with a gentle kiss. There was no arguing with him. He loved his mom too much for that. But I only wanted to see him happy and healthy. I couldn’t see him this skinny again. I cared about him too much for that.

	We laid down with him on top of me and between my legs. I wrapped my ankles around his, locking him into place, as I laid my hands over his back and shoulders. I was bigger than him by a lot, at least sixty pounds if I had to guess, and this way I wouldn’t squish him with my weight.

	I wasn’t all muscle, but a lot of me was. Dad said I looked like I was trying to be a linebacker. But what I wanted to be was a scientist, one that worked on a cure for HIV. Not because I wanted to help out the millions of people infected, but because I wanted to save the one person I cared about more than anyone else on this planet. I hadn’t told anyone that though.

	We were always gentle when we kissed. I didn’t want to rush and he just seemed to be lazy about it. He always knew exactly what he wanted so I didn’t even bother to question him. Not until he brought a condom out of his back pocket and tapped me on the side of my head with it.

	“Huh?” I asked him as he sat up over my hips to give me some room to see what he was trying to get my attention with.

	“It’s time.” He sounded so decisive, as if he was going into battle or something instead of proposing that we have sex for the first time.

	I just stared up at him. “Benny...”

	He copied my voice. “Alex...”

	That made me laugh. I wanted to touch him, but now that he wasn’t laying on me, I wasn’t sure where to put my hands. He had no trouble laying his free hand on my stomach as he kept tapping the condom against my cheek like he was trying to find a beat. I ended up resting my hands on his knees.

	“I don’t know about this...”

	He sighed dramatically and rolled his eyes. “I do. But I’m not going to argue with you if you’re not interested. Seriously, you’re not ready, we don’t. You know I like kissing you and I’m not going anywhere. You’ve got all summer with me and I’ll still want to tomorrow. But I figured while your dad’s out we could do this and not have to rush or anything.”

	I hated when he made so much sense. And really, what was I waiting for? I’d known him for years. He was my best friend. I didn’t have to be afraid of anything with him. I didn’t have to worry about what he’d think of me or feel self-conscious about how I looked like I did when I had to change for gym. He was Benny and I would have done anything for him. I slowly nodded and took the condom from him. He grinned like he’d just won the lottery. Or like they’d found a cure for his disease.

	We were careful, which was probably the second most important thing to remember to me. But Benny would have said that being careful was the only thing to remember. What was most important to me though was going slow with him. I touched him all over. I closed my eyes and felt every soft bit of his skin and I kissed every one of the freckles that covered his shoulders and his collarbones. He was beautiful, though he was so frail, and when I felt his thin hips, I wanted to hold him so close, but I was also afraid of breaking him because he was far too thin.

	“You have to eat chocolate cake for dinner,” I told him.

	He laughed. “You worry too much.” He pulled me down for a kiss and that was the end of it.

	Being with Benny was like knowing where I was supposed to be for the first time in my life. Like I went to school, I came home, I waited a horribly long nine months to get him back and everything in my life was about when I get to see him again, but when we were together that afternoon in my bed, it was like everything slowed down and I was exactly where I needed to be and I was in that moment with him.

	We lost track of time and we kissed for hours. When we were done, we touched each other all over. I found all of his freckles and every one of his little scars. I kissed the one on his leg from the first time we’d gone camping together. It was long since healed over and now it was just a pale white line along with all the other pale lines on his body.

	We lay there with his head on my chest and his body half over mine. My arm was around his shoulders and I kept touching his hair. It was long enough to pull back now as it brushed the top of his shoulders. “Thank you,” he told me. His voice was quiet. It was the first time we’d really said anything since we’d started.

	I smiled down at him. “You’re welcome.”

	“I thought I’d never have anyone that wasn’t too afraid to be with me. I figured I’d date someone, eventually, but I figured sex would always be off the table.”

	He sounded so sad saying that and I hugged him as tightly as I dared. “I’m not afraid of you, or what’s inside of you. We’ll always be careful and I plan to be around for a long time with you.”

	That got me another kiss.

	 

	When my dad came home hours later, we were on the couch eating toffee brownie ice cream out of the carton and watching a reality show about city people coming out to the country to learn how to make their own food and build their own cabins. I couldn’t do it. I liked going to a grocery store for a gallon of milk and not having to get up at four in the morning to go milk some cows that were more than likely going to step on me or try to kick me.

	“Hey, boys,” Dad said. I was sure that he could tell what we’d done and I tried not to blush. Benny didn’t even seem embarrassed with his head on my lap and his ankles over the side of the couch.

	“Hi, Dad,” I called to him as he went into the kitchen.

	“Hey!” Benny yelled, which made my dad laugh.

	He was back into the living room a few minutes later with a piece of cold pizza left over from the one I’d ordered us for dinner. Dad left a credit card for me to get dinner whenever he went out to visit his friend.

	“Alex, there’s something I need to tell you,” Dad began.

	Benny turned off the TV and we both looked over at my dad. I was scared. Had something happened to my mom? Was he sick, too? I grabbed Benny’s hand and held it tightly.

