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      Jason Banning is a wreck. His leg’s been blown to hell in Afghanistan, his boyfriend just left him and took the dog, and now he’s back in his hometown of Pinehurst, Washington, a place that holds nothing but wretched memories…and Nathan Tull. Nathan Tull, whose life Jason ruined. Nathan Tull, who will never believe Jason did what he did for a greater good. Nathan Tull, whose reverend father runs the gay conversion therapy camp that Jason once sought to bring down—at any cost.

      

      Nathan Tull is trying to live a quiet life. Four years ago, when Nate was a prospective student visiting UW, his world collapsed when senior Jason Banning slept with him, filmed it, and put the footage online. A painful public outing and a crisis of faith later, Nate has finally begun to heal. Cured of the “phantoms” that plagued him for years, he now has a girlfriend, a counselor job at his dad’s camp, and the constant, loving support of his father.

      

      But when he learns Jason is back in town, his carefully constructed identity begins to crumble. As desperate to reconcile his love for God with his attraction to men as Jason is to make sense of the damage he’s done, Nate finds himself walking a dangerous line. On one side lies the righteous life he committed himself to in the wake of his public humiliation. On the other is the sin he committed with Jason Banning, and the phantoms that won’t let him be. But is there a path that can bridge those two worlds—where his faith and his identity as a gay man aren’t mutually exclusive?

      

      And can he walk that path with the man who betrayed him?
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      June. Four years ago.

      

      Jason opened the door to his apartment and flipped on the light. Listened as Nathan followed him in.

      Nathan Tull. I’ve got Nathan fucking Tull in my apartment.

      He paused as the door clicked shut behind Nathan. Not a trap, exactly. But uncomfortably close to one.

      I don’t feel guilty. I don’t.

      He went to the kitchenette and set the plastic grocery bag of tea and coffee on the counter. Turned. “You sure you want to do this?”

      Nathan had his hands jammed in his pockets. His starched white button-down was tucked into jeans that hung low. Too low. Not an invitation—Nathan Tull was just built skinnier than they made jeans. But Jason’s dick reacted all the same. “Yeah,” Nathan said softly.

      It was important that Nathan said he wanted to. Said it out loud. “Yeah?” Jason prompted.

      Nathan looked up. Smiled tentatively. “I’m sure.”

      Jason filled a glass with tap water. “You want a drink first? Or, hey, you hungry?”

      “No. I’m good. I’m ready.” Nathan’s willingness seemed genuine enough. Even if Jason could smell the fear on him. Jason could remember that feeling, vaguely. Nerves and excitement nearly choking him, the foolish belief that losing his virginity was going to be some monumental experience.

      He glanced at the front of Nathan’s pants. “I’d say you are.”

      Nathan’s panicked gaze shot down to his crotch. Would’ve been funny if it hadn’t been so damn sad.

      Come on, dude. It’s sex. Not a firing squad at dawn.

      Nathan lifted his head, not quite meeting Jason’s eye. He ran a hand through his hair. “In the car, I liked it when you kept…”

      “Reaching over and grabbing your dick?” Jason knocked back the water. Slammed the glass on the counter and smacked his lips, grinning. “That was fun.”

      Nathan gave a slight, nervous smile and gazed around the room. “I like your apartment.”

      Oh, they were gonna do that whole script, were they? Nice place you’ve got. Oh, thank you, I just fucking redecorated.

      “The photos are good.” Nathan’s gaze traveled along the far wall. Across the massive red dunes of Soussusvlei, Namibia, the trippy-as-fuck La Sebastiana in Chile, the royal tombs in Petra. “Did you take them?”

      Jason felt a flash of pride. “Yep.” Photos from twenty-seven different countries. Soon to be twenty-eight. He remembered dozing on the cold red sand in Soussusvlei, waiting for sunrise, waiting for that perfect shot. The wind blowing grit into his eyelashes, roughening the skin of his cheeks.

      Nathan’s gaze was on the floor again.

      Time to put the poor kid out of his misery. “Nathaaaan,” he said quietly, stepping around the counter. He slipped behind Nathan and wrapped his arms around the slender body. Let out a soft huff into the crook of Nathan’s neck and caught the whiff of a cologne that seemed too grown-up for an eighteen-year-old. Like Nathan had tried out his dad’s aftershave or something. And the way he relaxed, just for a second, into Jason’s arms made Jason want to call off the whole damn plan.

      No can do.

      Nathan tensed again.

      “You worried about Bigsby?” Jason asked. “I told you, he’ll be too drunk by now to wonder where you are.”

      Nathan was supposed to be spending UW Tacoma’s prospective students’ weekend with Joe Bigsby, a junior. But Bigsby was hardly the world’s most responsible host, and anyway, he’d seen Jason and Nathan talking at the party last night. Knew that Nathan had gone to meet Jason for coffee earlier today. Nathan was a big boy. He could handle himself.

      Jason trailed his fingertips across Nathan’s chest. “Don’t be scared. I’m gonna take good care of you.”

      Nathan laughed shakily. “Shut up.”

      “Mm.” He nuzzled Nathan’s ear. “That’s not very nice.”

      Nathan jumped a little. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”

      Good goddamn fuck, this little nerveball needed a horse tranquilizer. Jason laughed into Nathan’s shoulder. “Relax. I know.”

      So this is what eighteen years with your head up Jesus’s ass will do to you, huh? Glad my parents were atheists.

      But then Nathan turned to him, and there was a flash of the playfulness Jason had seen when they’d flirted last night at the party. That expression—half mischievous, half grimly determined, made something like pride flare up in Jason’s chest. There you go. This is what you should be: happy, young, wild. Fearless. And it’s your father’s fault you aren’t.

      “I, uh... I wanna kiss you.”

      Jason grinned slowly. “Then why don’t you?”

      Nathan smiled back—such a genuine, artless smile that guilt slammed Jason like an anvil. But he leaned down, and they kissed. God, you’re hot as fuck. Own it, Nathan. Own it. Jason hummed into Nathan’s mouth and slid a hand down to Nathan’s crotch. Nathan gasped, froze.

      It’s okay. Feels good, doesn’t it?

      Nathan pushed tentatively against Jason’s hand. Jason managed a fairly graceful one-handed fly pop, and tugged Nathan’s jeans down. They stayed rucked around hairy, skinny thighs. His briefs were blindingly white—God, they’re probably starched, just like his fucking Do-you-have-a-moment-to-talk-about-Jesus button-down.

      Jason kneaded Nathan’s ass through his underwear. Nathan seemed particularly startled by that, but after a few seconds he was moaning softly, the sound coming from deep in his throat, and he was rocking, hands braced on Jason’s shoulders, matching Jason’s rhythm. Jason gave the seat of Nathan’s briefs a rough pat, then dropped to his knees to pull the kid’s jeans all the way off.

      While he was down there, he figured he might as well kiss the bulge in Nathan’s briefs. Breathe on it, inhale that salty, pungent scent until Nathan doubled over, twisting Jason’s hair in both hands. Jason laughed and kissed the bulge again, feeling that hard dick twitch against strained fabric.

      “Okay, okay,” Nathan whispered. “I’m gonna… It’s gonna be over too fast if you do that.”

      Jason looked up, his lips still pressed to Nathan’s covered dick.

      “Shit.” Nathan undid a few buttons with visibly shaking fingers, then tried to yank his shirt off still part way buttoned, his bony elbows getting caught in the crisp fabric and creating shapes like some nebulous wraith in a horror movie. “Shit.” He couldn’t get his wrists through the buttoned cuffs. Jason had to grab the shirt and pull for him. Took some satisfaction in creasing it.

      Nathan gave an awkward laugh, almost a yelp. He tossed the shirt aside. “Sorry. I know I’m, like, the most awkward.”

      Understatement of the year.

      Jason smiled reassuringly. “This is supposed to be fun. Don’t worry, I won’t judge.”

      Jason regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth. A pain flooded Nathan’s eyes that made him look decades older. And somewhere in that world-weary expression was a gasp of pure hope that gave Jason the first stirrings of nausea.

      What am I doing? This is… This isn’t right.

      He shut the thought down. For the greater good. Remember that.

      Nathan smiled that same, shy smile. “Sorry, I’m just so...I’ve wanted this for so long, I just—”

      “I know. Tonight, you get whatever you want.”

      Jason drew light circles on Nathan’s hips until Nathan shivered, then hooked his fingers in elastic. Nathan’s breath hitched, and his ass twitched under the cotton. Jason teased his underwear down, freeing a fucking miracle of a cock—about seven inches long, deep red and veiny, with a fat head and a tiny, perfect slit. Nathan shifted slightly, then went still.

      Slowly, Jason ran his fingertips up the side of Nathan’s thigh. Then down. Watched that beautiful dick get slick at the tip. Nathan gazed down at him, breathing hard.

      Jason leaned back and took a moment to appreciate Nathan Tull naked. Okay, the guy’s legs were shaking and his briefs were around his ankles like he’d just gone big boy potty for the first time, but still. If you didn’t know what a shivery little wreck of religious mindfuckery Nathan Tull was, you’d have thought you were on your knees in front of a fucking porn star.

      Jason would never have guessed how sexy Nathan was based on the glimpses he’d caught of the kid back in Pinehurst. The reverend’s scrawny, vampire-pale son, always dressed in clothes too old for him. Hair too gelled, back too straight, skin too milky. Or based on the recent photo on the Moving Forward website. The young man in that photograph was gawky and wholesome, sandwiched between his thin, sardonic-looking mother and his stocky, beaming father. Imprisoned in his starched white dress shirt and wearing a blue-and-purple striped tie that seemed to be choking him, his smile tight and self-conscious.

      But right now, he was…

      “Fucking hot,” Jason murmured.

      “Shut up.”

      “I mean it. Look at this.” Jason stroked Nathan’s dick, rolled his flushed, hairy balls. Nathan tipped his head back and gave a barely-voiced whimper. “You are hung, Mr. Tull.”

      Nathan closed his eyes for an instant, as though in pain. “You’re making fun of me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Shut up.”

      Jason stood. “You know, you keep saying that.” He placed his hands lightly on Nathan’s biceps, ignoring Nathan’s visible swallow. “Why don’t you make me?”

      “What?”

      Jason leaned forward and kissed him softly. Was pleased to feel Nathan open up to him, return the kiss with an enthusiasm that still managed to be as gentle and unassuming as the rest of him. Jason felt another lash of guilt. He pulled away and gazed into Nathan’s hazel eyes. “Make me.” Fuck if his balls didn’t draw tight at the words. “Anything you want tonight, I’m yours.”

      Nathan laughed uncomfortably. “I don’t...know what I want.”

      “Why don’t you start by telling me to undress?”

      Nathan looked up at the ceiling. It bothered Jason that he had trouble reading the guy. When Jason slept with freshman, they were usually whiny, horny little fuckers. Sloppy and cute, easy to please. Nathan, not even out of high school, had an unnerving gravity to him.

      “Um. Get undressed,” Nathan said softly. To the ceiling.

      “No.” Jason spoke quietly, tugging Nathan’s hand until Nathan looked at him. “Say it to me. Say it like you mean it.”

      Fear flashed through Nathan’s eyes, but was quickly replaced by resolve. “Get undressed,” Nathan repeated, voice low and firm.

      Damn. Jason’s ass clenched, and heat shuddered through him. He knew he shouldn’t get too invested in what happened here tonight, but couldn’t he get the job done and have some fun along the way? He started shucking his clothes.

      Nathan went to the wall and flipped off the light. A bluish glare filtered in from the street, but Jason wasn’t sure it would be enough. “What’d you do that for?”

      Nathan hesitated. “You want the light on?”

      “I wanna see you.” Jason tossed his shirt into the corner. Stood there for a moment, knowing that even in the near-dark, Nathan would be able to see the ridges of his muscles, his well-defined pecs and abs. “I wanna see your face during every fucking thing we do tonight.”

      Nathan flushed. “It seems weird. Too bright?”

      Okay. Jason could work with this. Maybe.

      He took Nathan’s wrists and guided him toward the bed. The apartment was a studio, nothing to divide the living and sleeping areas. It embarrassed Jason a little. But hey, Nathan had said it was a nice place.

      Not gonna matter after tonight what he thinks about my apartment.

      Jason eased him in for another kiss, trying to quell his own unease. “You okay?” he asked as Nathan withdrew.

      “Fine. Fine, sorry.” Nathan stood there, rigid and awkward.

      “Cold feet?” Jason was careful not to sound impatient. Funny thing was, he wasn’t impatient. He was nervous—not sure he’d be able to pull this off. But he wanted Nathan to feel comfortable. Wanted to see his tight face relax, wanted to watch the tension melt from his body. Wanted to give Nathan a good experience.

      I do want you to be happy, Nathan. You and all the others like you. That’s why I’m doing this.

      An ache that nearly stopped Jason’s breath. This had all seemed so...so necessary, in the abstract. But now, he was less sure.

      He’ll never forgive me. Will he?

      “No,” Nathan murmured. “I was just thinking… It’s kind of funny. Us meeting. Like, I knew you were at UW. I kind of thought about trying to get in touch. Like, let you know I’d be here for Prospie Weekend. But I wasn’t sure you’d really know who I was. Then I saw you at the party…”

      “Of course I know who you are. Pinehurst is the size of a mouse’s nutsack.”

      “Yeah, I know. And everyone knows my dad. But we never… I didn’t know if you’d care.” He paused. “That I was here.”

      Jason didn’t answer, but his pulse was jerking in his neck hard enough to be distracting. He went to the computer desk to get a condom and lube from the back of the drawer. Glanced again at the dull glint of the camera lens in the bookcase, wedged between The Greatest Generation and My Beloved World.

      If I’m gonna do this, if I’m gonna be a real fucking journalist, I can’t be afraid to slog through shit. To make enemies.

      “My dad will kill me.” Nathan’s voice was barely audible.

      Jason turned.

      Nathan had retreated from the bed and was standing by the closet, his left shoulder outlined in the blue street light coming in through the window. There was a soft slapping sound, and it took Jason a moment to realize Nathan was jerking off.

      What the hell?

      Jason tossed the condom and lube onto the bed and approached him. Nathan was staring straight ahead, into the darkness of the closet, working himself hard and fast. “My dad will kill me,” he repeated, flinching. He squeezed his eyes shut. Handled his dick so roughly that Jason winced.

      Jason cautiously put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. Na—”

      Nathan whipped around, eyes wide.

      “Your dad won’t kill you.” Jason couldn’t picture the congenial Reverend Tull killing anyone. The man might be a hypocrite and an idiot, but Jason, in his research, hadn’t been able to find any evidence whatsoever of overt cruelty.

      But just because it wasn’t overt didn’t mean it wasn’t cruel. Jason couldn’t think of many things that were crueler than convincing hundreds of children there was something fundamentally wrong with them.

      But Jason would never even have considered doing this if he thought the reverend would be angry at his son. Would kick him out, hurt him physically, treat him coldly...

      “He’ll hate me.” Nathan’s voice was a desperate, almost doglike whine.

      “Shh. Shh, shh, shh.” Jason smoothed his palm down Nathan’s back. Jason’s own heart was pounding. “You said your dad will love you no matter what. Right?”

      A hesitant nod.

      “You’re not doing anything wrong.”

      The slim body went taut. “You believe that? Really?” Nathan whispered.

      Aw, shit. No, dude, don’t look at me like that. “I’m positive.”

      Nathan’s eyes tracked back and forth, as though searching Jason’s for the truth. He gave the slightest nod.

      The thought of the camera made Jason feel actively ill now. This was supposed to be exciting, like being in a spy movie. Did spies ever feel like complete shit?

      “You’re an adult. He doesn’t get to tell you what to do. Remember?”

      They’d covered this territory last night. Nathan had seemed more confident then—certain that he wanted to use this weekend away from home to get laid. And at first, all Jason had wanted to do was help him with that goal. He’d been half drunk and nearly in stitches over the irony—the reverend Tull’s son? Gay?—and Nathan had been laughing right along with him.

      The plan had started to take shape.

      “Yeah.” Nathan’s hand was still on his dick, but it wasn’t moving.

      Jason rubbed the small of Nathan’s back. And when Nathan exhaled and leaned closer, Jason felt so ugly he nearly drew back. “I need to know,” he whispered to Nathan, his breath shifting Nathan’s sandy hair. “Your dad wouldn’t actually hurt you, right? If he found out?” He needed to be absolutely sure of this.

      Nathan shook his head against Jason’s shoulder. “He’d never hurt me.”

      He already has. You just don’t see it.

      What Jason was doing was for a larger goal, and Nathan was a necessary sacrifice. Someday, when Moving Forward was closed and the Reverend Tull was no longer brainwashing kids, maybe Nathan would see himself as a hero rather than a sacrifice. Maybe he’d thank Jason.

      Not likely.

      “I want this,” Nathan said firmly. “Fuck, Jason, I need to.”

      Jason kissed Nathan, harder this time, exploring Nathan’s mouth with his tongue. Nathan leaned against him, growing bolder. Jason dragged his nails lightly up Nathan’s spine and cupped the back of his head, curling his fingers in his soft hair and tugging gently.

      Nathan rested his forehead against Jason’s, his mouth open, breath warm and sweet against Jason’s lips. He swallowed and shut his eyes. “Sorry. You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “I think you’re hot,” Jason whispered, snaking his other arm around Nathan and pulling him into a hard embrace. Their dicks met, and Jason rolled his hips slightly, making Nathan gasp.

      “I, uh. I…” Another gasp as Jason ground his crotch against Nathan’s. Nathan’s eyes flashed open. “I don’t want you to go easy on me.”

      Jason pulled back, raising his eyebrows.

      “I—I want to do it hard.” Nathan looked horrified at himself.

      Well, well, well. Jason cupped Nathan’s face and ran a thumb over his lips. Nathan’s mouth opened slightly, his now-steady gaze meeting Jason’s.

      It’s always the quiet ones.

      And the Jesus freaks.

      “Come on.” Jason started to guide Nathan to the bed. Before I lose my nerve.

      “Fuck.” Nathan pressed a fist to his forehead. “Is it gonna hurt a lot? Sorry, fuck. I know I sound like the biggest freak. I—I don’t care if it hurts. I just want to know.”

      Jason’s first time had been with a guy from his archaeology class two years ago. There’d been a lot of fumbling and laughing. He’d never had to do this—stand before someone older, more experienced, and ask what it was going to feel like to be fucked.

      I can’t. I can’t do this. He’s so messed up…

      Jason opened his mouth and drew in a slow breath, brow furrowing.

      I’m gonna set him free. Jason felt a renewed sense of determination. He couldn’t let Nathan stay like this forever. Battered into submission by some ludicrous notion that God’s biggest concern was two guys in Bumfuck, Washington having anal.

      “We don’t have to do it like that,” Jason said. “If you’re worried about it. Plenty of other ways to fuck.”

      “No, I…I want you in me.” He said the line like he’d heard it before in a porn clip. But it made Jason hard all the same.

      “Come here.” Jason patted the bed.

      Nathan slunk over and climbed onto the mattress.

      “On your back.” Jason’s voice was quiet. “That’s it.” When Nathan was lying quietly, arms at his sides, Jason got on the bed next to him. Placed a hand on the left side of Nathan’s chest and stroked his damp skin, as if that might soothe the frantic beating of his heart.

      Jason used the tip of his middle finger to circle Nathan’s nipple. Nathan’s breath jerked then halted. His abs contracted, but he kept his gaze on Jason.

      “So you like a little of both? Rough, but you don’t really want to hurt?”

      Nathan swallowed again and nodded. Exhaled. “Yeah.”

      “Cool. That’s what I like too.”

      “Yeah?” Nathan gave him a crooked smile, and some of the anxiety left his eyes. He twisted his hips.

      “Mm-hm.” Jason pinched his nipple gently. Nathan jolted. Glanced at Jason’s hand and lowered his eyelids. Jason pinched a little harder.

      “Oh,” Nathan murmured, tilting his head back, exposing his long, pale throat.

      Jason let go.

      “You’re allowed to like this.” Jason smoothed Nathan’s thighs, alternately using his palms and his nails, until Nathan spread his legs. Jason swept his thumbs up until they almost grazed Nathan’s balls, then back down again. “You know that?”

      Nathan closed his eyes and gave a frustrated hum.

      “It’s okay.” Jason swiped the backs of Nathan’s knees with his fingertips, making Nathan pull his legs up. Nathan’s dick tapped his belly, his tight balls quivered.

      “Please,” he whispered. He didn’t put his legs down.

      “Please what?”

      “F— Do m— Fuck me.”

      Jason crawled between Nathan’s legs, bracing his hands on either side of Nathan’s shoulders. Smiled down at him and nudged his dick against Nathan’s. “Gladly.”

      He kissed Nathan again, and this time Nathan thrust his tongue boldly into Jason’s mouth and hooked his legs around him. He shifted against the pillows, moaning softly as Jason took hold of his cock.

      Jason groped on the bedspread until he found the condom and lube. Had to let go of Nathan for a few seconds while he got the condom on. Nathan watched him.

      “I’m gonna tell him,” Nathan said suddenly. “I’m gonna tell my father I’m gay.”

      Jason bit his tongue as he uncapped the lube. No, dude. C’mon. This is not the time for a Harvey Milk moment.

      “Good.” Jason glanced at the bookshelf.

      “You don’t think it’s a stupid idea?”

      Jason slathered on some lube. “I think a great idea would be lying back and letting me show you a good time.”

      Nathan closed his eyes as Jason rutted his dick in Nathan’s ass crack and then skimmed his nails down Nathan’s inner thighs. Nathan squirmed.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      The way Nathan was holding his breath and gripping fistfuls of the bedspread suggested otherwise.

      Jason circled Nathan’s hole with the pad of his finger. “Relax,” he murmured. “Bear down when I push in.”

      “Bear down?”

      “Like you’re taking a shit.”

      A shocked bark of laughter. “Oh.”

      Really? You’ve never put anything up there? Finger, banana...anything?

      He drizzled some more lube on Nathan’s hole, then circled with his finger again. “Sometimes it does hurt a little, at first. But it’ll hurt less if you bear down.”

      Nathan breathed out. “Yeah”

      Jason slid his finger in. Nathan stopped breathing. “Okay?”

      Nathan nodded. Half smiled, half grimaced. “Feels kinda weird.”

      “Yeah. I remember the first time I had something up there. I was like, okay, I can’t tell if I need to shit or come.”

      That surprised huff of laughter again. “I’m glad you know what you’re...what you’re d– Oh God, okay okay okay...”

      Jason worked his finger in and out until Nathan’s breathing evened. Then he slipped a second finger inside. Nathan was still tight, but yielded to the penetration.

      “Oh-h—huh.” His neck corded, his head snapping up. “That’s good.” A light sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead.

      “Yeah? We’ll just take it nice and slow like this.”

      After a moment of licking his lips and swallowing, Nathan relaxed and started moving with Jason, moaning softly.

      “So hot,” Jason repeated, voice barely audible.

      Nathan lay back against the pillow, moving his hips with an even, graceful rhythm that Jason admired. Jason crooked his fingers, trying to find that magic spot. He couldn’t quite get it, but at least Nathan looked like he was enjoying himself now.

      Jason withdrew his fingers, grinning at Nathan’s little whimper. Repositioned his dick and pushed in slowly. To Nathan’s credit, he stayed pretty relaxed, and he didn’t make a sound except a soft grunt through clenched teeth as the widest part of Jason’s shaft entered him.

      “Yeah.” Jason smiled. “You’re a natural.”

      “Fuck. I can’t believe we’re doing this. Fuck.” Nathan was staring between his own legs, at the point where Jason’s dick disappeared inside him, as though Jason had fused their bodies through some freaky science experiment. “Don’t start yet.”

      “Okay. Hey. You get used to how that feels. I’m gonna move just a little—don’t panic.”

      “I’m not panicking.”

      “Stay still.” Jason reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, ignoring Nathan’s grunt. The sudden flood of light was jarring.

      Nathan blinked, turning away. Put a hand up to shield his eyes. “You really want the light on?”

      “I want to see you.”

      Jason pushed the guilt aside.

      He thrust slowly, letting Nathan get used to the sensation. Nathan’s breath caught a few times, and once he whispered, “Yes.” But he was still too passive.

      “Come on,” Jason urged. “Thought you said you wanted to do it hard.”

      “I d—” Nathan gave a startled hum at a firm thrust. “I do.”

      Jason smacked the back of Nathan’s thigh lightly, and Nathan jerked his hips up with a sharp inhale. “Move with me. Like you were doing before.”

      Nathan tried, his rhythm jerky at first, and then they both got the hang of it. Jason pumped Nathan’s dick, and soon Nathan was twisting and arching, his skin slick with sweat.

      “That’s it. God…” Jason dropped his head. “This feels so fucking good.”

      Nathan made a strangled noise. “Oh, fuck.”

      “What?” Jason eased up.

      “That. Do...do that again.”

      Jason didn’t remember what he’d just done, so he thrust hard, and Nathan groaned. Lifted his legs higher and crossed his ankles just under Jason’s shoulder blades.

      Jason panted, barely able to speak. “On your side.”

      Nathan had his head back, throat exposed, and Jason dipped down to kiss it.

      “Roll on your side,” he whispered between gasps. “C’mon.”

      He helped Nathan onto his side, so that Nathan was facing the bookcase, and Jason’s face was hidden behind Nathan. Then he curled around Nathan, slung one leg over his hip, and pushed his cock back in. Fucked him in short, sharp thrusts, kissing his neck.

      Nathan’s exhales sounded like sobs. “Oh God. Yeah…yeah…”

      “You like that?”

      “Yes.”

      Jason quickened the slide of his hand on that long cock, losing himself in the sounds Nathan made, in the heat and the pull in his balls. He slapped Nathan’s thigh again and felt Nathan clench around him. Bit the crook of Nathan’s shoulder as he came, and Nathan bucked, slamming his ass back hard against Jason’s groin and then collapsing. Jason’s fist was sticky. He wiped it on Nathan’s pubes and licked the spot he’d just bitten.

      Nathan panted raggedly. Seemed too stunned to move.

      Jason patted his hip. “All right?”

      “Uh-huh,” Nathan managed. He rolled onto his back and turned his head toward Jason.

      Then he smiled.

      Jason’s stomach clenched.

      “That was good,” Nathan whispered. “That’s what I’ve been, like, wanting for years.”

      Jason laughed, and was struck by an odd sensation. A tenderness that was overwhelming, that made him feel like an imposter.

      Nathan had needed this. But what was this exactly? Not just sex. An…ally? A friend?

      A….what?

      Jason had fucked guys before without ever feeling this—this lightness when he looked at them afterward. This fierce desire to hold them, to know them. Nathan, for all his awkwardness earlier, looked so peaceful now.

      Whatever Jason had given him that was making Nathan look at him with that shining hope in his eyes, Jason was afraid, maybe for the first time in his life, of his own influence. His power.

      For a second, he didn’t want to change the world. He just wanted to make Nathan smile like that again.

      He swallowed hard. “I’m glad.” He stroked the sweaty hair from Nathan’s eyes and reached behind him to turn the lamp off. In the dark, he laced the fingers of his clean hand through Nathan’s.

      “Jason,” Nathan whispered. “Thank you.”

      “Uh. You’re welcome.”

      “No, I mean it.” Nathan propped himself on his elbows. “This is who I am. And I don’t want to fight it anymore. Whoever my dad wants me to be, I know…I know he mostly just wants me to be happy. And this is the only way I’m going to be happy.”

      Shit.

      “When we talked last night, it was just like...like, crap, I’ve believed stuff my whole life that might not be true.”

      Jason wiped his hand again, this time on the bedspread. He wasn’t gonna argue. Nathan believed an awful lot of bullshit.

      He traced the line of Nathan’s jaw with his other hand. “I want you to be happy.”

      I don’t want to hurt you. But it’ll be better in the long run.

      “You saved me,” Nathan murmured, gazing at the ceiling.

      No. No, no. No one saves you, Nathan. Not Jesus, and sure as fuck not me. You’ve got to do right by yourself. That’s all.

      His gut churned, the sensation sharp and painful.

      You’re gonna be okay. You are.

      They lay together for a while, until Nathan turned onto his other side and they faced each other. Nathan wound thin, fragile-looking arms around Jason’s body and settled against him, his head tucked under Jason’s chin.

      Jason sighed and returned the embrace.

      One for the road.

      “You don’t understand.” Nathan’s voice was rough. “I don’t want my dad to hate me. Maybe he’s wrong. But I don’t want him to hate me.”

      “You’ll be all right,” Jason replied. Because apparently he couldn’t think of anything more useless to say.

      He hated the Reverend Tull more in that moment than he ever had. What a mess the man had made of his only son. And he’d done the same to kids all around the country, around the world.

      Use it. You have what you need, now use it.

      Bring him down.

      Jason dug his fingers into Nathan’s shoulder. “You’re a really, really good person. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Ever.”

      He felt Nathan tense again, and held him tighter before letting him go.

      “You’ve only known me, like, a day,” Nathan muttered. But he sounded pleased.

      “Yeah. Could say the same to you.”

      Nathan shifted and looked up at him. “I feel like I’ve known you a long time.” Jason had to turn away from the earnestness in that gaze. “Maybe our paths were meant to cross. You ever think that?”

      Nope. You poor, brainwashed little closet case. I don’t think anything was meant to be. The world is chaos. Complete fucking chaos.

      Nathan paused for a moment then said, “Someday, when you’re a famous journalist or whatever…you think you’ll remember me?”

      Jason leaned forward and kissed Nathan’s forehead, let his lips linger for a second. That queasiness rose in him again, but he fought it down. “I’ll always remember you.”

      Kid, you’re gonna help me change the world.
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      Present.

      

      Nate walked barefoot to his father’s study, pausing to look out the window at the end of the hall. A beautiful afternoon, with the sun edging the hills in gold. In the flowerbed along the side of the house, the ball dahlias, hyacinths, and daffodils were in bloom. One spiky round dahlia was missing a patch of petals—a run-in with the lawnmower. His fault.

      He wished his phantoms hadn’t ruined such a perfect day. He could have stayed on campus and walked by the lake. He could have invited Marissa out somewhere—fried pickles at the drive in, a trip to the park to sit on the swings....

      The phantoms didn’t ruin it. You did.

      That had always been a flaw of his—trying to disconnect himself from his sins. He knew Christians who blamed Satan for their moments of weakness, but Nate’s family wasn’t like that. Sometimes Nate thought it would be a relief to be able to explain away his bad choices by saying something dark had possessed him, had removed his reason and his free will. But that wasn’t right. You had to take responsibility for your actions, and instead of beating yourself up when those actions were sinful, you had to learn to do better next time.

      His gaze traced the path from the side yard down to the cabins. Only another day until the new arrivals. Nate was excited and a little anxious. His father always had Nate give a speech the first night of a session, and the newly initiated members of Moving Forward always clapped and seemed genuinely glad to be meeting Nate.

      He turned toward the study door, took a breath, and knocked softly.

      “Come in,” his dad called.

      Nate pushed the door open and peered around it.

      His father sat at the desk, chair wheeled back a bit so he could sit the way he liked—half slumped, his belly bulging under a customary white shirt, spilling over the waistband of his black pants. A folder lay open on his lap, but he wasn’t paying it any mind. He was reading Persuasion, holding the book a couple of inches from his face.

      He looked up and smiled at Nate, and his smile was so kind, so familiar, that Nate forgot his nervousness.

      He’ll help.

      He always does.

      Nate smiled back. “Where are your glasses?”

      His dad laughed and set the book down. Picked up the folder and placed it on the desk too. “I left them somewhere. The kitchen, maybe.”

      “You don’t like wearing them,” Nate said, entering the room. The study was wood paneled, like most of the house, and had large windows along two sides, looking out over the rolling farmland. “You’re vain.”

      “Maybe so.” His father scooted the chair closer to the desk. “How was class?”

      “Fine.” Nate took a few classes a week at the local community college. It was nowhere near a full load, but it was something. It made him feel like he was wasn’t still hiding from the world.

      “I didn’t expect you to be home. You’re usually out with Marissa in the afternoons.”

      “I didn’t feel like going out today.” His father waited, and Nate took another deep breath. “I, uh, I wanted to talk to you. I’m having some problems with…with phantoms.”

      Phantoms. That was what Reverend Tull called the thoughts that still haunted Nate from his former homosexual identity. The longing Nate sometimes felt for other men, the temptation to wear tight clothes, thinking of himself as beautiful instead of handsome—those were all phantoms. The Reverend liked the term because it acknowledged the fear those thoughts could bring with them, but it also acknowledged that those urges weren’t part of Nate’s true self. They were just something Nate’s mind invented, something that could be brushed away, shut outside to howl at the window while Nate was safe and warm in his home.

      It wasn’t disconnecting from his sins, exactly, because Nathan wasn’t sinning. It was acknowledging that the pure parts of himself were more powerful than the parts that sought to do him harm.

      “Oh, Nate.” His dad stood, knees popping, and opened his arms.

      Nate went gratefully, before the lump in his throat got any bigger. His father loved him. Even after what Nate had done to the family, to Moving Forward, to himself, his father still loved him.

      Reverend Tull folded Nate into his embrace. “It’s tough, isn’t it?” Nate nodded against his shoulder. “God tests us in many ways.”

      “I know.” Nate started to say, “I’m sorry,” then remembered he wasn’t supposed to say that anymore.

      “You don’t need to apologize for your thoughts and feelings. You don’t need to apologize for asking for help.”

      Nate squeezed his eyes shut. His father might change his tune about apologies when he found out just what form Nate’s current phantoms had taken.

      He waited until the pressure of the embrace eased, then pulled back and looked his dad in the eye.

      “Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking about?” his dad asked.

      No.

      Never the whole truth, never the details. Because when Nate fantasized about guys, his imagination got specific. He always tried to explain his phantoms to his father in vague terms. “There’s a guy in school I think is cute.” Or “All the stuff in the news about gay rights makes me wonder if it’s really such a bad thing to be gay.”

      And his dad always had a compassionate answer.

      “This cute boy—can you try focusing on his other qualities? Is he smart? Do you like the answers he gives in class? Is he a good leader? All of those are fine qualities to admire in other men.”

      Or:

      “It isn’t ‘bad’ to be gay, Nate. It’s not wrong for the government to offer our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters the same aid and protection it offers all of its citizens. It’s simply that the gay lifestyle is not an acceptable choice for a Christian.”

      Reverend Tull treated all the members of Moving Forward the same way. He never yelled at anyone, never shamed them. Never told them they were weak. He simply guided them toward healthier thoughts, a more positive life.

      Sometimes Nate wished he could tell his dad that it scared him to hear things like “the gay lifestyle is not an acceptable choice,” or “God tests us in many ways.” Because failing God’s tests made Nate feel weak. And he wasn’t so sure he’d ever made a choice. Because if he could have chosen, he’d have picked a righteous life. Who wouldn’t?

      Nate sighed and pulled back further. “You’re not going to like this.”

      His dad shook his head. “Nate. You can tell me anything.”

      Nate looked beyond his father at the framed certificate on the wall.

      Certificate of Excellence Presented to: The Reverend Timothy Tull. For Notable Contributions to the Pinehurst Christian Community.

      Nate spoke to the certificate. “The phantoms are about Jason Banning.”

      There. He’d said it. So it was up to his father to know what to do with that.

      His father didn’t speak for a moment. He finally said, “I see.” There was an edge to his tone now.

      Even the most patient man in Pinehurst had a breaking point.

      Nate blinked. He sure as fuck wasn’t going to cry. “I know…it’s not right. I don’t know why I…”

      Shit, he was going to lose it. He could feel his father staring at him, and he still couldn’t make himself look away from the certificate of excellence.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. Even though he wasn’t supposed to.

      “Nate.” His father’s voice was soft. “You know we need to do something about this.”

      Nate nodded.

      “We have to work together to banish these thoughts.”

      “I’m pretty sure…” Nate swallowed. “I mean, it’s just lust. That’s all. I don’t…think what I used to think about Jason.”

      His own voice echoed in his mind. “I don’t care what you say, Dad. I love him!” That passion flaring up in him, so powerful he’d have pushed God aside, if God was going to stand between him and Jason Banning.

      Then his horror, days later, when he’d seen the video. The unreality of it—that boy on the bed couldn’t possibly be him. What had finally made it real was the apartment. Jason’s photos on the wall. Of Halvandet and Valparaiso, of Calton Hill and Victoria Falls.

      “You really want the light on?” he’d asked that night.

      “I want to see you,” Jason had replied.

      Jason, behind Nate in the clip. His face obscured. At first Nathan had thought it was for anonymity. But Jason had openly admitted, in his expose, that he was the man in the video. The man fucking Nathan Tull.

      Yet it was only Nathan people saw. The contortions of his face. His body twisting in ecstasy. His lips forming words he didn’t remember speaking: “Oh God.” “Yes.” Harder.”

      “Well, lust we can deal with.” His dad smiled again, but it was a weaker smile than he’d given Nate a few minutes earlier. “How often are you having these thoughts?”

      “Just today,” Nate lied. “At the community college, I saw a guy with a…with a shirt that looked like one Jason used to wear. And I guess that got me thinking about him.”

      “Nate. What he did to you...”

      “I know.” Nathan looked down.

      I know he was a liar.

      I know he used me.

      I know he hurt us.

      But he did…give me something good. Amid all that darkness, there was something… I can’t explain.

      Because he was pathetic. Even if the homosexual lifestyle were an acceptable choice for him, how weak and self-loathing would he have to be to want anything to do with Jason Banning?

      “These phantoms,” his father said, returning to his chair and sitting. “Could they have come because Jason’s coming home now?”

      Nate’s head snapped up. “What?”

      His dad nodded. “He’s been staying with a friend in Portland. He’ll be back in Pinehurst tomorrow.”

      No. No, no, no. Nate’d had no idea. “But I thought…”

      I thought he was still in Germany.

      Recovering. He’d heard about Jason’s injury from Marissa, who’d heard about it from Britney, her hair stylist. His heart had gone still for a second at the news, and he’d prayed, without even thinking about what he was doing, for Jason’s survival.

      “I saw his aunt in town. She told me.”

      I’ll bet that went well.

      Except Reverend Tull was cordial to everyone, so it probably had gone fine. Nate wondered what his father did with the anger he surely felt.

      He thought guiltily that if he’d visited Rose Johnson anytime in the last six months, he might have known Jason was coming home.

      He used to go over a lot and help the old woman with her cleaning, groceries, and other errands. He’d taken on the duties with a grim, adrenaline-fueled determination after Jason had left for Afghanistan.

      Someone in the community needs help. And I don’t care if she’s related to him.

      In the aftermath of Jason’s exposé on Moving Forward, most of the community had sided with the Tulls. There’d been a few people—liberal and anti-Christian already—who’d rallied behind Jason about Reverend Tull’s “hypocrisy.” Who were so furious about Moving Forward’s existence, they didn’t care what had been done to Nate, as long as it called attention to the ineffectuality of gay conversion therapy. But actually, most of the liberal crowd had turned on Jason, claiming it was never okay to violate someone’s privacy like that. Accusing him of a kind of rape, for putting that video out there without Nate’s consent. Nate had been bombarded by various activist groups—gay rights groups, anti-revenge porn groups, gender equality organizations…all of them wanting to interview him, or else help him understand what legal action he could take against Jason.

      Nate hadn’t taken any action.

      Well, except…

      He wasn’t going to think about that right now.

      “I didn’t know.” Nate fidgeted. “So that’s not what caused the phantoms.”

      But shit, it’s gonna cause more.

      “Don’t worry.” His father looked at him with such love, such trust and hope, that Nate couldn’t breathe for a moment. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Nate nodded.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Jason Banning, the man Nate ought to have hated more than anyone in the world, the man Nate should have wanted out of his life forever, was home.

      And some part of Nate wanted to see him again.

      To scream at him, to spit in his face, to…

      No. No, I forgave him. That’s all behind me now.

      I just want to see him. To prove to myself that he can’t hurt me anymore. That he’s only a man, a man with flaws. Just like me.

      But no.

      Jason wasn’t “just like” Nate.

      Because Nate would never have done what Jason did. To anybody. For any reason. It wasn’t a matter of self-righteousness or superiority. It was simply the truth.

      It took a warped soul to do what Jason had done.

      No. You don’t get to judge anyone’s soul.

      Why not? some dark part of him asked. Hadn’t he earned the right to loathe Jason with every cell in his body? To acknowledge that Jason was corrupt, wicked?

      That’s not how forgiveness works. That’s how you stay mired in the ugliness of the past, rather than forging a path to the future.

      He is a man with flaws.

      Not a monster.

      You don’t know his soul.
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      Jason set the nail polish remover on the bumper, took out a cigarette, and twisted it until it broke apart and tobacco spilled on the driveway. He placed the mangled paper hull between his lips and blew, sending the remaining flakes fluttering like dollhouse-sized confetti. He’d tried rubbing alcohol, he’d tried screwdrivers and tweezers and even his teeth. And he couldn’t get the fucking decal off his car.

      It was one of those stupid Our Family stickers. A gift from Zac before Jason had gone back to Afghanistan. To remind him that he and Jason and Zoner were a family, and nothing could change that, not even Jason leaving for another year.

      A family.

      Really?

      Jason and Zac had met while Jason was between assignments a year ago. They’d only had a few months to date and fuck before Jason had headed back, although that had been plenty long enough to play at being a real couple: to move in together, to buy the damn dog. They’d seen each other only once since then—though Jason had to admit, they hadn’t been total shit at the long-distance thing. They’d called and emailed and Skyped all the time. And once Jason had been released from the hospital in Germany, he’d called Zac to let him know he was coming home. Zac had been so worried and so solicitous since Jason had been hurt that Jason hadn’t thought to do otherwise. Zac had given him the fucking decal, after all. They were a family.

      Zac had seemed oddly hesitant on that final phone call, but Jason didn’t press him. He flew to Portland. After a stilted three weeks together where it was clear that things weren’t as they’d been before, that Zac was having a hard time with Jason’s condition, Zac had broken up with him.

      And announced that he was keeping Zoner.

      Because: “I’m really sorry, Jase, but he’s used to me. And you’ll have a hard time giving him the exercise he needs, with your…”

      Mangled leg, sure.