	“The friend I’ve been spending so much time with lately, it’s a woman. Her name is Angie. I think I’d like you to meet her.”

	I was so relieved I was laughing before I even realizing what I was doing. “Oh thank God.”

	Dad looked like I’d lost my mind. But Benny got it. He was grinning up at me and I knew he understood why I was laughing. I let him explain it to my dad. “He was scared it was something horrible.”

	My dad seemed to instantly understand, too, as his eyes got big. “No! No. Nothing horrible. Sorry. No, it’s just that this is a big deal and I wasn’t sure how you were going to take me dating again. There hasn’t been anyone serious since your mom and I think Angie could be someone special for me.”

	I shrugged and gave him a smile. “Cool.”

	“She okay with him being gay?” Benny asked for me. I hadn’t even thought of that.

	But my dad just nodded. “I wouldn’t bring her into our lives if she wasn’t.”

	“And about him having a boyfriend?”

	Dad laughed. “Yes, Benny, she wants to meet both of you sometime. I said when you were both ready we could. I know you two are a package deal and she knows I come with a kid I adore.”

	Benny let go of my hand to bat at my chin. I pushed his hands away. He’d pulled on my chest hairs already. I wasn’t going to risk him getting a hold of the stubble I was trying to grow on my chin. “Whenever’s good for you works for us,” I told my dad. “Can we go have dinner with her sometime?”

	“Somewhere that has mac n cheese with bacon in it?” Benny added.

	“And chocolate cake. This one needs fattening up.” I poked Benny’s belly to prove my point and he laughed and rolled onto his side to protect himself before I could tickle him.

	Dad just stared at us. “You two are amazing. You know that right?” He came over and kissed the top of my head, then ruffled Benny’s long hair. “Thank you. Both of you.”

	I had no idea why he was thanking us, but I didn’t mind getting told how amazing I was in the least.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	This Summer

	 

	I couldn’t wait to show off my Jeep to Benny when he pulled up with his aunt. It was technically my dad’s old Jeep, and he had a new one, but now it was mine and I’d just had it detailed and I couldn’t wait to take him out in it. I was eighteen, I’d gotten accepted into CSU in the fall. I hadn’t done great in high school, but I’d done enough. And the best part was, I had all summer to look forward to with Benny.

	I went over to him and pulled him into my arms for a tight hug as soon as he was out of the car. For once he didn’t feel like bones in my arms.

	“You get a football career yet? Damn! You need to stop growing,” he mumbled against my chest.

	I laughed. “No football for me. Not ever. I don’t have the coordination. But I am going to CSU for biology actually.”

	“Nice. I missed you.”

	I kissed the top of his head. “I missed you more.”

	“Boys!” His Aunt Emma stood there shaking her head at us. She was smiling though so I knew we weren’t in trouble or anything. I did kind of wonder at the six suitcases she was pulling out of her car though.

	“Uh...”

	Benny turned to look where I was, then grinned up at me. “Aunt Emma got full custody of me. I’m all yours now.”

	“Holy shit!”

	“Alex!”

	I blushed and smiled over at his aunt. “Sorry!”

	She tsked and started carrying the first of the suitcases inside. I should have helped. Or at least Benny should have. But he jumped up and I caught him with my hands under his thighs. He kissed me and I loved the way his long hair fell over my face.

	“Marry me,” he said against my lips, surprising the crap out of me enough that I nearly dropped him on his butt.

	“Not yet,” I whispered back to him. My heart was racing in my chest and I was freaking out. But deep down in my soul I knew that my answer would never be a no. It just wasn’t going to happen right that moment. We were eighteen. But I’d known him for four years already. We were too young. But really, it wasn’t as if we’d just started dating either. I didn’t have a job that paid enough that we could really move in together and I was starting school in the fall. Those were reasonable excuses of why we had to wait to get married. “Go to CSU with me. We’ll get into the married people dorms.”

	He rolled his eyes. “I was thinking more like we get an apartment. Though that would require money, which means jobs. Okay, Alex, I get your point. Not yet, but we will get married someday.”

	I was so glad that for once he could see reason. “Yes. Someday. And I won’t make you wait forever. But I don’t want to be married and living next door to you.”

	He laughed and I put him down so that we could help get his suitcases into the house.

	 

	That evening while I had dinner with my dad and Angie, who was so freaking amazing that she’d even knitted Benny and I matching scarves last year, I decided to bring up the whole marriage thing with my dad.

	“So... Benny asked me to marry him,” I said between bites of my spaghetti and meatballs.

	Dad dropped his fork so fast he got spaghetti sauce on his shirt. Angie just grinned at me. “That’s fantastic,” she said. “What did you say?”

	I looked between them. Dad was staring at me. Angie was still smiling. She was so freaking supportive. I barely spoke to my mom anymore because every time I brought up Benny she suddenly had to go. But Angie asked about him all the time and had a picture of us up in her house. “I told him not yet. I mean, we’d need jobs and I’m going to CSU in the fall and his aunt has custody of him now and we’d need an apartment and I’d want to make sure that we could afford the place while still going to school and he’s...” They all sounded like stupid excuses now when this afternoon they’d all made so much sense. Why shouldn’t I marry Benny? Did I actually have a good reason that wasn’t just based on money? Not really.