      Made perfect sense.

      So the decal was just two male stick figures and a dog.

      And it was apparently going to be on Jason’s car forever.

      Goddamn it.

      Jason was tempted to put a rock through the back window and get rid of the decal that way. Although he wasn’t sure his insurance covered random acts of petulance, and Zac sure as shit wouldn’t appreciate Jason leaving chunks of shattered glass all over his driveway. Still, he wanted the decal gone, or he was pretty sure someone in Pinehurst would smash the window for him if it was still on when he arrived, whether they knew it was his car or not. Two guys and a dog did not count as family in Pinehurst.

      Jason hurt from standing so long. He spat out the cigarette paper and limped over to the folding chair by the car. Sat down, extending his leg. That was the bitch of his injury. It didn’t only hurt when he stood or when he moved. It hurt all the fucking time. And it wasn’t only the leg that hurt. It was the rest of his body, having to learn to move differently.

      So now, thanks to a fucking roadside IED, Jason was back home. Three months early with no boyfriend, no dog, and no prospect of returning to the job he loved. It was time to go back to Pinehurst.

      Fucking Pinehurst.

      Jason had hated it from the day he’d turned up: fifteen years old, and still smarting from his parents’ deaths. They were gypsies, Aunt Rose said. He’d found the idea enchanting, until he got old enough to realize how offensive the word “gypsies” was. And then some part of him had been disgusted with Rose for her ignorance. His parents had been vagabonds, traveling the world with Jason in tow. He’d been with them in Venezuela—hiking Mount Roraima, photographing Angel Falls.

      But he wasn’t in the car when it went off the road. He’d stayed back at the campsite that day. “Suerte,” one of the cops had called him.

      He wished he’d been in the car.

      His father had been an artist, and his mother an anthropologist. That traveling lifestyle was the only thing Jason had ever known, until suddenly he was in Pinehurst.

      He’d hated it.

      He’d felt trapped.

      He’d been desperate to escape, to get on the road again. To go to new places and learn new things. To live.

      But the people who’d taught him that way of life, who’d kept him safe through every new adventure, were gone.

      He scowled at the decal.

      And now he was twenty-six, broke, single, and about to head back to Pinehurst with his tail between his legs. He should have been Skyping Aunt Rose from a hotel where the skyline was lit up by missile fire, practicing his Italian pick-up lines on Francesco from Reuters, and living harder than he’d lived before.

      “I see you in Korea next?” Francesco had asked on his last morning in Afghanistan. “Maybe you won’t have a boyfriend then.”

      He was such a flirt.

      Jason had only laughed.

      Now, sitting in the driveway scowling at the decal, he wished he’d fucked Francesco all the way from Kabul to Seoul. To hell with Zac.

      To hell with everything.
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      About thirty miles out of Pinehurst, Jason stopped for a coffee at the roadside diner. He limped up and down the parking lot for a few minutes to loosen the ache in his leg, then pushed open the doors and went inside.

      He sat at a booth and read the menu.

      Took his lucky coin out of his pocket and spun it.

      It was an Afghani coin. He’d bought it off a kid in the street, mostly because he admired the kid’s determination.

      “Lucky coin,” the kid had insisted. “One dollar.”

      He’d also admired the kid’s mercenary streak in selling him a five Afghani coin with a hole punched through it for an American dollar.

      And maybe it even worked. He wasn’t dead. Three other guys in the truck he’d been traveling in were dead, but Jason was alive.

      Jason spun the coin by the thin chain he’d bought—from the kid’s uncle, in an astonishingly clever piece of upselling—and watched it catch the light. The Arabic five, shaped like a teardrop, on one side of the coin. The mosque on the other.

      He could almost smell the marketplace again. If he closed his eyes he’d be there.

      The waitress appeared, pen in hand. “You ready to order, hon?”

      She must’ve been close to sixty.

      “Coffee, thanks. And waffles.”

      The waffles here were good, once. Back in high school, you drove thirty miles out of town for good waffles. Because there was nothing else to do in Pinehurst. And now he was on his way back there, to live. Jesus. The place was sucking him in like a black hole. Some evil fucking vortex with Reverend Timothy Tull’s smiling face right at the center of it.

      And Nathan’s face too.

      Jason pushed away the the memory of Nathan’s face from that night: flushed, open, and full of hope.

      “Okay, hon.” The waitress left.

      Jason leaned back in the booth. He looked out the window as a blue sedan pulled into the parking lot. A man and a woman got out of the front. A teenage boy climbed out the back. He was tall and heavyset, with longish, light-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Feet like boats in black Converse. A pinched, anxious face. He stared at the ground as his parents ushered him toward the entrance to the diner.

      Jason glanced up at the family as they walked past him. They sat in the booth next to his; the parents on one side and the boy on the other. He looked miserable and outnumbered as he slouched into his seat.

      “Sit up,” the father chided. “Sit up straight.”

      “Isaac,” the mother said in a weary tone.

      The kid straightened up.

      “What can I get you folks?” the waitress asked them.

      “I’ll have the coffee and the chicken Caesar salad,” the father said.

      “Two, please,” the mother said. “Isaac?”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You haven’t eaten anything since we left.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “I’ll just leave the menu right here, in case you change your mind,” the waitress said.

      Silence settled over the family group. Jason spun his coin again.

      “Mom,” the boy said at last in a low voice. “Dad. Please don’t make me go. Please.”

      Jason stared over the back of the booth, between the parents to Isaac.

      “We’ve talked about this,” the father said. “They’ll help you.”

      “Why do I need help? Why don’t you like me?”

      “Honey.” The mother’s voice cracked. “Oh, honey, we love you. That’s why we’re sending you. So you can lead a happy, healthy life.”

      “I didn’t mean to look at those pictures,” Isaac said, his voice straining. “Please, let me come home and I won’t do it again. I promise!”

      Jason felt sick. He clenched his fist around his lucky coin, and tried to tell himself it was none of his business. Except an outrage this big, an anger this all-encompassing, it was everyone’s fucking business. The kid was hurting because his parents just wouldn’t see. All that talk of love was bullshit. Their love was conditional. They held it over their son like it was the promise of a treat they could withdraw at any time.

      Jason was angry.

      The whole world should have been angry.

      “You’re not being punished,” the father said. “That’s not what this is. Reverend Tull will help you. You’ll be able to come home in six weeks.”

      Whatever Isaac tried to say was smothered by his tears.

      “Isaac.” His father’s voice was pitched low. “Don’t make a scene.”

      Make a scene, Jason willed. Kick and scream and swear and spit.

      But Isaac only reached out and tugged a napkin out of the dispenser. Balled it up and wiped his nose. Then he slid out of the booth.

      “Where are you going?” his father asked sharply.

      “Bathroom.”

      Both his parents watched him as though they were afraid he’d run. His shoes squeaked on the linoleum as he headed for the bathroom. He’d tugged his hoodie up to hide his tear-stained face.

      “Here you go, hon.” The waitress set his plate and coffee cup down. “Our waffles are homemade. Best in Washington.”

      “Thanks.” Jason unfolded a napkin and stared down at his plate. It smelled good, but he’d lost his appetite.

      He stood up and moved slowly toward the bathroom, trying to hide his limp.

      There were two stalls in the bathroom. One was closed.

      “Isaac?”

      A sharp intake of breath from behind the door. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the guy who was sitting in the other booth,” Jason said. “My name’s Jason Banning. Look, I know you don’t believe me right now, but have you seen those things on YouTube? The ‘It Gets Better’ videos?”

      “Y-yeah.”

      So he’d been doing more than looking at pictures. Jason closed his eyes for a moment. Fuck, he’d been so lucky. First with his parents, and then with Aunt Rose. And he’d expected the worst from Aunt Rose, knowing she was a churchgoer. Knowing that he didn’t fit her ideas of what was right. She’d surprised him.

      “Jason, when I got the call about the accident I begged God: Don’t let Jason have been in that car. Well, He spared your life, so I’m sure as hell not going to complain it’s not the one I imagined for you. You’re alive, and that makes you perfect.”

      They butted heads on everything, him and Rose, but they loved each other.

      In fact, the only thing Rose hadn’t been able to forgive him for was what he’d done to Nathan Tull.

      “Jason Banning, what you did was ugly. So incredibly ugly.”

      Four years later, the words still hurt like a blow.

      “I don’t think you realize how wrong you were.”

      Death threats. So many he’d had to shut down his social media accounts. People claiming they knew his address, knew how to find him. People calling him human garbage, a disease, a sex criminal, saying he deserved to be gang-raped and have it filmed. Fucked with barbed wire, burned alive, thrown in prison to be some biker’s bitch…

      And people said liberals were the compassionate ones.

      Still, Rose had been right, in a way. Those months following the expose had been surreal. He’d gone on the defensive, snarling back at his accusers on Twitter and Facebook, writing follow-up articles to justify his choices. Berating people for focusing on him instead of on the real enemy: Reverend Tull, and all the reverend stood for. He lay awake each night, alternately burning with anger and shivering with guilt and terror. He was wrong. He knew he was wrong. But one night, snow falling outside his window and Rose snoring down the hall, he’d experienced a flash of clarity, felt the weight and strength of all the barriers he’d put up to avoid thinking too hard about his own cruelty. If he removed those barriers, if he let himself feel all the guilt and shame festering inside him, he knew he wouldn’t survive.

      Better to focus on his anger. At the unjust world, at Reverend Tull. At this poor kid’s parents.

      “It’s true,” Jason said now. “It does get better. You just have to hang in there, okay?”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know I don’t.” But I don’t want you to be another statistic. “But I know that camp. And I’m telling you this because I think you need to hear it right now. I think you need to know there are people on your side.”

      Silence from the other side of the door.

      “I’m gonna go now,” Jason said. “Take care, Isaac.”

      He pulled the bathroom door open, and heard the whispered “Thanks” just before it swung shut again.
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      Nate always felt tense when the new kids arrived at Moving Forward. He hated the way that his father displayed him as though he was a shining example of the program, and he hated the scrutiny of the parents as they looked him up and down. What were they looking for? Secret signs of gay? And what did that look like anyway?

      He felt bad for doubting his father, for doubting the other parents. Everyone was here because they wanted to help these kids, and if Nate could serve in any way, even as an example, then it was the right thing to do. That had been his only consolation for a long time: that maybe it had been God’s plan all along for him to fall into sin that night with Jason Banning, because now he could help others walk that difficult path to happiness and redemption.

      This group looked like any other from past years—thirty some fresh-faced kids between the ages of fourteen and seventeen, from all over Washington and the surrounding states. They’d had about an hour to settle into their cabins and meet their counselors before being called out onto the green for introductions.

      Nate stood on the expanse of lawn between the dining hall and the chapel, trying to concentrate on what the kids were saying, trying to commit names to memory. “I’m Steven. I’m from Hood River. Gonna be a junior.” The kid beside Steven elbowed him, and Steven snickered. “Um...I guess I came here because, like, being a Christian is really important to me. And homosexuality is an abomination against God. So I want to learn to overcome my urges.”

      “I’m going to stop you there, Steven,” the reverend said genially. Nate knew what was coming, and for some reason it made him feel sad and a little sick. “I don’t like the word ‘abomination.’ Does anyone know why?”

      No one answered, and then Carter, one of the counselors, waved enthusiastically. “I do!”

      The Reverend and the kids from Carter’s cabin laughed. “Yes, Carter?” Nathan’s father said.

      Carter looked around the circle. “Because none of you is an abomination.”

      “That’s right,” the reverend said. “You are not abominations. God is not angry at any of you. He has not abandoned you. I need you all to understand that.” His tone had grown very serious. “You are human; you are flawed. And you are loved. Say it with me now, everybody. I am loved.”

      “I am loved,” the kids repeated, with varying levels of certainty.

      “Very good.” The Reverend smiled warmly. “God tests us in many ways. But He also gives us the love and support we need to pass those tests. So, Steven—not an abomination. A test. All right?”

      “Sure.” Steven nodded flippantly.

      The Reverend indicated the boy next to Steven. “Let’s continue.”

      “I’m Tyler,” the boy said. He glanced at Steven, and they both snickered again. “I’m also from Hood River. I go to school with Steven.”

      “Wait, wait,” said another boy, dark haired and dark eyed. Nate’s attention had strayed to him several times over the last few minutes. He knew the type—flamboyant, class clown, loud-voiced. Popular with classmates and an annoyance to teachers. “So if you put your names together, it’s Steven Tyler?”

      “Yep,” Tyler said. “You can totally call us that. People at our school do.”

      Nate was surprised any of these kids knew who Steven Tyler was.

      “Anyway,” Tyler went on. “I’m here to, uh, pass my test.”

      The next kid was quiet and sullen-looking. “I’m Isaac,” he muttered. “I’m here because my parents made me do this.”

      Nate’s parents exchanged glances. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Moving Forward didn’t accept any applicants who weren’t willing. Usually the phone interviews weeded out any of the kids who were being forced into this by parents or church leaders. But apparently Isaac had slipped through the cracks.

      “Did you want to come here at all, Isaac?” Reverend Tull asked.

      Isaac hesitated, then shook his head. He was a heavyset kid, a full head taller than many of his campmates. His straight hair was parted in the middle and fell just past his ears.

      Reverend Tull said, “Isaac, can you look at me?”

      Isaac looked up reluctantly.

      “If you want to leave at any time, you may. That goes for all of you.” The Reverend glanced around the circle, his gaze landing on Isaac once more. “But if you choose to stay, we’ll see that you get something out of this experience. Okay?”

      Isaac grumbled something that made the kid to his right look over sharply, eyes wide. Then Nate heard him say, “Okay.”

      Nate was glad when the introductions were over and the whole group headed to the mess hall. The hall was a long, low wooden building that reminded Nate of the historic inn downtown. There were six tables inside, and the kids all sat with their appointed cabin and counselor. The staff members had their own table, and Nathan and his parents ate at one end along with Kevin, one of the workshop teachers, who was currently engaged in a conversation with Talia, who led evening group prayer.

      “I’m worried about Isaac,” Nate’s father said to his mom. “I’ll have to check and see who did his phone interview.”

      “A lot of them sound okay on the phone,” Nate’s mom pointed out. “They feel like they have to say yes, or risk disappointing their parents.”

      “Still,” Nate’s dad said, “I can’t imagine that boy putting on a convincing act. Whoever conducted the interview must have missed some signs.”

      Nathan’s mother shook her head almost imperceptibly, and kept eating. Kristin Tull was tall and thin with a long, pretty face. She looked clever and harsh, like she was always on the brink of saying something cutting. The kids loved her, though she sometimes said things to them out of the reverend’s earshot that Nate knew his father wouldn’t consider appropriate.

      A lapsed Catholic who’d married at eighteen, converted immediately to Presbyterianism, and had Nate at twenty. Nate often wondered what had drawn his mother to his father.

      “I was headed down a bad path,” she’d told him once. “Your father saved me.”

      She’d been a wild teen—Nate sometimes thought she and Marissa had a lot in common, which was probably why his mother liked Marissa so much. Easy to see what had drawn Nate’s father to his mother—the reverend lived to save others. Harder to know if Kristin, who’d never quite cast aside her wild streak or her restlessness, was truly happy in her marriage. Nathan knew she loved his father. He also knew that loving someone wasn’t always enough to make you happy when you were with them.

      I love Marissa. I know I do. But sometimes…

      No. He wasn’t going to think about that right now.

      Kristin didn’t deal much with the camp. She spent most of her time heading the Pinehurst Christian Women’s Alliance, a charity that helped victims of domestic violence in Africa. Moving Forward had been Reverend Tull’s brainchild, and Nate got the feeling that as much as his mother liked the kids, she was less thrilled by the camp itself.

      The reverend took a bite of his potato salad and chewed. Swallowed, and said to Nate, “I told your mother you’d been having some trouble with phantoms lately. How’s that going?”

      Nate glanced anxiously at Kevin, whose conversation with Talia had quieted down. Then back to his father. “Uh, fine. I mean, the last couple of days have been okay.”

      Not true. He’d spent the last couple of days thinking obsessively about Jason Banning. Is he back in town yet? How will people treat him? Has he been thinking about me—worried he’ll run into me somewhere? Or…thinking about me…like—like that? But he wanted to keep this to himself for the time being.

      “Good,” his father said. “I’ve been worried. Haven’t seen you much this week, and I wanted to check in.”

      Nathan stared at his tray.

      Because I don’t like to be at home when I’m thinking this way. Don’t want to bring impure thoughts into the house.

      “I don’t really see what the harm is if he still has thoughts like that on occasion,” Nate’s mother said. “We all have thoughts about things we’re not supposed to.”

      The reverend chuckled as though she’d made a joke. “‘He who looks at another person with lust has already committed adultery in his heart.’”

      Kristin rolled her eyes. “If that’s the case, I’ve committed adultery a hundred times over.”

      The reverend looked surprised, and even Nate paused with his fork halfway to his mouth.

      “Oh, come on,” Kristin said. “Like you haven’t too? Every time we go to the bank—who’s that teller with the red hair? Lucy?”

      The reverend’s neck flushed. Nate ate quickly, eager to escape the mounting tension.

      “And I don’t mind!” Kristin said. “That’s my point. Sometimes we have feelings. And as long as we act right—”

      “Please,” the reverend said. “Keep your voice down.” He leaned toward her. “You know what the relapse rate is for kids who complete this program. We’ve been working hard to get that percentage down, and believe me, thoughts matter.” He looked at Nate and tried to smile. “You know we’re here for you if you need us. And I’d love it if you’d join group prayer tonight.”

      “Uh…” Nate pushed his green beans with his fork. “Maybe. I’ve got plans with Marissa.”

      “She’s welcome too.” The reverend finished his potato salad, wiped his mouth, and stood. “I’d better make the rounds.”

      Nate’s dad always went around to each table the first night to get to know the kids better and make sure everyone was settling in okay. Nate watched him go, then turned to his mother. She raised her eyebrows. “You really doing okay?”

      “Yeah. I think. I just…” He kept pushing the beans. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t have to evaluate all my thoughts. That I could just...have them, you know? Like you said. And as long as I don’t act on the bad ones—”

      Kevin leaned across the table. “’Scuse me, Mrs. T. You gonna eat your ranch dip?”

      “No, Kevin, I’m not.” Nate’s mother handed the little paper cup to him. “Go for it.”

      Kevin took it and went back to talking with Talia.

      “Anyway.” Nate shrugged dismissively. “It’s no big deal.” He glanced around. “Seems like a good group.”

      His mom watched her husband, who was standing beside the far table, laughing with the boys there. “He’s so good with them,” she said quietly. “I admire him so much for that. For his optimism. But I just don’t...I mean, if the program hasn’t worked on you, how does he expect it to work for all these other kids?”

      Nate stared at her, panicked and angry. “Wait, what? Do you have any idea…? Do you have any idea how hard I’ve worked? How hard I’m working?” His voice wavered, and he stopped.

      He wished he didn’t have to be here, in this building, with all these people talking and laughing. He wasn’t in the mood right now, and he couldn’t stand the thought that he’d let his father down. That, through his own weakness, he’d made his mother think that Moving Forward was a failure.

      He’d known the camp wasn’t her darling like it was his father’s, but he hadn’t realized she had so little faith in it. In his father.

      He helped me. He fixed me.

      “Nate?” his mother said. “I didn’t mean that as a criticism of you. Just that I don’t know if your father’s expectations are always reasonable.”

      Nate didn’t answer.

      “I really do think it’s okay to have the thoughts,” she continued. “Unless they’re interfering with your happiness. Unless you’re truly struggling not to act on them.”

      Something inside Nate wrenched. Suddenly he was Nathan again, in a crisp white dress shirt, standing in Jason Banning’s tiny kitchen. Terrified, but determined.

      “You heard him,” Nate said coldly. “If you have the thought, you’ve as good as committed the sin.”

      “Even he doesn’t really believe that.” She leaned forward. “What concerns me isn’t the thoughts themselves—it’s that they’re about Jason.”

      He flinched. “I know. It’s—it’s messed up; I get that.” He forced himself to meet her gaze. “I’d do anything to go back to that night and—”

      She shook her head. “It’s over and done. And he’s at fault, not you.” She paused. “That’s what I hope you realize.”

      “I know,” he snapped.

      She set down her fork and took a sip of milk. Right out of the carton, not even using a straw. She smacked her lips and sighed. “Being a Catholic was so easy. I felt guilty about everything, but at least it was sin, confess, forgiven. You’ve got it rough.”

      “Confessing doesn’t do any good if you don’t learn from your mistakes and do better in the future.” Nate was being nasty to her, but he couldn’t help it.

      She looked at him with sadness and regret, and he could tell her mind was somewhere else, on some memory of him. Of Nathan. And that made him even angrier.

      “You and I used to be close,” she’d slurred to him last year, when he’d caught her polishing off a bottle of wine while the reverend was away promoting the camp in Oregon. She’d looked at him with tears running down her cheeks, leaving tracks in her makeup. “I’m glad he’s helped you. He’s h-helped me too. But don’t let him make us enemies.” She’d said the word with a strange emphasis, like it shocked her a little, the possibility that that’s what the reverend had done.

      “Go to bed,” he’d told her, not sure whether to be furious or sympathetic. His chest was tight, and he ached with the effort of holding back memories of the days when he and his mother had been inseparable. He’d been innocent once. Then he’d grown up, and he’d lost that beauty of spirit. He had, through his own choices, sullied himself. “Dad’ll blame himself, if he finds out you did this.”

      She’d looked at him with that same distant, sorrowful expression, and in that moment, he’d wanted to hit her. How was he supposed to be strong if both of his parents couldn’t lead by example?

      “You are doing better,” she said softly. “You’re doing so well.”

      He slid his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “I’ve got to meet Marissa now.” Another lie—he still had an hour. “Maybe we’ll make it to group prayer.”

      He took his tray up the counter, handed it to the kitchen staff, and left as quickly as he could.
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      The house was the same as Jason remembered: just a single level brick place with a plant-infested patio out the front. It was no different than any other house lining the street, and Jason felt the same overwhelming sense of disbelief that he had the moment he’d first laid eyes on the place. How could someone as vibrant as his mother have come from this forgettable corner of suburbia? And how could he, having fallen into its clutches, be certain he could escape it?

      At fifteen he’d been a snob, not looking down on people for the things they didn’t possess, but for the ideas they didn’t possess. He’d hated everything about Pinehurst. A part of him still did, or at least still felt the sense of oppression creeping over him as he stared at the house from the sidewalk. Made him want to rattle the cage.

      His Aunt Rose had made it out to the porch to greet him. She was wearing her pink and blue bathrobe, and her graying hair was tightly curled.

      “Aunt Rose!” he called, shutting the driver’s door and going around to the trunk. “You didn’t have to get up. I’ll be right in.”

      “I wanted to see you!” Rose called back. Jesus, her voice sounded frailer than it had last time Jason had talked to her.

      “Go sit down.” Jason grabbed his duffel bag. “I’ll be right there.”

      Rose didn’t move as Jason lugged his bag up the front walk. His leg was killing him. And with Rose infirm as she was, shit, wouldn’t they be a pair?

      She waited until he was on the front stoop, then walked into the house with him. “Your sheets are clean.” She waved her hands. “Don’t ask me about dinner; I haven’t put any of the frozen meals out to thaw. I figured we’d just order pizza. Cara showed me how to do it online.”

      “Who’s Cara?” Jason dropped his bag by the couch and stood there breathing much harder than a trip up the driveway warranted.

      “She’s a friend.”

      “Well, pizza’s good. I’m not that hungry. I stopped on the way.”

      He thought about Isaac. Poor kid. Jason wished he could summon some of that righteous anger he’d felt a few years ago. Now the thought of Reverend Tull and Moving Forward just made him tired.

      “Well, I like mushrooms now,” Rose said, hobbling toward the den. “I didn’t used to, but a lot has changed since you left.”

      “I still like mushrooms,” Jason said.

      “Okay, I’m going to order extra.” He heard her clicking away on the computer.

      He sat on the couch. Leaned back and sighed. Home sweet home? Hardly. Maybe he’d go up to the lookout after dinner, if his leg was up to more driving. Get some air. “When you’re done,” he said, “Come out here and tell me what else has changed since I’ve been gone. Am I still a pariah?”

      No answer for a while. Then: “Hon? You’ve got as much reason to be here as the next person.”

      Sure.

      Tell that to the Tulls.
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      Nate took Marissa to the lookout spot behind Armenhautz Farm. From there you could see over cliffs into misty valleys that faded to soft blue and silver in the evenings. Marissa was unusually quiet tonight. Maybe he should be glad.

      She could be...difficult. Selfish. Putting her own needs before God’s will. She had a sharp tongue, like Nathan’s mother. But he did love her. She was pretty, and funny, and she could put that strong will to good use when she wanted.

      Nate hated himself when he judged her, or when he judged anyone. So what if she had her faults? Everyone had faults. God knew he was as flawed as they came. And he was so grateful to Marissa in so many ways. She had agreed to date him knowing, like the whole world did, exactly what sins he’d committed.

      Sometimes Nate thought the burden of his guilt would have been easier to carry in secret. His father didn’t believe that. His father said that a burden shared was a burden halved. But Nate had always needed to compartmentalize his feelings, from the time he was a kid. He could almost have managed his unwanted feelings if he’d kept his secret. He could have been the dutiful son, the upstanding citizen, the good Christian, if only he’d kept that other part of himself locked away. But he’d failed, and now it was out in the open, all the time, and everybody knew, and Nate felt like he was always struggling against it. He couldn’t hide from it behind those other roles: son, citizen or Christian. He wished there was a way to shove it back in its box.

      “Look at those douchebags.” Melissa had a low giggle and a bright smile. She was looking out the window at a group of teenagers—Nate recognized a couple of them from church: Nick Gallagher and Colin Brown. They were throwing stones off the cliff. “God, wouldn’t it be hilarious, if they fell into the gorge?”

      “Stop that,” Nate said.

      She looked at him sharply. “Don’t tell me what to do. I’m just kidding, anyway. Sort of.”

      Nate’s head hurt. He’d felt off all day. He tried to focus on what few stars were visible through the blue and purple clouds. Marissa was harsh sometimes, caustic, not the sort of of girl she pretended to be in front of Nate’s parents, or her own. But then neither was Nate. It irritated him though, when she didn’t seem to try to be better. Maybe because her hypocrisy, harmless and small, shone a spotlight on his.

      Marissa leaned back. “You need to lighten up.”

      Nate had lightened up once. With Jason. That night, he’d been simultaneously a stranger and completely himself. He’d relaxed, let go, and had become invincible.

      The memory blazed through him, so sudden and strong he stopped breathing for a moment. His eyes stung.

      “So are we gonna make out, or what?” Marissa asked.

      “I don’t...I don’t really feel like it tonight.”

      “That’s fine.” Marissa put a foot up on the dash. “God damn, usually you’re all over me. I get tired of it.” She was right. Nate often kissed her in a desperate frenzy, as though adrenaline could make up for a lack of real passion.

      Nate could tell he’d hurt her feelings. For some reason he wanted to hurt her a little more. “Could you not take the Lord’s name in vain?”

      She stared at him. “Are you serious?”

      He looked away from her. “I just… It’s disrespectful.”

      She gave a disbelieving laugh. “You of all people, telling me to respect our lord’s will?”

      Nate’s throat tightened. He took off his seatbelt and opened the car door. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      They walked along the lookout point. The town had put a guardrail up over most of it a few years back, because drunk teenagers kept getting themselves killed. But there was a spot nearby where you could actually stand on the edge of the cliff.

      Except when they reached that spot, someone was already standing by the cliff. Nate studied the silhouette—tall, powerfully built. Short hair. Something uncomfortably familiar about the posture. Nate couldn’t quite believe it—maybe this was another phantom—but as he got closer, he realized he was right.

      It was Jason Banning.

      They were too close now to turn and walk away. It would have looked weird. But maybe they could just walk past him and keep going. Nate took Marissa’s hand and sped up. Jason seemed intent on watching the last of the light fade from the sky.

      But Jason turned just as they were passing. In the gloam, Nate could see him startle. “Nathan?” he said.

      “Oh. Hey.” Nate had tried to say it coolly, but his voice came out uncertain. Nervous. “I didn’t—I mean, I’d heard you were back in town.” Heat streaked through him like someone was waving a sparkler in his chest.

      “Yeah.”

      Part of Nate couldn’t believe Jason had the nerve to talk to him. He curled his free hand into a fist.

      Jason glanced at Marissa.

      “This is my girlfriend,” Nate said thickly. “Marissa.”

      Jason nodded. “Hi.”

      “I know who you are,” Marissa’s voice was cold, and not the least bit nervous.

      Overhead, a cloud pushed off, revealing a large, patchy moon.

      “Well,” Nate said. “We’re on a walk. So...hope you’re...hope you’re recovering okay and everything.”

      He’d heard people in the town say Jason’s injury was just what the guy deserved. The same people who said the men and women in uniform were heroes; those people didn’t seem to think that applied to Jason Banning. Jason, who had gone to Afghanistan with a camera instead of a gun, but who had still risked his life in service to his country. Did they think he deserved it because of what he’d done to Nate? Or because he was gay?

      Nate wasn’t sure what he thought Jason deserved.

      He was supposed to have let all that go. He was supposed to have forgiven Jason.

      “Yeah. You too,” Jason said. “I mean—shit.” He laughed awkwardly. “I didn’t mean that. It’s like when you go to the movies and they tell you to enjoy the show and you say ‘you too’ before you realize it doesn’t apply to them…”

      Nate held Jason’s gaze for a moment. They both knew the “you too” did apply to Nate.

      Nate felt Marissa tug his hand. They walked on. He expected Marissa to make some snide comment about Jason, but she was quiet for about ten minutes, while Nate’s heart slowed and his breathing returned to normal.

      She finally said, “I’m sorry about earlier.” She stopped and looked at him, the whites of her eyes glinting. “I didn’t have any right to, like, throw your past in your face. You’ve tried really hard.” She got up on her toes and kissed him gently. “And you won.”

      He studied her in the fading light. She looked...vulnerable. He didn’t know her deeply, not yet. But he had learned her as much as he could over the last year. And he thought he knew why she was apologizing. She’d felt threatened, seeing him and Jason. However exasperated she got with him, however obvious her doubts that he was actually “recovered”, she didn’t want to lose him. Nate knew her mother must have cautioned her: Look after Nate. Be patient with him. It’s going to be a long, rocky road. He’ll need you by his side. She must feel a sense of responsibility pressing on her all the time, like an orphaned older sibling forced suddenly to take on the care of a younger brother or sister. A responsibility too big for her; unfair.

      It took him a while to find his voice. “I’m sorry too. I don’t really care if you say ‘goddamn.’ And I...I’m sorry I didn’t want to make out.”

      She grinned. “It’s okay. Maybe you’ll feel more like it when we get into the woods.” She led him on.
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      It had started Friday night when Nathan had visited UW Tacoma. Jason, a senior, had gone to a party hosted by a group of juniors. Most of the prospective students had been there, including Nathan Tull. Jason had known immediately who he was—everyone in Pinehurst knew the Tulls, and Aunt Rose was a churchgoer, after all. But did Nathan know who Jason was? Jason wasn’t a churchgoer, and Nathan had been homeschooled. They’d never spoken. Bigsby had introduced them, in a casual, “Hey, Jason, aren’t you from Pinehurst too?” and suddenly they were in an awkward conversation, because I hate your father and everything he represents wasn’t exactly something Jason could use as an icebreaker.

      Nathan had been so nervous and shy, so patently out of his depth in the real world, that Jason had warmed to him. And then he’d noticed the way that Nathan’s gaze has kept dropping from his eyes to his mouth, and then lower down to his groin.

      It was so wonderfully absurd that Jason had wanted to burst out laughing: Nathan Tull was gay! How was that for karma, Reverend Pray-The-Gay-Away Tull? And then the germ of an idea took hold in some dark place in Jason’s head.

      Reverend Tull’s son was gay. Reverend Tull was a hypocrite and a liar. The whole world should know. The whole world should see.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” he’d asked after a while.

      Nathan had jerked his head in a nod. “Sure.”

      They’d gone for a walk around campus. They’d talked about the school. About the countries Jason had visited. And eventually about Nathan’s father.

      “Why don’t you tell him?” Jason had asked casually. They were standing near the Russell T. Joy building—the last of Tacoma’s defunct warehouse blocks to be renovated as university buildings. Jason had photographed the building from every angle over the years. In the nineteenth century, it had housed companies that made wood stoves, candy, gloves, Studebaker wagons, and more. It wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but Jason had been determined to find ways to photograph it that would bring that history to life.

      Nathan’s gaze had shifted to him, wary. “Tell him what?”

      “You’re gay, aren’t you?”

      Nathan had stared at him as though Jason had made a sword cut across his belly, too clean and sudden for it to even have started bleeding yet.

      “It’s okay,” Jason had said. “I am too. And I assumed we were flirting?”

      “I…” Nathan had said.

      “It’s okay. Really.”

      They’d kissed, by the building with all its ghosts. Nathan’s lips were soft and a little dry, his hand hovering just above Jason’s shoulder, sweetly hesitant. The next day, Nathan had bailed on a tour of the admissions office to have coffee with Jason. That afternoon, while Nathan was interviewing with the dean, Jason had set up the webcam in the bookcase. And that night, he’d taken Nathan to dinner at Noodles-2-Go, and then invited him back to his place.

      Jason had been so anxious on the way there he’d nearly run over a group of students heading to an early Halloween party. He’d stopped at a corner store on the pretext of buying coffee and tea, when what he really needed was an opportunity to collect himself.

      Back in the car, he’d been all easy smiles and jokes. A teasing hand on Nathan’s thigh, moving steadily up. Eying the growing bulge in the front of Nathan’s jeans, his own dick getting hard. The Reverend Tull’s son…

      What did the collateral damage matter when it was for the greater good?

      And it was for the greater good.

      Jason had told himself that then, and he told himself that now. The best journalism served both the journalist and the public.

      He’d done Pinehurst a mercy, even if the town couldn’t—never would—see it that way.

      He scowled and tossed another stone over the cliff and waited, imagining he’d could hear it echo.

      What had changed? Jason’s story had spurred protest against the camp by civil liberties groups and LGBTQ organizations—but it had also brought forth an impenetrable wall of support for the Tulls from the Pinehurst community. The reverend could do no wrong here; he was loved and respected, and his camp wasn’t some Medieval torture den where kids were electroshocked into heterosexuality.

      There was much more outrage and contempt for Jason—even from progressives. God, especially from progressives. In the end, you couldn’t even call the reverend a hypocrite for running a gay conversion camp and having a closeted gay son. Because once the reverend had found out about Nathan, he’d shown nothing but love, patience, and understanding as he’d worked with his son to overcome this “hurdle”. The Tulls were the victims here, while Jason was the sleazebag who’d recorded sex with a barely legal kid and used the footage to wreck his life. Jason’s motives hadn’t mattered.

      What Jason hadn’t realized right away was just how much trouble he could face for his breach of ethics. Suddenly there was talk of the Tulls suing for damages. Not just a suit against Jason, but against The New Star, a borderline tabloid that marketed itself as “news with an edge,” and had published Jason’s story about the camp. The New Star had run one of the less explicit stills of Jason and Nathan. And not-so-subtly hinted that a video could be found online.

      At the time, Jason had been buddies with a law student named—well, Buddy. Buddy had taken great pleasure in detailing exactly what could happen to Jason if the Tulls pressed charges. “Dude, they could sue you for everything you have.”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “Pfff. The courts’ll find stuff to take from you to make up the difference. And are you sure the kid was eighteen when you nailed him? Because they could get you for making child porn too.”

      “What the fuck? I didn’t make porn.”

      “You made a sex tape. That’s porn.”

      “No way.” Though Jason was at a loss to explain how it was different. “I wasn’t going to...to sell it or anything.”

      “Way.” Buddy had pushed on. “They could also have you on sexual abuse…rape and sodomy if he was under sixteen…though I guess they could have you on sodomy anyway.”

      “He was eighteen.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He…” Told me?

      Jason hadn’t even asked. Nate was visiting colleges. Which you didn’t do unless you were at least sixteen, right? So Jason had assumed… But holy fuck, what were the laws? Age of consent was sixteen in Washington, but Jason wasn’t sure how much of an age difference between partners was legally permissible.

      “He was,” Jason insisted, trying not to throw up. “We’re from the same town. I knew how old he was.”

      “Dude.” Buddy shook his head. “You’re an idiot.”

      Maybe so. There was a lot Jason hadn’t considered. He’d only wanted to show that Reverend Tull couldn’t “cure” his own son, much less all of Washington’s gay and lesbian teens. Wasn’t history full of dubious but effective journalism? Sure, you ended up with scandals, like ACORN or whatever, but Jason was fine with controversy. What he wasn’t fine with was going to jail, or being sued for money he didn’t have. Or murdered by an angry mob. And part of him, cocky and young and wanting to believe that he had just launched a brilliant career, not destroyed all hope of one, had refused to process the reality of the situation. He wasn’t going to be sued. He was a college student for fuck’s sake. He was a journalist. He had a right to free expression.

      “And Nathan Tull had a right to privacy,” Buddy said, clapping Jason on the back.

      “What about my privacy?” Jason had grumbled. The death threats and propositions came in equal measures: Like you to fuck me like you fucked that Tull kid.

      I’ve got a story for you to investigate.

      Breaking news, cunt: You’re a dead man.

      Where can I get the full length video? I’ll pay premium.

      You wanna make this little fag scream for Jesus?

      Back in Pinehurst for winter break, he’d seen firsthand what an interest the media had taken in the prospect of the Tulls’ retaliation. He’d been approached by reporters at UW Tacoma, but a terse “no comment” had usually gotten them to back off. In Pinehurst, he had reporters follow him to his car, wait for him outside restaurants, camp out in front of Rose’s house... He’d started to get scared then—really scared—though he’d never have admitted it.

      But Reverend Tull had come forward and publicly put a stop to rumors that the family would file a civil suit. “What good would it do?” the reverend had asked in an interview. “It won’t restore my son’s privacy. It won’t make people unsee what they’ve seen. It will only cause more acrimony. I’ve known this young man, Jason Banning, for a long time. I’ve known his family. I believe that he has made a mistake. That he deserves a second chance.”

      That had pissed Jason off royally. Reverend Tull didn’t know him, not at all. And he didn’t need a “second chance” from the pompous fucker. He ought to be getting a fucking award for exposing what bullshit the camp was. Instead, he was a leper, and the reverend got to play the benevolent god, allowing Jason to go on with his life instead of trying to ruin him.

      Jason didn’t want to be in the Tulls’ debt.

      He’d wondered about Nathan. If Nathan had agreed with his father that going after Jason wouldn’t change anything. If he had been prepared to turn the other cheek.

      In the end, all the story had gotten Jason was near fanatical support from a leftwing nutjob group called Civil Liberties for All. They’d admired his tactics— “there aren’t any true muckrakers anymore!”—they’d lambasted Moving Forward, and, when Jason’s reputation couldn’t recover from the scandal, they’d helped him get to Afghanistan as a freelance photographer for their news blog.

      It had gotten his shinbone blown to shards.

      He stayed at the lookout point until it was completely dark and a welcome silence set in, and he saw bats flying over the gorge. He tried not to think about anything, but it all came to him in a rough and desolate flood: A brown and endless desert. Soft light on the mountains. The nights he’d lain awake worrying about what would happen to Aunt Rose if he didn’t make it home. That nagging, prickling feeling that had started just after his first year that maybe he didn’t want to make it home. The thought of Zac and Zoner and the car with the Our Family decal on it became heavy enough to slow him down when he ran, when he spoke. Part of him still believed he’d have somehow noticed and bypassed the IED if his brain and body hadn’t been slogging through that promise of domesticity and normalcy thick as the dust in the air.

      Sand in his lungs, trapped in the sweat on his skin. Trying to pass time in the hospital thinking about something besides the pain. Thinking about Nathan, and drawing forth a new kind of pain.

      He snapped around at the sound of laughter somewhere to his right. A man and a woman. He wondered briefly if it was Nathan and Marissa, but the laugh was too deep to be Nathan’s. The sound died away, and Jason went back to thinking about wars that could never be won. The slide of shoes on stones as people scrambled toward what they thought they wanted—some warped idea of freedom or justice or safety or love.

      You tried to do a good thing, and it exposed some part of you—some dark and ruthless part that existed outside of morality. That had never known goodness at all.
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      “Nate?”

      Nate had tried to sneak past the study door, but his dad had ears like a bat. So Nate plastered a smile on his face and pushed open the door. “I thought you’d be in bed by now. It’s late.”

      “Just going through the admission interviews.” His father rubbed his eyes.

      “Isaac?” Nate asked, thinking of the unhappy kid.

      “Leanne did the interview,” his dad said with a sigh. “And she’s a good woman. Sharp as a tack. It’s not like her to miss anything, so I have to wonder if this unwillingness is new to young Isaac. Maybe he’s been receiving some bad guidance from others.”

      Nate nodded. These kids were all computer-savvy. There wasn’t a corner of the internet they didn’t feel at home on. And there were plenty of people out there willing to shout from the rooftops that Reverend Tull was some sort of evil bigot, that his camp brainwashed innocent kids. It hurt Nate to read stuff like that. His father loved these kids, and only wanted the best for them. He wanted them to live according to God’s plan. He wanted to help them walk that difficult path, and safeguard their souls. How could that be wrong?

      His father tapped his fingers on the desk. Smiled—tiredly but with a sincerity that made Nate feel safe. “Still, enough about that. How was your night?”

      “Good.” The word sounded hollow.

      Saw Jason Banning.

      I hate him. I shouldn’t hate him, but I do. He betrayed me. If I’d stayed strong, stayed righteous, he wouldn’t have been able to do that. It’s my fault, my sin. But I hate him because it hurt.

      “How’s Marissa?”

      “She’s fine.”

      Another lie, but Nate didn’t know how to explain it to himself, let alone his father. How lately Marissa’s company made him itch, like he was desperate to put some space between them. How every little irritation was suddenly bigger than it had any right to be, all because of Nate’s own bad mood. He ought to have been forgiving of her sins, not cataloging them.

      Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?

      She’d forgiven him for Jason. What did it matter if she took the Lord’s name in vain or playfully wished a bunch of douchebags would fall off a cliff? Marissa’s sins would never—never—be as terrible as Nate’s.

      His dad stood up from his desk and walked around it. He knew. He always knew when Nate was stumbling. He put a hand on Nate’s shoulder and drew him close. Held him, and rubbed his back.

      “It’s okay, Nate,” he said. “I love you. God loves you. You’re stronger than your phantoms.”

      Nate was scared that wasn’t true. He was scared that in a year, in ten years, in twenty, he’d still be working here at the camp, married to Marissa, his skin itching all the time, while he slowly grew to hate her as much as he hated himself. He was scared he was using her, when she deserved someone who wanted her for herself, for all her faults, not just someone who wanted her because he thought he ought to. He loved her, as a friend, but he wasn’t blind. He’d seen other young couples, and there was an energy between them, a spark, that he and Marissa didn’t share. Was it so wrong to question God’s plan for them?

      Of course it was. It was questioning God’s plan that had landed him in Jason’s bed in the first place.

      “I saw Jason tonight,” he said at last, and his father’s grip tightened, as though he suddenly feared Nate was falling away. Nate squeezed his eyes shut.

      “How did that make you feel?”

      “I don’t know.” Hurt. Angry. Ashamed. Stupid, because underneath everything a sick, rebellious part of him had reacted in a different way. Had been pleased to see Jason  again. Safe, alive, handsome. Stupid, because Nate wasn’t the same kid he’d been that weekend at UW. He wasn’t dizzy with fear and hope, both pressing on his chest so hard he could barely breathe. Stupid, because Jason had set a trap for him and he’d dived straight in. Stupid, because he hated Jason Banning, but still shivered in the middle of the night when he remembered the way Jason had touched him. “I don’t feel strong.”

      “But you are.” His father released him. His eyes were dark with concern. “You are. You must believe that, Nate. The Lord tests us, but He loves us. He doesn’t set us up to fail, Nate. He knows you’re stronger than the phantoms.”

      Nate didn’t know if he believed that. He was just so tired of fighting this battle, so tired of the constant fear of backsliding—like one of those alcoholics you heard about who hadn’t touched a drop in twenty years before going on a bender for no reason at all. Once a sickness like that was in you, once it was eating away at your soul, you never got rid of it. You never recovered from it. A thing like that didn’t go back in its box at all.

      “You’re tired,” his father said, showing him a worried frown. “Go on and get some sleep. We’ll talk again in the morning.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nate murmured.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. You’re a good man. You’re doing your very best, and that’s all anyone can ask of you. Even Him upstairs.”

      Nate managed a small smile at that. “Thanks, Dad.”

      His father hugged him again. “I love you, Nate.”

      Nate's throat ached with unshed tears. “I love you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Those people who said you could never go home again? Wishful thinking.

      Jason stared at the wall of the small bedroom he’d lived in for those three years between his parents’ deaths and college, watching the way the sunlight slanted through the wooden blinds and landed in bright stripes across the posters of bands that Jason had taped there in high school. Bands whose lead singers wore tight shirts, chains on their jeans, hair gel and guyliner. Bands whose lead singers were glaring at Jason angrily, as if they somehow remembered the number of times desperate teenage Jason had jerked off over them.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his forehead. He hadn’t slept well. His was on new pain meds—the old ones had been strong enough to drop a rampaging bull—and these weren’t as good. But his doctor had warned him that unless he wanted a drug addiction to worry about too, he needed to start weaning himself off them. He’d made a trip to the cannabis dispensary in Arlington and stocked up there. Which helped sometimes, but more often than not, left him irritable and sluggish.

      Frankly, after a night of tossing and turning because his fucking leg wouldn’t give him a moment of peace, the drug addiction sounded pretty fucking nice.

      He could hear Aunt Rose rattling around in the kitchen, and remembered that he’d come here to look after her, and not the other way around. Knowing Rose, if he didn’t get up and stop her, she’d be knocking on the door in twenty minutes with a breakfast tray.

      Jason pulled his blankets off and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

      Even that hurt.

      In the field hospital, and then in Germany, he’d begged them try and save his leg. Maybe they would have tried anyway, but for some reason Jason had gotten it into his head that they were going to amputate. So now his leg was held together with enough bits of metal to really excite TSA agents at airports, and Jason wished he’d had the presence of mind to say, “Fuck it. Cut if off.”

      A prosthetic couldn’t have hurt this much.

      He limped out of the room and down the hall. In the kitchen, Rose wasn’t making breakfast. She had a mug of earl grey and was staring out the window.

      “Hi,” he said softly. She didn’t jump, so she must have heard him come in.

      “Good morning.” Things had been weird between them after Jason’s article about the Tulls. It wasn’t that Rose liked Moving Forward any better than he did. But she, like everyone else, had been disturbed by his tactics. Successive goddamn governments could talk about collateral damage and civilian casualties, and people understood that, but they drew the line at Nathan Tull? Well, fuck them. Jason had been fighting a war too.

      He thought of the kid from the diner, misery written all over his face. Isaac.

      Jason was still fighting the war for kids like that.

      “There’s tea in the canister,” Rose said. “I’m out of coffee. Kristin’s coming later to pick up my shopping list.”

      “Kristin?” His leg ached as he limped toward the kettle.

      “Kristin Tull. She’s been helping me with my groceries, though God knows she’s got enough on her plate.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t let those people in the house, Rose.”

      She sipped her tea. “This is my house, Jason. I needed help, and you were on the other side of the world getting shot at. What would you have me do?”

      “I could have sent you money! Hired someone!”

      Rose raised her thin, gray brows. “Don’t talk nonsense.”

      “I’m here now,” Jason said, splashing hot water into his mug. “I’ll do your shopping for you.”

      Rose looked at him, lips pursed.

      “What? I can handle the fucking grocery shopping.”

      “Language,” she said mildly.

      He shook his head. Shoved a tea bag in his mug and headed to the living room. He and Rose had both always been stubborn. Sometimes they got along well; sometimes not so much. Jason leaned back on the couch. “Tenacious,” Civil Liberties for All had called Jason. “Bold.” They’d blogged about how Jason had done Nathan Tull a favor. Which was what Jason had wanted to believe for so long. Still, part of him hoped Nathan had never seen that post.

      Jason had forced him out of the closet. His father had forced him into the camp’s brainwashing program. The CLFA blogger, Tina Frank, had said Nathan ought to be thanking Jason. Maybe now, Tina had written, with the support young Nathan Tull is getting from the LGBTQ community, the reassurances that it’s okay to be who he is, the promise that he doesn’t have to cave to his father’s backwards and damaged way of thinking—maybe now, Nathan can start to live a healthy life.

      Everyone talking about Nathan like he was some orphaned child or animal that they needed to find a home for. Nobody asking Nathan what he thought, except the reporters who stuck recorders in Nathan’s face. Nathan, expression half-hidden by the fringe of his hair, had kept his head down. “No comment.”

      Jason liked Tina—she’d been instrumental in organizing his trip to Afghanistan. But had it ever occurred to her to ask what Nathan would have considered a healthy life?

      No. And Jason couldn’t fault her for it.

      Because it sure as hell never occurred to me.

      And he still believed—no, knew—that if Nathan would just let go, embrace his sexual orientation, he’d be happier. Sometimes when people didn’t know any other way of thinking, it damn well was the responsibility of others to expose them to new ideas, new ways of life.

      I could have done that. Could have shown him—privately—how much better life is when you’re not hiding. Instead of humiliating him publicly.

      Except it wasn’t just about him.

      It was about all those kids.

      An idea came to him that brought with it an odd mix of relief and adrenaline.

      I could go over there and apologize. Not to the reverend. Not for the things I said about Moving Forward. But to him.

      It would probably work. Weren’t Christians supposed to have a hard-on for forgiveness?

      Almost immediately an angry, jagged voice countered: Like hell I’d ever set foot on that property.

      But he had to. The only way he could—sigh—“move forward,” was by putting things right with Nathan.

      So he’d go to the Tulls’ today. And he’d apologize to Nathan.
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      The first full day at Moving Forward signified a fresh start for the kids. Their parents were gone, and they’d spent a night in a strange place. The bravado of the previous evening, if they’d had any to begin with, had usually vanished. The night before, the dining hall had been full of chatter. This morning it was muted. Although a lot of that, Nate thought, was because they were teenagers and it was seven in the morning.

      Nate took his breakfast tray to the table with the four boys from Maple Cabin. For the next six weeks they’d be his to mentor. Steven, Tyler, Richie and Isaac. Even Steven and Tyler seemed subdued this morning. Maybe a little wary, as though they were expecting someone to start screaming about hellfire and brimstone any minute now.

      “How’s breakfast?” Nate asked them, pulling up a chair at the table.

      “It’s okay,” Tyler said.

      “It’s good,” Steven said.

      Isaac pushed his scrambled eggs around his plate.

      “Did you guys sleep okay?” Nate knew by the bags under their eyes that they’d stayed up most of the night. That was okay. A few days of fresh air and activity, and they’d be too tired to get up to any trouble.

      “Yeah,” Tyler said. He scratched his head, standing a few strands of red hair on end. “There was like this owl or something. It was loud.”

      “Fucking loud,” Steven said. Tyler elbowed him and he colored. “Sorry.”

      Nate smiled. “It’s okay.”

      They didn’t know where Nate fit in yet. It always took a few days for the kids to figure out he was a friend.

      “So, I thought we might take a walk to the lake after breakfast,” Nate said. “How does that sound?”

      Richie shrugged and nodded.

      “Don’t we have to, like, talk about the Bible and stuff?” Steven asked, chewing his lip.

      Nate made a face. “Well, that’s up to you. We can go to the chapel and read the Gospels if you want, but the lake’s pretty nice.”

      Steven and Tyler snickered, and Richie hid a grin. Isaac caught Nate’s gaze and then looked away.

      “Can we swim in it?” Richie asked.

      “Course we can.” Nate looked at his watch. “Okay, what about I meet you guys at your cabin in twenty minutes, and we’ll walk to the lake?”

      The boys finished eating and headed off to clear their trays.

      “Don’t forget your towels!” Nate called after them.

      “Taking them to the lake?” Nate’s dad sat down beside him.

      “Yeah. I’ll wear them out this morning, then after lunch we’ll open a dialog.”

      His dad clapped a hand on his shoulder and smiled warmly. “You’ve got a good group.”

      “I think so.”

      He liked this group, and he hoped—once their suspicions fell away—that they’d like him too. Nate was Moving Forward’s not-so-secret weapon. Every other counselor in the place was great with the kids, but Nate was the only one with a ready answer for “You don’t understand what this is like!”

      “Tom and Leanne will be firing up the barbecue for lunch,” his father said. “Which means…”

      “Which means Maple Cabin is on dishwashing duty,” Nate said. “I’ll break it to them gently.”

      His father laughed. “I’ll let you finish your breakfast.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      There were six cabins at Moving Forward: Maple, Oak, Elm, Aspen, Cedar and Pine. Each of the cabins could house up to eight kids, but numbers were down a little at the moment. If there was a peak season for Moving Forward it was, for some reason, winter. Nate didn’t know why. Maybe it was the cluster of family oriented holidays in the winter. Parents who couldn’t stand the thought of another Thanksgiving or Christmas looking across the dinner table at their little abomination.

      Nate tightened his grip on his fork and wondered where that sudden thought had come from. It was angry, and it was unjustified. None of the people at Moving Forward thought these kids were abominations. They wanted to help these kids. Guide them, not punish them.

      Nate finished his breakfast and bussed his tray, then headed back outside the main building. There were a few cars pulled up outside the entrance to the office, belonging to the workers or the volunteers who, unlike the counselors, didn’t live on site. A place like Moving Forward couldn’t manage without a small army of volunteers manning phones and spearheading fundraising efforts. Moving Forward was close to Reverend Tull’s heart, but it wasn’t his only ministry. He divided his time between the camp and the church in town.

      Nate waved at his mother as she stepped out of the office, heading for her car.

      She waved back, but didn’t stop. She was as busy as her husband. She had few formal church duties, but was always helping out parishioners and neighbors in town.

      Nate headed down the path toward the cabins.

      The morning was warm. It would be good swimming weather at the lake. He headed for Maple cabin. At Oak, Leanne was getting her three girls ready for the lake as well.

      “See you there,” she called to Nate as he passed. “I’ll bet we can beat your boys in a canoe race!”

      Nate laughed and continued on.

      As he rounded the bend on the path, he could hear the boys talking excitedly. Heard his name. He stopped behind a screen of trees.

      “No, it is him. Look!” Tyler said.

      “Holy shit!” Richie exclaimed. “Fuck. He’s getting plowed!”

      “These are only screengrabs. Is the video online?”

      “I dunno. Google it.”

      “Does it hurt, d’you think?” Richie asked. “I mean, look at his face.”

      “You’re looking at his face?” Steven asked. “Dude, are you even sure you’re gay?”

      “Well, not for much longer,” Richie said and laughed.

      “It’s not funny!” Isaac’s voice was strident. “None of this is funny!”

      “Calm your farm,” Steven said. “Look, all we have to do is listen to this Jesus bullshit for six weeks, then we’re done.”

      “Yeah,” Tyler said. “And as soon as we’re eighteen, we can do what the hell we want.”

      Nate’s stomach twisted. He knew he had to put a stop to this sort of talk, but the thought of stepping out now, of exposing himself when he knew exactly what pictures they were staring at, was mortifying. But, God help him, he couldn’t let them keep talking.

      He moved out from behind the trees.

      The boys, standing together on the little front veranda of the cabin, started guiltily. Tyler managed to shuffle in behind the others.

      Nate stepped up onto the veranda and held out his hand. “Tyler. Give me your phone.”

      “What?” Tyler was all wide-eyed innocence. “I don’t have a phone.”

      “Give me your phone,” Nate repeated. He worked hard to keep his tone even. “You know you’re not allowed to have it in the cabin. It should be in the lockers in the office.”

      For a moment he thought Tyler would deny it. Then, rolling his eyes, the boy stepped forward and slapped his phone into Nate’s palm. Nate glanced down at the screen. It was still open to whatever webpage they’d found the pictures on. Nate—Nathan—his eyes half-closed, biting his lower lip, staring into a camera he didn’t know was there. Jason Banning behind him, holding his leg up as they—

      Made love, he’d thought at the time.

      Fornicated, he’d thought later, full of hatred and bitterness.

      Now, he didn’t know what to call it.

      He wasn’t sure there was even a word for it. Because there they were, the camera forever trapping them in that shared moment, but they’d been doing two very different things. All those words that Jason had whispered to him, all that encouragement, that tenderness, all lies.

      He felt sick.

      Nate put the phone in his pocket. “So, that’s my story. It’s not a secret. If there’s anything you want to ask me about my past, and how I got from there to here, go ahead.”

      None of the boys would meet his gaze. They stared at their feet.

      Leanne and the girls rounded the bend.

      Nate swallowed and forced a smile. “Okay, then. Who’s ready to check out the lake?”

      The boys headed up the path, subdued.

      “Everything okay?” Leanne asked Nate in an undertone.

      “Yeah.” Nate drew a deep breath. “I just confiscated a phone, and they’re not happy. Listen, I’m going to run it up to the office. Can you keep an eye on the boys until I catch up?”

      “No problem.” Her smile was warm.

      Nate watched her follow the kids up the path that wound through the camp and led, eventually, to the lakeside. He sighed and headed back toward the main buildings and the office.

      He didn’t like that Tyler had lied to him, but he understood why. What bothered him more was the way the boys had been talking about the camp. They were supposed to be here because they wanted help to live according to God’s plan. They were supposed to genuinely want to change.

      “All we have to do is listen to this Jesus bullshit for six weeks, then we’re done.”

      It might have been a mistake putting Steven and Tyler together in a cabin. They were already close friends. Nate could just imagine them making a pact to resist whatever Moving Forward tried to teach them. Richie didn’t need that kind of negativity. Isaac certainly didn’t.

      Nate left the cover of the trees and jogged across the dirt parking lot. He didn’t recognize the silver SUV that was just pulling up, but he sure recognized the guy stepping out of it.

      Jason Banning.

      Oh Jesus.
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      Jason saw Nathan as soon as he stepped out of his car. Nathan had been walking toward the office building, but stopped when he spotted Jason. Jason wouldn’t have been surprised to see him suddenly topple like one of those fainting goats. Then, he seemed to recover, and began to walk forward again.

      “Can I help you with anything?” he asked, as though Jason was a stranger.

      Jason resisted the temptation to look him up and down slowly. Pretty sure if there was a God, it was His idea of a joke to make Nathan Tull so damn beautiful. No starched shirt or ruthlessly gelled hair today. Nate wore a blue T-shirt that showed off tanned arms. His sandy hair was almost shaggy, the ends curling at his ears. His lips were parted slightly; clear hazel eyes met Jason’s.

      An uncomfortable prickling started under Jason’s skin. Here, Nathan was real. He wasn’t a memory from four years ago, a picture on the Moving Forward website. He was the man Jason had hurt, solid, the tips of his ears sunburned, his eyes betraying his uncertainty. And already Jason’s mind was trying to create distance. Was trying not to search those eyes for the hope he’d seen that night at UW. For the fury he knew Nathan was entitled to. Was trying not to feel Nathan, taste him, remember the unexpected tenderness he’d felt watching him smile.

      You could have had that, a voice in his head spoke. You could have had that smile, a private souvenir; a gift. It would have made you luckier than any coin. Kept you safer.

      Instead you took what wasn’t yours.

      He silenced it. Best to approach this with a sense of purpose. Just say the words, and you’ll feel better.

      “Hey, Nathan.” His voice was steady.

      “I go by Nate now.”

      “Sorry. Nate. I came to see you, actually.”

      Something flashed in Nate’s gaze. “I can’t imagine why.”

      “To apologize.”

      Nate regarded him warily. He squinted slightly in the sunlight. “To apologize for what?”

      “For what I did to you,” Jason said. Face to face, the words were coming harder than he’d thought, each one threatening to undermine something inside him. He was afraid he’d trigger an avalanche if he had to look Nate in the eye for much longer. “I shouldn’t have used you just to get at your father. At this place.”

      “You don’t need to apologize to me.” Nate stepped closer. “You didn’t force me. It was my own weakness that brought me to that point.”

      “Weakness?” No, Nate had been strong that night. Brave as shit.

      “I should thank you.” Nate rubbed the back of his neck. “You did me a favor. You made me see that I needed the Lord’s guidance and forgiveness. I’m a better man now than I was then.”

      “Are you a happier man?” Jason asked sharply.

      Nate flinched. “Yes.”

      “Liar.” Jason stepped forward, ignoring the pain in his leg.

      Nate stared at him, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

      Jason suddenly wanted to touch him, to soothe his nerves the way he had that night four years ago. He wanted to relive that moment, more miraculous than any Bible story, when Nathan Tull had trusted him enough to open himself to Jason’s touch. He lifted his hand.

      “Don’t.” Nate stepped back. “Don’t. Please.”

      “Aren’t you angry with me?” A part of Jason wanted to see if he could provoke Nate into a reaction, an honest reaction. Something more than this timidity. “You should be angry. Come on, Nate. Even Jesus got angry.”

      “Don’t.” Nate’s voice was low. “Don’t mock my faith.”

      Guilt froze Jason. “I didn’t mean to. Shit. I came here to apologize.”

      Color rose in Nate’s face. He opened his mouth and closed it, then opened it again and spoke. His voice was thin, a little reedy, belaying the polite, bland words that he spoke. “I appreciate that, but, as I said, it’s not necessary. Is there anything else you needed?”

      “Nate.” This time Jason did touch him, his fingers brushing over Nate’s forearm, the soft hairs there prickling in their wake.

      Nate jumped back like he’d been stung.

      “Nate!” a voice called from over by the building. A screen door slammed in the frame.

      Jason sucked in a deep breath and turned to face Reverend Tull.

      The man was barreling toward them, no trace of a smile on his usually genial face. “Are you okay?”

      Jesus. Like he thought Jason was going to bend Nate over the hood of his SUV and ravish him right then and there.

      “I’m fine,” Nate said, but he sounded like his voice was close to breaking.

      Jason turned back to him. “Nate…”

      Fuck. He was crying.

      “I’m sorry,” Nate whispered. Tears slid down his face. He looked stricken. “I’m so sorry.”

      Jason reached out again. “Hey. Look, I—”

      Nate looked straight past him. “Dad, I’m sorry.”

      Reverend Tull brushed Jason aside. Opened his arms to Nate, but Nate dodged, hand out. “I can’t— Everyone just leave me alone.” He hurried toward the main buildings.

      Jason couldn’t swallow around the ache in his throat. It wasn’t shame he felt. It wasn’t guilt. It was something much larger, something with no name. Something monstrous that he stood no chance against; it had power beyond human comprehension. He would have given his fucking life in that fraction of a second to take away Nate’s tears, to take away the reason for Nate’s tears. But he was the reason. He was, and he wished the roadside bomb had fucking vaporized him, if there was any chance that would make things right with Nate.

      Reverend Tull turned to Jason. “Mr. Banning, you’re not welcome here at Moving Forward. Leave, or I’ll call the police and have them remove you.”

      He took it. He took the reverend’s self-righteousness, his impossible calm, his fucking monumental ignorance, and he used it to patch the holes every one of Nate’s tears had burned in his walls, his safeguards.  “I came to apologize to your son,” Jason said. “It has nothing to do with you.”

      Reverend Tull’s expression hardened. “Stay away from my son. You’ve hurt him enough for one lifetime. He may forgive you for that, but, God help me, I don’t know that I ever will.”

      Well, Jason thought as he climbed back into his car, so much for Christian charity.

      He drove away burning with a bleak but savage self-satisfaction.

      He’d put a big ugly crack in Reverend Tull’s universal love. He’d set that calm alight. He’d brought that motherfucker down from the clouds and into the muck with the rest of humanity.

      He kept that. He kept that instead of Nate’s tears.
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      “Don’t be scared. I’m gonna take good care of you.”

      Nate sat in the empty mess hall, feet wide apart, elbows resting on his knees. His hands hung in the gap between his legs. Nate, hunched over, watched them. And breathed. Pretty sure he’d forget how if he didn’t keep concentrating on it. He felt like he’d been winded, like he couldn’t suck in enough air. Felt like he’d taken a blow to the stomach. Something that would leave his whole body aching and bruised.

      His father set a cup on the table. “Lemonade.”

      Nate shook his head.

      The legs of a chair scraped against the floor as his father sat down. “Maybe you ought to take a few days off.”

      “No.” His voice rasped. “These kids...” These kids with their phones and their snickers and their he’s getting plowed! “These kids need my help.”

      In this moment, he wasn’t sure it was true. He wasn’t sure what he could offer these kids except himself, flawed and afraid. Couldn’t promise them that one day they’d feel at home in their skin again if right now Nate wanted to tear his off just to escape the way it crawled.

      Nate closed his eyes, and reminded himself that he was a work in progress. All God’s children were.

      “I’ll stay here at the camp,” Nate said, opening his eyes again. He lifted his head and met his father’s solemn gaze. “I won’t let my phantoms prevent me from doing God’s work.”

      His father reached out and caught his hand. “I’m glad.”

      Nate swallowed. “Did you mean what you said to him? About not forgiving him?”

      That worried him, deeply. Not for Jason’s sake, but for his father’s.

      His father cleared his throat. His eyes shone with tears. He squeezed Nate’s fingers between his own. “Sometimes I am a very small man. We all have our phantoms.”

      “You should...” Nate drew a shaking breath. Felt like he had no right to offer his father any guidance, but his dad was a good man. He deserved a clean conscience, not a black stain on his soul because of Nate’s sins. “You should ask God’s help to let go of your anger.”

      His father regarded him silently for a moment. Then he smiled, just as a tear slid down his cheek. “Will you pray with me, Nate?”

      “Yes.” Nate’s heart swelled. “I will.”
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      There was a strange car outside Rose’s house when Jason got back. When he opened the front door, he could hear voices from the kitchen. He let the door slam in the frame.

      “Jason?” Rose called.

      He went through to the kitchen. Kristin Tull was sitting at the table, her long fingers wrapped around a mug of coffee.

      “Jason,” she said, nodding. Her smile seemed a little forced, and her eyes a little bright, but Jason had never been able to get a good read on her. Half the time, watching the sermons that the church broadcast online, it looked like she was biting back some sarcastic comment. The rest of the time she looked as serene as a cave-dwelling mystic who’d found the secret to life.

      “Hello, Mrs. Tull.”

      “It’s good to see you in one piece.”

      Jason almost laughed. Right. Of course it was. He schooled his features. “It’s good to be in one piece.”

      Her smile faded a little.

      Nate was her son, no question. He was built along the same skinny lines as his mother. Not an ounce of spare fat on either of them. Kristin’s features were sharper than Nate’s though. The wrinkles in the corners of her eyes and the lines at the edges of her mouth didn’t do anything to soften her features. She wasn’t a beautiful woman, but, with a fresh wardrobe and a stylish haircut, she might have been striking. As it was, she didn’t quite seem to fit the mold of a reverend’s wife.

      When the scandal had hit, her response had seemed out of sync with the reverend’s and Nate’s. She’d made no secret of wanting to go after Jason. Of wanting blood. One afternoon, Jason had caught a local news interview with her where she’d claimed to have come around to her husband’s stance. No legal action would be taken against Jason. “In our church, we preach forgiveness,” she’d said. “And I intend to honor that. I hope Jason Banning has a good life, full of large blessings and only the smallest heartbreaks. I hope he learns and grows and becomes a better man and journalist than he has shown himself to be so far. That is what I hope.”

      He’d remembered those words because they’d seemed somehow stilted and yet completely sincere. She’d wanted to crush him, and she’d made an uneasy peace with the fact that she couldn’t. He’d remembered those words because, unlike the reverend’s they’d caused him pain without anger. The first stab of true regret.

      “Kristin bought my groceries.” Rose crossed from the counter to the table, and eased herself down into a chair.

      “Thank you,” Jason said. “But I can get Rose’s groceries from now on.”

      Rose snorted into her mug.

      “I’m sure you can,” Kristin said. “But since I’ll still be popping by for my morning coffee, I might as well pick up a few things here and there.”

      Jason stared at her for a moment. Her pleasant tone hid a will of iron, that was for sure. And while Jason sure as hell didn’t want anyone from the church in Rose’s house, it wasn’t up to him. Not at all.

      He sat down too, taking the weight off his leg. “Well, I suppose I can’t stop you.”

      Kristin raised her eyebrows. “No, I suppose you can’t.”

      Rose sat between them, smiling a little to herself, and Jason suddenly imagined Kristin and him as the angel and the devil on her shoulders, vying for her soul. Except he wasn’t sure which was which. He hadn’t been sure for a while now.

      Getting his leg almost blown off, then spending months in hospital and in rehab had given Jason a lot of time to think. More time than he knew what to do with. He’d thought a lot about how close he’d come to death. About the number of people who’d have said he deserved it if he had died. He’d wondered what Nathan would think.

      He’d assumed Nate hated him, but that wasn’t true, was it? Nate didn’t hate him. Nate had tried to fucking thank him.

      That wasn’t normal.

      That wasn’t right.

      Nate was broken.

      And that made Jason feel like a worthless piece of shit.

      Kristin stood up, and for a moment Jason thought she was going to leave. He was relieved. Then, she began to unpack the grocery bags on the counter, opening and closing Rose’s cupboards like she had some sort of proprietary right. She stared out the window into Rose’s back garden.

      “You need that tree cut back, Rose. If that comes down in a storm, it’ll land on the roof.”

      “Yes, I know.” Rose sipped at her coffee.

      Kristin pulled a pack of cookies out of the grocery bag and came and sat at the table again. “I’ll ask some of the people from the church to come along. We’ll have a working bee.”

      Jason kept his voice even. “My aunt doesn’t need your charity, Mrs. Tull.”

      Kristin regarded him curiously, her eyes so like Nate’s that Jason felt a wrench in his gut. Her thin mouth curved up into a tight smile. “Well, how are you going to manage on your own, Jason? I can’t picture you climbing a ladder, can you?”

      Rose put her hand on his forearm. “Jason.”

      Nothing else. Just his name. Jason looked at the knotty veins on the back of her hands. She was old suddenly. This vibrant woman, so full of life, was old now. And sixty-eight wasn’t that old. You saw people in the news all the time. Eighty-year-olds running marathons, swimming for miles. Those mad old guys from the Second World War still doing parachute jumps. They were old, and they were still going.  Rose though, was frail. Tired. Run down.

      “Well, it feels a little like I’ve got the flu all the time,” she’d told him on the phone after she’d been diagnosed. “I don’t feel so bad, but I’ve got no energy.”

      Jason was no stranger to death. He’d seen it at its worst, ripping people from the world suddenly and violently. This was different though. He wasn’t sure death was something he could live with, day in and day out. Wasn’t sure it was something he could share a house with while it stole Rose away by degrees.

      He’d tried to push Rose for more information in the beginning, without coming straight out and asking. So, how long have they given you?

      She knew what he was angling for anyway. “I go in every month and they check my blood. I could go for years yet before I even need treatment. My doctor says chances are I’ll die with this, not of it.”

      Except at her last appointment, the doctor had mentioned chemo. So there was that to look forward to now.

      Shit. The last thing Rose needed was Jason driving away the people who’d been around to help her while he was overseas. Jason just couldn’t help resenting them. He was sure Kristin Tull was only sitting at this table now, smiling at him, so that she could feel morally superior. So that she could spit on him from the high road. People like the Tulls didn’t do God’s so-called work for the heavenly reward alone. They did it so they’d be lauded for it here and now.

      Jason might have been a hypocrite, but at least he fucking knew it.

      Kristin tore open the packet of cookies and held them out.

      Rose helped herself to one.

      Jason shook his head, his mood sour. The more she showed her smile, the more he was sure it was smug, self-satisfied. The fucking Tulls. A part of Jason wanted to shock her, to wound her. Hey, Mrs. Tull. I had my dick in your virgin son. He could be as hateful as they thought he was. Another part of him—the greater part—knew that he couldn’t wound her any more if he tried.

      What he really wanted was for the Tulls to hate him, so he didn’t have to waste all his energy hating himself.

      The reverend did. The reverend fucking loathed him. He’d seen it.

      “Saw Nathan today,” he said, and Kristin’s smile vanished. “He looks good.”

      “Jason,” Rose said again.

      “He goes by Nate now, he says.”

      “That’s right,” Kristin said.

      “Since when?”

      “Since you know when.” A tightness in her jaw.

      “Interesting.” Jason reached out and snagged a cookie. Bit into it with a satisfying crunch. “Fresh start, I suppose. Moving forward and all.”

      “Jason!” Rose dug her fingers into his forearm.

      Kristin rose, smoothing her hair back, tucking stray wisps behind her ears. “I’ll come and visit again tomorrow, Rose, if that suits.”

      “Thank you for the groceries, Kristin. The money’s in the jar on top of the fridge. I haven’t been to the bank in a while either, so I might be a little short. I’ll get my checkbook.”

      Kristin put a hand on her shoulder. “No, don’t worry about that. We’ll fix it up later. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Then she was gone. A moment later the front door closed.

      “How much do we owe them for the groceries?” Jason asked. He stood up, keeping one hand on the back of his chair until he was sure he could trust his leg to take his weight.

      “The receipt will be in one of the bags.”

      Jason limped the counter and shook out the bags. “I don’t like being in that fucking church’s debt.”

      “Kristin is not that fucking church!” Rose snapped. “She’s my friend. Her and Tim have been good to me, even after everything.”

      Jason snorted. “You mean even after I fucked their son.”

      Rose went so still that some part of Jason was suddenly terrified, and he wasn’t even sure why. She met his eye. Her gaze wasn’t angry, but there was something hard in it. “Is that what you think you did?” she asked quietly, her voice wobbling slightly.

      He couldn’t turn away, but he wasn’t sure he could stand to look at her a moment longer. He felt bodiless, like he was suddenly nothing but the guilt and shame he’d tried so hard to keep out.

      Rose continued to gaze at him steadily, and Jason was scared, so fucking scared, because he couldn’t feel his skin, couldn’t move the muscles he wanted to move. The only physical sensations he felt were the throbbing of his leg and a rising sickness in his gut.

      “You didn’t ‘fuck him,’” Rose said, not flinching from either the crass language or the fear in Jason’s eyes. “You violated him. Jason, what you did was—” she hesitated only a second— “predatory.”

      The nausea was like nails in the pit of his stomach, a thousand small sharp aches rising and turning to pure heat in his chest.

      Rose’s hand fluttered by her throat. “Did you know some states have rape by fraud laws? Did you know that before you did what you did?” She blinked rapidly. “Did you know I called a lawyer in Seattle and had to ask about that? That I had to make sure that what you’d done wasn’t legally rape?”

      The pain seared Jason’s throat. He couldn’t speak.

      “And morally, Jason? God.”

      He’d seen people on the internet call him a predator. A rapist. A criminal. Bad enough coming from strangers online. But for Rose to say it…

      He was a kid again, and someone was telling him something impossible, something that hurt so much that for a second it didn’t have weight or temperature or shape. A pain so pure, it was like feeling nothing at all. Then he was at a funeral, a “celebration of life,” two large, smiling photos on easels, people in brightly colored clothes reading poems, singing. Rose’s hand on his shoulder. His gaze on the photos. On smiles blinding in their emptiness. It didn’t matter that almost no one was wearing black, because black was all he could see. And in that blackness, betrayal took root.

      The world has done me wrong.

      It has hurt me.

      Taken from me.

      That feeling needed no light to grow.

      Rose shook her head. “God, Jason, I know what you think of that camp and I know what you think of the church. Isn’t that what people always say? Oh, wouldn’t it just serve that man right if he had a gay kid! Wouldn’t that be ironic? Wouldn’t he just deserve it? Well, Nate never deserved to be put in that position.”

      “Reverend Tull is a fucking bigot!” He clawed his way out of that coldness, that terror, and rallied his defenses once more. But every lie he’d ever told himself was on fragile legs now, too weary and sick to follow him much farther.

      Rose held his gaze. “Reverend Tull is a man with opinions different than your own.”

      “Who brainwashes kids into thinking they can pray away the gay.” He painted over the shame with anger, and it almost worked. The heat of his rage flared up against the coldness of his terror.

      “You know I don’t agree with him, and you know I don’t agree with that camp,” Rose said firmly, “but what you did to Nate was wrong. I still remember the kid who came out to me, shaking and pale like he thought that suddenly I wouldn’t love him when I knew the truth about him. And I know how hard it was for you to tell me, in private. Nate didn’t get that chance, did he?”

      “Goddamn it, Rose!” Jason shoved the grocery bags up against the back of the counter. Rose’s pottery canisters—tea, coffee, sugar—rattled together. “I don’t need to hear this from you too!”

      Pretty fucking hard to storm out when he could hardly walk.

      “Who else are you hearing it from, Jason?” she called after him as he lurched out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

      Jason bit back whatever bitter reply he was going to make.

      His conscience.

      He was hearing it from his fucking conscience.

      And they both knew it.

      He didn’t know how to tell her how fucking furious it made him, that he’d ever trembled in front of her, that he’d ever let her and all the other straight people of the world have that power over him—the power to decide whether to accept him, whether to keep loving him. The reason injustice persisted was that the oppressed did exactly that—begged the mercy of their oppressors, begged for the privilege of standing in that circle of power…

      Shit.

      What the fuck?

      Rose was on his side.

      She wasn’t an oppressor. She was his family.

      But the very fact that there was overlap…that’s what killed him about the situation with Nathan. Nate. Seeing Reverend Tull with his arms out, seeing how Nate hesitated, wanting to go to his father, receive comfort from the man who was fucking abusing him. Saying play my game, play it my way, and you can have love. You can have a place in this family, this community.

      I did it too. The thought was there and then gone. Reverend Tull wasn’t just a man whose opinions were different from Jason’s on some arbitrary level.

      He was wrong.

      That Rose couldn’t see that made Jason feel so…defeated.

      I’m tired of burning with this much anger.

      I’m tired of watching people who’ve been stepped on their whole lives lie down in the dirt and beg for more.

      I’m just plain fucking tired.
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      Nate sat on the end of the little dock with his feet in the water. He squinted at the sunlight reflecting on the surface of the lake, and waved at two of Leanne’s girls as they turned in a slow, confused circle in a canoe.

      “You’ve got to paddle on both sides!” Leanne shouted out to them.

      Laughing, they capsized.

      The rest of the kids were further out, floating lazily in the water or, in Richie’s case, trying to hit the others with a wet tennis ball. Leanne was supervising from her vantage point on the pontoon.

      The only kid who hadn’t gotten all the way in was Isaac.

      “Aren’t you going in any deeper?” Nate called to him.

      Isaac was standing in the shallows, holding the legs of his boardshorts up, looking hunched over and unhappy. “I don’t like swimming.”

      “Well, it’s supposed to be fun.” Nate’s heart went out to the kid. Isaac was still wearing his shirt. Maybe it wasn’t swimming he hated, but his body. He was taller than the other kids, and heavier, and carried himself like he was trying to squeeze into a space he just wouldn’t fit. “If you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to. Water’s pretty nice though.”

      Isaac wrinkled his nose. “Are you coming in?”

      “Okay.” Nate tugged his shirt off and then used his arms to push himself off the end of the dock. The water was cool. Nate ducked his head under, then broke the surface again. He wiped his hair back, pointed his toes so he could reach the bottom of the lake, then turned back and grinned at Isaac. “Come on!”

      Isaac regarded him hesitantly for a moment. Then he turned around and pulled his shirt off, bundling it up and throwing onto the shore. Keeping his arms crossed in front of him, he lumbered into the deeper water, the tension only leaving him once he could sink up to his neck.

      “Told you it was nice,” Nate said.

      Isaac smiled hesitantly but didn’t meet his gaze.

      The lake wasn’t the place to talk about anything serious, but Nate really wanted to figure out what was going on with Isaac. He didn’t want to be here, so why was he? Reverend Tull always said the kids had to be willing to come here. And while there were degrees of willingness–Tyler and Steven were absolutely not ready to seek help—Isaac was more than dubious or resistant. He was totally miserable.

      He really needed to ask Leanne about Isaac’s interview.

      And ask Isaac about what he wanted from this experience.

      “Are you a happier man?” Jason Banning’s voice in his head was sharper than it had been in person. Mocking.

      Before Jason, Nate had been able to delude himself into believing that those strange feelings he got toward other boys, those urges, meant nothing. Jason had made him face the truth, in the most terrible way.

      No. He was not a happier man than before he’d met Jason.

      But he was a happier man now than he would have been if he’d done what he’d so desperately wanted that night, and lived his life against God’s plan. Wasn’t he?

      “Um, Nate?” Isaac wiggled his fingers on the surface of the water.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m really sorry about before.” Isaac's face was bright red. “About, um, Tyler’s phone.”

      Nate smiled ruefully. Not even the worst thing that had happened to him today. “It really is okay. I mean, not that you guys were looking at that stuff, because you’re kids, you know? But I don’t hide from my past.”

      Couldn’t, even if I tried.

      “Oh.”

      Nate dug his toes into the muddy bottom of the lake. “It doesn’t help to hide.”

      Isaac looked at him. “So you don’t...you don’t feel things for guys anymore? At all?”

      Nate hesitated. The sky over the lake was a vibrant blue, thick clouds piled high. It reminded him of something, but no sooner had the thought crossed his mind than it was gone. “I do.” It didn’t help to lie. “Sometimes. But it’s a test I know I can pass.”

      He’d hoped hearing that would be a relief to Isaac—the knowledge that he didn’t have to stop having homosexual thoughts, he just had to learn not to act on them, and to find peace and fulfillment in resisting temptation. But Isaac turned away. The ends of his long hair had darkened where they’d touched the water. “And what if I don’t want to pass it?” he mumbled.

      “What do you mean?”

      Isaac turned to him again, furious. “What if the real test was being born into this bullshit religion? And the way I pass it is by accepting who I am, and—and being free?”

      Nate’s heart thudded. He’d thought the same thing, once. With Jason’s fingers drifting across his stomach, making the muscles flutter. Jason kissing him, and Nathan surprised by how strong he was. How kissing him was more aggressive, more direct, wetter, hotter, better than kissing a girl. He’d imagined coming out, telling the reverend he had a boyfriend who loved him, and that he wasn’t ashamed. “We are free here,” he told Isaac firmly. “Or we can be. If we give it a chance.”

      Isaac shook his head, looking at the horizon again. His jaw was set, his brow furrowed. He didn’t speak.

      “Please, Isaac?” Nate said softly. “Give it a chance? I didn’t think it would work for me either. I thought I was too damaged.”

      Isaac was quiet for a long time. “Is that what you think I am? Damaged?”

      “No, that’s not what I… It’s just how I felt.”

      Isaac sank into the water up to his chin and swam for shore. Nate stayed for a moment to watch the canoers—they were steadier now—then turned to head back too.

      He stopped when he caught movement in the trees a few yards from shore. Someone—no, two people. Tyler and Steven. They were laughing, shoving each other playfully. Then, as Nate watched, Tyler leaned forward and kissed Steven. Not a long kiss, but definitely familiar. Nate’s shock stilled him. For a second, he felt nothing but longing. He never kissed Marissa that way, like he knew her. No matter how many times he watched guys kissing girls in movies and tried to mimic those images, he couldn’t kiss her like it was easy. Like they were young and happy, unafraid of the future and unbothered by the past.

      Steven slapped Tyler on the shoulder, and Tyler grinned and disappeared into the trees. And then—maybe Nate imagined it—Steven turned and looked out at the lake. At Nate. Nate knew a moment’s bizarre terror. What if Steven and Tyler had staged this for him? To taunt him. Or to...to prove that Nate wasn’t healed like he claimed he was.

      But that was ridiculous. The two boys had said they were friends. Clearly they were more. This was nothing to do with Nate.

      Another instant, and Steven was gone. Nate was alone in the water, watching the kids on the shore, hearing Leanne’s calls from what sounded very far away. He wished, for just a moment, that something dark would drag him down, hold him underwater until he stopped struggling.