	Dad seemed to recover some of his shock while I was staring down at my spaghetti wondering why the hell I hadn’t just said yes to Benny when he’d asked me. Or, rather, told me to marry him. “I was planning to cover your apartment costs while you were going to college anyway, since I didn’t like the idea of you maybe ending up with someone who would be mean to you or Benny so don’t worry about that. Or you could stay at home, but as a married couple I don’t think you want to live with your dad all the time.” I made a face and he laughed. “So let’s come up with a plan, together, about how we’re going to work this out so that you two can be together.”

	I had no idea what to say to him. How the hell did I get such a supportive dad? “You don’t even care that I’m just eighteen?”

	Dad shrugged. “If you’d just met him, or if you were a girl and coming to me and telling me you were pregnant and you were going to go off and marry some guy you’d known for a month and now loved—I’d have a lot to say about it. But that’s not the case here. I’ve known Benny for years. I see how you two are together. If I thought there was any chance in hell that you two weren’t right for each other I’d say so and we could argue about it. But that’s not what’s happening here. You two have been together for years. I know you’re going to make it because I see how much you two love each other and how devoted you are to each other. Every summer I see you light up and become this amazing person just because he’s around and every August you start moping because he has to leave again.”

	Angie put her hand over my dad’s arm. “I actually have an idea that might solve some issues here.”

	“Huh?” And really, Dad thought we were great together? And he noticed how much I cared about Benny? And he knew that I loved him even though I’d never even said that to Benny yet? Holy shit.

	Angie pushed her plate aside and leaned forward. “Right now I’m living in a tiny one bedroom condo in Aurora. It’s not great, but it’s all I needed after my divorce a few years ago. It’s paid, off but it does have monthly HOA dues that run about two hundred. You pay those fees and you two can live there until you boys save up enough to buy something you both like more. Your dad and I were talking about me moving in when you went off to college so this would be an easy trade off. I can turn your room into a library and you can turn my condo into your first house. Deal?”

	She stuck out her hand, offering it to me, and I just stared at her. “Um... Dad?”

	He just smiled at me and shook his head though. “That’s your call. It’s really not very big, but I don’t think you two will need much room anyway. At least at first. And the complex has a pool and they allow dogs under... what was the weight restriction again?”

	Angie still had her hand out for me to take. “Anything under fifty pounds is fine. What do you say, Alex? Can I have your old room for all my books?”

	I took her hand so fast I thought I might break her bones or something. “Yes. Oh my God. Yes. Absolutely.” She laughed as I came around the table and hugged her. “Thank you.”

	“Sweetheart, you’re so welcome. Saves me the hassle of fixing it up and putting it on the market.”

	Dad laughed and as soon as I was excused from dinner, I raced over to Benny’s house. He opened the door on my second knock and before he could say anything, I kissed him.

	“Ugh! Dinner mouth!” he joked with me.

	“Yes. My answer is yes. I love you. I’ll marry you. Yes.”

	Now he was staring at me as he slowly smiled. “Awesome. You want to come in or something?”

	“Benny!”

	He laughed and came into my arms. “I love you, too.”

	Hugging him felt so right and so perfect. “Angie is letting us use her condo and she’s moving in with my dad. We just have to pay the HOA fees.”

	“Our own little love shack.” I could tell he was trying not to laugh even though I couldn’t see his face.

	“There’s a pool and we can have a dog and—”

	He turned to look back up at me as he laid his hands on my chest. “It could be in Kansas and I wouldn’t care as long as you’ll be there.”

	I kissed him softly. I’d always be there. He was my best friend, the person I loved, and pretty soon he was going to be my husband. “You mean so much to me. I’ll always be around.”

	“Tell me you love me again,” he demanded.

	“I love you again.”

	That got me a bite on my chin. “Say it right.”

	I kissed his forehead. “I love you.” I kissed his right cheek. “I’ll always love you.” I kissed his left cheek. “I’ll always, always love you.”

	He kissed my lips. “Good. I’m sorry I’m not healthy and I don’t know how many years you’ll have with me. Maybe it’s selfish to love you at all. Maybe I should have given you up a long time ago. But every time I tried to tell you to go find someone that wasn’t sick to spend your summers with, I lost my nerve and couldn’t imagine my life without you in it. On the worst days, it was knowing you were right here waiting for me that got me through. And on the best days, I got to be with you. I love you so much, Alex.”

	I lifted him up into my arms and held him under his thighs. “Don’t ever talk about leaving me again. Okay?” He nodded and rested his forehead against mine. I felt his tears falling onto my cheeks. “I love you, Benny. You’re mine. You’ve always been mine. I’m not letting you go anytime soon.”

	He nodded and brought his mouth down to mine. We kissed on his front porch until his Aunt Emma told us to either come inside or close the door because we couldn’t have it both ways. I didn’t care what way we had it as long as Benny was happy.
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