      And then he’d float away.
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      Jason curled his hands into fists and stared at the screen. He was filling out an application to work in the darkroom at TLP Pharmacy’s one hour photo lab. Because apparently there were still people who got photos developed, instead of taking them on their phones and storing them in their fucking clouds. Jason remembered hours spent in the darkroom at UW Tacoma. The peace, the satisfaction he’d found there, watching his photos come to life. If he was going to get himself and Rose to where they didn’t rely on the Tulls’ help for groceries, he needed a job. He just didn’t know who would hire a bitter twenty-six-year-old with a shit reputation and a bum leg.

      Do you have any disabilities which may affect your ability to perform the duties as described?

      Fuck you. Aaaaaannnnnd seriously, fuck you.

      He’d tried earlier to get back in touch with Rob Hill, one of his high school classmates. They’d both gone to UW and had hung out a fair amount, even exchanged a couple of emails while Jason was in Afghanistan. But he hadn’t received a response yet.

      After lunch, he’d snagged a couple of Aunt Rose’s beers and, blurry and irritated, had dialed Zac and left a message asking if he could see Zoner. He just wanted to get a tennis ball and play fetch with the stupid dog; was that too much to ask?

      No response there either.

      “I’m a happy man, because I’m true to myself,” he muttered to the screen.

      He’d asked Nate if he was a happier man for having found the path or the light or whatever the fuck. Because he’d spent years assuming Nate was damaged goods. That someone with Nate’s upbringing didn’t have a fighting chance. And if Nate was doomed from the start, being Reverend Tull’s son, why not make him a sacrifice? Take one for the team, Nathan.

      No, it hadn’t been like that. He’d seen Nate, and he’d… Something in him had shifted. He’d been taken by surprise by Nate’s shy enthusiasm, his obvious excitement at being away from home for the weekend. Despite his nerves, Nate hadn’t been entirely clumsy or awkward. He’d been...graceful. Jason shook his head and laughed. Sure. Graceful. Why the fuck not?

      He’d seen an opportunity to do an abstract act of good. To save many people who’d never asked for his help, when he could have offered his hand to one person who’d needed him right then.

      He typed No on the application.

      Then he opened a new tab and looked up Protestantism.

      What is it, Nate? What brings you so much comfort here? What do you pray about? Dream about? Does God talk to you?

      He just couldn’t imagine Nate believing that crap. Nobody was watching. Nobody heard your prayers. You had to learn to act right out of a respect for humanity, not because of some threat of eternal punishment. The childish hope that you’d go cloud-waltzing with your dead family and friends after you died.

      A man whose hypocrisy overshadows his devotion, he’d called Reverend Tull in his article.

      The pot and the kettle and all that.

      He clicked on a Protestant church’s webpage. Scrolled past the history of the Reformation. Remembered doodling in his notebook during World History class sophomore year, sneaking glances at Mike Tran, who’d had arms like a basketball player.

      Blah, blah, blah. Catholics bad. Bible good.

      “You wanted to escape the tyranny of the Catholic church, so you became fucking tyrants in your own right,” he muttered. Hypocrites.

      He finally landed on something interesting.

      Christian comfort is the knowledge that I am not my own.

      In pride we sometimes think our own mind or strength will be able to see us through our troubles. But Christian comfort is the confession, "I am not my own."

      We need God. We need our families, our friends. We must share our burdens and let go of our pride.

      Jason leaned back. The room seemed fuzzy.

      Right, it’s all goodness and love and light, unless somebody’s gay. Or Muslim, or trans, or atheist, or non-monogamous…

      Fuck them.

      I am not my own. He tried it out.

      Sounded like a whole lot of “I don’t want to take responsibility for myself.”

      I most definitely am my own. I made choices, bad fucking choices, but they were mine. Now everyone in town wants my head on a pike and my boyfriend took my dog. So if it’s all the same to you, Protestant Church of Edmonton, I’ll try to use my own mind and strength to see me through my troubles.

      He ex-ed out and stood, stretching. He’d finish the application later.
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      That evening was group prayer. The whole camp sat together on the hillside in the cooling dusk. Watched the sun disappear behind the jagged mountains and reflected. First, they prayed silently, individually. Then they faced one another and shared their thoughts, fears, and burdens.

      “My burden is that I have a crush on a girl on the swim team.” Mary Ann Staten wore her dark hair in two French braids and was built like an athlete—not a swimmer, though. Track? Softball?  “Sometimes in school I get distracted thinking about her, even though I know it’s wrong.”

      “We will help you carry your burden, Mary Ann,” the camp said together.

      When Nate was seventeen, he’d developed a disdain for the camp in general, and for this part in particular. This was the kind of stuff people made fun of Christians for—group hugging and prayer and promises of chastity and salvation. Nate had started to think he’d rather be teased for being a faggot than have other kids keep making doorbell noises at him. “Good afternoon, do you have a moment to hear about the word of Jesus Christ?

      He’d wanted to separate himself from his identity as Reverend Tull’s son. And at the same time, he’d been terribly ashamed of wanting that.

      The reverend came up to Nathan after group prayer. “What do you think?” he asked, nodding at the kids who were bounding in packs around their counselors, back toward the cabins.

      “Good group,” Nate said. He ought to tell his father about Steven and Tyler kissing. That was important information, surely. If they’d come here as a couple, then the counselors would need to take extra care to separate them and focus on each boy’s individual spiritual growth.

      But Nate didn’t say anything.

      When his father had gone back to the house, Nate got in his car and drove to the lookout point. He sat at the cliff’s edge for nearly an hour, trying not to think about anything. Not Steven and Tyler, not Jason, not Isaac— “Is that what you think? That I’m damaged?”

      I know I am.

      He picked up a small, sharp rock and pressed it to the outside of his leg. Kept jamming it against his bare skin until even in the dark he could see a bruise the size of the quarter.

      He closed his eyes. Imagined a large hand catching his wrist.

      What are you doing? That voice. Soft, concerned. Familiar.

      I—I don’t know.

      Jason pushed his thumb under Nate’s fingers, uncurling them gently, until Nate dropped the rock. Don’t hurt yourself. Why would you do that? Because of me?

      I don’t know.

      Do you know anything? Jason teased in his fantasy.

      I know I’ve never stopped wanting you. How much must I hate myself, to keep wanting you even after what you did to me?

      Jason’s face grew serious. He let go of Nate’s hand, but sat closer to him, so Nate could feel his warmth. I’m sorry. I really, truly am. If I could take it all back, I would. He leaned closer, and their shoulders brushed. I don’t want you to hate yourself.

      He turned his head and kissed Nate’s temple. Nate tilted sideways, and their lips touched. And then they were kissing, and the world was hot as fire, and Nate was drowning in sin, but he didn’t hate himself. He felt free.

      When he opened his eyes, no one was there. He was gripping the rock so hard it had cut his palm. He threw it aside and got up, sweating and dizzy, his palm slick, and stumbled back to the car.
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      Jason had been to the Broken Record a few times when he’d been home on breaks from school. And, all right, once in high school when he’d tried to get in with a fake ID. It was like the Hard Rock Cafe, if the Hard Rock Cafe had blown all its money on drugs and booze and wound up homeless and crazy. Exposed gray brick, records on the walls, an ancient juke box in one corner, and glistening spots of water damage on the ceiling. One of the bartenders looked fourteen and the other looked eighty-five.

      Jason sat at the eighty-five-year-old’s end of the bar. Nodded when the guy said hello but didn’t start a conversation. He wasn’t here for the small talk.

      Wasn’t supposed to be drinking with his meds either, but fuck it.

      Seriously, what was the worst thing that could happen? He’d black out and wake up back in Afghanistan?

      The bartender was wearing a silver cross on a thin chain around his neck. The thing was almost swallowed up in the folds of his wrinkled skin. It didn’t seem big enough to be a fashion statement. Rock chic or gothic or ironic or whatever. Maybe it was what it was. And maybe Jason needed to stop judging people the second he saw a sign of their faith: a cross, a fish sticker, or a biblical verse hanging on a wall. Idiots. Can’t even think for yourselves. Why do you let some book written thousands of years ago dictate the rules of your life? Because he always assumed faith was the stupider option, the lazier option, not something a person might have struggled with, something that could have been hard won.

      He bet Nate’s faith was hard won these days.

      Either that, or Nate had buried himself in so many levels of hypocrisy that he couldn’t even recognize himself anymore.

      Jason glowered at his beer and stared at the wall of memorabilia behind the bar. Faded posters for bands that had toured the area. Some of the posters dated back to the eighties. Jason didn’t know any of the bands. More broken records, with dusty, jagged edges. A couple of old 45s even. Fuck, the place was depressing. Maybe he ought to buy a six pack and go back to Rose’s. Watch TV or something, because drinking alone wasn’t really the worst option. Not when the Broken Record was in the running.

      Jason sighed. Actually, what he needed to do was finish this beer, and then hope the walk back to Rose’s didn’t cripple him.

      That was probably one of the reasons he wasn’t meant to drink on his meds. Because he couldn’t feel a fucking thing right now. He could probably tap dance all the way home. But he’d sure as hell pay for it in the morning.

      “Another one?” the bartender asked.

      “No, thanks.” Jason stood up, one hand on the bar in case that was a mistake. Just because he couldn’t feel any pain didn’t mean he trusted his leg to hold him.

      That had been the worst part. Not knowing his body’s limits anymore. Not being able to trust it, or himself. When hey, I’ll just step up here was no longer a thought that flowed seamlessly to action. When what he wanted to do and what he could do weren’t even on the same page.

      Jason headed slowly to the exit.

      Maybe he should call a taxi. It was only a few blocks–this was Pinehurst, everything was only a few blocks—but he really didn’t want to damage his leg and end up back on crutches, or worse.

      There was a small step down from the door to the sidewalk, but it was enough to cause pain to jolt through him.

      Taxi it was.

      Jason pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “Hey, mister, can you buy me some beer?”

      Jason snorted. “Go away, kid.” Then he looked. “Wait. Isaac, right?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I saw you at the diner,” Jason said. “We talked. I’m Jason. Jason Banning.”

      “Oh, right,” said Isaac, his mouth twisting up into a sneer. “The ‘It Gets Better’ guy.”

      “It does,” Jason said. “Just not today, I’m guessing.”

      Isaac’s sneer vanished, and for a moment he looked as achingly vulnerable as he had at the diner when he’d asked his parents why they didn’t like him.

      “I’m not going to buy you beer,” Jason said, “but I can make a call for you. Anyone you want me to phone?”

      “For what?”

      “For your great escape.” Jason nodded at the knapsack on the kid’s shoulder.

      “No. Maybe, um, maybe you can help me? I could go with you and—”

      “How old are you, Isaac?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “You can’t come anywhere with me, okay? What about your family? Is there anyone who’ll come and get you? Maybe grandparents, or an aunt or uncle?”

      “No.” Isaac jutted his chin. “It doesn’t matter. I can hitch a lift somewhere and—”

      “Listen.” Jason put a hand on his shoulder. “Listen really carefully. Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not a good idea. Do you know how many gay kids end up on the streets? There are shelters, but there aren’t enough. A lot of kids end up in bad situations.”

      Isaac scowled, and Jason could see his fifteen-year-old self staring back at him. I’m tough. I can handle it. I can handle anything.

      “Those assholes at the camp, they can’t make you straight. You know it, and I know it. And there is nothing wrong with being gay.” He frowned. “And it makes me sick to even hear myself say it, but you’re safe there. Just keep them out of your head. The Jesus brigade, and your parents.”

      “That’s what Tyler said,” Isaac mumbled. “We can do what we want when we’re eighteen.”

      “He sounds like a smart kid,” Jason said.

      Isaac shuffled his feet. “He’s kind of a dick.”

      Jason held up his phone. “So. Who am I calling?”

      Isaac sighed. “The camp. I guess.”

      “If you need to get out,” Jason said, “from the camp, from your parents, there are ways. You just have to be smart about it, okay? You give me your email and I’ll put you in contact with some great support networks. But you’ve got to promise to use them, right?”

      Isaac was sullen again. “I guess.”

      “I mean it, Isaac,” Jason said. “Homelessness is not a better option. Trust me on that, okay?”

      Isaac glowered at the ground. “Just call the camp!”

      “Okay.” Jason wished he had to look the number up, but he’d spent so long stalking the Moving Forward website that he knew it without checking. What did that say about him? That he was still holding a grudge? Or that he read through their stories and testimonials at least every few weeks, looking for… what had he been looking for? Fuel for his rage, or something else? Maybe he’d been looking for a glimpse of naïve, betrayed Nathan Tull instead. Like a smiling photograph and a few essays about overcoming his challenges told him anything about the man Nate had become.

      Isaac kicked a can. It bounced and clattered across the sidewalk and landed in the gutter.

      Jason dialed Moving Forward. It took a little while for an answer.

      “Moving Forward. This is Nate.” He sounded thick with sleep.

      “Nate, it’s Jason. Don’t hang up.” But he wouldn’t, would he? Not Nate. He was too damned nice for that. “Listen, I’ve got one of your kids here outside the Broken Record.”

      “What?” Nate’s voice was suddenly sharp.

      “It’s Isaac,” Jason said. “Come and get him, okay?”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
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      Nate threw on his jeans over his pajama pants, pulled on a hoodie, grabbed his car keys off his dresser and headed, barefoot, into the parking lot. He had a dull, throbbing headache at the base of his skull, and hadn’t had enough sleep to kill it. He sighed. First he’d go and collect Isaac, and then he’d find out why Emily and Paul had managed to let a kid walk out of camp. There were no locked fences at Moving Forward, but every night two counselors were tasked to stay awake in shifts and keep a watch on the cabins for trouble.

      Nate started up his car, and even the sound of the engine didn’t bring anyone looking. He shook his head, anger flaring. It was irresponsible. What if Isaac had been hurt? Nate would never forgive himself if anything had happened to him.

      Moving Forward was only a fifteen-minute drive from Pinehurst, up a winding dirt road that climbed slowly out of the valley. The land had been owned by the Tulls for over a century, ever since Josiah Tull had come west in the mid eighteen-hundreds and made his fortune in timber. That fortune was long gone, lost again by the 1920s, but the Tulls had stayed in Pinehurst. And when it had come time to find a place to make Reverend Tull’s vision of Moving Forward into a reality, what better use for the land could there be?

      Nate turned off the dirt and onto the narrow road that led down into the town. He passed the first of the streetlights a few minutes later. The thought of Isaac walking all this way, alone in the night, worried him. What worried him more was what Isaac was running from. He’d thought they’d had a good session that afternoon. Thought Isaac was responding.

      Nate tightened his grip on the wheel.

      This was another test of his faith, or his resolve at least. He hadn’t told anyone about Tyler and Steven, and he should have. He couldn’t even articulate to himself why he hadn’t. He tried to push it from his mind, to focus on the road, but he couldn’t do that either. It was like the bruise on his leg. He wanted to poke it and worry it and test how much it hurt.

      It was late enough that there wasn’t much traffic in town. Nate pulled up in front of the Broken Record, and remembered too late he was barefoot. He got out of the car anyway, hoping there was no glass lying around.

      Jason and Isaac were waiting for him. Jason was leaning up against one of the large planters that the town council had put in along Main Street several years ago, in an attempt to beautify the place.

      “Isaac, are you okay?”

      Isaac stared at the ground. “Sorry.”

      “Hey, none of that.” Nate gave him a quick hug. “You’re okay, and that’s what matters.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “No.” Nate couldn’t stop glancing at Jason. “We’ll need to talk in the morning, but you’re not in trouble. I’m your friend, remember?”

      Isaac nodded.

      “Thank you,” Nate said to Jason.

      “I didn’t do it for you, or your damned camp.” Jason stood upright, wincing. “I did it because, if I hadn’t, he’d be hitching a ride with some trucker right now, heading fuck knows where.”

      A chill ran through Nate.

      Jason took a step forward, his shoulder dropping as he limped. He shoved a hand in the pocket of his jeans, and Nate wondered if he was trying to disguise his injury.

      “Do you want a lift?” Nate said.

      Jason narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want your pity.”

      “I wasn’t offering pity, I was offering a lift,” Nate said, fighting to keep his voice even. Pity Jason Banning? The idea was almost laughable. Jason was… Jason was terrifying.

      Jason regarded him evenly, then something in his expression softened. “Okay.”

      Nate gestured to Isaac, who climbed into the back seat. He walked around the other side of the car and sat in the driver’s seat. Stared at the dashboard while he waited for Jason to get in.

      This was okay. Isaac was with them. Nothing would happen. The danger to Nate’s soul here wasn’t in asking Jason into his car, it would have been leaving him standing at the side of the road.

      It didn’t matter if Nate was scared of what had happened in the past, or what might happen again if he stumbled. It didn’t matter if a part of him was angry at Jason, and would always be angry. It didn’t even matter if Jason had the power and the inclination to injure him again.

      Whoever hits you on the cheek, offer him the other also; and whoever takes away your coat, do not withhold your shirt from him either.

      Not offering a lift to a man whose leg had been ripped apart by a bomb wouldn’t have just made Nate a bad Christian, it would have made him a bad human being.

      Jason gripped the roof of the car tightly as he lowered himself into the front seat. Hooked his hands under his knee to lift his leg into position, then pulled the door closed. He tugged the seatbelt, and Nate waited until he heard it click closed before pulling back out onto the street.

      They drove a while in silence.

      “It’s good that you’re back in town,” Nate said at last, then flushed when he heard himself. “For Rose, I mean. It’s good that you’re back for Rose.”

      Jason’s hand, resting on his knee, curled into a fist. Then he splayed his fingers, and for a moment all Nate could see, feel, was Jason’s hand on his naked skin. The way Jason had touched him, and Nate’s whole universe had contracted into that single point of contact that blazed with heat and somehow made him shiver at the same time.

      A jumble of memories.

      “You sure you want to do this?”

      “I want to.”

      Photographs and bookshelves. Standing on the precipice. Wanting like he’d never wanted anything before.

      “You’re not doing anything wrong.”

      “You believe that? Really?”

      Loving Jason, in that moment, with an urgent intensity he knew wouldn’t last the night, but it didn’t matter. Jason would go and be a hero in some dusty, dangerous corner of the world, but Nate’s heroism was there, with him, that night. They would love each other until the morning, and then think of each other fondly in the years to come, with secret smiles and the sweet, faint taste of melancholy.

      Nate hadn’t wanted forever.

      But he’d wanted something true.

      The memories of that night were twisted up now with others. Tainted by bitterness. The shock on his father’s face. The moment—later than it should have come—

      when Nate realized Jason had betrayed him. The photographs. The article. The video. The phone ringing at all hours, as though there’d been a death in the family.

      It had been hell.

      “Are you happier?”

      “Come on, Nate. Even Jesus got angry.”

      “Yeah,” Jason said. He didn’t sound like he thought it was a good thing.

      Nate heard Isaac shift. “Your leg. Did… Was the recovery period really long?” He could feel Jason turn to look at him, but Nate kept his gaze resolutely on the road.

      “Yeah,” Jason said coolly. “It was long.”

      And were you scared?

      Nate had thought he’d known fear the moment he’d realized he felt something for Jason—that night at the UW Tacoma party. But looking back, he hadn’t been afraid. Nervous, sure. Surprised, yes. But he’d been excited more than anything.

      Real terror had come when Nate’s father had seen the photos. In an instant, Nate had been convinced that the compassion the reverend showed the kids who came to camp wouldn’t be extended to Nate. That his father, who’d never raised a hand to him, might hit him, or order him out of the house. And Nathan wouldn’t have blamed him.

      “What happened?” Isaac asked Jason, shifting forward.

      “A bomb,” Jason said. “Afghanistan.”

      “You’re a soldier?”

      “Journalist.”

      “Oh.” Isaac leaned back. Then, a moment later, he inhaled sharply. “Oh.”

      And that, Nate thought, was the sound of the penny dropping. Isaac had been looking at the stills on Tyler’s phone earlier. He’d just figured out where, literally, Jason Banning fit into the picture.

      So this was a test again. Or at least the opportunity to lead by example. To show Isaac that he didn’t have to be ruled by his phantoms. He could overcome them.

      “I saw some of your articles,” Nate said. “There was one about the boys working in the tea house in the market. Great pictures.” He glanced at Jason. Jason was looking at him like he didn’t know what the fuck he was doing. “You see so many photographs of just these dusty streets that you don’t realize how vibrant and colorful it can be if you’re given the chance to look beyond that.”

      Jason nodded.

      They drove the rest of the way in silence, but Nate couldn’t shut off his thoughts about Jason. One minute, he’d find himself comforted by how little he felt for Jason. The next, he’d remember coming on Jason’s sheets while Jason’s teeth sank into his shoulder, and he’d grip the wheel hard, unwilling to allow himself those memories but powerless to stop them.

      Why did so much feel unresolved? If Nate was happy, if he’d overcome his phantoms, then Jason wasn’t his concern. Jason deserved Nate’s compassion, but not quite so much of Nate’s time. And Nate was spending a lot of time and energy thinking about him lately. That had to stop. And maybe the only way to stop it was to get some closure.

      They pulled up in front of Rose’s house, and as Jason undid his seatbelt, Nathan said, “I’d like to talk to you. About what happened.” He hoped his voice was low enough that Isaac hadn’t heard, but even if Isaac had heard, it wasn’t like Nate was doing anything wrong.

      Jason looked at him quizzically.

      “I wasn’t ready to talk earlier, but I am now. Could we meet tomorrow? Somewhere public?” He couldn’t read Jason’s expression. His nerves buzzed, but he forced himself to keep eye contact. No backing down.

      Jason turned his gaze to the dashboard. Finally he gave a curt nod. “Coffee? The place downtown?”

      “Okay. Eleven?” Isaac was definitely listening now. Nate could feel him leaning forward.

      Jason nodded again and opened the door. Slowly pulled himself out of the car. “Thanks for the ride,” he said stiffly, and shut the door without waiting for a response.
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      Reverend Tull moved through the dining hall, smiling at the noise and stopping at each table to say hello to the kids. He knew all of their names. Nate had already spoken to him on the phone that morning, filling him in on Isaac. He watched, leaning in the doorway, as the reverend pulled up a chair beside Isaac and spoke. Isaac was hunched over at first, but began to very slowly unfold himself as he listened. Reverend Tull had that gift. He talked, but he also listened, which was a rare thing. When Isaac was ready to open up, whatever he said would be met only with compassion.

      Nate’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he checked his messages.

      5 minutes.

      It was from Marissa. But five minutes what? Maybe she was running late. She’d agreed to come up and help out with craft activities this morning. If Nate was the poster boy for Moving Forward, then Marissa was the proof of his success. Nate had worried about that at first; it seemed unfair pressure to put on Marissa. But Marissa and her family were members of the church as well. They didn’t see Nate’s history and his responsibilities at the camp as an embarrassment or a burden. They understood and supported him.

      So. Two hours of crafts, then Nate would hand his group over to Emily for guitar lessons. He’d have to be back after lunch for the workshop on self-esteem and spiritual growth. Nate felt like he could use a refresher himself.

      He headed outside to see if he could spot Marissa’s car yet.

      He was anxious today. He hadn’t slept well, and he had a headache he just couldn’t shake. Last night it had seemed like a good idea to meet Jason for coffee. To sort things out. To get some closure. Something. He hoped that Jason would listen. Not just hear, but listen. He needed Jason to know that he didn’t hate him. He needed Jason to know that it still hurt, but there was no blame attached to that hurt. He needed Jason to know that they could both live in Pinehurst and, even if they could never be friends, they could be neighbors. Most importantly, he needed Jason to know that God still loved them both. Because if Nate was sure of anything, it was that Jason had more wounds than the one he’d picked up in Afghanistan.

      Nate stepped out of the shade of the building and into the sunlight as Marissa drove up in her little blue hatch. The same mix of guilt and affection swept over him as she got out of the car, smiling. He liked Marissa. It was his fault, not hers, that his feelings toward her didn’t run any deeper than that, however hard he tried.

      “Hi!” She stood up on her toes, and they kissed. A closed-mouthed peck.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. What are we making today?”

      “Photo frames and key rings.”

      Marissa jingled her car keys. “Good. I can use a new key ring.”

      Nate twined his fingers through hers and led her inside to the curious gazes of the kids.
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      Jason and Rose didn’t have a lot of deep conversations. They’d always talked plenty, but it wasn’t until he was heading off to college that Jason realized how little they said to one another. They rarely talked about Jason’s parents, though once in a while Rose would pick up a vase in a store and say, “Oh, your mother would have loved this.” And Jason had asked her a few questions about his mom and dad, but he got the feeling she didn’t like talking about them, and he felt like he shouldn’t want to either.

      It wasn’t that Jason wanted to have some long, meaningful conversation about his feelings, but there were things he wanted to ask her. Had wanted to ask her—though fifteen-year-old Jason would never have admitted he needed answers.

      Should I have been in the car with them?

      If I had been, would things have turned out differently?

      Were they really irresponsible, like people say? Should they have settled down when they had me?

      His mother’s dark hair sweat-plastered to her temples. Khaki button-up with damp spots at the armpits. One arm hanging out of the jeep. His father, telling them about a spider big enough to eat birds.

      The questions he wanted to ask now, four years after he’d ruined Nate Tull’s life and made a mockery of his parents’ kindness, the values they’d tried to instill in him.

      Were you ashamed of me? Are you ashamed of me? Do I look as broken as I feel?

      “I never hated him,” he said.

      Rose stirred sugar into her tea. “But you hated what he represented.”

      The question he would never ask:

      Would they be ashamed of me?

      “I don’t know why the hell he wants to talk to me.”

      “Honey.” She shook her head, her thin grey hair lifting and then settling again. “You’re the one who went out to the camp first. Now why would you do a thing like that?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed. “To apologize.”

      Rose fixed him with a stare. “Well, good. But whose hurt are you trying to heal. Jason? His, or yours?”

      He snorted. “I’m not—”

      “Jason Banning, don’t you lie to me.”

      “I’m n—”

      “I know you. I know that underneath all those sharp edges, you’re a good man.”

      Jason snorted.

      “I know you care about what you did, even if your pride won’t let you admit it.” She raised her eyebrows. “I’m at the end of my run here. Maybe you can do us both a favor and put all the bullshit aside when you talk to me.”

      “Language,” he reminded her gently, his heart constricting, and she laughed quietly. He sighed again. Something about sitting here in the old, familiar kitchen, the soft light of the morning, the chamomile tea... For the first time in a long time it was easy to talk. “The thing about what happened... God. It’s like, imagine I was driving a car, and I ran over a kid or something, and suddenly there’s a crowd of people, and a dead kid, and there I am bitching about how I spilled my coffee when I hit him. That’s how hurt I get to be, you know?”

      Rose unclasped her hands from her mug and absently rubbed the thin silver wedding band on her finger. She’d been married once. He’d died before Jason was born. She’d never taken the ring off. “You’re talking about how hurt you are, not how sorry you think people should feel for you. Those are two different things.”

      “Are they?”

      She turned the ring. “Oh, yes.”

      Jason remembered his first few weeks in Pinehurst. He’d hated it. And then Rose had sent him along to the youth group at Reverend Tull’s church. One session. The reverend had said something about how it was important to treat each other with respect, some moral lesson wrapped in a homily that Jason couldn’t remember now. Something about saving yourself for the woman you married.

      Jason could have kept his mouth shut.

      He hadn’t.

      “What if I don’t want to get married?”

      Reverend Tull had laughed. “Oh, I think you’ll change your mind in a few years, Jason, when you meet the right young lady.”

      Patronizing fuck.

      “If I ever get married, it wouldn’t be to a woman.”

      Banning out.

      Mic drop.

      Stunned silence in the little hall.

      Jason had stormed out, full of righteous anger. In that moment he’d hated being back in the States, hated Pinehurst, and hated Reverend Timothy Tull most of all. Because Jason’s parents had always told him to be whatever he wanted to be, as long as he was happy. And who the fuck did this Creeping Jesus asshole think he was to try and tell Jason different? To spit on their memories like that? He’d lost his Mom and Dad, and his freedom, and his future, and every fucking thing he’d ever had. Nobody got to take his parents’ acceptance away from him.

      He’d refused to go back to the church after that, and Rose hadn’t pushed.

      “He wants to meet me for coffee. I tried to tell him yesterday that I was sorry, and he—” Jason could hardly say it aloud. “He cried. What am I supposed to say to him?”

      Rose sipped her tea and then set the mug down on the table. “Maybe you don’t have to say anything at all. Maybe you just need to listen.”
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      Nate parked half a block down from Carli’s Coffee. It was ten past eleven when he pushed open the door, making the chimes dance, and he half-hoped that Jason had given up and left. But no, there he was sitting at a corner table, reading something on his tablet. He glanced up and met Nate’s gaze—Nate’s heart beat faster—then he nodded and looked down at this tablet again.

      Nate ordered his coffee, and waited to collect it before he went and sat.

      Jason flipped the cover closed on his tablet. “Nate.”

      God. The way Jason said his name; low, quiet, a little gravelly, made a lick of heat uncurl in Nate’s belly. He sucked in a deep breath and held it until the feeling passed. Lust was an unhealthy reaction to this situation, to this man. If there were things about Jason that Nate found attractive, he had to sublimate them. Jason had many admirable qualities; his fearlessness, his intelligence, his zeal. But it was so hard to think objectively about those qualities when suddenly all Nate could remember was the feeling of Jason’s hands and mouth on his skin. The feeling of Jason inside him.

      His hands shook as he stirred sugar into his coffee. “I, um, I wanted to talk to you about yesterday. What happened at the camp. My reaction to seeing you.”

      Jason’s eyes were suddenly full of misery. “I—”

      “Please, let me talk.” Nate didn’t trust himself to lift his cup. He folded his hands in his lap. “I’m sorry you saw me like that. I want you to know that I don’t blame you for what happened between us.”

      Jason shook his head slightly. “Fuck, dude. Nobody’s that selfless.”

      Nate clenched his fingers into fists. “I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to say. I don’t like that you filmed us. I don’t like that the pictures were—are—

      everywhere. But even if you hadn’t done that, the outcome would have been the same. I’d still have slept with you. I’d still have told my father. And I’d still have repented.”

      Would he have? God. Would he?

      He’d intended to be fearless too. Intended to borrow some of Jason’s courage, bolstered by the memory of their perfect night together, and step out into the world as a gay man. Then the scandal had hit. The betrayal and the humiliation. The tears. The sleepless nights. The day he’d taken a razor and—

      And then his father’s love and warmth and comfort. The promise that he didn’t have to feel afraid or ashamed or alone again. Repentance and redemption.

      He saw Jason open his mouth then close it. “I’m listening,” Jason said tightly.

      “I don’t want to...go on like this,” Nate said. “I don’t want to avoid you or, or have a breakdown when I see you. I should have let you apologize yesterday, if that’s what you needed to do, but...”

      “But I challenged you when you said you were happy. I tried to tell you how to feel, just like back at UW.” Going by Jason’s expression, he was as surprised by his words as Nate.

      Nate forced himself to relax. Unclenched his hands. “But I did feel the way you thought,” he said softly. “That night.” Jason waited. Nate had wanted this conversation to be an honest one. But he had to keep in mind that Jason wasn’t trustworthy.

      Still, the truth was worth the risk.

      “I felt free. I felt so…”

      He’d almost said loved.

      Idiot.

      “Like I’d discovered that feeling. Like I ought to tell the rest of the world about it.”

      Jason looked horrified. Hurt.

      “What’s wrong?” Nate frowned. “It was a good thing.”

      “You don’t feel that way now?” Jason asked cautiously.

      Nate shook his head, suddenly warm all over. That was God—reminding him what he’d gained. Keeping him safe. “I’m free in a different way.”

      Jason nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “What else do you want me to say? You’ve made up your mind. You’re happy where you are.” Jason glanced at the wall, at the watercolor of flowering hedges and a bike wheel. “And believe it or not, I always wanted you to be happy. I just chose a really stupid way of showing it.”

      Nate’s throat tightened. That couldn’t be true.

      “I couldn’t be satisfied with just freeing you,” Jason said. “I wanted to free everyone. Every Moving Forward camper.”

      Anger shot through Nate, but collided with something he couldn’t identify. Guilt? Hope? Did some part of him still believe Jason was the hero who’d come to save him? “We aren’t asking for a savior.” He couldn’t look at Jason now. “We have one.”

      “I know.” Jason’s voice was quiet too. “But what about Isaac, Nate? This is hurting him.”

      Nate shook his head. “My father talked to him today. He’ll be fine.”

      But Nate was suddenly afraid. So, so afraid that Jason was right. That Isaac felt the way Nate had as a teenager—confused, self-loathing, rebellious. And more alone every time his father offered him love and kindness. Alone because there was a darkness growing inside him, leaving only the shell of Nathan Tull, burnt out and ragged. Ready to blow away, far away from all he’d grown up with, if only someone would help him. He’d wanted to go somewhere he could grow a new core. Stronger and free and full, not of light, but of color.

      Isaac will learn to move past childish wishes. He’ll struggle, he’ll question, he’ll feel God’s love. And eventually, he’ll be at peace.

      “What are you thinking?” Jason asked, so softly Nate almost didn’t hear him over the bustle of the coffee shop.

      Nate shook his head again. “So are we okay? I forgive you for—for the pictures, the article? And you forgive me for how I treated you when you came to the camp?” Nate looked up just long enough to catch the disappointment in Jason’s expression.

      “I guess so.” Jason stood. Nate hadn’t even touched his coffee yet, but he stood too. “Is there anything else?”

      This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. Jason wasn’t supposed to leave like this, disappointed, brusque. They were both supposed to part ways feeling better.

      Nate called on the warmth he’d felt moments before. I need strength. He hesitated then opened his arms to Jason. I need to know I can do this.

      Jason looked at Nate like he’d just pulled a gun on him. Warily, he stepped forward. “Good to see you, Jason,” Nate said, embracing him. Jason’s body was warm and hard. Tense. And suddenly that lick of heat in Nate became a fire, roaring up into his brain and drowning out rational thought.

      I need strength.

      If God, answered, Nate couldn’t hear.

      He held Jason tighter, and he felt a violent, careening joy.

      Because we’ve made peace with each other.

      Please let it be because of that.

      But then Jason’s arms moved tentatively around him, and Nate was laughing at something Jason had said in a dimly lit house off campus. He was talking too fast, flushed with the thrill of being able to express his opinions, of having them appreciated, validated.

      “I believe in God, but I don’t think He has to control, like, every aspect of our lives. I don’t think I’m a bad person if I don’t follow the Bible’s teachings to the letter.”

      Jason smiling that huge, warm smile. “I’ve never read the Bible. I don’t think I’m a bad person.”

      Later, by the Russell T. Joy building: “I want to be with you. I mean...sleep with you.” There was no way of saying it that seemed right. If he’d said, I want to make love with you, he’d have sounded like an idiot. If he’d said, I want to fuck you, it would have sounded dirty.

      “I want that too.”

      “Can we?” The hardest words he’d ever spoken. Harder than anything he’d had to confess to his father in the aftermath.

      Jason’s hand on his face, so gentle, his eyes dark with—with lust. “Yes. But not tonight, okay? It’s your first night here. And I want to give you time to think about this.”

      “When? I leave Sunday.”

      “If you decide you’re still interested, we can go for coffee tomorrow. Spend some time together.”

      And then he’d kissed Nate. Softly at first, and then harder until he was sucking on Nate’s tongue, and Nate was clawing his back, feeling like he had a death grip on the safety bar of a ride that shot you into the sky, spun you around, tore around curves. All those nerves became happiness, giddy hope, wicked pride. He was kissing a man. He was kissing a man because it was what he wanted, needed. Because Jason made it okay.

      He pulled himself back to the present. Realized he was still hugging Jason. Trembling, his dick hardening—shit, Jason could probably feel that—his breath coming sharp and fast.

      Jason gave him one last squeeze; Nate felt his breath on his neck. Then he stepped away. Without a trace of anger, only weariness and regret, he said: “I feel sorry for you, Nate. I know I shouldn’t. But I do.”

      And he left.
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      Rob Hill from high school was an accountant now and, from the way he tugged his tie off at the diner and flung it into the corner of the booth like it had personally offended him, he was hating every minute of it.

      “What happened to your spacer?” Jason asked, tapping his earlobe.

      “Dude,” Rob said around a mouthful of burger, “my dad made me get plastic surgery.”

      “Seriously?”

      “He always said nobody would employ me if I was wearing it, and he was right.”

      “But aren’t you working for his company now?”

      “Yep.” Rob grimaced. “And he refused to give me the job until I got my gauge out.”

      For the first time since getting back to Pinehurst, Jason felt a little better about himself. He and Rob had been close during high school, even though they had been thrown together by default. Both of them had defied categorization in their own way. Because they hadn’t fit into any other clique, they’d made a clique of two. Well, three, counting Aubrey Milchester, who was deaf. Aubrey hadn’t made a choice to be marginalized like Jason and Rob had, with their weird clothes, music and ideas, but he’d been an outcast all the same. Aubrey was living in Seattle now, with his girlfriend.

      “So what’s it like to be back?”

      Jason looked around the diner. It looked exactly the same as when they’d come here in high school. He tried not to think about Nate, and about that hug they’d shared in the coffee shop. He fixed his gaze on the wall behind the counter instead, to where a curl of faded aquamarine paint hung off the wall. “Kind of depressing.”

      “I hear that.”

      “What about you?” Jason dragged a fry through a pool of ketchup. “What’re you still doing here?”

      “I graduated college with loans I had no way of repaying. The job market was shit—it still is—even without a gauge and ink. Where the hell else was I going to go?” Rob made a face. “Of course, I’m not public enemy number one.”

      Jason rolled his eyes. “It’s been four years. I can’t still be that.”

      “Small town, long memories,” Rob said, draining the last of his soda. He lowered his voice. “And you fucked little Nate Tull. That’s like doing filthy things to the Baby Jesus.”

      “He was eighteen.”

      “Dude, it’s the Tulls. People in this town fall over themselves to kiss their asses.” Rob struggled to keep a straight face, failed, and snorted with laughter. “In a manner of speaking.”

      Jason rolled his eyes again. “Dick,” he said.

      “Asshole,” Rob returned.

      And just like that the years melted away and Jason remembered how good it felt to have a friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Free time for the kids meant free time for the counselors. It meant sitting with Marissa in his little room at camp, watching a series of Youtube clips on her phone. Songs she liked, or links people had sent her, or kittens in teacups. Nate felt guilty for not taking the same delight in this that she did. It made him feel like a snob.

      They’d started off sitting shoulder to shoulder on Nate’s bed, backs resting against the pillows stacked on the headboard. Then, somewhere between a street performer wowing a crowd with his acrobatics and a dog falling into mud, Marissa had slipped under Nate’s arm and snuggled close so that her head was resting on his shoulder. She held her phone against his chest so they could both see the screen.

      Nate, his arm draped around her, couldn’t loosen the ball of anxiety in his gut. He worried Marissa was angling for him to be more physically demonstrative. It was a conversation they’d had before, and one Nate knew hadn’t been resolved to Marissa’s liking.

      Not before marriage.

      Nate told himself that it was about the respect he had for Marissa, but the dark part of him knew it was a lie. Marissa didn’t turn him on, and it had nothing to do with the fact that Nate didn’t want to be a slave to his base desires. He’d hugged Jason today. Got an erection from that. He hugged Marissa all the time, and made out with her, and... nothing. What the hell was wrong with him?

      His eyes stung as he watched a cat make a leap at a table, and miss.

      He knew what was wrong.

      His biology was wrong.

      All the prayer and the meditation and the exercises in the world hadn’t stopped him from getting an erection in the coffee shop, and they couldn’t make him get one with Marissa.

      His cross to bear.

      Marissa ran a hand down his shirt, and Nate, surprised, sucked his stomach in.

      “Marissa.”

      “Shh.” She slid her hand under his shirt. Her phone, discarded, slipped into the space between their bodies. “This is nice.”

      Nate swallowed, staring at the top of her head, at her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. Messy from lying against him, and bunched up around the elastic. Nate wondered wildly if he should push her off him. He wondered even more wildly if he should hold her closer.

      “I could stay over tonight if you wanted.” She shifted her hand lower, resting it against his belt buckle.

      Nate tried to keep his voice light. “No, I’ve got to stay up and keep an eye on the cabins tonight.”

      She sighed, her breath warm against his chest, through the too-thin fabric of his shirt. “Maybe I can come up tomorrow night?”

      Nate’s brain scrambled for an excuse, finding nothing but a panicked screech of static. “Um... I guess.”

      She shifted, and looked up at him. “You guess? You could sound a little more enthusiastic, Nate.”

      “Sorry.” He lifted his hand and smoothed her hair. “I just don’t think we should do too much, you know, before we get married.”

      “Are you proposing to me?” For a second her face was serious, and Nate’s heart froze. Then she laughed. “There’s stuff we can do, you know, without going the whole way.”

      “I...” His face burned.

      Marissa sat back, and for a moment Nate was relieved. Then she moved suddenly, straddling his thighs. She reached for his hand, and held it against her left breast. Nate stared at her face, terrified that any moment now she’d see the awful truth: Nate wasn’t straight. But if Marissa discovered it, if anyone did, everything that his father had built would crumble into dust.

      Nate suddenly saw his mother’s face. “If the program hasn’t even worked on you, how does he expect it to work for all these kids?”

      Nate squeezed Marissa’s breast gently; too soft, too yielding. He didn’t want flesh. He wanted muscle. Marissa leaned forward, eyes bright, her mouth closing on his. Nate closed his eyes and thought of Jason. A hard, lean body. Short hair and stubble. A dick he wanted to taste.

      Marissa ground against his lap and breathed his name against his lips.

      Nate shifted.

      Something hit the floor.

      “Oh!” Marissa was off his lap in seconds. “My phone!” She held it up, the screen cracked.

      “I’m sorry.” He was, a little, but he was also relieved he’d ruined the mood.

      Later, after Marissa had left, Nate sat alone in the dark.

      He was stumbling. He knew that without any doubt. But he was so tired of trying, always trying, and always failing. How had he never noticed how unhappy he was until Jason had called him on it? Now he could feel the weight of it dragging him down, tangling in his legs and arms like some tentacled creature determined to drown him.

      He ran his thumb along the faint scar on the inside of his left wrist.

      He thought about calling his father and asking for guidance. Setting his feet on that well-trod path again, and hoping that somehow this time it would be different.

      He didn’t, in the end.

      Just stayed awake and watched the clock and wished for abstract things he no longer had the courage to attain.
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      Maybe Jason was finally learning to pray.

      He didn’t want to think about the embrace he and Nate had shared at the coffee shop, didn’t want to remember how Nate’s body felt against his. Didn’t want to reflect on Nate’s obvious need—lust, sure, but something beyond that. So he asked some invisible force for strength. Not God—never God. But the universe, maybe? Himself?

      He begged for the power to turn his thoughts to something else. He repeated, like a mantra, that it was time to forget the past, move—no fucking way was he going to say “forward”—on. But he only succeeded in making himself wonder if this was how Nate felt every day. Trying to banish thoughts that wanted to be there. Castigating himself when he couldn’t.

      What surprised Jason most was the fear he felt. A cold, heavy dread that sat with him for a fair portion of each day. Rose had asked him before he’d left for Afghanistan if he was afraid. He’d said no. He’d even believed it. Because he’d thought she’d meant afraid of dying. And maybe everyone in a warzone was afraid of that on some level, but most people Jason met acted like that was an abstract threat. Jason had figured he was more afraid of living a trapped, isolated existence than of dying doing something he loved.

      Borenz, a soldier Jason had hung out with, spent most of his free time emailing recipes to his girlfriend. She had a recently-diagnosed thyroid problem and wanted help modifying her diet. Since Borenz knew a lot about food, he wanted to help her. He didn’t just send recipes, either. Reminders, encouragements. Baby I know how much you love chicken, but that shit’s full of hormones that are gonna make your thyroid go bitchcakes. Try some saltwater fish.

      One night, Borenz had confessed to Jason that he was scared if he didn’t make it home, his girlfriend would go back to eating junk that messed up her system. Not scared he’d get blown apart, not scared of pain. Just scared he wouldn’t be able to remind Julia to eat fish.

      Jason wasn’t scared of ending up like his parents. He was just fucking scared of being trapped. He thought at first that’s where the feeling in his gut was coming from—

      he was back in Pinehurst, he was going nowhere, and he couldn’t even land a shitty job at the one-hour photo place. “Regretfully”, the manager had signed the email, and Jason called bullshit on that. “Gleefully”, probably. He was Jason Banning. People hated him in this town. He hated himself.

      But then he realized the feeling came from thinking about Nate.

      The morning after they’d slept together, Jason had driven Nathan to the student center to wait for his ride home. Nathan had been shy again, awkward. Jason had been frustrated and restless, unsure if he was disgusted by Nathan’s inability to make eye contact or charmed by it. They’d wished each other good luck. Jason had gone back to his apartment and typed furiously for six hours straight. The words had come easily. Every time he referenced Reverend Tull or the camp, he saw Nathan gazing up at him.

      “Thank you.”

      Impossible not to get high on that kind of power. The power to do good.

      He’d thought his ideals would always be what mattered most to him. He’d thought changing the world sounded grander than changing somebody’s situation. Nathan had texted him when Jason was a sentence away from finishing the article.

      You make me feel like I can do anything.

      What a cheesy thing to say to somebody you didn’t even know, but Jason had drunk it in. He could inspire people. He could, with his words, his ideas, his passion, move others to take action. It had already worked with Nathan.

      In retrospect, he’d had a choice in that moment. He could have let it be enough that he’d inspired Nate. He could have closed out his article and never opened the doc again, and the next weekend, he could have driven to Pinehurst and taken Nate out on a real date. Driven him to the lookout point and fucked him in the backseat of his car. He could have spent every day of the last four years making Nathan Tull happy any way he could.

      Instead he’d texted back another Good luck and had started pulling stills from the video and cropping them.

      The need Jason had felt in Nate in the coffee shop was familiar—it was Nate asking to be saved. It was Nate, who claimed to be at peace, cornered with nowhere else to turn. Jason of all people knew phrases like I’m at peace or I’m not afraid for the lies they were.

      I am afraid, he told himself now. Afraid there was a way to redeem himself. A way to be a happier man. But it meant he’d have to do what he’d failed to do four years ago. It meant he’d have to leave behind his bitterness, his arrogance, his self-pity. And put his whole heart into doing good.

      As soon as he could figure out what that was.
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      Nate couldn’t sleep. He lay in bed for hours and finally got up and went downstairs, only to find his mother in the kitchen, finishing a beer. There was already an empty bottle on the table. For a second he was too shocked to say anything. He was shaking. His face felt heavy, his eyes bald and aching, his skin feverish, itchy.

      They stared at each other, his mom’s calm expression masking a defensiveness that Nate understood too well. “I won’t tell,” Nate said immediately. “I won’t tell, but I have to go out. I’ll be back in the morning to help, but right now I need to—to be alone. Don’t tell him that. Please?”

      She nodded slowly. “What’s wrong?” Not a trace of anything cutting in her voice. He didn’t answer, and she said, “Oh.” A single, soft word, like she knew.

      “I’m fine, really. It’s just, there’s a lot of noise in my head and I feel like maybe if I go out for a little while, I’ll be able to hear Him more clearly.”

      “You don’t have to explain.” She glanced at the beer bottle. Tilted it. “And I’m not trying to hide this from your father. ‘Be a sinner and sin boldly,’ as Mr. Luther once said.”

      With a jolt, Nate remembered that Martin Luther had quite a lot to say on the subject of sinning freely.

      “Your sin cannot cast you into hell.”

      “Sometimes we must drink more, sport, recreate ourselves, and even sin a little to spite the devil, so that we leave him no place for troubling our consciences with trifles.”

      What Nate wanted to do with Jason went well beyond sinning a little.

      And it was surely no trifle.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. Something was tearing at his brain, trying to get out. He headed for the back door.

      “Nate?”

      He turned reluctantly. She didn’t speak for a moment. Just looked at him. “I want you to be happy,” she said softly.

      Fuck that. He wouldn’t be. Couldn’t be.

      He walked past her and out the door.

      Drove to the lookout point and lost track of time there. Listened to the breeze in the leaves of the oaks. Watched the white pines tremble and dark shapes fly across the canyon. And hoped, so hard it turned to prayer—Nate kneeling in the grass, stomach aching, head and heart pounding—that Jason would come here and find him. That tonight they were two sleepless souls that could heal each other.

      When Jason didn’t show up, Nate had sense enough to be relieved. Phantoms had overrun his mind, stolen his body. He was sick, very sick, and he knew that. He just didn’t know how to fix it.

      He went to the lookout point every night that week. Sometimes he felt peaceful, like he was awaiting a message from God. Other times he felt frantic, physically ill. Burning with fever. On those nights, he let himself get swept up in fantasy. Let shame feast on him, and used it like a drug. Images of Jason finding him, fucking him, wanting him. Looking at Nate’s body and grinning appreciatively, wicked as the Devil himself.

      One night, after waiting by the cliff’s edge for two hours, guilt was pulsing in him so hard that he couldn’t balance enough to stand. He thought about what a relief it would be to pull himself to the very edge and simply slide over. Let himself fall.

      He couldn’t remember what he’d done at the camp today. Who he’d talked to, whether Emily had played guitar. He could barely remember what his father’s face looked like. He knew he was sick for real, not just spiritually sick. The amount he was sweating, the pain in his body, none of it was normal. He tried to let himself cry, but no tears came. He tried to throw up, but he ended up dry heaving.

      He started to crawl back toward his car, but he only made it a few feet before he collapsed, grass tickling his face. The night noises—cicadas, the soft hush of trees—sounded mocking. He laughed and closed his eyes, listening.

      Listening.

      Why the fuck didn’t he hear anything useful? Why was the whole world either senseless noise or awful silence, and hardly anything in between?

      Where. The fuck. Was God?

      He made it to the spot by the guardrail where he’d parked. Squinted in the darkness, because he thought he was imagining things.

      There was another car parked beside his, a figure sitting on the hood, staring at the sky. When the figure looked over and spotted Nate, it slid off the car and stood. “Nate?”

      Nate laughed again, his breath moving the grass. Either it was a miracle, or Nate had made some accidental pact with Satan. Or there really was a connection between his soul and Jason Banning’s, and somehow Nate had called Jason here.

      “What’s wrong?” Jason hurried over. “Shit, Nate, what’s wrong?”

      Nate didn’t think this was a fever dream. “I’m sick,” he tried to explain to Jason.

      Sick, ruined. No use to anyone. Hypocrite, liar, a fucking weakling. I don’t know how to fight. I’m already on the ground. His teeth chattered.

      “Are you hurt?” Jason demanded, kneeling beside him. “What the hell happened?”

      Nate stared up at him. “You win,” he whispered. “I’m not a happy man.” Satisfied? “I’m not any fucking kind of a man.”

      “Listen,” Jason said sharply. “Are you hurt?”

      Nate shook his head.

      “Then come here.”

      Jason pulled him up so they were both kneeling.

      “Come here,” Jason repeated.

      Nate let Jason bring him closer.

      “You’re burning up.”

      Nate choked on a laugh. Gonna burn forever.

      “Shit. You need to go to the hospital.”

      “No.” No no no. Nate tried to pull free, but Jason held him by the shoulders. “Just let me...”

      “Let you what?”

      “Just let me die.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Nate.”

      “Haven’t sinned again,” Nate whispered, his throat aching. He blinked, but couldn’t see Jason properly. The world was grayed out. “In my heart, I have. Same thing. Same thing. I should die now, because I’m not going to get any cleaner.”

      “Stop.” One syllable, but Jason’s voice broke on it. “Can you stand? You need to get in my car. Please.”

      “Wanna stay here.” The grass was cool, and Jason was here, and in this moment he was safe, but there was hellfire coming for him. If he moved, it would burn him.

      “Please. I can’t lift you on my own.”

      Please.

      “Oh. Your leg.” Too many scars. Everyone had too many. And Nate’s was tiny, but sometimes he felt like it was big enough to wrap around his neck and choke him. He rubbed his wrist anxiously, checking it hadn’t moved, hadn’t grown monstrous and slithered up his skin like a serpent. “I just wanna…sleep. Please?”

      He pitched forward, and would have hit the grass except Jason caught him.
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      Nate was skinny, but it still took all of Jason’s strength to get him to his car. He wasn’t even sure how he did it. Like those people who suddenly lifted cars when their loved ones were trapped under them. Adrenaline or something. Or a miracle.

      Probably adrenaline.

      A miracle would have been nicer about it, surely, and kept his leg from hurting like a motherfucker on the drive to the hospital.

      Nate was awake again by the time they pulled into the parking lot, mumbling to himself from the back seat. Jason didn’t think he could manage the short walk to the doors of the ER so he leaned on the horn instead until an orderly came running.

      “He’s got a fever, I think,” Jason said. “He passed out, a while back, for a few minutes.”

      A second orderly pushed a wheelchair out.

      “Jason?” Nate called from the back seat.

      “It’s okay. You go with these guys, alright?”

      “Are you coming with me?”

      The fear in his voice almost undid Jason. “If you want.”

      The orderlies got Nate into the chair and pushed him into the hospital. Jason followed, his leg fucking killing him. Shit. He could use a wheelchair himself.

      And half the hospital’s drug supply.

      Grimacing, he followed Nate and the orderlies inside.
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      Nate blinked. The room was white, mostly, apart from the flickering screen in the corner. A television.

      “Nate?”

      “Jason?” He turned his head and blinked again to clear his vision. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re in the hospital,” Jason told him. He was sitting in a chair beside the bed, his leg propped up on a second chair and his phone resting on his thigh. There were dark shadows under his eyes. His jaw was stubbled, and Nate wanted to touch it. Wanted to feel the rasp of it under the pads of his fingers, his lips. “They thought it was meningitis, but now they’re saying it’s just an ear infection.”

      His ear didn’t even hurt. “What’s this tube for?” It was sticking out the back of his hand. It itched. Stung a little when he made a fist.

      “Antibiotics, I think.”

      Nate furrowed his forehead, staring at the tube, then at the television, and then at Jason. “What happened?”

      “I found you at the lookout. You don’t remember?”

      “Not really.” He hesitated. He’d had a weird dream about hellfire and serpents. Jason had been there. But surely it hadn’t been real. “Maybe. Kind of. I was sick?”

      It should have been an incredible relief. A way to bundle all his fears and darkest secrets into a lock box in the back of his mind, turn the key and wash his hands of them. None of it counted, because he was sick. But it had run deeper than that. It had been spiritual. No antibiotics drip-drip-dripping into the cannula in his hand could cure him.

      “Yeah, you were sick.” Jason’s smile was thin and unhappy. He lifted his leg down off the chair and shifted closer to Nate’s bed.

      Nate stared at the back of his hand. He remembered learning in school when he was about eight or nine that you could kill someone by injecting an air bubble into their drip. Or maybe he’d seen it on TV. The knowledge had terrified him. He’d run and asked his dad if it was true, and his dad had said yes. Nate had burned with betrayal. What kind of God would make him so flawed, so ridiculously frail that one tiny misplaced bubble of air could kill him? Then he’d wondered, if people were made in God’s image, if it was just as simple to kill God. Pop. Burst Him like a bubble.

      Jason reached out and took his hand. His palms were warm. Nate’s were cold. Jason turned his hand over and looked at his wrist. Under the lights, his scar was faint but unmistakable. “This is new.”

      “No.” Nate’s voice was faint. “That’s four years old.”

      Jason’s face seemed to crumble. He leaned forward, still holding Nate’s hand, and pressed his forehead to Nate’s fingers. His shoulders shook.

      “Hey.” Nate sat up. He put his free hand on the back of Jason’s head. The tube from the drip snaked across the blue hospital blanket. Jason’s hair was longer than he remembered. Still short, but grown out enough that there was the beginning of a curl to it. Nate combed his fingers through it, sighing. “What I did, that’s on me. Not you.”

      The attempt had been real, but he’d made a mess of it. He’d cut across, not down. And it had hurt so much that he’d cried out and his dad had come running. He hadn’t been in any real danger. He hadn’t even lost enough blood to pass out.

      Afterward, although he never told anyone, it had seemed fitting that he carried a scar. Something to remind him of his sins at a glance.

      “I ruined your life.” Jason’s voice was muffled by the blanket.

      “You didn’t.” Nate rubbed his thumb against the hair at his nape. Long enough that the curls made a little duck’s tail. “All the dominoes were already lined up ready to fall.”

      “And I pushed,” Jason said, lifting his head. His eyes were red.

      “I jumped.” Nate pressed his cold palm to the side of Jason’s face. The blood roared in his skull. His heart raced.

      “You could have ruined me,” Jason whispered. “But you didn’t.”

      Nate’s hand shook against Jason’s cheek. He was seized by a recklessness he hadn’t felt in years. “What if there was no tomorrow?”

      “What?”

      “No tomorrow. What if anything could happen and it didn’t matter? If there was nobody to disappoint?”

      Jason shook his head slightly.

      “Come here,” Nate said. He shifted his hand, curling his fingers behind Jason’s neck. “Come up here, please.”

      Jason stood, then he was leaning with his good knee braced against the side of the bed, bending over him. “Bad idea. Really bad idea.”

      “I want you.” Nate fought to keep his eyes open as Jason leaned closer. He didn’t want to miss a second. “God help me. I just… I want you.”

      Jason’s lips crushed against his, and it was better than he remembered. Better than he’d ever known. Sparks flared inside him, popping like bubbles. Like a thousand gods blinking out of existence. He was dizzy with arousal. He opened his mouth, let Jason’s tongue inside, and the shock of it touching his own reverberated through him. He moaned, twisting his hands in Jason’s hair. Pulling him closer.

      Not letting him go. Not tonight.

      Maybe he had died up at the lookout. Maybe he’d shed his skin. Maybe he was a new version of himself. He’d thought that before, hadn’t he? Last time.

      This time was different.

      They were both different, even as they tumbled into the same traps all over again.

      Sin boldly, he thought.

      “Nate. Nate.”

      Nate pulled back.

      “We can’t,” Jason said, his voice low. For a second Nate wanted to howl at the unfairness of it, then Jason leaned forward and bumped his lips against Nate’s. “Not here, okay? The hospital called your parents.”

      “Oh!” A sound not quite a laugh escaped Nate. God, no, they couldn’t walk into this. Not until Nate had figured it out for himself. It was one thing to want to sin boldly, but it was easier said than done. He needed to be sure of it, sure of them both, before he could be bold about it. “Not here? Do you mean we can do it somewhere else?”

      Jason looked almost reproachful.

      “No,” Nate said. “I want this. Don’t push me away.” Jason reached for his hand—

      no, his wrist, and rubbed his thumb over the scar. “That won’t happen again.”

      Jason regarded him silently for a moment, his gaze searching his face. Then he nodded. “Okay. If you mean it, okay.”

      “I mean it,” Nate said. He curled his fingers through Jason’s. Held him so tightly that he wasn’t sure he wanted to let him go. “God. I mean it.”

      Jason lifted his hand and pressed his knuckles to his lips. His eyes were dark with worry, but he nodded gravely.

      A silent promise.

      A new beginning.

      Where it would take him, Nate didn’t know. He didn’t know the way yet, but he knew the truth. He couldn’t pretend anymore that he didn’t want this, that this wasn’t who he was.

      Maybe the first sin was in hiding.

      How would he know, unless he was bold once again?
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      On Sunday afternoon Rose got a lift home from church with Kristin Tull. Ten minutes after that, the back yard was full of people wielding chainsaws and ladders. They made short work of Rose’s overhanging tree. Jason sat in his room and scrolled through news sites on his phone while Rose and Kristin took lemonade and sandwiches to the volunteers. A while after that Rose poked her head in and said she was going to bingo with Kristin.

      “Those Catholics can run a damned good bingo night,” she told him.

      “You’re hanging out with Catholics now?” Jason teased her.

      She played along. “They’re not so bad. So long as you don’t poke your fingers into their cages and rile them up.”

      Jason laughed, but it felt hollow. Everything had felt hollow since he’d held Nate’s hand in the hospital. Seen that thin white scar. “Have fun, okay?”

      He became engrossed in news about North Korea. Thought of Francesco from Reuters, and wondered what he was doing now. Strange, but he missed Francesco more than he missed Zac. Maybe what he missed was the lifestyle. Living on alcohol and cigarettes and adrenaline. Being free, and fearless.

      “What if there was no tomorrow?”

      Jason had lived for years like there was no tomorrow. He wasn’t sure it had been worth it. And not because of his injury, but because of who he’d hurt to get where he wanted to be.

      “What I did, that’s on me. Not you.”

      A familiar nausea spread through his gut.

      It’s my fault.

      He tried the words out, and they hurt worse than his leg—and deeper.

      He remembered another time, long ago, that he’d let those words into his mind and felt this same jag of sickness through the core of him. Standing in front of the bathroom mirror in this very house. The silence—the absence of his father’s laughter, his mother’s uncanny impressions of movie characters. Not even iconic characters, necessarily. Robin Wright in How to Kill Your Neighbor’s Dog. Joan Cusack in Broadcast News. Her voice had been so malleable, her impressions so precise. He was afraid that in this silence, he’d forget even the echo of her. Nothing but the soft creak of Rose moving in the back bedroom. The almost audible press of the walls around him.

      It’s my fault.

      I should have been with them.

      I should have told them not to go.

      He’d trembled, wanting to slam his fist into the mirror. But that seemed so cliche.

      I shouldn’t have needed them so much.

      It had felt almost good, to slash himself with blame again and again. To let in the first stirrings of doubt. What if there was a higher power? What if karma was real? What if he’d lost his parents because he’d deserved to lose them?

      And now he began to feel that cold, self-destructive ecstasy again.

      It’s my fault.

      Nate.

      That scar.

      It’s mine.

      With the words came a slam of agony, followed by a wonderful floating sensation, better than morphine. He’d never been Nate’s savior. Not that night at UW, not ever. He’d always been a pissing, shitting animal, like every other pissing, shitting animal on the planet. He hadn’t deserved his parents’ death, hadn’t deserved to have his leg blown up—didn’t deserve nightmares of Nate alone and bleeding, whittled to nothing by Jason’s cruelty—any more than he deserved happiness, or peace. Because there was no such thing as “deserving.” The universe’s mythical rewards and punishments were pure human narcissism. He’d wanted a better world, once. But there was only this world. And “better” wasn’t an achievable goal, a line on a graph. The good rose in waves, the bad always caught in its troughs, waiting for a turn.

      Just as suddenly, he was back in his body.

      No.

      No you piece of shit, you don’t get to do that anymore. You don’t get to use cynicism to bail on your guilt. Don’t get to use the world’s ugliness to justify your own. You don’t get to say, “I’m sorry”; you don’t get to say “it’s my fault” and hope those are magic words.

      Not when he has that scar.

      “That’s on me, not you.”

      No.

      You carry your share of the burden.

      There was a soft knock on his door.

      He jumped, surprised to find his hands were shaking. “I’m not going to bingo with the Catholics!” he called.

      The door opened. “I wasn’t going to ask you to.”

      “Nate! Shit!” Jason realized too late he was sitting on his bed in a T-shirt and boxers, and wrenched his comforter over his leg. “What are you, uhh…what are you doing here? I mean, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Nate glanced curiously around his room. “I only spent one night in the hospital. And I came to help with the tree. Then, when everyone left, I came back.”

      Jason shifted, heart pounding. “Are you sure you want to be here?”

      Nate nodded solemnly. “Yes. I don’t know what it means, but I’m sure. I’ve never been more sure of anything. My eyes are open this time.”

      So were Jason’s. And all he could see was the wreck he’d made of Nate’s life, and that thin, terrible scar across his left wrist.

      “Nate, I—”

      Nate closed the distance between them and sat on the end of Jason’s bed. He gestured to the comforter covering his leg. “Can I see it?”

      Jason shrugged, and tugged the comforter off.

      “Oh.” The word barely a breath.

      The leg was a mess, from the thigh all the way down to the foot. What hadn’t been torn open by shrapnel had been carved up by surgeons. It was like the trunk of a gnarled, diseased tree. Thick ropes and knots of scar tissue. Hollowed-out places where the flesh had been gouged away. Divots and bumps where screws and wires had been inserted. Shattered bone replaced with steel and titanium.

      “Gentlemen, we can rebuild him,” Jason said. “We have the technology.”

      Nate laughed softly, reaching out to touch the whorl of angry scar tissue around Jason’s knee. His smile slowly faded. “I’m glad you came home. I’m glad you didn’t die over there.”

      In this moment, Jason wanted nothing more than to be alive.

      “I couldn’t have died,” he said. “I had my lucky coin.” Nate looked up expectantly, so Jason lifted the chain over his neck and passed it to him. The coin spun between them. Mosque. Teardrop. Mosque. Teardrop. “A kid sold it to me in the market.”

      Nate caught the coin in his fingers and inspected it. “Wow.”

      “It’s a five Afghani,” Jason said. “It’s pretty much worthless.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Jason laughed despite himself. “I guess it worked, sure.”

      Nate handed the coin back. “I guess it did.”

      Silence settled between them again, uncomfortable, expectant. If fate, or God, or some other unknowable force had spared him for this moment, Jason didn’t understand why. It would always be awkward between them. Nate might have said he’d forgiven him—hell, it might even be true—but the weight of that forgiveness was heavy enough to throw them off balance and keep them there. Whatever this thing between them was, how could it be even? Jason would always owe Nate more than he could ever repay.

      So why the hell was Nate here? And why was he looking at Jason like he was the one who was afraid of being judged unworthy?

      “Listen,” he said with a sigh, drawing the thin chain from his lucky coin between his fingers.

      “Don’t.” Nate’s eyes were wide, and he looked so much like he had that night at UW Tacoma—a scared, naive kid—that Jason’s breath caught. “Whatever you’re going to say, don’t.”

      “Fuck. I have no idea what I was going to say.”

      “Then be quiet,” Nate whispered. He twisted suddenly, shifting closer, his denim-clad thigh pressing up against Jason’s bare skin. “Just for once, be quiet.”

      Then they were kissing, Nate’s fingers tugging at his hair. His tongue, unpracticed and clumsy, following Jason’s tentatively. Jason nipped at Nate’s bottom lip, loving the small, surprised sound that escaped him. He kept one hand on Nate’s hip, and slid the other one under his T-shirt, following the curve of his spine upward, and feeling Nate shudder under his touch.

      “Jason,” Nate whispered, the name as soft and reverent as a prayer.

      “Stand up for me,” Jason said. He caught Nate’s wrists in his hands as he obeyed, guiding him so that he stood between Jason’s knees. “I want to do something for you, okay?”

      Nate nodded, then his eyes widened when Jason dropped his wrists and hooked his fingers around the waistband of his jeans and went for the button of his fly.

      “I...um…” He swallowed.

      He was already hard, his erection pressing against his skinny jeans. He’d had a big dick for a slim kid, Jason remembered, or at least a kid who managed to only look half-grown everywhere else. Four years hadn’t filled him out much at all. Taken some of the edges off his sharper angles maybe, but he was probably still wearing the same size jeans he always had. Probably would until he was eighty and had a little paunch overhanging his belt.

      Jason tugged the button on his fly open and pulled his zipper down. Nate was wearing blue briefs, the fabric straining across his erection, damp at the head of his dick.

      “Usually I’d get on my knees for this,” Jason said, showing Nate a wry smile he hoped would ease his nerves. Nate looked as serious and round-eyed as a bushbaby. “But I’m afraid that’s out of the question for me at the moment.”

      “Are you gonna...” He couldn’t get the question out.

      “Gonna blow you,” Jason said. He rubbed his palm over Nate’s dick, and a visible shudder ran through him. “You ever done this before?”

      “N-no. Only done...only done what we did.”

      “Shit.” Jason pressed his mouth to the outline of Nate’s dick and exhaled slowly, heavily. “You’re gonna blow so fast.”

      If he didn’t hyperventilate first.

      Jason peeled Nate’s briefs down. His erection looked fucking painful, as red and shiny as a burn. Jason licked his palm and then closed his fingers around the shaft. He was pretty sure he had some ancient lube in the bottom of his bedside cabinet, left over from high school, but the way Nate was leaking he doubted it’d be necessary. Besides, he’d have his mouth around him in a second.

      Nate swayed on his feet, making a sound almost like a whimper as Jason tightened his grip.

      “Look at you,” Jason said. “You’re beautiful.”

      Nate made a face. “Standing here with my pants down.”

      Jason smiled, and let go of his dick. “You’re right. Will you take it off for me? All of it?”

      Nate swallowed again, then nodded. “Yeah. Will you do that too?”

      “Yeah. You first.” He wanted to watch.

      Nate reached behind him and tugged his shirt over his head. Skinny, but not scrawny. He was beautifully made. His neck and lower arms were a shade or two darker than the rest of him. His chest, expanding with every breath he sucked it, was smooth. The sparse hairs he had were fine and almost invisible against his flesh. His nipples were small, and pinched tight with arousal.

      He shoved his jeans and briefs all the way down and stepped out of them. Long, lanky legs. Jason could still remember the way they’d been wrapped around him once, urging him deeper. And, just like that night, Nate was trying to shield his dick with his hands.

      Jason pulled his own shirt off. His boxers took longer. His erection snagged in them a few times as he struggled out of them awkwardly. Once, he’d been like a fucking dancer when it came to this. Could undress himself and another guy in a series of smooth steps, in the time it took to make it the distance between the front door and the bedroom. Now it felt like he’d gone ten rounds with a cage fighter just trying to get his goddamned underwear off.

      “Here.” Nate leaned over him, and caught the bottom of his boxers. Jason braced his hands on his mattress, lifted his ass, and Nate slid the boxers off him.

      “Thanks.”

      Nate hesitated with one hand out and his eyes half closed, like he was either blessing Jason or trying to pull thoughts from his mind through sorcery.

      “It’s okay,” Jason said softly.

      Nate placed his hand on Jason’s shoulder. Trailed it hesitantly down Jason’s chest then moved it lower until he almost brushed Jason’s dick. Jason blew out a breath and looked at Nate’s hand.

      “I don’t really know what to do,” Nate admitted.

      “You step a little closer. And you spread your legs.”

      “And what if I don’t want to?” Nate challenged suddenly.

      Jason shrugged and looked away, the quick sting of that going deep. Why should Nate trust him to lead this dance? Look where it had gotten Nate the first time. “You don’t have to.”

      “I do want to,” Nate said quietly, stepping forward. He spread his legs. His dick was slightly below Jason’s mouth, and Jason leaned down to kiss it.

      Nate gave a stifled, nervous laugh. Jason looked up at him and smiled. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t kn—” Nate threw his head back and gasped as Jason tongued his slit.

      “What?” Jason whispered again, letting the word buzz against Nate’s shaft. Nate’s head dropped forward. He opened his eyes again, but didn’t meet Jason’s gaze. Stared at his ruined leg instead, like a wide-eyed kid at a freak show.

      Shit. That was unfair.

      This was Nate Tull. He didn’t have a nasty bone in his body.

      Should have, after everything Jason had done to him, but he didn’t.

      Jason shifted his hands to Nate’s narrow hips. Couldn’t help smoothing one over the cheek of his ass, feeling the muscle tighten under his touch. God, but he’d love to get inside that ass again. Take his time with it, not like last time. Use his fingers, and his tongue, and blow Nate’s mind.

      But for now he’d settle for blowing Nate’s dick.

      He leaned in again and licked his lips. Almost laughed when he heard Nate’s needy moan. Shifted one hand from Nate’s hip to the base of his dick. Held the hard, heated shaft steady while he licked the slit again.

      “Jason!” Nate shuddered.

      Jason sucked the head of Nate’s dick into his mouth. His own erection throbbed, and he ignored it. Focused on Nate instead. There was a burning need inside him to make this good, as though a blowjob could somehow make things right between them.

      A long time since he’d done this for anyone. Even longer since he’d done it without the sour taste of latex on his tongue. He and Zac had always played safe. Jason had almost forgotten what a guy’s dick tasted like.

      Nate’s fingers found his hair and tangled in it, trembling.

      Jason bobbed his head down, then back again, sealing his lips around Nate’s shaft and working his tongue against the underside.

      Stared up at him, mouth stretched around his dick. Nate stared back, eyes huge, as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      Jason hummed, just to let Nate feel the vibrations.

      “Jason— I— Oh, God!”

      Oh, God, save my eternal soul, or Oh God, I’m coming?

      The second one.

      Jason swallowed as his mouth flooded with cum. Too much and too fast. It dribbled out over his lips. He sat back, wiping his mouth with his hand.

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. Oh, shit.”

      Jason swallowed again. “What are you sorry for?”

      Nate was trembling. His chest was flushed, and his face was an even brighter red. “That was...that was too fast, right?”

      Jason tugged him down to sit beside him on the bed. He was afraid that if he didn’t, Nate would run. “First time a guy offered me a blowjob, I came when he licked his lips. I still had my pants on.”

      He’d also been fifteen and could have come if the wind had changed, but no need to mention that.

      Nate’s mouth quirked in an anxious smile. He made a twitching gesture. “I should, um, should do something for you now.”

      If the pitched intonation at the end of his words didn’t sound so much like a question and didn’t give away his fear, Jason would have agreed in a heartbeat. Instead, he ran his hand along Nate’s thigh, watching the hairs stand to attention in the wake of his touch. “No, you don’t have to do anything. I’m okay.”

      Nate’s gaze darted to his erection and away again. “Really?”

      “Peachy,” Jason said.

      “Sure. You’re peachy.” Nate snorted. “Have you been hanging out with the bingo crowd too? Because I’m pretty sure that’s the kind of word they would use.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And most of them were born in the 1940s.”

      “Jeepers,” Jason said. “I mean, golly, mister.”

      This time Nate’s smile was genuine. He knocked Jason’s shoulder with his own. “I really should go.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t mean like I’m running out of here because I’m ashamed or something. But I’m supposed to be back at the camp tonight.”

      “Shouldn’t you be off work? You were in the hospital.”

      “I like the camp. I like feeling useful.”

      As you help your dad teach kids how to hate themselves?

      He knew Nate was better than that. Shit, it was possible that even Reverend Tull was better than that. Maybe he really did think he was doing the best he could for those kids. Not that motive mattered when the end result was the same.

      Something about good intentions and the road to hell...

      “Okay,” he said.

      Nate stood up and began to collect his clothes. Turned awkwardly away from Jason when he pulled his underwear and jeans back on, as though his modesty was just now catching up with him. Anyone else, and Jason would have teased him about it.

      Oh, so I can suck it, but I’m not allowed to look at it?

      Because anyone else would have seen the funny side. Jason didn’t know if Nate would. And he was afraid that Nate would regret what had happened, and that his self-recrimination would catch him when he was alone. What then? Would he take a blade and open up that scar?

      “Listen,” he said, as Nate pulled on his shirt. “I want to give you my number.”

      “Okay.”

      “So we can talk, you know? If you need to talk about what happened.”

      “Oh.” Nate’s face became guarded suddenly.

      “What?”

      “I thought...” Nate cleared his throat. “I thought you were giving me your number so we could meet again like this.”

      Jason smiled and choked a little as a laugh tried to escape. “Really? You want that?”

      “Yeah.” Nate answered Jason’s smile with a cautious grin of his own. “Yeah, I think I do.”
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      Back at the camp, guilt hit Nate like he knew it would. Sitting around the fire with the kids, toasting marshmallows and telling ghost stories, it wasn’t the thought of his own sin that bit back at him. It was his happiness. Everything had felt so right with Jason. Okay, his nerves had almost overcome him a few times, but it had been worth it. Not just because he’d come—Nate was no stranger to jerking off when he absolutely couldn’t stand the building pressure any longer—but everything. The thought of letting a woman do that to him turned his stomach. But with a man, with Jason, it was different. It had felt perfectly natural. It had felt like all the pieces that hadn’t really fit before were finally falling into place.

      And now guilt showered him.

      Not for what he’d done with Jason, but because he’d told all these kids that they shouldn’t look for happiness in the same place.

      He gazed across the fire at Tyler, who was animatedly telling a ghost story. He’d started with the flashlight under his chin but was now swinging it wildly, sending the beam across tree trunks and campers’ faces, and into the night sky.

      “And then William slowly untied the ribbon,” Tyler said. He paused, glancing around to make sure he had his audience’s attention. “And Annie’s head fell off!”

      “That was unbelievably lame,” Steven said.

      “Shut up, douchebag.”

      “Hey,” Nate said, but the two boys were already in a shoving war, laughing wildly while a couple of the other campers whooped. “Enough.”

      Nate could barely hear his own voice. Tyler goosed Steven under the arms, then slid his hands down Steven’s sides as Steven cringed and squirmed, nearly overturning his lawnchair. Then Tyler swiped a hand between Steven’s legs and gripped briefly before letting go. Nate looked to see if anyone else had noticed, but nobody reacted. Emily finally stood and said, “Hey, hey. Let’s settle down, okay?”

      Tyler scooted his chair closer to Steven’s and slung an arm around Steven’s neck. He grinned up at Emily. “Okay.”

      “Get off me.” Steven shrugged out from under Tyler’s arm. But he was grinning too.

      Nate didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t reprimand them, since he wasn’t even sure he’d seen what he thought he’d seen. Could have been the firelight playing tricks on him. And if he said something and the boys denied it, and no one else had seen it…

      Besides, Nate wasn’t going to make an issue of it in front of the whole camp. He’d talk to Steven and Tyler privately. And he’d talk to the counselors too—see if they’d noticed any inappropriate interactions between Steven and Tyler over the last few days.

      He stared over the crackling flames into the darkness of the woods. Maybe he needed to take a walk, clear his head. He had that fear again—the fear that Steven and Tyler were deliberately challenging him. That, in looking the other way, he was allowing them to tarnish their souls, ruining their chance to know God’s love in eternity.

      But also, he didn’t want to make a big deal out of nothing. It was up to Steven and Tyler whether they wanted to be here, whether they took Moving Forward’s lessons to heart. As long as they weren’t inciting mutiny in the other campers, then who the hell was Nate to accept a blowjob from Jason and then tell Steven and Tyler they couldn’t touch each other.

      They’re kids. They need guidance. That’s what they came here for.

      No. They came here because their parents made them. And now they’re playing along until they’re eighteen and can do whatever they want.

      How would Nate have felt at their age, if someone had told him he couldn’t make his own choices because he was too young?

      Nate had a bizarre desire to ask Jason’s advice. Stupid, because no way would Jason take the issue seriously. Jason thought Moving Forward was evil. He’d probably root for Steven and Tyler to fool around as much as possible, to prove that gay conversion therapy didn’t work.

      But Nate wanted to ask all the same. Because even though Jason could be untrustworthy and selfish, Nate had always admired his strength, his courage, his convictions. His willingness to explore even the world’s most deadly places.  He wanted to lean on Jason, wanted to let Jason open the world up to him. He’d wanted that four years ago, and he wanted it now.

      But he wasn’t going to be a pushover. Wasn’t going to let Jason mock his faith or tell him who to be. Nate was his own man now. and even if his ideas about who that man was were starting to crumble, he wasn’t going to put himself back together in some mold Jason approved of.

      He just had to find the compromise. Between his beliefs and reality, between faith and desire, and between Jason and himself. He’d concentrate on that for now and worry about his responsibility to his family, to the camp, later.
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      Jason met with Zac at two, at the dog park in Westlake. He’d dropped Rose off at her monthly appointment at the clinic. She said she was fine to go in without him. Nobody had held her hand when he was in Afghanistan, after all. Back then though, Jason knew, she hadn’t been as run down. She’d still driven herself the hour and a half from Pinehurst. But she wouldn’t let him come to the actual appointment with her, so he’d texted Zac the night before to see if he could meet up with Zoner. It was a three-hour drive from Portland up into central Washington, and Jason had been sure Zac would refuse. Was shocked when he hadn’t.

      “I hope you know I only did this for him.” Zac nodded at the dog, who was spinning in circles while Jason petted him, whapping Jason’s knees with his tail.

      “I know.” Fuck. This was a mistake. It was going to break his heart when he had to let Zac take Zoner away again, but it was selfish to want Zoner for himself. Zac had spent more time with the dog, and Jason was hardly in any shape to take him for a walk every day, was he? He remembered weekends when they’d taken him hiking on the trails around Forest Park, trying to run some energy out of him. Then getting home again, locking poor Zoner out of the bedroom while Jason fucked Zac into the mattress, watching the way his sweaty body writhed underneath his strong thrusts.

      That was something they hadn’t told him at the hospital. By the way, Mr. Banning, you’ll never be able to fuck as vigorously again. Because back then Jason was supposed to feel grateful to be alive, not bitter about his diminished quality of life.

      Can’t run or jump? Can barely walk? Oh well, at least you’re alive.

      Can’t go back to the job you loved? At least you’re alive.

      Can’t fuck a man the way you want to? At least you’re alive.

      At least you’re alive.

      Well, fuck being alive.

      On days like this one, fuck it.

      “I’ve got some things of yours in the car,” Zac said at last.

      “What things?”

      “Some clothes,” Zac said. “A couple of books. A camera. They got mixed up in my stuff.”

      “Oh.”

      “Those dishes we got from Pottery Barn.”

      “You never liked those.”

      Zac’s expression softened. “No. I never did.”

      There were a lot of things they’d disagreed on, Jason supposed. A long-distance relationship had suited them both. All the convenience of a regular relationship, without the intimacy. Zac got to tell people about his boyfriend with the exciting, dangerous job, and Jason got to feel warm knowing there was someone waiting for him at home.

      He tugged Zoner’s ears gently. “I know you never signed on to look after a cripple—”

      “It wasn’t that!” Zac shook his head. “Jesus. I mean, it wasn’t just that.”

      Jason nodded, and tried to let go of some of his bitterness. Okay, so they’d never talked about a future. They’d never talked about forever. But it had still fucking hurt when Zac had said he wanted out, because Jason knew that if he’d come back whole, it wouldn’t have ended the way it did. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      “No.” Zac answered a little too quickly, but Jason didn’t care enough to push. “How’s Pinehurst? As horrible as you remembered?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Are you keeping up with your PT?”

      “Yeah.” Reading through the list of exercises counted, right? Even when he couldn’t be bothered crawl out of bed to do them.

      Zac sighed. “You should. Remember what the doctors said. You have to strengthen the muscles, or you’ll end up in a chair.”

      Jason snorted. So they were still close enough to tell when they were lying to each other. He wasn’t sure if that was something he could take comfort in, or something that seemed almost unbearably sad.

      “Are you seeing anyone?”

      For some reason the question shocked him. He hadn’t expected Zac to ask, since it was obvious Zac no longer thought of him as a viable sexual being. He’d thought that Zac's idea of politeness—no, don’t draw attention to Jason’s disability. That will only embarrass us both—would protect him from a question he had no fucking idea how to answer. “Not, um, not exactly.”

      Zac’s smile was tentatively teasing. “Well, I just know there’s a story behind that.”

      Jason scruffed Zoner. “There really isn’t.”

      It didn't matter what Nate was, and what Jason and he had, now or then. Jason had hurt Nate, deeper than he had been able to admit to himself for years. He'd told himself that little Nathan Tull had fled straight back into the closet of his father's church, a coward. But Jason had driven him there. Encouraged him to spread his wings, then flung him straight into a tempest. It had been so easy to think that Reverend Tull was the villain in Nate’s story, but maybe he wasn't the only one.

      Zoner brought him a stick. Jabbed him in the legs with it. Dragged it across his hands, then pretended to bound away with it. Trying to tempt Jason to grab it and wrestle. Once upon a time, he would have. Now, he couldn’t risk it. Zoner was a big dog. Part Great Dane, the vet had hazarded, but mostly general mutt.

      Zac reached out and grabbed the stick. Played tug of war with Zoner, wrenching his big head back and forth. Covering all of them, and the park bench, in dog drool.

      “I missed this,” Jason said.

      Zac wiped his hands on his jeans. His smile was a little uncomfortable.

      You scared the cripple is going to get maudlin, Zac? Make a spectacle of himself?

      That was unfair. Again.

      Zac looked away, suddenly interested in an old man walking a small terrier.

      “Thanks,” Jason said at last. “For driving all this way. It’s been good to see you both.”

      Which wasn’t exactly the truth, but not really a lie either.

      But, whichever one it was, he knew he wouldn’t ask Zac to make the drive again.
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      “Nate?”

      Nate, his arms full of baseball gear, caught the door with his foot before it shut. “Yeah, Dad?”

      His dad pulled the door open and held it, chuckling as an aluminum bat slid out of Nate’s grasp and clattered to the floor. “Baseball, huh?”

      “After our talk.”

      Nate’s talk.

      Probably why his dad was here. Just checking up on him to make sure he was okay after coming home from the hospital. To make sure he felt strong enough to discuss his past with the kids. He didn’t, not today, but it wasn’t his physical strength failing him. It was his faith, or at least those tenets of their faith that his father believed. Those were slipping away now, like water through his grasping fingers.

      It didn’t feel wrong.

      That, a voice told him, was exactly the danger. Sin came packaged like that. Wrapped in soft promises and comfort and laughter. Sin disguised itself at first. It was insidious.

      But maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t sin. Maybe this wasn’t damnation. Maybe this was exactly what it felt like: happiness. Nate had been unhappy for so long that he didn’t dare risk his chance at it now.

      “As long as you’re feeling up to it,” his dad said.

      “Yeah,” Nate lied. “I’m fine.”

      His dad clapped him gently on the shoulder and let him go.

      In the front yard, Nate saw his mom getting ready to leave for her Christian Women’s Alliance meeting. He wanted to call to her, say bye, but something stopped him.

      When he was a kid, he’d been closer to his mother than to his father. His dad had always been open and kind, always easy to talk to. Nate, shyer and quieter than his dad, had gravitated to his mother instead. His mother seemed less approachable to people, harder to read, but Nate had liked that. He’d liked that he didn’t need to share her with the whole town.

      Somewhere along the line, that had shifted. Nate had become a teenager and life had gotten messy. While his father acknowledged life’s unevenness, its complexities and gray areas, Nate never saw him living that mess. Never saw him fumbling in that space between black and white. He saw a man who, at his core, believed that sin and virtue were clear cut, easy to identify, pursue, or reject. That anyone could overcome any hardship, any vice, through willpower. Maybe a different kid would have resented that, allowed it to drive a wedge between them, but Nate had stepped back from his mom’s gentle cynicism instead, and fervently modeled himself after his father in the hope that he could know that certainty as well, and be strong like his father.

      Until the scandal. Then Nate saw his father hurt, confused. Lost. Teenage Nate had always guiltily imagined he’d take some satisfaction in that sight. But the reality of it was ugly. Left Nate aching and ashamed. He’d found himself wanting to rebuild his relationship with his mother, who didn’t seem quite so rigid in her beliefs. Or quite so shaken if the things she did believe were challenged.

      But he hadn’t known how to talk to either of them. How to do anything but apologize. Eventually, hungry for comfort, he had accepted his father’s assurances that he could be fixed. That anything could be fixed through God’s love. He hadn’t believed it. But he’d learned to.

      It was a beautiful day—not as hot as it had been all week. The breeze kept Nate centered, made him feel awake and alive. Marissa was out on the field with the kids, and Nate felt guilty just looking at her. They had to break up. Nate had to do it tonight. He couldn’t string her along, couldn’t hurt her.

      Sin boldly.

      He greeted the campers and dropped the gear in the makeshift dugout. They didn’t have an actual diamond, just lines painted on the grass. It needed to be mowed; Nate could barely see the bases as he surveyed the field. Marissa waved to him, and he waved back tentatively.

      He was missing someone. Sixteen campers had signed up to play today, plus four counselors. But there were only nineteen people here.

      “Anyone seen Isaac?” he asked.

      The campers looked around. “He was at breakfast,” Mary Ann said.

      “I’ll go check the cabins. I’ll let you guys pick teams without me.”

      Steven snickered and elbowed Tyler in the ribs.

      Those two were incorrigible. It made Nate uncomfortable. Maybe even a little jealous? He didn’t know. He only knew that he had to be sure of himself before he could even start sorting out his feelings towards the work he did here at the camp. Before he defied his father’s teachings, before he betrayed him and became the Absalom to his father’s David. He wasn’t afraid. But he had to be sure.

      Nate headed for the cabins. In the middle of the day they were deserted. Towels hung on the rails out the front of Maple. Someone’s boardshorts had fallen into a soggy heap on the ground. Nate picked them up, shook the worst of the dirt out of them, and slung them over the rail.

      “Isaac?” Nate knocked on the wall beside the open door. “You in here?”

      Isaac was lying on his bunk, reading a book. He didn’t look up when Nate stepped inside.

      “Hey. I thought you were playing baseball,” Nate said.

      “I don’t want to.” Isaac rolled over and faced the wall. He held the book up in front of his face.

      “Okay.” Nate leaned against the end of his bunk. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Fine.” A monotone.

      “Isaac.” Nate sighed. “Listen, is there anything you want to talk about?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” Nate sat on the end of his bunk. Isaac glared at him and then hid his face behind the book again. “So here’s what I think. I think that you’re missing out on an opportunity to make some good friends here, because you’re hiding in the cabin instead.”

      Isaac mumbled something.

      “What?”

      Isaac glared again. “I said nobody here wants to be my friend!”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is!” Isaac sat up suddenly. He swung his legs over the side of the bunk and planted his feet on the floor. Threw the book down onto the mattress. “The other guys don’t like me!”

      “Then the other guys are idiots,” Nate said, although he wondered how much of Isaac’s own attitude was to blame. The big socially-awkward kid who scowled more often than he smiled. He didn’t make it easy for himself. “I like you. And we’re friends, aren’t we?”

      Isaac snorted. “You have to act like my friend because you work here.”

      “That’s not the reason,” Nate told him. “Wow.”

      “Wow, what?”

      “Wow, you really think I’m that shallow?”

      That won him an unwilling smile. “No… just, you know, it’s kind of your job.”

      “Yeah, it is kind of my job. But do you know why I do this job?”

      “Because your dad runs the place?”

      “It’s partly that. But it’s mostly because I like helping kids like you.” Nate smiled through the bite of guilt. Helping. Was he really helping anyone? “That is, I know how hard it is to have the feelings that you’re struggling with, and I know what it feels like to think you’re the only person in the world who’s ever been there. Isaac, every kid who walks into this place is my friend, because I know how much you need one.”

      Something flashed in Isaac’s eyes, and then his scowl was back. “Okay. Sure.”

      Nate’s smile faded. He didn’t know what was going on with Isaac. Didn’t know how to reach him. Every time he thought he had, Isaac pulled away again. So maybe it was about time he swallowed his pride and asked. “I feel like I’m missing something here. Like you’re angry with me.”

      Isaac glanced at him quickly, then stared at the floor. He shook his head quickly.

      “Isaac?”

      Isaac swallowed. His shoulders jerked. “You’re a liar, Nate.”

      Nate felt as though all the breath had been knocked out of him. “What do you mean?”

      “I was in the car. I saw how you looked at him. I saw.” Isaac turned his face toward him. His eyes brimmed with tears. “You’re not cured! You’re going to hell just like the rest of us!”

      The roar of blood in his skull almost deafened Nate. “Isaac, I never pretended I don’t still struggle with my phantoms.” Struggle with them. Or, God help him, embrace them by standing in Jason Banning’s bedroom and letting Jason suck him off. “There are…there are things I’m still trying to work out for myself. I don’t have all the answers. I don’t...”

      Isaac blinked, and tears slid down his cheeks.

      “God loves us,” Nate managed. “I believe that. I know that.”

      “Then why does He want us to hate ourselves?”

      “Isaac…no.”  He reached out and put his hand on Isaac’s shoulder. “That’s not what He wants.”

      Isaac twisted toward him. “How do you know that? How do you know?”

      “Because…” Nate drew a breath. Because if he had one single article of faith remaining after he’d shed all the others, this was it. “Because God created the world. And the world is full of so much beauty, and so much wonder, and so many miraculous things, how can it be anything except a gift?” He smiled, even though his throat ached with unshed tears. “God doesn’t want us to be unhappy. Look what He gave us! It’s beautiful, Isaac!”

      Isaac leaned in suddenly and, before Nate realized what was happening, pressed his mouth against Nate’s.

      Nate froze.

      It must have been half a second that he didn’t move. Half a second when he couldn’t process what was occurring. Isaac’s mouth against his, his breath hot. His hand in Nate’s hair. Half a second, but it was long enough for the world to stop spinning.

      “No!” Nate pushed him away, his heart thumping. He leaped to his feet. “God, Isaac, no.”

      Isaac stared at him, mouth open, breathing heavily.

      Oh God.

      Isaac wasn’t the first kid who’d crushed on Nate, but he was the first one Nate had misread so completely that he’d been careless enough to be alone with him. Nate wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, unable to bear the thought of Isaac’s saliva on his lips.

      Oh God.

      He couldn’t freak out about this. Not in front of Isaac.

      “I’m your friend,” he said, wondering how the hell he sounded so calm. “But that’s all I can be.”

      “Because you think you’re straight!” The sudden venom in Isaac’s voice shocked him.

      “Because you’re fifteen!” Nate shot back. “Because you’re a child!”

      Isaac flinched.

      “I can’t…” Nate wiped his mouth again. “God, Isaac.” Shook his head. “God.”

      Isaac glared at the floor.

      “When…” Nate struggled for breath. “When you’re ready, come and join the rest of us for baseball. Please.”

      Isaac hunched over, but nodded.

      “And later—”

      Later he’d stand up in front of the kids and tell them that they, too, could suppress the urges they felt toward the same sex.

      Later he’d break up with Marissa.

      Later, he’d call Jason.

      Later, he’d sin boldly.

      You hypocrite. You dirty fucking hypocrite.

      “And later,” he said again, trying to keep his voice from breaking, “we’ll go and talk to my dad about what happened here.”

      Isaac didn’t meet his gaze.

      Nate, clenching his fingers into fists to keep them from shaking, turned and walked from the cabin.
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      Outside the clinic, Rose shuffled toward the car and waved dismissively at Jason when he got out to help her. By the time he’d limped over to her, she was already in the passenger seat.

      Jason went back to the driver’s side and climbed in. He still had Zoner’s hair all over his pants. He put the car in Drive and headed for the interstate. “How’d it go?”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Fine? What does ‘fine’ mean?”

      “It means my visit was fine. It was what I expected.”

      “What did you and Dr. Ives talk about?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment. “You’re nosy.”

      “Did you discuss your treatment options?”

      “We did.”

      “And?”

      “And.” Rose glanced out the window.  “And I don’t feel the treatment options Dr. Ives outlined are compatible with survival.”

      Jason turned to her, eyes narrow. “What are you talking about? What does that mean, not compatible with survival?”

      The soft, sagging skin of Rose’s cheeks moved slightly, but she didn’t speak. Jason glanced at the road, then back at her. She sighed. “If I do what Dr. Ives is suggesting, even if I live—which is doubtful—I wouldn’t survive. The side effects of the chemo are...barbaric.”

      “No.” Jason shook his head. “No, don’t give me that bullshit.  If there’s a fucking chance it could save you, you’re doing it.”

      “Jason, watch your language. And watch the road. This isn’t your decision.” She folded her thin hands in her lap.

      “It is my decision. It affects me, and I have some say.”

      She sighed. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      Jason slapped the steering wheel. “We’ll damn well talk about it now. You’re not refusing treatment, Rose.”

      “Yes, I am!” she shouted.

      Jason fell silent, stunned.

      “That is your problem, Jason!” she said sharply. “You’ve always assumed that everything involves you. You decide when the sun rises, when it sets. When a boy comes out to his family. Which beliefs are worth fighting for, and which ones are pointless, dangerous. Good God, I love you, but you want a level of control no person could possibly possess—or deserve.” She looked out the window again.

      Jason continued driving, her words lodged in him, creating a pain that blurred his vision and made him dizzy. Finally he pulled into the parking lot of a tire place and sat there, staring at his shaking hands on the wheel.

      “Jason,” Rose said quietly.

      His throat was too tight to speak.

      “Jason.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. He flinched.

      “I didn’t want to hurt Nate. Or you.” He forced the words out quickly, before his voice could break. “I don’t know why I do this. I don’t know why I—can’t just—accept the world as it is, but, God—don’t people need help sometimes? Don’t they need to be pushed? Doesn’t—” He swallowed rapidly. “Doesn’t everybody need something to push against, to fight for, or…or what are we doing?”

      “I don’t know,” Rose said quietly after a moment.

      “Don’t leave me,” he told her, not caring that his voice cracked. “Don’t go. I’m such a fucking... I can’t do this alone.”

      “Shh,” she said firmly.

      He leaned back, staring out the windshield, up at the power lines and the Murphy’s Muffler sign. “I just can’t believe everyone doesn’t want to fight like I do. It’s such a brilliant world— I really believe that. But it’s… It needs to be better. I don’t know what else to do with myself.” He scrubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Don’t listen to me, please. I don’t know what’s happening.” He took a breath. “All the things I hoped I’d be, and I’m this.”

      “That’s enough now.” She rubbed the back of his neck. She hadn’t done that since he was a kid. “When you were young, your mother used to tell me you were sensitive. That she’d read you a story and you’d be up all night thinking about it, worrying about the characters. Crying if it was sad. Around me, you were different. You climbed my bookshelves. You showed off your war toys. You tripped the neighbor boy to win a race. But I always knew your mom was right. You had a great deal of compassion, empathy. As well as a strong desire for confrontation.”

      Jason breathed out.

      “You’re a good man,” Rose continued. “But sometimes things just need to happen, without being right or wrong. Without us trying to steer them.”

      He closed his eyes and nodded. “Mom said…” He opened his eyes. Tried again. “She said I was an idealist.” And he’d thought that word made him sound strong, important. He hadn’t known it meant someone with his head in the fucking clouds. Someone whose fantasies were foolish—dangerous, even, because they moved in circles. Coiling and coiling around one certain idea, one absolute. And never branching out, taking into account what a fragile thing truth was.

      Self-righteousness wasn’t hard-won. It was as basic as hunger, as lust. The need to believe you were smarter, better, more deserving than others. That you alone could fix the world, if this line of idiots wasn’t standing in your way.

      He put the car in Drive and pulled through the lot.

      Rose shifted, her hand shaking a little on her purse. “She thought the world of you. She and your dad.”

      The pain was old, but never dull. It’s when I stop moving that I miss them. And that’s how I feel all the time now—just, stuck. Nowhere to go.

      But now I have someone who makes me feel like I could go somewhere. He was going somewhere too. And I stopped him. I told him he could be free, but what I meant was: You can be my version of free. You can be tangled up with me, tonight and forever, not because you choose to be, but because it suits me.

      Because I decide when the sun rises and sets. I decide how the world will remember you.

      His throat tightened.

      Don’t let me do that.

      Be someone I can’t even imagine. Surprise me. Defy me.

      Change me, Nate.

      Rose stayed silent.

      They were just entering Pinehurst when Jason saw a woman standing at the intersection of the highway and the narrow road that led to Moving Forward. She had a sign, and at first Jason thought she was panhandling. But she held her sign high as he drove past, and he saw it said, in large blue letters: REVEREND TULL MOVES US ALL BACK.

      He didn’t know if Rose had seen it too. He didn’t ask.
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      Nate got a text from Jason around six. Lookout? Tonight, midnight? He was eating dinner in the empty kitchen at his parents’ house, instead of in the mess hall with the campers. He needed some time to himself if he was going to make it through evening prayer.

      A spike of arousal when he read the text. Followed by guilt. Always the guilt, but this time it was laced with excitement, seemed to spur his lust.

      He wrote back, Yes. Hesitated only a moment. Then texted Marissa asking if she’d come over at ten—he needed to talk to her about something. Tried not to think about what that meant. That he was breaking up with Marissa because he planned to fuck Jason tonight at the lookout at midnight.

      He sat numb and silent through evening prayer. A couple of times he thought he felt Isaac watching him, angry and plaintive, but he ignored it. Isaac hadn’t forgiven him for telling his father what had happened. Hadn’t forgiven him for sharing his shame with the reverend. And a part of Nate agreed with him. There had been nothing soothing in his father’s words. Nothing comforting in a shared prayer for strength. It had left Nate hollow. He said a subdued goodnight to his dad once the campers were in bed. Went to the kitchen to wait.

      He was pacing the kitchen, chugging water, when he heard Marissa’s car pull up. The slam of the car door. Footsteps on the walk. And then the front door opened, creaked, closed again. “Nate?”

      “In here.”

      She entered the kitchen. She was wearing a light pink tank top and denim shorts. Just enough makeup to bring out her dark eyes. Her hair was slightly damp, clipped high on her head, and he could smell her shampoo from here. She was beautiful, and smarter than he’d ever be, and if he didn’t love her now, he never would. “Hi,” she said.

      “Hi.” He set his water glass down. Clenched his hand so it wouldn’t shake. “Thanks for coming over. Can, uh…can we go upstairs?”

      She nodded.

      Nate led her to his room. He’d rehearsed what he wanted to say, but now that she was here, he wasn’t sure how to begin.

      Do it quickly.

      He was still anxious over what had happened with Isaac earlier. “You’re going to hell just like the rest of us.”

      I know.

      She hesitated at the threshold. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      He froze, facing the wall with the framed picture of last year’s Moving Forward group. Dozens of tiny faces smiled back at him. He heard her come in behind him and sit on the bed. He made himself face her. She didn’t look angry. “W-why do you think that?”

      She shrugged. “Because you don’t love me.”

      Nate’s stomach clenched. “I do! I do. Just…”

      “Shut up.” She gave him a reluctant smile. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve known for a long time.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      She sighed and didn’t answer.

      After several moments, Nate ventured, “You’re not okay with that.”

      She met his gaze. “What are you doing, Nate?”

      “Uh...what do you mean?”

      “There’s someone else, isn’t there?”

      “No. I mean—no, not…” His throat tightened. “I’m trying.”

      “I know.” Her voice was soft. “I used to think I was helping. Now I don’t know.”

      “You are. You did.” Nate wasn’t sure what he was trying to do. He had to break up with her—to protect her. But she’d been so familiar for so long, and now the way she was looking at him was completely foreign.

      “For fuck’s sake.” She looked away. “You need to be honest. Okay? Just tell people the truth.”

      Did she mean about not being cured? What did he say or do that made it so obvious to everyone?

      “I saw the way you looked at him.” Isaac had said. Had Marissa seen too? In just a few moments on a dark evening at the lookout, had she known?

      “I’m gay.” His voice sounded far away. “I thought I wasn’t anymore. I thought...”

      “I know,” she repeated.

      He closed his eyes. “Do you hate me?”

      “No. I wish you’d told me sooner. But I don’t hate you.”

      He opened his eyes. He wanted to tell her everything. Ask her advice. They used to do that for each other. Little things: Marissa trying to figure out how to tell her mom she’d gotten a tattoo. Nate wondering what classes to take at community college.

      “I want to tell you the truth. I feel like—like I’ve lied to you. And…there is someone else,” he said slowly. “But I didn’t—I haven’t…”

      A flash of anger in her eyes. Then hurt. “You swear?”

      He thought guiltily of the blowjob.

      “Nate.” Her voice was hard.

      “I mean…”

      “Did you fuck him while we were together?”

      “No. No, no, Marissa, we just—just fooled around.” She’d said he needed to be honest. But all Nate wanted now was to feed words back into his mouth. Strike them from the record.

      “Nate!” She stood. “What kind of ‘fooled around’?”

      “Just…”

      “What, made out?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Did you blow each other? What?”

      Nate flinched. There it was—that hard edge to her that scared him.

      “Oh fucking God damn,” she said. “What the hell?”

      “I’m sorry! It just happened. I didn’t think it…”

      “Didn’t think it counted, because you never thought our relationship was real?” She stepped toward him. “You listen to me. I don’t have a problem with you being gay. I don’t think it makes you a bad person. I don’t think you’re going to hell. And I get why you can’t be with me. But—”

      “I didn’t fuck him!” Nate interrupted, panicked.

      She stared at him. “What?”

      He was too terrified to respond.

      “So it didn’t count because it was just a BJ? Because it’s not sex if it’s a dick in a mouth and not an ass?”

      “Marissa—”

      “What is wrong with you?” she demanded.

      Where to start?

      She went on. “Yes, you’re struggling. Yes, you’re in a rough situation. And yeah, you made me your beard, and I pretended not to notice that you’re not, like, attracted to me at all. But Nate? None of that gave you the right to cheat on me. Do you understand?”

      Nate shook his head helplessly. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Her eyes shimmered. Tears of anger or despair, he couldn’t tell. He hoped it was anger. She deserved to be angry. He wanted her to walk away from this with her dignity. And then he immediately felt like a jackass for thinking that. As though a part of him didn’t need to feel as guilty, as long as she kept her dignity and didn’t break down and cry. Marissa balled her hands up into fists.

      “I’m sorry.” He was on autopilot now. “I’m sorry.”

      “Shut up!” she snapped. “Shut the hell up!”

      Nate clamped his mouth shut.

      “Who was it?” Marissa tilted her chin up. “Do I know him?”

      “I—” Nate couldn’t speak, but he knew it was written all over his face.

      Marissa’s mouth fell open slightly. “Oh. Oh God. Don’t tell me it was Jason fucking Banning!”

      Nate’s heart clenched.

      Marissa shook her head. “Oh, Nate.” She gazed around his room, as though she was taking one last long look. Then she shook her head again. “Goodbye. And good luck. You’re going to need it, aren’t you?”

      She slammed the door as she left.
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      When Nate arrived at the lookout, Jason’s car was already there. Jason was down a ways, standing behind the guardrail and watching the bats fly over the canyon. The sky had just enough light to back his silhouette, and the tall, feathering shadows of the pine trees. Jason heard him coming; Nate could tell by the way he tensed, stood a little straighter. But he didn’t look at Nate until Nate was right beside him.

      “How are you?” Jason had one large hand on the rail. Nate wondered what would happen if he put his own over the top of it.

      Nate tried to smile. “Good.” I have no idea what I’m doing. No fucking idea. Every time things start making sense, I get pushed back again into this fucking sludge.

      Jason took his hand off the rail and placed it on Nate’s shoulder. Moved his fingers up and down the swishy material of Nate’s jacket. Then dipped under the jacket, under Nate’s shirt, and traced a serpentine up his back. Nate’s dick hardened, and he closed his eyes. “You sure?” Jason asked.

      “Weird day.”

      “Weird, how?” Jason’s fingertips between his shoulder blades made him shiver.

      “Um. Camp stuff. Marissa stuff.” Stuff that was his responsibility to deal with, not Jason’s. He didn’t need the burden of Jason’s guilt as well. Not when his own was heavy enough. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      Jason kept stroking Nate’s back. His touch was hypnotic. Nate couldn’t have moved away if he’d wanted.

      “How was your day?”

      Jason’s hand faltered. “Good.”

      Nate let the lie go unchallenged.

      What they had here, together, was fragile. The outside world—their lives, their families, their pasts—would kill it. He didn’t want that. Not tonight. Tonight, he needed this.

      “There’s a blanket in my car.” The words came out too fast, riding the nervous rush of air behind them.

      Jason splayed his hand over Nate’s back. “Are you asking me down to Makeout Point?”

      That was what the kids called it. Follow the narrow, twisting path down the side of the steep hill from the lookout, and you came eventually to Makeout Point. A grassy promontory that overlooked the town. The view wasn’t as good as from the lookout, but nobody went there for the view.

      Nate tried to joke. “What? You never went there in high school?”

      “Actually, no. That was for football players and cheerleaders, and neither of them were really my type.”

      Nate smiled. “No. Mine either.”

      “Anyway, I doubt I’d make the walk.”

      “I could go and get the blanket and we could just sit up here.”

      “Is that what you meant in the first place?”

      Nate laughed, but the sound was shaky. “Um, no. I was thinking of Makeout Point.”

      “Maybe we could try the woods somewhere above Makeout Point?”

      Nate laughed again, a little hysterically. Too many feelings and nowhere to put them. Marissa’s words playing on a loop in his head. He’d lied to his dad and to all of Moving Forward, he’d cheated on Marissa, and he couldn’t shake the idea that he’d failed Isaac somehow. And here he was less than two hours after breaking up with his girlfriend, asking Jason to Makeout Point. This didn’t feel like sinning boldly. It felt like being a shitty person. “I don’t like the woods at night.”

      Jason looked at him. “You serious?”

      Nate shrugged. Forced a self-deprecating smile. “Yeah. Scared of the dark.”

      When he was younger, he’d pictured Hell as an endless dark tunnel, even though he knew it was supposed to be fiery. Jason’s fingertips pressed hard into his skin for a moment. Then Jason said, tentatively, “I’d be right there.”

      For a second Nate fell back in time to that night at UW, when he’d believed Jason’s reassurances. With everything else he’d screwed up, he didn’t want to screw up with Jason too. And yet part of him wasn’t ready to trust Jason to be there for him. With him. Not yet.

      If he was going to walk into Hell, he needed to do it on his own, and not just because Jason was at his side. He had strength enough to be accountable for his own decisions, right or wrong.

      “I’ll get the blanket,” he said. “And we’ll go into the woods.”

      He headed back to the road, climbing over the guardrail. He opened the trunk of his car and hauled out the blanket. It was a big, thick blanket, great for picnics. Nate couldn’t remember the last time he’d been on the sort of picnic that required a blanket, but he’d kept it in his car anyway, along with his spare tire. Just in case. He’d never invited Marissa on a picnic, because the idea of sitting close to her, knowing that she’d try to get closer, had scared him.

      God.

      What a terrible person he’d been.

      Two years, scared to touch her in case she wanted to take it further.

      His shoe caught on the guardrail as he stepped over, and he nearly fell. He clutched the blanket tighter. His only thought was God. Not a specific prayer. Not asking for help. Just thinking His name helped. It had always been like that for Nate. As a child, he’d never known exactly what to pray for. What to thank the Lord for. He hadn’t wanted to have a conversation with God so much as he’d just wanted to know He was there. Wanted to reach out and touch him—not physically, but using something deeper.

      Jason was waiting with his hands in his pockets. He and Nate walked side by side to the trees. Twigs cracked underfoot, and Nate struggled to adjust to the absence of moonlight. Tonight, he almost liked the darkness. It cloaked him, erasing who he was, hiding the ugliness in his soul.

      “Here,” Jason said. A patch of grass and pine needles at the base of two thick trees. He helped Nate spread the blanket on the ground.

      “Okay,” Nate said, more to himself than to Jason.

      “And we can still see where we came from.” Jason motioned to the gap in the trees, the deep blue sky tinged silver by the weak moon.

      Nate sat, and Jason eased himself down, extending his bad leg awkwardly to one side and slowly rolling onto his hip bones. “I feel like I’m ninety.” He laughed.

      For some reason, that made Nate incredibly sad. Jason had seemed old when Nate had visited UW Tacoma. But he was really just a kid, wasn’t he? He’d wanted to change the world, and the world had chewed him up pretty good before spitting him back out.

      He thought he was doing a good thing.

      Nate might never truly forgive Jason. But at least he could start to understand. Jason believed that homosexuality wasn’t a sin. And he thought that if he could shout into silence the people who said it was, he could make sure kids didn’t live their lives feeling like Nate—confused, torn, ashamed.

      Nate had once, however fleetingly, believed what Jason believed. He’d been prepared to tell his dad who he was, prepared to speak out against the camp. Why couldn’t he find that person again? Why couldn’t he stand alone, unbolstered by his faith?

      Because then he would be Jason. Bitter and hard and too proud. Then God would punish him by ruining his leg.

      God.

      Where had that come from? Jason’s injury wasn’t a punishment. Was it?

      Nate didn’t know anymore. Didn’t know how God worked, what He wanted.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jason asked.

      “You,” Nate said honestly. The silence stretched between them. Nate was afraid to touch Jason. “I, um. I broke up with my girlfriend tonight.”

      “Marissa?”

      “Yeah.” He closed his eyes, then forced them open again. “I’m always going to be ashamed of something, right? Either what I am, or who I...who I hurt?”

      “What’s that mean?” Jason asked softly. “‘What I am?’”

      Nate looked at him.

      “You’re Nate,” Jason said. “That’s all.”

      He leaned in, and Nate panicked for a moment, thinking Jason was going to kiss him and that he wasn’t ready yet. But Jason just brushed the hair from Nate’s eyes and pressed his forehead to Nate’s. Nate matched his breathing to Jason’s, so that each breath they took collided. Finally he nodded.

      “We don’t have to do anything but sit here,” Jason said.

      “I want to fuck,” Nate said harshly. He met Jason’s gaze. “I mean I seriously want to fuck. I want it to feel—like—like everything, and I want it to—to be real. I want to forget all the bad things I’ve ever done.”

      “Me too.” Jason’s voice was thin and hushed.

      Nate leaned back. Stretched out on the blanket and stared at the barely-distinguished black silhouettes of the tree branches. The blanket wasn’t quite long enough, and pine needles scraped his calves.

      Jason pulled off his shirt. Tossed it aside. He looked down at Nate. “We’re gonna start slow, okay?”

      Nate shifted. Imagined the dangers that lurked in the woods. Sharp-toothed animals and poisonous plants and all the fucking shadows that kept you from seeing where you were going, where you’d come from. He wanted this to go fast. He wanted to get out of here.

      But Jason lifted his shirt, just enough to expose a few inches of Nate’s belly. He scooted back on the blanket and rolled onto his stomach, his head at Nate’s hip. He kissed Nate’s hip bone, his lips soft and slightly damp. Nate sighed and tried to relax.

      What if someone sees?

      Jason kissed his way across his stomach. Nate’s muscles flexed and released, and his breathing roughened into sharp gasps. Jason paused and licked a slow circle around his navel then pushed his tongue down the trail of light hair leading to Nate’s groin. He undid Nate’s fly, and Nate, shaking, lifted his hips so Jason could pull his jeans down.

      The cool air made Nate’s exposed skin prickle. What if someone sees? The thought wouldn’t go away.

      Jason ran his tongue along the edge of the waistband of Nate’s briefs. Nate’s stomach contracted, and then he exhaled, some of the tension leaving his body.

      Jason pressed his nose against the front of his briefs and let out a warm, damp breath Nate could feel through the fabric.

      “Oh, shit,” Nate whispered as Jason nosed his swollen balls. Kissed the outline of his dick. Took the cotton in his teeth and tugged, until the head of Nate’s cock poked through the slit. Jason released the fabric then slowly leaned forward. Nate knew what was about to happen, and his lower body clenched, his hands forming fists as Jason pressed the tip of his tongue to the slit of his dick.

      Nate jolted, one knee bending. His head snapped back, his eyes closed, and he gripped the blanket, willing himself not to end this too fast. Jason’s tongue remained where it was, and after a moment, Nate forced himself to open his eyes. Jason was watching him. Jason grinned, then placed his lips around the head of Nate’s dick.  Slowly sucked the fluid that was beading at the slit.

      “Jason...Jason…” Nate panted. He bent both knees, his legs falling open. He wanted to kick his jeans off. Wanted to lie here spread open for Jason, and who the fuck cared if anyone saw?

      “Take these down,” Jason whispered, hooking his finger under the elastic of the briefs. He moved his finger back and forth, tickling Nate’s hip.

      Nate hesitated, then lifted again and slid his briefs to his knees, squirming as his bare ass made contact with the blanket.

      Jason traced the crease between Nate’s hip and groin. “You look freaked out.” Nate could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Maybe I’ll always look like this when I’m having sex. Would that be hot?”

      Jason laughed. “You always look hot. But you should definitely relax.”

      “Okay.” Nate took a deep breath, then let it out. Gave himself a moment to study the stars before turning his gaze back to Jason. Jason looked so fucking gorgeous that for a second Nate was stunned. He’s mine. Even if it’s just for tonight. His breath caught and his back arched slightly, and he smiled at Jason. “Better?”

      Jason responded by tracing Nate’s hard shaft with his fingertips. Nate immediately tensed again.

      Jason’s other hand drifted up his stomach, pushing his shirt above his pecs. Nate swallowed as Jason grazed his nipple. He wanted Jason to touch him there, but he didn’t know how to ask.

      Will you touch my nipple?

      Nate would rather throw himself off the lookout point than say those words out loud.

      Without thinking, he caught Jason’s hand in his own. Moved it slowly to his left pec and guided Jason’s fingers in a circle over his hardening nipple. Jason met his gaze, and Nate was nervous because it was almost too dark to see his expression. But he caught the flash of Jason’s teeth and hoped to God Jason wasn’t laughing at him. He moved Jason’s fingers faster, harder, until it almost hurt. Then he let go and allowed Jason to take over.

      Jason’s lips brushed Nate’s cheek. Nate gasped as Jason continued to roll his nipple and gently stroke his cock.

      This is so good.

      All sex had ever been for him was a source of stress. He’d spent his teenage years dreading the day he’d be expected to do it with a woman. And when he’d done it with a guy…

      It had fucked up his whole life.

      He wanted the freedom to love this. He looked up through the twisting branches at the stars and prayed. No words to the prayer; he just wanted to know that God was present. That He was loving, and that he would protect and love Nate no matter what.

      I just want someone to protect and love me no matter what. Doesn’t have to be God.

      Jason lowered his mouth to Nate’s other nipple and sucked. Nate shifted slightly. “Please,” he whispered, running his hand through Jason’s hair. Jason paused to kiss between his pecs, then went back to work, taking the nipple gently in his teeth and tugging.

      “Shit!” Nate’s toes flexed.

      He placed his other hand over Jason’s on his dick, urging him faster. Jason hummed, the sound buzzing across Nate’s skin. He let go suddenly and pulled himself up into a sitting position. He was breathing hard. Nate sat up too and kicked off his pants and underwear. He helped Jason undress, ignoring Jason’s muttered curses of frustration. When they were both naked, he urged Jason onto his back and positioned himself between Jason’s legs. He ran his hands over Jason’s thighs, enjoying the sensation of hair and muscle. Thought he felt Jason tense when he touched the scars.

      He stretched out on his stomach between Jason’s legs, not sure what to do, and kissed the inside of Jason’s left thigh. Breathed in Jason’s smell and the crispness of the night air. He licked Jason’s balls tentatively and was rewarded with a soft moan.

      Nate studied the shape of Jason’s dick in the darkness. He wanted to taste it. Wanted to suck it until he choked. He rose slightly and ran his tongue along the shaft’s thickest vein. Jason’s head snapped up, and Nate focused on the whites of his eyes as he wrapped his lips around the hard, pulsing length, and sank down.

      Jason exhaled. He moved his hand carefully over Nate’s hair, not forcing him. Touched the back of his neck, then skirted Nate’s shoulder. Nate tried to remember what Jason had done when he’d blown Nate. Tried to bob his head rhythmically, applying his tongue when it felt right. He liked the feeling of the ridge under Jason’s cockhead. He circled it a few times, and when Jason’s thighs tensed and his groans of pleasure deepened, Nate tried flicking his tongue against it.

      “God, Nate.” Jason tightened his grip on Nate’s hair.

      Nate felt that in his groin. He wanted Jason to pull his hair, wanted Jason to shove up into his mouth until it hurt. He bobbed quickly, trying to somehow communicate that need to Jason. He accidentally scraped Jason’s shaft with his teeth, and Jason hissed. He slowed and tried to soothe the spot with his tongue.

      He ground his hips against the blanket, frustrated by his inability to articulate what he wanted, more aroused than he’d been even at eighteen, in Jason’s apartment. He thought he’d die from it, this need, this sense that his body would burst apart, an explosion of gratification and guilt and fear and contentment.

      “Come here.” Jason tapped Nate’s shoulder and then patted the blanket beside him. Nate scooted up.

      Jason kissed him again, forcing his tongue past Nate’s lips, running his nails up Nate’s sweat-slick spine until Nate squirmed.

      Nate twisted, trying to rub his erection against Jason’s, but nothing was enough. He tried what had worked for him so far, taking one of Jason’s hands and placing it on his hair. Curling Jason’s fingers around a hank behind his ear and pulling with Jason, pulling harder and harder until Jason was doing most of the work. Then he let go and dug his nails into Jason’s shoulders as Jason yanked his hair and kissed him roughly. He moaned, slamming his hips against Jason’s until his balls tightened.

      Jason pulled away suddenly and groped for his jeans. Fumbled in the pocket and pulled out a glinting packet. Tore it open.

      For a second Nate wasn’t sure how he felt about Jason coming here prepared to fuck him.

      Jason put the condom on. Touched Nate’s shoulder. “I can’t move very well. It might not...be what you want. So, uh, if you want to—to get on top and ride me, then you can go as hard as you want.”

      Nate looked at him uncertainly.

      “Whatever you want,” Jason said. “Really.”

      Nate pushed his nerves aside. Sat up and spat lightly in his palm.

      “You’re gonna need more than that.” Jason grinned up at him.

      Nate gave an exaggerated hawk and spat again. Rubbed it onto Jason’s dick.

      “Nate?”

      Nate looked down at Jason.

      Jason was still grinning. He pulled a very old, very dirty tube from his jeans pocket and tossed it at Nate.

      Nate caught it, even in the near dark. “This…how old is this?”

      “Old. But you’re gonna want it.”

      Nate squeezed the remnants of lube out of the container and onto his hand. He straddled Jason and reached behind him to grip Jason’s cock. It took him a couple of tries to get the position right. And when he sank back, Jason’s cock didn’t go in, just slid up his crack. This wasn’t going to work. He had no idea what he was doing. But he tried again, concentrated on breathing. Felt the weight of Jason’s hands on his hips, listened to the quickening of Jason’s breath. Sat back a little more and felt the head of Jason’s cock start to stretch his hole.

      “Oh God.” Jason groaned.

      “Pull me down,” Nate ordered.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Jason gripped him harder. Pulled down, his strength startling Nate. Nate gasped as Jason’s cock slid all the way inside him. For a second there was a sharp pain that seemed to bring the shadows down around him, made him forget about Jason and think, fleetingly, of Hell.

      “You okay?” Jason sounded nervous.

      Nate lifted a couple of inches then let gravity bring him down again. Rocked back and forth experimentally, feeling that thick cock shift inside him. His hand was sticky with lube, and he tried to wipe it on the blanket, but it ended up covered in dirt and fuzz. The next time he rose, Jason lifted his hips to meet him when he came down. They moved faster. Nate tipped his head back, trying to get the memory of this in his muscles so he could hold onto this night. Trying to get pleasure to push aside all of his fear, all of his anger. He wished he could have Marissa’s forgiveness. He wished he could have Jason’s love.

      His dick left a small, sticky pool of pre-come on Jason’s belly, but he couldn’t come. Somehow, the sense that he was doing this to himself wasn’t satisfying. He wanted Jason fucking him.

      “Hold on.” He placed his hands on Jason’s chest. “Hold on.”

      Jason sank back on the blanket, panting, and Nate climbed off. Got on his knees beside Jason. Lowered himself until his front half was supported on his forearms and his ass was in the air. The rocky ground under the blanket hurt his elbows and knees, but he was glad of that. Maybe he was a coward for not wanting to see Jason. Maybe he was weak for wanting to feel more passive in all this. but he wanted Jason in control.

      “Please?” He stared at the blanket and waited, his heart pounding. He must look like such an idiot.

      I don’t care. I don’t.

      He heard Jason kneel up slowly behind him. Felt Jason’s hands, one on his back, one on his ass. He flinched.

      “You wanna get fucked, Nate?” Jason’s voice was low, not quite a whisper, and his words hung in the stillness of the woods.

      Nate nodded. Clasped his hands in front of him and rested his forehead on them.

      “How hard?”

      “Hard.” The word burst out of Nate’s throat like a sob.

      Jason ran his hands down the backs of Nate’s thighs. “Spread your legs. Wide as you can.”

      Nate obeyed. He felt exposed and ashamed, but only for a moment. Maybe Jason liked him this way. Maybe Jason thought he was beautiful, and maybe that was enough.

      He could feel Jason struggling. Hear the slight wheezes of pain clamped deep in Jason’s throat. But Jason never stopped touching him, and Nate’s questions remained unasked: Are you okay? Will this hurt you too much?

      Jason’s injured leg ended up splayed out to the side, and he used his good leg for leverage as he positioned his cock near Nate’s hole.

      Jason’s dick slid into his crack then dragged downward. A moment’s fumbling, then Jason pressed in slowly. Wrapped one arm around Nate’s middle as he began thrusting. His breath hit the small of Nate’s back in sharp gusts, cooling the sweat there.

      He picked up the pace, ramming Nate harder. Jason owned him, filled him, went so deep that Nate’s groans felt torn from his center. He rolled his hips in time with Jason’s thrusts, that hunger back again. Every few seconds, Jason hit a place that sent a sharp, aching pleasure through Nate.

      Jason reached down and grabbed Nate’s hair, pulling his Nate’s head back. Nate gave a gasp that was almost a sob. Jason slapped his other hand across Nate’s ribs, digging his fingertips into Nate’s side.

      Nate clenched and heard Jason whimper. Nate was dizzy, his scalp throbbing, his ass burning.

      “Come on, Nate.” Jason’s voice shook as his thighs smacked against Nate’s. He gave the back of Nate’s right thigh a stinging slap. “Let go.”

      Nate squeezed his eyes shut and came. His cock emptied onto the blanket, and he clenched around Jason’s dick, the back of his thigh throbbing where Jason had smacked it. Jason gave two last quick thrusts and sprawled forward over his back. They breathed together, Jason stroking Nate’s side.

      “Fuck yeah,” Jason whispered. “Fuck yeah.”

      Nate laughed, his eyes prickling. He still felt the warm sting spreading across the skin of his thigh, felt his dick pulse as the last strings of fluid dribbled out. Jason slid off him and lowered back onto the blanket, unable to hold back several sharp gasps of pain.

      “You okay?” Nate whispered.

      “Fine.” Jason’s voice was tight.

      He wasn’t fine.

      Nate stretched out beside him, facedown. He wasn’t sure he wanted to look at him or talk to him.

      He wanted to rest.

      Wanted to just be here, in this moment, hidden by the woods and the night, with Jason lying next to him, and not have to think for a while.
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      Rose was still up when Jason got home. She was sitting in the kitchen, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, and a book of crosswords open in front of her. She peered at him over her glasses when he entered.

      “You’re up late.”

      He filled a cup of water from the sink. “So are you.”

      “Mmm. But I don’t have half a forest’s worth of pine needles sticking to the back of my shirt.”

      He drank. “I fell down.”

      “Honey, if you fell down, you’d still be there.”

      Jason set his glass in the sink. It was true, probably. He shrugged.

      Rose shook her head and looked back at her crosswords. “I don’t mind, you know.” She sucked the end of her pen.

      “You don’t mind what?”

      “If you bring boys home.”

      He thought of Nate. The way his back arched. The way his spine curved. The way sweat slid off him. The muscles cording in his neck. The way he still looked so fucking terrified of touching a guy and of being touched. The way he snatched his pleasures like a guilty child expecting to get his knuckles rapped. The way, when it was over, he’d rested there quietly, an occasional tremor causing his body to shudder. The afterglow of pleasure, or the remnants of fear, Jason didn’t know. He hadn’t asked. Just walked with Nate back up to their cars. Embraced him and asked when they could meet again.

      “I’ll text you,” Nate had murmured, and then he was gone.

      “You’d mind,” Jason said. He crossed the floor, his leg aching after fucking Nate, and kissed Rose on the top of the head.

      She twisted around to look up at him, frown on her face. “Why would I mind, Jason?”

      “This guy,” Jason said, as close as he could ever come to a confession. “You’d mind with this guy.” He kissed her again. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Jason,” she murmured, her frown softening into something else. Concern, maybe.

      “Some guy from over past Fisher’s Crossing,” he lied. “He drinks too much. He’s got no job, he rides a motorcycle, and he’s on the rebound from his ex. You’d hate him.”

      “Okay, honey.” She reached up and caught his hand. Squeezed it. Her smile was sympathetic, but it was knowing too. “You can do better.”

      Jason wondered if she guessed.

      Wondered if he’d ever confirm it for her.

      “I know.” He kissed her again. “Goodnight.”
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      The next day, Jason was antsy. He checked some job postings online and looked up treatment options for chronic lymphocytic leukemia, hoping to gain new information to arm himself with. If he could just prove to Rose that chemo was worthwhile, that she could still live a quality life… But what he found was disheartening. People with advanced CLL rarely survived long, even with chemo. The treatment was extensive and painful.

      She’d suffer.

      When he’d gotten the gig in Afghanistan, he’d had visions of himself on the frontlines with his camera. Facing down explosions and gunfire to get that perfect shot. He’d imagined the soldiers, wary of him at first, gradually warming until they talked to him like an old friend. He’d imagining action, he’d imagined learning the reality of war.

      Instead, he’d learned suffering.

      Not always big, like he’d imagined. Not always dramatic. But he’d seen the way it wore people down. Hardened them first, and then hollowed them out until they were nothing but shells. He’d seen it in soldiers and civilians. He’d seen it in the dead-eyed kids who stood on the side of the dusty road and stared at the passing parade of tanks and trucks. He didn’t want Rose to suffer. Didn’t want her spirit to die while her body lingered on.

      What he wanted was childish and stupid and impossible: he wanted her to get better. He wanted her to live forever, or at least as long as he did. And it wasn’t fucking fair that it wouldn’t happen.

      He sat on his bed, clutching his phone in his hand. He tried to ignore the tears that welled up, but they spilled down his cheeks anyway. Stupid fucking tears. Stupid fucking cancer.

      He wanted to text Nate, wanted to tell him how upset he was. He wanted Nate to make it better somehow, but they weren’t there yet. He didn’t know if they’d ever be there. Fuck. Nate was the guy Jason had dragged out of the closet once, and, just when he’d managed to burrow back in there, was doing it again.

      He liked Nate, more than he should. He cared for Nate. But he was pretty sure he had no right to demand Nate do the same for him.

      He wiped his face on his shirt, and texted Rob instead.

      6 pm. Broken Record. I need to climb into a bottle of tequila.

      And he figured he’d go whether Rob showed up or not.

      Rob did show, and they got to talking. Jason told Rob about Rose. “That sucks, man,” and, somehow, got to talking about Nate.

      “I’ve been seeing him.” Jason shrugged, trying to sound casual. The bartender passed them their shots. Jason couldn’t actually remember what number they were on now. He knocked his back.

      “Seeing him?” Rob slammed his. “Like, what. Dating him?”

      “I dunno.”

      “Well, fuck. I thought he was straight now.”

      Jason was too drunk to know whether Rob was kidding. “He’s been lying to himself. Just like every kid who goes through that camp and thinks they’re cured. Buncha...lies.” He stared at his shot glass.

      “His dad know?”

      “No.” Jason looked up. “And don’t say anything. To anybody.”

      “Right, man. I know.”

      Jason sighed and leaned back. Forgot for a second that he was on a stool not a chair, and almost toppled. Rob steadied him with a hand on his back. “This just sucks. You know? I’ve got no idea where I’m doing.”

      “Where you’re doing?”

      “What I’m doing. Where I’m going. Whatever. My leg’s fucked, my life’s fucked, the world is fucked…”

      Rob was silent for a few minutes. “Maybe you ought to quit feeling sorry for yourself.”

      Jason looked at him sharply. “What?”

      “I think you’re a good guy. But you’ve gotta to give up this ‘the world won’t work like it should’ thing.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jason tried to signal the bartender, who ignored him.

      “I think you do. It can’t be you against the world forever. Look, you did a shitty thing, fucking Nate Tull to fuck with his dad. That’s bad form. But telling the truth about that camp, hey, that’s a good cause.”

      The alcohol was making it hard to focus on anything but the vague sting Rob’s words brought on.

      “Maybe if you tried working with other people—”

      “I do work with other people. Hey, man, I came out here tonight to try to have fun. Lighten the fuck up.”

      “No. Listen.” Rob gazed at him steadily. “You could do it. You could bring down the camp.”

      “That’s not what I’m trying to do. Not anymore.”

      “What, then? You think everything’s fucked. You think you’ve got nothing going for you. You like issues. You want to change the world. That’s what I remember about you.”

      Jason opened his mouth. That’s not who I am anymore. Closed it.

      “But you’re not gonna do it by fucking some kid and then pointing fingers. You’re gonna do it by joining forces with other people who want to see that camp disappear.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Look around!” Rob slapped his shoulder. “Look on the fucking internet, dude. You stirred shit up. You seen that chick out by the highway? With the signs?”

      Jason tensed. “Yeah. Saw her the other day.”

      “Man, you get enough people to protest this thing...then you’ve got a story.”

      For a moment, Jason saw it: he was leading a crusade against Moving Forward. This time he wasn’t some lone, arrogant sleaze bag who’d taken advantage of a kid to make a name for himself. This time, he was the real deal. A leader. A truth-seeker. He had support, he had friends, he had a better future within sight.

      But the image faded fast. He didn’t care about that now. He cared about Nate. And Nate wanted a quiet life. If that meant Jason had to keep quiet too, he’d do that.

      “Sorry,” he told Rob. “But I’m fuckin’ sick of stories.”

      Rob signaled for another drink, and the bartender responded immediately. “All right, man. Whatever you say. But that woman out on the highway, she’s gonna be disappointed.”

      Then I guess she’ll learn eventually—whether you’re holding a sign or screaming at the top of your goddamn lungs, nothing really changes.
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      Nate walked into the kitchen in a trance. He’d felt like this all day: like his brain was somewhere else, and the ache in his ass was the only thing grounding him in reality. He wished he was with Jason. Wished Jason was touching him. Wished they could have a life that was just the two of them, and Nate could be free of all other obligations to please anybody.

      Especially God.

      He could hear voices in the dining nook, but they stopped suddenly. Nate glanced in and was shocked to see Marissa sitting at the table with his parents. She met his gaze for only a moment before looking down.

      “Hey.” His throat was dry.

      She started to rise. “I was just leaving.”

      “No, no.” Nate’s dad motioned her down. “I said you’re welcome to stay for dinner, and I meant it.”

      There was a tightness in his father’s voice that made Nate cringe inwardly.

      “Let her go, Tim,” Kristin said. “If she needs to get home.”

      “I do.” Marissa moved a plate of cookies to the center of the table. “Thanks for the snacks.”

      “Now hold on.” Nate could hear how hard his dad was trying to speak calmly. “Nathan.”

      Nate flinched again at his full first name.

      “Yes?” He wanted to look at his father. He just...couldn’t.

      “I understand you and Marissa had a miscommunication.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Tim.” Kristin put her forehead in her hand.

      Nate gaped helplessly.

      “It wasn’t a miscommunication,” Marissa said firmly. “Nate and I have decided we’re not the best match, and that we’re both going to move on.”

      “Now, listen.” Nate’s dad stood. “Every couple goes through rough patches. One of the most important parts of a relationship is learning forgiveness. Nate. Surely you don’t want to lose a girl like this?”

      Nate still couldn’t speak.

      Marissa caught Nate’s gaze. Her eyes flashed. “Don’t be such a coward.” She turned to the reverend, and Nate saw, in a panicked flash, what would happen. She’d out him. She’d tell his dad Nate’s phantoms had taken over, and his dad would have to struggle not to show his frustration, his disappointment. And Nate would be forced to have a conversation about what a weak man he was, right here in front of Marissa and his mother.

      “No—”

      “Reverend Tull.” Marissa spoke calmly but with an underlying sharpness. “With all due respect, that’s a very condescending thing to say. Nate and I are both adults, and we can tell the difference between a rough patch and a relationship that’s not working. Our decision to break up was mutual, and we’d appreciate if you would respect it.”

      “There’s counseling,” Reverend Tull said. “I know some very good people. Discreet, warm hearted, faith-driven. Kristin and I tried it ourselves in the early years of our marriage.”

      Nate’s stomach clenched. He hadn’t known that. He felt himself dragged backward, away from the man he’d become around Jason and back to the scared kid he always would be. Maybe there was hope for him and Marissa. Maybe he’d given up too soon. Maybe this was a test from God, a big test, like the end of a video game level when everything swooped in on you all at once. Maybe if he tried couples’ counseling…

      He thought about Jason’s weight on his back. The slap of Jason’s palm against his flesh. The way Jason had fucked him, claimed him.

      Calmed him. Touched him for what seemed like hours afterward. Not asking for anything. No demands or promises.

      That was right. That was peace. Happiness.

      “No.” Nate flinched as his father looked at him. “That’s not—what we want.”

      “Nate.” His dad’s voice was gentle. “I know it’s hard to ask for help—”

      “Tim, shut up!” Kristin slammed her hand on the table. Everyone jumped. “They broke up. Get over it.”

      The sudden silence was broken by the scrape of Marissa’s chair against the floor as she stood. “I have to go. Thank you again for the snacks. I’ll see you all in church on Sunday.”

      Kristin murmured something in reply, her tone gentle.

      Nate listened to the click of Marissa’s heels on the floor, and then the sound of the front door opening and closing. A few moments later he heard her car start.

      “Sit down, Nate,” his father said.

      He sat. Couldn’t bring himself to look across the table at his parents. He was too afraid they’d know exactly why he and Marissa had broken up. He wondered wildly if he could tell them he had feelings for another woman, but even the thought of the lie tasted like ashes. He wondered if he could tell them he wanted to look into missionary work. Something outside of Pinehurst, outside of Moving Forward. But that wasn’t what he wanted at all. He didn’t want to proselytize. He didn’t want to be a hypocrite, and hide himself behind the tenets of a faith that condemned him. His relationship with God wasn’t the same as his father’s. It never could be. So Nate could never be a spokesman for his father’s faith. Not anymore. He had to find his own path.

      He didn’t realize his father had even stood until he felt his hand on his shoulder. “Why, Nate?”

      Because she’s not what I want.

      Not what I need.

      He is

      Jason is.

      “Dad,” he said in a low voice. “We just...”

      “Tim, leave it. They’re adults. It’s none of our business.”

      “Yes.” His dad sounded tired. He squeezed Nate’s shoulder. “Will you pray with me?”

      Nate nodded, pushing his chair back.

      He’d hated this, once. The way his father would just kneel wherever he was, whoever was looking, and pray. He’d been acutely embarrassed by it when he was younger, the same as the kids whose parents were drug addicts or alcoholics or mentally ill. But later, after UW, Nate had discovered the strength in praying like this. In wearing his faith like armor.

      Now though, that was slipping away, and Nate had to be strong without it. He had to have faith in himself.

      He went down onto his knees, his father beside him.

      Once, he’d drawn comfort from this. Now it felt almost claustrophobic.

      His father led the prayer. The words were so familiar to Nate that he spoke them without even thinking. He kept his eyes open, and caught a glimpse of movement. He turned his head.

      His mother was standing in the doorway, holding the empty coffee mugs in her hands. She caught his gaze and smiled, and her expression was so full of love and pity that Nate’s eyes pricked with tears.

      She knew.

      Of course she knew.

      Her smile wavered, and she turned and headed for the kitchen. For a moment Nate wanted to stand up and follow her, and leave his father and his empty prayers behind.

      Fear kept him on his knees. Not the fear of God, or of Hell, but the sudden, cold fear that if he walked away now he might lose his father’s love forever.
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      Jason woke in pain. The worst since the injury had happened, seemed like—not that he was in any position to judge objectively. He wasn’t even in bed. He was on the floor beside the bed. He didn’t remember coming home last night. Had a vague memory of a cab ride. So whether he’d gone to sleep on the floor or rolled out of bed in the night, he couldn’t say. All he knew was that agony was ripping through his leg and into the rest of him. His head throbbed so hard he had to close his eyes, and he let out a cry through gritted teeth.

      Please. Fuck. Please stop.

      Rose hobbled into his room a few minutes later.

      He shook his head feebly and tried to say “no.” He didn’t want her to see him like this. How the fuck could he say he was in pain when she had things so much worse?

      She froze for a second, fear in her eyes. Then slowly made her way in and sat on the edge of the bed. “Do you need me to call an ambulance?”

      “No,” he managed. He felt sweat dripping down his temples. “No…” For a moment, some of the pain subsided. “I just need to lie here a few minutes.”

      She nodded, but didn’t leave. Jason tried to keep his face neutral, but it felt like every muscle was twitching and trembling.

      “Wicked hangover,” he said lamely.

      She didn’t answer.

      He forced out a breath. “I’m sorry,” he said. He winced, trying to focus on a single spot on the wall. “I want to say that. It is your body; it is your choice. I’m sorry I’ve been such a prick.”

      Her expression was soft as she gazed down at him. She leaned forward and placed a hand on his head, lightly.

      His voice got smaller. “Just, I don’t want to lose you.” Selfish. Like Rob said. Jason hadn’t blocked out that part of the night. “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      She stroked the hair back from his forehead. “You need me to bring you any medication?”

      “No. Just let it…let it pass.”

      “Do I need to call someone to help you up?”

      He shook his head.

      “Honey.” The endearment escaped her like a sigh. “Honey, who’s gonna look after you when I’m gone?”

      “I don’t know.” His voice broke.

      Rose twined her fingers through his hair. “This too shall pass.”

      “What?”

      “Let it pass, you said.” Her voice grew wistful. “It made me think of that saying: this too shall pass. Now, supposedly, some Persian king asked a philosopher to come up with a phrase that would make him happy when he was feeling sad, but would also work the other way around. Why you’d want the other way around, I don’t know.”

      Jason smiled through his pain. “Yeah, me neither.”

      “And you and me, we’ve had our share of the sad.”

      Jason closed his eyes briefly, and thought of his parents. God, he’d lived such a charmed life before they died. A happy, free, nomadic existence. He’d just wanted that back, just a shadow of it. He’d thought coming back to Pinehurst, his leg a mangled mess, was the worst thing that could happen. Well, the universe had a great way of showing him just how wrong he was. “We’ve, um, we’ve had the happy too.”

      She smiled. “We have, haven’t we?”

      Jason saw them suddenly: a kaleidoscope of images. Late nights playing Scrabble around the kitchen table. Rose standing up and clapping at his high school graduation. Trying to teach him to bake, and the way they’d covered the kitchen in flour. When he was fifteen and had fuzz starting to grow on his cheeks, how Rose had showed him how to shave. And, years later, confessed she’d bullied one of her male co-workers into giving her a tutorial.

      His eyes pricked with tears.

      “Life doesn’t always give us what we expect, or what we hope.” Rose twisted her wedding band around her finger. “But, Jason, if you only look at what you’ve lost, you might not notice what you’ve found.”

      He wished he could laugh it off as some dumb platitude. Wished it didn’t hit so hard, have such power.

      He thought of Nate. “I don’t know what I’ve found yet.”

      “I know you don’t.” Rose brushed the side of his face with the back of her hand. ”Now, can you get up off the floor or am I going to have to call Morris next door?”

      “Morris is a hundred years old!”

      “He’s seventy-one,” Rose said, “and he still chops his own wood. He has muscles!”

      “How long have you been staring at Morris’s muscles?”

      “Longer than you’ve been alive.”

      “I can do it,” Jason said. “Just give me a minute.”

      In his pocket, his phone buzzed. He dug it out. The battery was almost dead, and there was a crack across the screen that he didn’t remember from last night. Maybe he had missed the bed when he got home.

      “Probably Rob,” he muttered. “Telling me the stupid things I did last night.”

      He unlocked the screen to find a text from Nate: Can I visit?

      He twisted his head to look at Rose. He knew there was nothing wrong with her eyesight, but she gave no indication she’d read the message. Until she opened her mouth, anyway.

      “Ellen from bingo is picking me up for lunch in about a half hour. I expect I’ll be gone most the afternoon.”

      Jason rubbed his stubbled cheek. He stank of alcohol and sweat. “I think maybe I’ll grab a shower.”

      “I think that’s a good idea.”

      Jason texted Nate: Come over in a half hour?

      He wondered if they’d ever be able to do this without the sneaking around, or the guilt, or the weight of betrayal between them. He frowned.

      Rose leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “This too shall pass, honey.”
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      Nate lay beside Jason on the bed, facing him. Jason still seemed restless. The medication he’d taken had made him drowsy, but apparently the vestiges of pain prevented him from sleeping deeply.

      “Shh,” Nate murmured as Jason shifted and moaned. Nate brushed the back of his hand across Jason’s cheek. Didn’t feel wrong at all, to be tender this way with a man. He didn’t know what he was waiting for—a lightning bolt from heaven, a feeling of sickness and shame—but whatever it was, it didn’t come.

      Jason cracked an eye open. “Nate?”

      “Mm-hm?”

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “Shh,” Nate said again, moving closer and placing an arm around him. He rubbed Jason’s broad shoulders.

      Rose had said a friend was picking her up for lunch and had gone to wait on the porch. But Nate didn’t know if she’d left yet, so he was a little tense. He liked Rose a lot, but he couldn’t shed his nerves around her. What did she think about him being here? Nate had always seen himself as the victim of what Jason had done, but what if Rose blamed him in some way? For refusing to stand beside Jason and say, yes, I’m gay, and yes, Moving Forward is wrong—and in doing so, leaving Jason in disgrace. Which had prompted Jason to go to Afghanistan, where he’d been injured, and…

      He closed his eyes. Didn’t do any good to think that way. He was done with blame and guilt. The important thing now was that he had Jason.

      “Do you believe your body is your own?” Jason mumbled.

      “What?”

      Jason looked at him. “Do you believe you’re in control. Of your body and your thoughts? Or are you an instrument of God? I’m not mocking you, honest. I want to know.”

      Nate hesitated. Maybe part of him would always be eighteen, looking at Jason as his savior, wanting to impress him. And that part was tempted to give an answer Jason would like.

      “The reason I ask…” Jason slurred the words a bit. “There’s something in the Bible, right? ‘I am not my own?’”

      “That’s about sharing burdens. I believe I’m in control of my actions. But that I get help each day in making my choices. Not just from God, but from the people around me.”

      “Oh.” Jason closed his eyes and nestled deeper into the pillow. He looked like a little kid. Nate almost smiled.

      “What about you?”

      “I think I’m in control.” Jason groaned and tensed suddenly. Nate kept rubbing his shoulders, and a moment later, Jason relaxed. “This fucking leg.” He sighed. “I think I can control everything. But I might be wrong.”

      Nate smiled and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “You might be.”

      “But how the fuck does anyone change the world unless they believe they have the power to do it?”

      Nate thought for a moment. “Individuals don’t change the world.”

      “Yeah, but, like...Hitler. He did.”

      “Okay, horrible example. But, uh, he had help. Lots of it. Unfortunately. And he had lots of people standing, you know, in opposition to him. Trying to make things better.”

      Jason sighed again. “But individuals have ideas. Do you think all my ideas are planted in my brain by God?”

      “I think you get your ideas from the world around you. And God can help you decide what to do with those ideas, if you let Him.”

      Jason was silent for so long, Nate figured he was either pissed off or asleep. “I want you to help me.” Jason opened his eyes. “I’m never gonna believe in God, because that’s just...not how things work for me. But I want you to help me let people in. The—the sharing burdens thing. I wanna be…” A yawn stole some of the passion from his words. “Better. Not just...taking what I want. But accepting what people give. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes.” Nate kissed him again.

      “Thank you.” Jason made no move to kiss Nate back. It almost felt like a rejection, but Nate reminded himself that was just the way Jason was. If he got an idea in his head, he wouldn’t allow himself to be distracted. It wasn’t always a fault. Sometimes it was a strength.

      “You don’t have to help me,” Jason said after a while, voice thick. “I can’t...ask you for that.”

      Yes, you can. I wish you had, a long time ago. I wish you’d believed I had something to give you, instead of taking what you wanted from me.

      “Maybe you can help me be braver,” Nate suggested. “So I can tell my dad about us.”

      Another pause. “You don’t have to be any braver,” Jason mumbled. “And you don’t have to tell your dad.”

      “But I want to,” Nate said softly.

      “Well, then. I can… I can be there with you. If you want.” He blinked several times. Studied Nathan. “Maybe you don’t want?”

      “I don’t want to tell him,” Nate whispered. “I want to already have told him. I want to skip right over that part and get to the part where I can breathe again. I feel like—

      like I’m about to burst out of my skin or something. I want it done, I want it done yesterday, except I’m...so fucking scared.”

      “What are you scared of?” Jason’s gaze was suddenly intent.

      “What if he doesn’t love me anymore?” His heart thudded harder as he spoke the words.

      What if you don’t? What if I throw away my life here, make my dad hate me, and then you decide you don’t want me? I can’t do this on my own.

      “Do you think that’s even a possibility?”

      “I don’t know. He’s a good man. He has so much compassion. I know that, because—because of last time. But how can I do this to him again?”

      “But this isn’t about him, or about God, or about the camp.” Jason’s voice sounded clearer now. He curled his fingers around the back of Nate’s neck and pulled him closer. He pressed their foreheads together. “This is about you. This is about your life, not the life that he wants for you.”

      Nate nodded. This felt so good, this closeness. He wished he could close his eyes and fall asleep with Jason watching over him. But Jason fell asleep first.

      Nate reached out and touched Jason’s hair, running his fingers through it. He’d tried to do this for Marissa sometimes, but it had felt strange, like trying to locate something in a house that wasn’t his.

      It still felt strange. Jason’s snores, deep and masculine, his hard muscles, his stubbled cheek and the soft, dark curls on the back of his neck—none of that belonged this close to Nate. But he wanted it, all of it.

      Swallowing, he reached under the covers and gripped his dick. He stroked gently, shutting his eyes and drawing breath through his teeth as he got closer. When he came, he angled toward the bed so he wouldn’t get any of the mess on Jason. He lay in the damp spot, his heart beating hard. He’d changed. Because of Jason, he’d changed. Or this was who he’d always been. He didn’t know.

      It took a certain kind of strength to admit you didn’t have the answers. Didn’t it? And to go forward anyway, without the answers, without a map. With love and fear taking turns spurring and protecting you, leading you astray and then helping you find your way back. And no guarantee of where you’d end up—just this shifting scenery of hope and sorrow, yearning and pain, a world where you learned things you couldn’t articulate; feared things that couldn’t hurt you, and loved the things that could.
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      Jason stopped at the diner—same one he’d met Isaac at a few weeks ago. He got two orders of waffles and two coffees to go, and drove out to the highway. Saw an RV parked in the field behind a local hardware store. He parked in the store’s lot, gathered the food and coffee, and walked out to the RV.

      The motorhome was old—yellowed siding, dirty, streaked windows, rust-colored curtains. He knocked. Heard movement inside. A moment later, the door opened.

      The woman standing there had curly hair and small, round eyes under thick brows. Her skin was red from the sun.

      “Hi.” Jason felt suddenly awkward. “Jason Banning. I’m sorry to bother you—”

      “I know who you are.” She stared at him. “You’re actually kind of my hero.”

      “What?”

      She stepped back. “You can come in.” She left the door open and went to the tiny sink to wash her hands. Jason entered.

      “I brought breakfast.” He held up the bag. “Waffles. And coffee.”

      She glanced at him. “Thanks.”

      He looked around the RV. It was as rundown on the inside as it was on the outside, but looked comfortable enough. His gaze was caught by a pinboard above the tiny dining table: photographs of the woman. One must have been at a Pride parade. A crowd of people waving rainbow flags, and the woman in the center of the group, kissing another woman.

      Pride.

      He thought of Nate, and how, in his world, that was something to be ashamed of.

      “I saw you at the turnoff to the camp,” he said at last.

      “Take a seat.” She turned, wiping her hands on her skirt, and sat opposite him. “Yeah, I’ve been there a few weeks now.”

      “Why?” Jason opened his waffles.

      She regarded him with a slight frown for a moment. “You know, I went there. My parents sent me there when I was sixteen.” She snorted. “Anyway, you don’t need a rundown of the multitude of ways it fucked me up for years, I’m sure. I’m in a good place now.” Her gaze flicked to the corkboard. “I have good friends, and people who love me. But something about that place just won’t let go. And if just one parent reads my sign and turns around, then it’ll be worth it.”

      “Has it happened yet?”

      “No. If their kids crying and begging doesn’t sow a seed of doubt, I don’t really like my chances.”

      “But you do it anyway.”

      She nodded. “Somebody has to.”

      They both dug into the waffles.

      “I’m Molly, by the way,” she said after a few minutes. “Molly Jenkins.”

      “Good to meet you.”

      “I always liked your article.” She sawed at a piece of waffle with her plastic fork. “It was good to see someone as angry as I was.”

      Jason pressed his mouth into a line. A bitter taste rose in the back of his throat as he thought about what he'd done to Nate, but at the same time he missed the passion he'd had in those days, the ruthlessness with which he'd pursued his goal. He'd thought, back then, the only way to make things change was for people to get their hands dirty. And now...now he didn't know what he believed. “I was pretty angry.”

      Molly raised her brows. “Was?”

      “I still am,” he admitted. He spent several seconds dunking a bite of waffle in syrup without eating it. “You don’t think I’m a piece of shit? For what I did to Nate Tull?”

      She didn’t answer right away. “I dunno. Sometimes I think the people who don’t feel it’s their responsibility to come out, who think they have a right to hide… That’s just...not fair to the rest of us.”

      Jason gripped his fork tighter. Wasn’t that what he’d believed, on some level? That Nate was being foolish, selfish. That he had a responsibility, as a gay man, to be out and proud? To fight?

      And somewhere, deep inside, in the part of him that was dark and bitter and cruel, didn’t he still believe it?

      If you were part of the rainbow, you didn’t get to fucking sit this one out. Didn’t get to cower in the shadows while other people risked their lives to score you some civil rights.

      What did you do with a belief like that? That was ugly and flawed but still very much a part of you?

      Molly glanced at the ceiling and shook her head. “It’s almost enough to make me believe in God. You showing up here.”

      “Why?” Jason asked cautiously.

      She looked back at him. “Because you can help.”

      “Help?”

      Molly offered a hesitant smile. “You could write a new story. And you don’t have to do, like, any undercover journalism. You could interview me, if you wanted.”

      “I…” Jason didn’t know what to say. “I don’t really write anymore.”

      “What do you do?”

      No fucking idea.

      He pictured himself at UW Tacoma. The whole world open to him. Typing furiously on his laptop as though it were a direct line to people’s minds and spirits.

      He thought of the soldiers he’d met in Afghanistan. Fighting a war in a country that seemed impossible to put back together. But many of them hadn’t seemed to care about the long-term consequences of the war. They were ready to fight now and die now for ideals that Jason had privately considered too simplistic. “For freedom.” “To keep America safe.” “To send a message to terrorists.” Sure. And what about oil? What about a bankrupt government funding a war it could never win? What about the fact that the U.S. had spent the 80s and 90s creating the very enemies it was now fighting?

      And who decided what was “broken” anyway? Who decided how to put a nation “back together”?

      Jason had respected the troops, absolutely. They were doing something he never could, and they were brave as hell. But he had never understood them. His whole life, he’d assumed he knew the best course of action, that he understood the complexities of every person and situation he encountered.

      He knew nothing at all.

      “I’m trying to be...better.” He struggled for the words. “I’m trying to just...see what the world is, instead of making it into what I want it to be.”

      Molly nodded. “But some things need to change.” She gulped her coffee, then put the cup down slowly. “Moving Forward wasn’t the only camp I went to.”

      Jason waited.

      “I tried others. Even when my parents weren’t forcing me, I still tried. Did one of those electrotherapy things.” She smiled bitterly. “You know, where they make you watch gay porn and zap you if you start getting turned on?”

      Jason went cold. He stared at the soggy corner of his waffle, sitting in a pile of syrup.

      “It was kind of funny, in a way. The ‘lesbian’ porn they picked...it was just the girl on girl stuff made for men. Wasn’t doing much for me at all. I thought about telling them where they could find real lesbian porn. But…” She stood. Tossed her coffee cup into a small, overflowing wastebasket.

      “I’m sorry.” Jason didn’t know what else to offer.

      Molly, still facing away, shrugged.

      “If I write anything else about the camp,” Jason said, “I want it to be…”

      Fair?

      How could you be fair about something that ruined lives? Something that was so fundamentally wrong?

      Non-antagonistic?

      Then what was the point of writing it at all?

      Jason shook his head. “I don’t think I’m the best person to do this. My credibility is shot.”

      Molly shrugged again. Turned to him. “So why’d you come by?”

      “Just curious, I guess.” He stood too. “I should probably get going. Thanks for, uh, for talking to me.”

      “Thanks for the waffles.” She sounded stilted.

      What did she want from him? Surely he wasn’t the only journalist out there who could write about Moving Forward. He didn’t want anything to do with Reverend Tull anymore. With Pinehurst.

      He just wanted to be with Nate.

      Couldn’t he want that? Couldn’t he be done with hate, and just have love? For a second, he was irrationally angry with this woman for making him feel guilty. For wanting him to be the man he was trying to leave behind.

      Just let me have a future.

      He wasn’t sure who he was asking. Molly? Nate? Nate’s God?

      A future that’s love.

      He left, slowly shutting the trailer’s squeaky door, unable or unwilling to say goodbye.
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      The kids were going tubing on the lake this morning. Leanne, who had a motorboat license, had rented the boat. Every time Nate had come down to the cabins the last few days, someone was talking about it.

      The campers had been here three weeks now, and bonds had formed. Mary Ann, Steven, and Tyler had some kind of thing going where they all pretended to be English royalty, treating every meal as though it were tea time at Buckingham Palace. The other kids cracked up when they did it, except for John, Bethany, Becky, and Luke, who’d formed their own quiet clique and held themselves apart from the others. But even they opened up during group sessions in the evenings.

      Nate had always divided the kids into two groups: those who wanted to overcome their phantoms, who turned their progress into a sort of friendly competition—“I never think about boys anymore.” “Last night I felt God all around me, telling me He loved me, that I’d be okay.”—and those who seemed wary of the camp, wary of the very idea behind it. Who, even if they had fun and made friends and got caught up in group prayer, never fully embraced the idea that they could change.

      Most campers in the latter group at least made some progress. They might not leave the camp completely straight, but they left with the resources they needed to continue their journeys and help themselves. In a way, those were the cases Nate had always found most satisfying. He was happy for the campers who enthusiastically banished their undesirable thoughts and reframed their identities swiftly and with apparent ease—but he worried there was something superficial about their evolution. Not the campers’ fault, but in the same way some kids adopted their parents’ politics or convinced themselves they liked the same music their friends did, Nate knew these campers were still growing, still figuring out who they were. There was no such thing as a quick fix.

      Nate’s own journey had been rooted in struggle. At every possible turn, there was some new demon he had to fight. He felt the most kinship with the kids who knew they weren’t cured. Who could see how difficult the path ahead would be, but who accepted Moving Forward’s love and support. Who left the camp knowing they weren’t at the end of their journey, but somewhere right in the middle.

      No camper’s progress was more satisfying to the other counselors and to Nate’s father than Isaac's.

      Isaac was still aloof, still wary, but in the last few days, Nate had seen him talking to John and Bethany. Had seen him smile and laugh. Last night, Isaac had even volunteered to lead group prayer. When Nate had asked if Isaac felt any different now from when he’d arrived at the camp, Isaac had looked right at him and said, “Definitely.”

      Nate hadn’t known how to feel about that. He knew he should be elated. Isaac had arrived unhappy and scared, but now he seemed relaxed. Joyful, even.

      And yet some stubborn, selfish part of Nate didn’t want Isaac to change.

      He was almost relieved when he went down to the cabins and found everyone getting ready for tubing except Isaac. Maybe Isaac was still the same kid who’d come here, resistant to Moving Forward’s promises of love and acceptance and healing. Isaac was staring pensively across the hills, and Nate was startled to see an expression he recognized from his father. A serenity that made Isaac look older than he was, that made Nate feel a little shut out, a little frightened.

      Why don’t I feel that?

      Would I feel it, with Jason, if I let myself?

      His inner conflict was, in some ways, worse now than it ever had been. His guilt over failing Marissa seemed to increase every day. He hadn’t had a real conversation with his dad since the dinner with Marissa three nights ago.

      And he couldn’t stop thinking about Jason. Wicked, detailed fantasy that made his skin hot, that seemed to burn away his guilt and leave him someone new, unrecognizable. Someone who craved sex, who craved Jason’s cock, and didn’t give a fuck what God or anyone thought about that. The man Nate was in his fantasies spread his legs, dropped to his knees, took Jason any way Jason wanted to give it to him. This Nate swallowed cum and moaned as Jason opened him. He begged for more.

      The worst part was, Fantasy Nate was the one Nate wanted to be.

      “Isaac?” Nate approached him slowly.

      Isaac turned. Blinked for a few seconds, as though he wasn’t sure who Nate was. Then he smiled. “Hi, Nathan.”

      Nate started at the use of his full name.

      “Nathan Tull.” Isaac said it softly, almost reverently. He stepped toward Nate, and Nate took an involuntary step back, afraid Isaac might try to kiss him again.

      Isaac glanced down at Nate’s feet. Nate felt himself flush. “Aren’t you going to get ready for the lake?”’

      Isaac looked up. Nate thought he saw something like pity in Isaac’s smile. “I’m not going to the lake today.” He stared out over the hills. “I want to go to the chapel to pray.”

      “Oh.” Nate felt suddenly hopeless. They’d done it. They’d brainwashed Isaac.

      “Leanne said I could. The reverend will join me after his meeting.”

      There was something a little creepy about that soft, inflectionless tone. “You’ve been doing so well,” Nate said. “The counselors say you’ve been working hard. Maybe you deserve a reward.”

      Unless Nate imagined it, Isaac’s smile turned bitter for a second. “A reward.”

      “Yeah. Go to the lake and relax. You can pray later.” Or never again, if that’s what you want. You should be who you want to be. A truly loving God won’t care, as long as you don’t hurt anybody.

      “No.” Isaac shook his head. “I’ve made up my mind.”

      “Well. If you change it…”

      “I’m spending today with God.” He looked at Nate, expression suddenly desperate, imploring. “You had days like that, didn’t you? When you needed to pray?”

      Nate nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      Isaac nodded too, relaxing again. “I thought so.” He rubbed his forehead. “I can’t be on my own anymore.”

      “You don’t have to be,” Nate told him. “Not anymore.” But the words sounded hollow.
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      “Nate. Can you come in here, please?” His dad’s face was drawn.

      Nate followed him into the office, stomach twisting. On the wall, kids in Moving Forward T-shirts grinned out of framed photographs. Nate had once wondered how his father could put a name to every face, even years later, but it was because he cared. Everything Reverend Timothy Tull did came from a place of love. People like Jason didn’t understand that.

      “Sit down.”

      Nate wanted to ask why. Wanted to ask if anything was wrong. But he was afraid he knew exactly what this was—it was his moment of truth—and even this nauseating anticipation, as much as it made him want to vomit, was better than being on the other side of the revelation. The other side, where maybe he discovered his father’s love wouldn’t stretch as far for him as it did for all the kids on his wall. Not again. He kept his mouth shut, and sat.

      His dad sat across the desk from him and sighed. “We have a problem, Nate.”

      Nate closed his stinging eyes briefly, and wondered how he knew.

      Stupid. His guilt was written all over his face.

      Sin boldly.

      He had. But confessing his sins boldly was another matter.

      He balled his hands in his lap. “Dad, I—”

      His father turned his laptop around so that the screen faced Nate. “Read that.”

      For a moment Nate, his heart pounding, couldn’t make any sense of what he was looking at. A Facebook page? Then the words suddenly jumped out at him: Lost my ass virginity at conversion camp. Fuck yeah!

      “Oh God.” Nate scanned the screen. “Tyler posted this?”

      Impossible. He wasn’t supposed to have a phone.

      He wasn’t supposed to have sex!

      His father nodded solemnly.

      “I took his phone from him.” Nate’s neck prickled as he remembered that humiliating encounter. “I…God, who carries two phones?”

      “It might have been an iPod,” his father suggested. There was no blame in his gentle tone. “It happens, Nate. Sometimes kids sneak things past us. But obviously it’s not just the Facebook post that’s the problem.”

      Nate stared at the screen again. The post was less than a day old and had over six hundred Likes, two hundred Shares, and hundreds more comments.

      “I should have…” His tongue felt swollen, his throat dry. “Tyler and Steven. I thought they were…close. Thought it was inappropriate. I should have spoken to them.”

      “Why didn’t you?” his father asked softly.

      Nate’s eyes stung again. He blinked rapidly.

      Too embarrassed, maybe. Bad enough to talk to them about it when he’d heard them commenting on the video: “Fuck. He’s getting plowed!”

      Embarrassment, yes. But it would be so much worse though, to be a hypocrite.

      Do as I say, kids, not as I do.

      He fought dizziness. Fought to meet his father’s worried gaze. “I don’t know.”

      Liar.

      You were so busy getting fucked by Jason Banning that you neglected your work here.

      And jealous. You were jealous. Tyler and Steven are so fucking unafraid of what they are. Why couldn’t you be like that? Why’d you have to wear a hair shirt instead?

      “I’m sorry,” he said numbly.

      You coward. You absolute coward.

      The room pressed in on him. He almost wished he were sick again, that there was some explanation for why he felt this way, besides the fact that he didn’t have the guts to be himself around the person he supposedly loved more than anyone in the world.

      “—to the lake and look for them,” his father said. “Nate?”

      He looked up. “I’m not sorry.” His voice still sounded weak, but it was louder, at least.

      His father tilted his head. “What?”

      “I’m not…” Nate took a breath. “I’m not sorry I didn’t talk to them.”

      His father didn’t look mad—just concerned. What would it take to make him angry? What would it take to make him never want to look at Nate again?

      A simple confession?

      He went on. “I mean, I’m sorry they had sex while they were under our watch. They’re—they’re too young, and God, if it’s true, then I hope they were safe. But when I—when I just thought they liked each other, I didn’t say anything because I don’t really think it’s wrong.” Every muscle in his body went rigid, and he stared at his father.

      The reverend stared back, and Nate could tell he was shocked, even if he kept his tone carefully neutral. “We’ll talk later. Right now we need to find Steven and Tyler. They’re probably with the group at the lake, but I’ll call Leanne to check. If you want to head down there, that would be good.”

      Nate stood. Left the office without another word. Once he was outside, he grabbed a few deep breaths. What had he just done? Was this thing with Jason worth destroying his relationship with his father? What if it was just a phantom?

      It’s not just this thing with Jason. It’s bigger than that.

      He hurried on toward the lake.

      Before he got there, he met Kevin, who looked nervous. “Hey, Nate?”

      Nate forced his voice steady. “What’s up?”

      “Well, Isaac was supposed to go with the group to the lake today. But Leanne says he didn’t want to go. That he wanted to go to the chapel instead and pray.”

      “Yeah, I talked to him earlier.”

      “So she let him go. Asked if I’d check on him now and then. But I just went in there, and I didn’t see him.”

      “Okay.” Nate ran a hand through his hair. Enough. First Steven and Tyler, and now Isaac. All of them from Maple. All of them his kids. Were they a particularly difficult bunch this time, or was it Nate’s fault for not trying harder, for not believing the words he spoke? He’d tried though. He’d tried for years. Maybe he was too weak to keep fighting his phantoms, or maybe he was finally strong enough to see the truth.

      He almost laughed.

      They couldn’t both be right, could they? He and his dad. Not about this.

      “Nate? You okay?” Kevin was looking at him oddly.

      “Fine,” he said, forcing a smile. “Are Steven and Tyler at the lake?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” He didn’t want to drag them up to his dad’s office with all the other kids watching and speculating. Knowing Steven and Tyler, they’d turn it into a performance. “I’ll go track Isaac down, and deal with them next.”

      “With Steven and Tyler?”

      Nate sighed. “Yeah. One of those days.”

      Kevin smiled. “Okay.”

      Nate headed back for the main building, thoughts of Steven and Tyler rushing through his head. God. He couldn’t believe he’d said that to his dad. “I don’t really think it’s wrong.” It would be one heck of a talk they’d have later, no doubt. He wanted to call Jason, to ask what he should do, what he should say, how to come out. How to do it for real this time. To come out and stay out, and not get pushed back inside the closet. But Jason couldn’t help him with this. It was weird to even want to ask, given their history, but who else could he talk to?

      He pushed open the doors to the chapel and walked up the aisle between the pews. “Isaac?”

      The sunlight filtered through the windows. The chapel had always brought him peace and comfort, but he wondered now if it was because it was God’s house, or simply because this was a familiar place, a safe place. This chapel, even more so than the church in town, was where Nate felt happy.

      It was empty. Nate sighed. He hoped Isaac hadn’t run again.

      He sat down in the front pew and dug his phone out of his pocket. He had a sudden urge to call his mom, but didn’t. Anything he had to say to her, it needed to be said face to face. She would never turn her back on him, he knew that, but he was still afraid of telling her the truth. Of changing their relationship forever—as though this one, fundamental lie he’d told over and over about himself would poison every other aspect of his life, even those parts of it that he thought were solid as bedrock.

      He glanced around the chapel, his gaze catching on the vestry door. It was ajar. He rose and crossed to the door. Put his hand on the doorknob and was going to tug it closed, when for some reason he stopped. He pushed it open instead.

      He saw the blood.

      The blood first, and then the boy.

      “Isaac! Isaac!”

      Isaac’s eyes were still open, still blinking dozily up at him, but Isaac was no Nate. He hadn’t cut across. Hadn’t chickened out when it hurt. So much blood. His face was gray and his lips were blue.

      “Isaac!” Nate went to his knees on the floor. Ripped an altar cloth from the rickety shelf by the door and wrapped it around Isaac’s left arm. Isaac tried to pull away, muttering something Nate couldn’t understand. His right arm was cut too, but not as deeply. Not as cleanly. “Dad! Kevin! Help!”

      He fumbled for his phone, trying to keep pressure on Isaac’s wounds. Dialed 9-1-1. Wasn’t sure he got anything out between his choking tears, and his please, please, please don’t die.

      “Isaac....” He knelt over him, hands clamped around his wrists. His phone was covered in blood now, and he could still hear the operator’s tinny voice speaking to him, telling him to stay on the line. “I’m here, I’m still here. I’m putting pressure on his wrists.”

      He stayed there. He had to keep pressure on the wounds, but more importantly, he couldn’t leave Isaac alone. Because that was what he remembered from his own experience—that even though he’d made the choice because he couldn’t have felt any more alone than he did, he’d still been scared when he’d seen the blood. He’d still wanted someone there with him, had panicked when he’d realized he was going to die alone, without ever speaking to anyone again.

      “I’m here.” This time he said it to Isaac, not the operator. “I’m here.”
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      The hospital’s ground floor elevators were full, and Jason wanted to get to the second floor as quickly as possible, so he attempted the stairs.

      Which ended up taking way fucking longer than waiting for the elevators. He cursed himself as he staggered out the stairwell door and into the second-floor corridor.

      He saw Nate sitting in a chair outside room 207 and relief rushed through him. He wasn’t sure why—Nate wasn’t the one who’d hurt himself. This time. But he felt a flash of terror too, seeing Nate so beaten down.

      He needs a rock. I’m…smashed. Fragments.

      “Hey,” Jason said softly.

      Nate looked up, and God, if it was possible to fall in love in a moment, this was it. This completely wrong, selfish moment. Jason didn’t care what else happened with the rest of his damn life, he just wanted to spend it with Nate.

      Yeah, lay that on him now. I’m sure he’s in the mood.

      “Thanks for coming,” Nate murmured.

      He had a magazine in his lap, but he didn’t appear to be reading it. He was making a series of minuscule tears in one corner of the page. Jason lowered himself carefully into the chair beside Nate. He was out of breath, and pain was shooting up and down his leg, but he ignored it. He slid the magazine gently away from Nate and set it on the table. Offered his hand instead. Nate stared at it for a second then took it.

      “He’s sleeping.” Nate’s voice wavered. “So I can’t see him yet. And maybe he doesn’t want to see me. I don’t know.”

      “You know this isn’t your fault.”

      “Isn’t it? I told him he could overcome it if he was strong enough. I was a fucking hypocrite, and now he—”

      “Stop,” Jason said firmly. He tried to tamp down the thought that had been nagging at him since he’d received Nate’s message about Isaac: that he himself shared blame in this—he’d told Isaac to go back to the camp. “This isn’t anyone’s fault.” Except the reverend’s.

      Wasn’t this what Jason had always wanted, on some level? Validation for his belief that the reverend hurt people, hurt kids?

      Not like this. I never wanted this.

      What would Molly make of this? Would she use this, the way Jason had used Nate?

      Nate watched as a nurse went into Isaac’s room.

      “Do you think…?” Nate turned to Jason. “Should I ask?”

      “Give it just a minute.” Jason placed a hand between Nate’s shoulders and rubbed, not sure if the contact would be welcome or not. He was glad to feel Nate relax slightly.

      A few minutes later, the nurse came out again. He glanced briefly at Nate and Jason and smiled. “Are you here for Isaac?”

      Nate stiffened, and Jason let his hand fall. “Yes,” Nate said. “Is he awake?”

      “He is.”

      “Could you ask if, uh… Can you tell him Nate’s here? And…” He glanced at Jason, then back at the nurse. “And Jason? If he doesn’t want to see us, that’s okay, but…”

      “Of course.” The nurse stepped quietly back into Isaac’s room. Jason heard low voices—the nurse’s, gentle, and Isaac’s a hoarse mumble. His stomach grew tight with nerves. He’d come here to support Nate, but he had no idea what to say to Isaac. The nurse opened the door. “You can come in.”

      Numbly, Jason followed Nate into the room.

      Isaac was slumped in bed, the sheet pulled up to his chest and tucked tightly around him. Jason wondered if Isaac had done that as a way of comforting himself. Shielding himself. Isaac’s eyes were puffy, his face pale except for the almost bruised looking skin under his eyes and at his temples. He didn’t look at them at first, but then suddenly his gaze lifted and his expression hardened.

      “Hey,” Jason said quietly, since Nate wasn’t saying anything.

      Isaac didn’t answer.

      Nate stopped a couple of feet from the bedside and hovered uncertainly. “Isaac?”

      Jason fought the urge to take control of the situation, get this conversation moving.

      What conversation? What is there to say?

      Sorry. He could say he was sorry. For taking Isaac back to camp. For not listening.

      Isaac let out a soft breath. “I can’t do anything right.”

      “Shut up,” Nate said fiercely, closing the gap between himself and the bed. “Shut up. Don’t you fucking say that.”

      “Nate.” Jason placed a hand on Nate’s arm.

      Nate shrugged him off, still looking at Isaac. “How could you? How the fuck could you?” Nate’s voice shook with rage. Jason glanced down at Nate’s hands, which were balled into fists, and then at the white scar on Nate’s wrists. Nate went on, “It’s not worth it.”

      “Nate.” Jason raised his voice slightly. “Quit.”

      Isaac had dropped his gaze to the sheet.

      “It’s all right,” Jason said gently to Isaac. “You must have been in a lot of pain. You didn’t see any other way out.”

      He heard Nate let out his breath. Saw him sag slightly. Jason stepped toward Isaac, and Isaac flinched.

      “It’s okay,” Jason murmured. “It’s gonna be all right now. You’ll get the help you need.”

      “What help?” Isaac’s voice was gravelly, bitter. He glared at Nate again. “The kind of fucking help I got from your father?”

      Jason didn’t know what to say. He watched as Nate shook his head slowly.

      “No,” Nate said. “I’m sorry, Isaac. Really sorry.”

      “Yeah, well.” Isaac rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling. “It’s my own fault. I could have run away. When my parents first brought up the idea, I could have run. I just thought, it worked for you. The brainwashing or whatever the hell.”

      Nate stepped forward, thighs pressing against the cold, hard bars of the hospital cot. “It’s not brainwashing! Isaac, it’s not, okay?”

      “Who are you trying to convince? Me or you?” Isaac’s voice was cold, contemptuous. “Fuck you, and fuck all that shit. Steven and Tyler were right.”

      “No...” Nate swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “No, Isaac, my father...my father loves us. He loves us.”

      There was an edge of desperation to his voice that Jason hadn’t heard even when Nate was begging to be fucked, begging to sin, and begging to burn.

      “Nate,” Jason said, struggling to keep his voice calm. “Nate, don’t.”

      The last thing Isaac needed was for Nate to start defending Reverend Tull. If Isaac needed a villain right now in order to feel stronger, than Jason couldn’t think of a better candidate. Even though a part of him knew that Nate was right: Timothy Tull genuinely believed he loved the kids who came to Moving Forward. And that just made it more of a fucking tragedy, didn’t it?
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      Nate sat on a stool at the kitchen counter. He hadn’t wanted to leave the hospital, but Isaac had fallen asleep again and visiting hours were over, so he’d accepted a ride home from Jason. He’d worried that saying goodbye would be awkward—he couldn’t very well invite Jason into his house, but he couldn’t just go stay at Jason’s either. He needed to talk to his father. But Jason seemed to understand. “Call me if you need anything,” he’d said. “I can pick you up tomorrow morning to go to the hospital.”

      If Nate listened closely, he could hear his father’s voice down the hall. His father had probably spent most of the afternoon and evening either with the campers or on the phone. There had been a media van on the property when Nate and Jason had pulled up, but Jason had smoothly looped around to a back road and had helped Nate get into the house without being seen.

      Eventually he couldn’t stand the silence of the kitchen anymore. He slid off the stool and walked down the hall. He felt curiously numb as he knocked on the door to his father’s study.

      “Come in.” His dad sounded tired.

      Nate turned the doorknob numbly. His fingers felt frozen. He pushed the door open.

      His father’s gaze was weary. The hair at his temples was gray. When had that happened?

      “Dad...”

      “How’s Isaac?”

      It seemed a strange question. “He’s okay.”

      For now. For now he’s okay. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow.

      Reverend Tull sighed deeply, his shoulder sagging. “Dear Lord.”

      “I’m gay, Dad.” Nate had no idea where the words had come from, or what would follow them. “It’s what I am. It’s how I was created. And trying to change...it hurts. It hurts me, and it hurts kids like Isaac, and the only thing we learn is how to hate ourselves.”

      His father’s face was pale.

      Nate traced the scar on his wrist. “He cut himself because it seemed easier to die than to keep struggling. Because he knew that all the prayer in the world, all the faith, wouldn’t make him change. You might love him, and God might, but he hates himself.”

      “Nate...”

      “He wanted to die because he’s so tired of fighting.” Nate’s voice hitched. He didn’t even know if he was talking about Isaac now, or about himself. “I know you love me, Dad. I know God loves me. Love should be enough.”

      “Nate.” His father rose from his desk and came to stand in front of him. The weight of his hand on Nate’s shoulder seemed somehow grounding and oppressive at the same time. “Nate. Nathan. We should strive to be the best we can. That’s all God asks of us, or any of us.”

      “I’ve been seeing Jason Banning.” Nate swallowed. “Sleeping with him.”

      “Nate.” His father’s voice cracked, and he dug his fingers into Nate’s shoulder. “Oh, Nate.”

      Nate swallowed, tears stinging his eyes.

      “Do you love him?”

      The question was so unexpected that Nate didn’t know how to answer. His throat constricted. “I don’t know. He doesn’t…make me feel like I’m unworthy of love.”

      “And what about God’s love?”

      “You always said that was unconditional.”

      His father sighed again. “It is, Nate. It is. But...” He shook his head His eyes gleamed with unshed tears. “Oh, my boy, my sweet son. He hurt you. He humiliated you, and when you turn back to the things that hurt you...” He pulled Nate close suddenly, and embraced him. Tightened his arms. “When you turn back to your phantoms, I’m afraid I’ve failed you.”

      For a moment Nate was almost overwhelmed by love for his father. Then a wave of something new caught him; dark and swirling, pulling him under. Was it resentment? Because why was this about his father? Why wasn’t it about Nate? And he knew—God, he knew—that resentment was a shallow, bitter emotion. It tasted foul in the back of his throat. But a part of him craved it too. A part of him wanted this to be about him. Not about his dad, or about God, or about Isaac, or even about Jason. He felt angry, and selfish, and fought the urge to push his father away.

      “You haven’t failed me,” Nate said, taking a step back. His father let him go. “It’s not about you.”

      His father just watched him, not speaking. He looked vulnerable, uncertain—as though he were the child.

      “It’s not about you,” Nate repeated. “You don’t—you don’t have the power to make people be who you want them to be. You don’t get to decide what God wants. There are, like, hundreds of other religions. There are people who don’t believe. You don’t get to decide who’s right and who’s wrong. Faith isn’t—that. It can’t be that. It has to be something that guides you—not beliefs you impose on other people.”

      He swallowed rapidly.

      His father nodded, and seemed to be gathering words.

      But Nate went on. “People are different. Their circumstances are different, their experiences. What’s right for you isn’t right for me—or for Mom. What’s right for me isn’t right for Jason. You don’t have the power to decide.”

      He stood there, breathing hard, body shaking with adrenaline.

      The reverend nodded again. “I hear you, Nate. I hear you.” But he wasn’t looking at Nate anymore.

      Nate clenched his hands. Resisted the urge to ask his dad if he was okay. If everything was okay between them.

      It’ll be different now. You can’t unsay what you said.

      But maybe things will get better. Slowly.

      His dad leaned back, looking drained of all fight—of all spirit. “I love you, Nate. So, so much. But God left his Word with us. There is a natural order, ordained by Him, and I just worry—”

      “How can you say that?” Nate interrupted. “I’m your son. How can you look at me and say I don’t fit the natural order? That’s a horrible thing to say.”

      His father’s eyes shone with tears. Nate felt sick. There was no worse feeling in the world than being the cause of his father’s tears. But his father shook his head, as though to put a stop to Nate’s self-recrimination. “I love you. No matter what. I hope you know that.”

      The lump in Nate’s throat had sharp points. He couldn’t swallow. “Yeah.”

      “Please tell me you know that.”

      “I do. You…you always have. I…But Dad, if you do, then…”

      He didn’t know what to say.

      “Love all of me. Please?” Nate shook his head. “I need you in my life, but I can’t…”

      “Come here,” his father held out his arms. Nate wanted to go to him. But he stayed back.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Nate whispered.

      “Come here,” his father repeated.

      Nate stepped into his embrace. He didn’t cry—had been doing enough of that lately—but he buried his face in his father’s shoulder, his body shaking with anger and fear. For Isaac, for himself, for Jason—because what if the Word was infallible, what if there was a natural order, and they were outside of it? What if they all burned?

      His father held him close. “I love you,” he said again.

      And that should have been all that mattered; the words should have been comfort. But there was something incomplete about them. Love was too complex a thing to be declared so simply. Love could change, it could fragment. It could be pieced back together awkwardly, with cracks that would always show, faintly—the ghosts of old weaknesses, the promise of future accidents.

      What shape would his love for his father be tomorrow? In five years? Ten?

      What about the shape of whatever was between him and Jason?

      “I love you too,” Nate said, his voice muffled.

      A simple truth, on the surface.

      Deep, wild waters running beneath it.
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      The announcement was made over breakfast. Nate didn’t go. He couldn’t bring himself to hear whatever words his father would say that would attempt to reconcile what Isaac had done with the lessons he had been taught at Moving Forward. And Nate had no doubt that his father would be able to reconcile them. There was nothing, he thought, that could really shake the foundations of a faith as deep and abiding as his father’s. There was a time when Nate had thought that was a strength. Now, he didn’t know anymore.

      He wanted to believe there was no way his father could have seen this coming.

      He wanted to believe it even while he rubbed his thumb over the faint scar on his wrist.

      Maple cabin was empty. There were clothes strewn across the floor, and sleeping bags and bedding lumped onto bunks. There was a shoe sitting up on the windowsill, for some reason.

      Nate sat on the end of Isaac’s bunk, ran his hand over the shiny polyester sleeping bag. It looked new. His parents must have bought it for him specially for camp. It wasn’t worn and dull like Tyler’s, bundled up on the top bunk opposite.

      Nate leaned down and dragged Isaac’s backpack out from under the bunk by the strap. He checked the luggage tag hanging from the strap. Isaac’s name and address, neatly printed in block letters. All campers’ belongings were supposed to be labeled so they didn’t get lost.

      Nate unzipped the backpack, and set it on the bed beside him. He rose to his feet, and picked a shirt off the floor. He checked the label ironed into the back of the neckband and discovered it was Richie’s. He tossed it onto the top bunk, and began to check through the other items strewn over the floor. He didn’t find anything that belonged to Isaac. It was the other boys who were the cause of the mess. Nate wasn’t surprised. He slid Isaac’s small bag of toiletries into the backpack, then zipped it shut again. He slung the backpack over his shoulder and stepped outside onto the small veranda of Maple just as the boys rounded the bend.

      Tyler and Steven and Richie.

      They stopped when they saw him. Nate read a hundred different expressions flashing across their faces: anger, hurt, blame, betrayal. All of them colored by Nate’s guilt.

      Tyler was the first one of the boys to push forward, his chin jutting out. “Is it for real? Did Isaac try to kill himself?”

      “Yes.” It felt like the word was pulled from the darkest place inside him.

      “Come on then,” Tyler said in the sudden silence. His mouth turned up in a sneer. “Come on, Nate, tell us again just how much God loves us.”

      Nate’s fingers tightened around the strap of Isaac’s backpack. “He . . . God does love you. God loves us all.”

      “Just not if we love other boys.” Tyler’s voice was low, bitter.

      Steven reached out and curled his hand around Tyler’s wrist.

      “Hypocrite,” Richie said. His eyes were narrow. “You’re just a fucking hypocrite.”

      Nate had never pretended he was perfect, had he? He’d always known he was deeply flawed. He’d never said he didn’t struggle with his phantoms. His phantoms, who all wore Jason Banning’s face. But he hadn’t pretended he was better than these kids, or that he was free of sin. He’d been honest with everything he’d told them, even when that honesty had hurt. If Nate had lied to these boys, then he’d lied to himself first of all.

      There was pressure on his chest. His ribs in a vise. His eyes stung. “God does love you.” He blinked, and his vision clouded. “Y-you can reject everything else you learned here, but please don’t let anyone take that away from you.”

      Richie rolled his eyes.

      “I . . .” Nate swallowed. “I’ve made mistakes. I know I have. I–”

      “This isn’t about you and your guilt trip!” Tyler’s face was screwed up. “This is about Isaac. You can talk all you want about how much God loves us, and how much He accepts us even though we’re sinners, but you know what? I don’t give a fuck if some magic sky fairy loves me or not, because you know who doesn’t? My parents. Because what I am isn’t good enough for them, because they sent me here, didn’t they? And so did Steven’s parents, and Richie’s, and Isaac’s. We’re not here because of God.”

      “Tyler, if your parents didn’t care about you they wouldn’t have–”

      “Shut up,” Tyler said. “Just shut the hell up.”

      There was a buzzing sound in his skull. A rush of blood like the roar of the tide. It threatened to drown him. “You’re right.”

      Tyler’s brow furrowed, and his head tilted just slightly. “What?”

      “You’re right,” Nate repeated. He thought about what he’d said to his father the night before. Faith isn’t—that. It can’t be that. “Your parents are wrong. My father is wrong. But God isn’t wrong. God is never wrong, and he created you in His own image.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. When he opened them again, the sunlight caught in his tears and threatened to blind him. “God makes no mistakes.”

      The boys exchanged glances.

      “Did you just quote Lady Gaga?” Richie asked, raising his eyebrows.

      Steven wrinkled his nose. “Dude, you are so fucking gay.”

      Nate scrubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Yeah. Yeah, I am.”

      The boys stared at him, and Nate wondered if this should have been his moment of catharsis. If any second now the weight would lift off his shoulders as the truth set him free. But he was no freer now that he had been last night in his father’s study. This wasn’t a new beginning, suddenly unweighted by his burdens. This wasn’t Nate freeing himself. This was Nate finally admitting that he was and would always be burdened, and not because of who he was, but because of who other people thought he should be. Because being gay would always come with the burden of his father’s relationship with God, with the community’s, and even with Jason’s. Was there a middle ground anywhere, between his father’s brand of faith and Jason’s atheism? They were both zealots in their own way, and the first time Nate had been caught between them–without even knowing it at the time–his life had come crashing down around him.

      And here he was again.

      His burden, he thought, would be to find a way to navigate a path between them.

      “Are you taking Isaac’s stuff to him?” Steven asked.

      Nate nodded.

      “I’ve got some M&Ms in my bag. Maybe you could give them to him?”

      “Sure,” Nate said.

      He stood there, the sun beating down on his back, as the boys hurried inside the cabin.
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      Jason hated hospitals. He hated the cold air and the antiseptic stench that clung to his skin. He hated the scuffed linoleum floors and the squeak of rubber soles over them. Hated the rattle of the mop bucket on wheels that the janitor moved back and forth across the floor of the waiting room, and the misspelled closed captions on the muted TV hanging from a bracket in the ceiling.

      His leg ached. He tapped his fingers on his knee. Being in a hospital made that old itch rise up in him too: he wanted opiates, and wondered if there was a doctor here who would prescribe something stronger than he was already on. Probably not. In those first days and weeks after his surgery Jason had been too out of it to realize he was on a good thing with all that morphine. In those early days nobody had talked much about the dangers of addiction. They were probably more concerned with his actual survival at that point. Now though, asking for a new prescription was like asking for the doctor’s first-born child or something.

      Jason closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.

      He was out of weed. Maybe he should hit Rob up for some, see if it took the edges off his pain. Rob had always known where to get the best stuff. Better than what Jason had been picking up at the dispensary. If he was staying in Pinehurst it was probably something to look into.

      If he was staying in Pinehurst...

      He’d come back to do what? To recover? Not going to happen.

      To be with Rose while she recovered? Also not going to happen.

      Jason lifted a hand and rubbed his chest, soothing the ache.

      So why the hell was he still in Pinehurst? And why the hell was he thinking of staying?

      Nate.

      It was all Nate.

      Nate was the reason that Jason was imagining a life in the town he’d been so desperate to escape. And Nate was the reason Jason was currently sitting in the hospital waiting room, because he was too much of a coward to drive out to Moving Forward, and he knew that Nate would come here, sooner or later.

      It was sooner.

      Nate turned up at the hospital less than an hour after Jason had arrived, clutching a stack of comic books and a large bag of M&Ms. He looked as though he hadn’t slept, and Jason couldn’t blame him. He was wearing jeans and a plain forest green t-shirt. No camp logo. No tiny cross or fish. Jason wondered if that was a coincidence, or a statement. He wanted to know where Nate stood now with the camp, with his father, with his old friend Jesus—he needed to know, because all of those things also determined where he stood with Jason. And Jason was selfish. Always had been. He wanted what he wanted.

      And he wanted Nate.

      Not just Nate. He wanted to be able to give Nate something. It might never make up for all that he’d taken. But he wanted to be the sort of man Nate would choose. Not a savior. Not a zealot. A man. A man with more kindness in him than cruelty.

      But what if I can’t be that?

      Nate was pale and pinched. The shadows under his eyes were as dark as bruises. His usually neat hair was mussed, as though he’d been running his fingers through it. His gaze caught on Jason’s, and he stopped in his tracks.

      Jason hauled himself to his feet, wincing at the sharp pain that tore through his leg. “Hey.”

      Nate hugged the comic books to his chest. “Hey.”

      A nurse walked past them, her gaze narrow and speculative.

      They would always have that in Pinehurst, wouldn’t they? A level of scrutiny that came from being who they were. That came from what Jason had done to Nate all those years ago. All of their history wrapped up in sharp ribbons of small town gossip, barbed and ugly as razor wire.

      “Can we talk?” Jason asked.

      Nate’s expression shifted. “Um...I want to, but...” He drew in a breath. “I need to see Isaac first. I don’t know how long I’ll be. But I do want to talk. About what this is, and what we’re doing, and–” He cut himself off suddenly, clamping his mouth shut.

      “Text me when you’re done?” Jason said softly. “And we can meet in town?”

      “No. Today’s gonna be really busy. The kids...” Nate adjusted his hold on the comic books. “Their parents are coming to get them.”

      “The camp’s shutting down?”

      Nate took a step back, and Jason wondered if he’d sounded too interested in that idea, too invested. He wondered if Nate thought this was still his objective, all these years later.

      Maybe it sort of was. Not like something he was planning, but Moving Forward could burn to the ground and Jason would applaud. He couldn’t pretend otherwise.

      “So I’m gonna be busy,” Nate said, not quite meeting Jason’s eyes. “Come out to the camp tonight?” He lifted his gaze at last, and Jason wondered if he imagined the challenge. “We can talk then.”

      “What?”

      “Come to the camp,” Nate repeated.

      “Your dad—”

      “I told him.” Nate gazed levelly at Jason.

      “You told him?”

      A slight nod. “I told him I’m gay, and that won’t—can’t—change. And I told him I’m seeing you.”

      Well. Holy fuck.

      “So come to the camp, please.”

      If Jason was brave enough, or stupid enough to walk right into the lion’s den, then sure. Yeah.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll come by tonight. Eight?”

      “Sure,” Nate said. “Eight is good.”

      He turned and headed for Isaac’s room.

      Jason limped toward the exit, his stomach in a knot.

      Now was definitely a good time to call Rob about that weed.

      Outside, low clouds were drawing in, softening the bright daylight into something more reminiscent of dusk. The lower light made the trees on the verge of the road appear a dark, rich green, like something from a Christmas card. Jason had hated the pines when he’d moved here, just like he’d hated everything about Pinehurst. It was so small-town, so pretty, that he’d thought it couldn’t be real. That it must have been manufactured somehow, and that it had to be rotten below the surface. Reverend Tull had fit so well into Jason’s teenage prejudices. Into his need to find a cage to rattle, a villain to rage against. And Jason hadn’t been wrong...but he hadn’t been right either.

      He climbed into his car and turned the key in the ignition.

      Jason had been older than Nathan Tull. He’d known who the quiet kid was—the whole town had known—but Nathan had never seemed anything more than a little goody-two-shoes with his combed down hair and his starched shirts. Sometimes, when Rose had dragged Jason to church, he’d seen little Nathan Tull, voice squeaky with puberty, handing out the hymnals and the collection basket. And Jason had just rolled his eyes and, later, gone and hung out with Rob and Aubrey in the woods to drink the cans of Pabst they’d stolen from Aubrey’s dad’s beer fridge.

      He’d never really noticed Nathan Tull until that weekend at UW Tacoma. Then he’d noticed him in a rush of recognition—and not just because he vaguely knew him from home. Not just because he could tell, from a shared glance, that Nathan was gay. He’d recognized in Nate a quiet hunger. For experience. For information. Why else was he here at Tacoma and not at Whitworth or some other little Christian college? Why was he so far from home? Because home was a binding that your body pushed against as it grew, until finally you burst from those wrappings like a superhero shredding clothes with the emergence of outlandish muscle. And you stepped out into the world. You saw for yourself.

      He’d seen Nate’s fear and his courage. His stiltedness, and the hint of mischief that never got let out to play. He’s recognized the seeking, the hope. The breath-stealing high of freedom.

      “Is this okay?” Jason had asked when they’d kissed later that night. Guilt caught fleetingly in Nate’s expression, like he’d suddenly remembered the Big Man in the Sky was watching. As were a group of students heading past the Russell T. Joy building toward Starbucks. But then it broke through, like a fly from a web, and sailed off into the dark.

      Nate had gazed at him with flushed cheeks and a determination that looked more suited to scaling Everest than kissing a boy. “I want to be with you. I mean...sleep with you.”

      When had the plan taken root? Jason couldn’t remember exactly. The seed of it was there as he’d kissed Nate again. The shadow of it falling across the bright spots in his mind where Nate had lit him with joy, with need. The edge of it in his voice when he said, “If you decide you’re still interested, we can go for coffee tomorrow.” Because he had plans tonight, and even though he would have gladly bailed on them to stay with Nate, he needed time to think.

      It was so easy, when you were young, to define yourself with bold, heavy lines. Every day flooded with self-discovery: I am… I think… I believe. Jason remembered the thrill of the first article he ever published—comparing various Western countries’ immigration laws, and taking the U.S. to task for its misguided attitudes. It was like discovering he was Harry fucking Potter—he had this power, this magic ability to use words and images to persuade people, to challenge them. To make them feel. People said the mind narrowed as it aged. That youth was a time of malleability, that children were blank slates—innocent; as though lack of information were a form of purity rather than a hindrance—that teenagers were society’s revolutionaries. There was some truth to that. The rebelliousness and wonder of being young let you shrug off your parent’s prehistoric ideas and replace them with your own progressive values.

      But it wasn’t quite that simple. Age might cement beliefs, but it also put you on more intimate terms with uncertainty. Vulnerability. With everything that came to challenge those hard-won beliefs. The jaws that clamped around all your hopes and wishes and shook them until stuffing popped from the seams. Those beliefs, those dinosaurial certainties, became your toeholds on the crumbling mountain you were forced to climb. Jason felt like he’d aged a hundred fucking years since Tacoma. He could look back on that twenty-two year old who’d “leaked” a video of himself fucking Reverend Tull’s son and not have a clue why. What sort of blinding stupidity, careening arrogance, or dearth of understanding had let him do that?

      But he could also look back, and somewhere, under scars and skin, feel the same blood pulsing through him, feel the same tough threads of righteousness holding together a frayed and faded man. He couldn’t escape what had happened by claiming he was a different person. He had to accept what he’d done into the whole of himself.

      He’d hurt Nate in a bone-deep way that nothing could ever justify.

      Collateral damage, he’d told himself when he couldn’t quite believe the lie that he was doing Nathan Tull a favor. Collateral damage. Well, that was something he and Reverend Tull had in common, wasn’t it?

      A few specks of rain splattered against Jason’s dusty windshield as he drove away from the hospital. Jason flicked the wipers on, and smeared the dust across the glass in damp streaks.

      There was too much hurt in the world, and Jason knew he carried the blame for his share of it.

      He drove out of town, off the highway and into one of the winding roads that cut through the trees. The day was cooler under the shelter of the trees. This road would eventually come out at Patterson’s farm—the hand-painted sign on the highway promised fresh butter and milk and cream straight from the dairy—but Jason pulled over before he reached the farm. There were countless little walking tracks that cut through the woods here, but Jason didn’t get out of his car. He put the windows down so he could feel the breeze, and reclined his seat a little.

      He was somewhere underneath the lookout—a few miles as the crow flew—and he thought of the night he’d found Nate up there, fever-ravaged. Thought of the night they’d agreed to meet there too, and then gone and fucked in the woods.

      Jason closed his eyes. The air was cool and fresh and smelled of petrichor. He’d missed this in Afghanistan, even if there was enough of the angry teenager inside him still that he’d refused to label it homesickness. But there was something about the woods around Pinehurst that, even when he’d hated the town and the people in it with a burning passion, had soothed him.

      He sat there for almost an hour just breathing it in, and then turned his car back toward town.

      Rose was in the living room when he got home, in front of the old china cabinet. She was cradling an ugly teapot in her arms, and there was a cardboard box open beside her.

      “Do you want this?” she asked, holding the teapot out. “It was my grandmother’s. I don’t think it’s worth much, but you could put it on eBay if you don’t want it.”

      “What?” Jason gripped the doorjamb.

      “I’m cleaning stuff out,” Rose said, shrugging. “It’ll save you having to do it.”

      Jason’s mind went blank for a moment, because he had no words at all for what felt like her casual acceptance of death. What was he supposed to say? That he didn’t want to watch her do this? He didn’t. But he also didn’t want to do it by himself after she was gone.

      “You mom was a lot younger than me,” Rose said. “Sometimes I felt more like her mother than her sister.” She set the teapot on top of the cabinet. “She got in trouble once for taking this teapot and using it for a tea party for all her stuffed animals. ‘Rose did it! Rose took it!’ Mind you, I was fifteen years old and wouldn’t have been caught dead having a little girl’s tea party!”

      She laughed, and it sounded soft and wistful.

      Jason’s chest ached. He moved forward into the room, and sat down in one of the worn old armchairs. He stretched his leg out, and massaged his knee cap carefully. It was metal nowadays. Still managed to hurt like fuck though.

      “I’ll help,” he said, bracing his hands on the worn fabric arms of the chair.

      “No, you sit right there,” Rose said, “and I’ll show you things, like this is our own little Antiques Roadshow.”

      “You got an original Radio Flyer stashed somewhere in that china cabinet?” Jason teased.

      Rose laughed. “Just crockery and knicknacks, I’m afraid.” Her smile faded. “There was a time I thought I’d have a daughter to hand all this down to. But maybe you’ll have one, one day.”

      Jason’s chest felt tight. He couldn’t . . . he couldn’t imagine that. But one thing the past few years had taught him—one thing his accident had taught him, apart from his capacity to feel excruciating pain—was that the future was unknowable. The Jason Banning he’d been at fifteen, at twenty, wouldn’t have recognized the Jason Banning he was now. Hurt and hurting, but finding quiet solace in unremarkable Pinehurst, and in Nate.

      Rose showed him a little porcelain statue of a cat. “My father bought this for me when I was about six or seven. Whenever he went away on a business trip, he’d come home with a present for me. It’s probably completely worthless, but...”

      “We’ll keep it,” Jason said. He held out his hand, and Rose set the cat in his palm. It was ugly and cheap, and one ear was chipped, and Jason’s chest ached. Just things. Stupid things, but when Rose was gone, would his memories of her be enough? How could be bring himself to throw away something that she had once treasured? How could he bring himself to let her go?

      “Well,” Rose said, “you can always change your mind later.”

      Jason nodded, unable to speak, and curled his fingers around the little cat.

      How could he ever be ready for what was coming?
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      In the end, it was easier than Jason had thought, walking up to the Tulls’ front door. Maybe because the reverend was now as publicly flawed a man as Jason. Maybe because his feelings for Nathan mattered more than what the Tulls thought of him.

      Or maybe it was the weed.

      He dragged his dumbass leg up the front steps, and knocked.

      The reverend himself answered. Of course.

      Jason nodded. “Hey.”

      “Jason. Come in.” Nothing to read in that tone. It wasn’t cold. But it sure as fuck wasn’t Come, my son, and partake in our daily bread.

      The guy looked awful. Jason tried not to stare as he made his way into the house. But dude looked like fucking Benjamin Button as a newborn.

      “I’ll get Nate,” the reverend said. And that was that. He didn’t attempt to drive Jason from the house. Didn’t hurl accusations. Unless he was actually going down the hall to get a shotgun, Jason was apparently—perhaps grudgingly—welcome here.

      He looked around the foyer. It wasn’t quite as oppressively Jesus-ridden as he’d been expecting. There was a cross on the wall, but it wasn’t the kind with mangled Jesus hanging from it. No “This is the day which the Lord hath made” cross-stitch. No bible on the little round mahogany table. It was a spacious, tidy farm house, tastefully decorated and smelling like a Yankee Candle.

      Nate came down the hall, looking tired but calm. He gave Jason a small smile. “Let’s go to the living room.”

      He led Jason to another tidy room, with moss-colored walls and thick, dark-rose curtains. There was a bookshelf with a surprisingly reasonable Austen-to-Osteen ratio. The coffee table in front of the plush sofa did have a Bible on it, but hey. Jason figured they were allowed one prominent New Testament.

      He sat on the couch next to Nate. Awkward spacing between them—not quite intimate, but not quite strangers. “Where’d your dad go?” Jason asked.

      “To his study. He’s been spending a lot of time there thinking.” Nate’s mouth twisted to the side. “I hope he...finds what he’s looking for.”

      Personally, Jason could care less what revelations the good Reverend Tull stumbled upon while praying in his study. But Nate’s relationship with his dad was important, and Jason was trying to be supportive. For instance, he had greeted the reverend with that casual, “Hey,” rather than, Fuck you, asshole. I love your son, and he loves me. So take your phantoms and your “God’s love” bullshit and shove it where the sun don’t shine.

      See? So supportive.

      Jason still hadn’t answered the email Molly had sent earlier. Molly and some friends and a community organizer named Erin were planning a “peaceful demonstration” against Moving Forward. She wanted to know if he’d attend. Jason personally would have preferred burning the camp to the ground—“peaceful” demonstrations didn’t do a hell of a lot, in his opinion—but he wasn’t going to tell anyone that.

      The trouble was, with all that Nate’s parents were dealing with right now, Jason was hesitant to unleash a shitstorm on them—even a peaceful one.

      Nate cleared his throat. “My mom visited Isaac today. They talked for hours, apparently. Then watched Howard the Duck on TV.”

      “Oh God. Could they have picked a less traumatic movie?”

      Nate laughed. “Apparently Isaac’s a big fan.” He paused. “I wonder what they talked about. I don’t want to pry, I just…I always wonder how my mom feels about all this.”

      Jason nodded, unsure what to say. “What about you? You okay?” he asked Nate now.

      “I’m...what I am,” Nate murmured. “You want a drink?”

      Jason didn’t, unless it was straight bourbon, but he let Nate go get him some lo-cal lemonade while he stared at the round, gold-rimmed clock on the wall. When Nate sat down again, he closed the space between them.

      They drank the lemonade and sat in near-silence for almost an hour. Jason liked that he could do that with Nate—be present, quietly. He didn’t always have to be speaking or planning or doing. They could just exist, side by side.

      Jason shifted finally. “What are you thinking about?”

      “God.”

      Jason almost rolled his eyes.

      No. Listen.

      Nate was searching Jason’s face, as though looking for the very judgment Jason was trying to keep out of his expression. Then he took Jason’s hand. Laced his fingers with Jason’s. His palm was warm, slightly damp. He squeezed, and Jason squeezed back.

      “I’m praying, but not—” Nate cleared his throat. “Not like—I’m just asking for help for Isaac. With his family. And—thanking Him for—you.” Nate’s gaze darted away.

      Jason squeezed his hand again. “Hey.”

      Nate looked back at him—not tentatively, but with a quiet certainty. “I like talking to Him,” he said firmly.

      “I know. I wasn’t gonna judge. I just— Thank you. I don’t…I mean, I don’t have to believe in a higher power to know how lucky I am. To have you.”

      “This has been really confusing. Just…figuring out if I can still have a relationship with Him. It’s almost like…like we had a miscommunication? Like, He’s always loved me, and I was going out of my way, doing all this harmful shit to try to get his approval, when He was just right there like…like what the fuck, Nate? You’re fine the way you are.”

      Jason laughed softly. “I like that your God says ‘what the fuck.’”

      “He’d have to, right?” Nate laughed too. “All this shit that goes on in the world, all the shit people do in His name… He’d have to laugh, sometimes.”

      “Totally.”

      Nate’s eyes tracked Jason’s for a moment. Jason let him look, not sure what he was searching for. Then Nate put an arm around his shoulders. Jason put his arm over Nathan’s, and after a moment, he tugged hard enough that Nate ended up almost against him, their chests inches apart, their lips just close enough that Jason could lean forward…

      The kiss was soft and sweet. Nate tasted like lemonade.

      “Will you hold me?” The words were muffled against the side of Jason’s neck. But they were spoken firmly, without fear.

      Warmth spread through Jason.

      He stroked Nate’s hair back, brushed his lips across Nate’s again. They nestled in one corner of the sofa, Nate nearly in Jason’s lap, his head pressed to Jason’s chest. Jason felt the gentle heat of Nate’s exhalations through his shirt. He put both arms around Nate, held him tightly, Nate’s head tucked under his.

      Nate’s breathing gradually slowed. He didn’t speak.

      Jason opened his mouth, then closed it.

      Maybe this was what he could give Nate right now.

      Maybe he didn’t need to speak, didn’t need to take charge. Just needed to be here.

      Eventually Nate drew a deep breath, like he’d just surfaced from underwater. He lifted his head and kissed Jason more fully, the need in his eyes evident even in the dimness of the room. Jason ran a palm down his slender back, over his waistband and down to cup his ass. Used it to pull Nate hard against him. Nate straddled him and shoved him back against the sofa, his hands on Jason’s chest as he looked at him.

      “What you got planned?” Jason asked in a low growl, almost a whisper.

      Nate grinned. “Dunno yet. Wanna find out what you like.”

      “Mm. I like this,” Jason said, the words turning into a muffled grunt as Nate slipped his hand down the front of Jason’s jeans. “Whoa,” he whispered, catching Nate’s wrist. “What about your parents?”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck,” Nate whispered back.

      He smiled, his eyes closing as he leaned in for a kiss.

      They both jerked back as the living room light flicked on. Nathan scrambled off Jason’s lap.

      Kristin Tull stood in the doorway, the lapels of her robe pinched together in one hand. She looked as startled as they were. “Sorry,” she said, turning. “Sorry, I’ll—”

      “No, Mom, it’s—it’s fine.” Nate stood.

      Kristin turned back.

      “Jason and I were just talking.”

      She tilted her head, her long face even more sardonic than usual. “I’m sure.”

      Nate flushed. Jason stood too. “I can—leave—if—”

      Kristin shook her head. “No. It’s all right.”

      “How was Isaac?” Nate asked.

      Kristin stepped further into the room. “He seems okay. He had his second therapy session today. He likes the counselor.”

      “Yeah, he was telling me. The guy—John—he’s worked with a lot of LGBTQ youth before.”

      Jason wasn’t sure whether he was allowed to contribute to this conversation, or if he should just stay out of it.

      Kristin took a seat on the sofa. Nate eased back down. After a moment, Jason did too. Kristin set the arches of her bare feet against the edge of the coffee table. She was silent for a long moment. “I talked to his grandparents today.”

      “What’d they say?”

      “They’re going to come up for a visit. They live near Portland. I think there’s a good chance they’ll take custody of him.”

      Jason felt Nate tense. “What the hell’s wrong with his parents?” Nate demanded. “How can they know he’s hurting like that and just...?”

      “I don’t know,” Kristin said quietly. Another silence. Jason stared at Kristin’s sky-blue toenail polish. At the veins in her feet. His own mother would be about Kristin’s age now. A few gray hairs, maybe. Crow’s feet, laugh lines. Skin a little rough from all the years in the sun. Playing cards with Rose. Helping Jason plan his next steps as he grumbled about being twenty-six and unemployed, another confused, broke-ass millennial trying to make his mark on the world.

      Kristin curled and uncurled her toes. Spoke very softly. “There was a kid, years ago. You remember, Nate? You were only ten or so. He came to the camp fresh off a suicide attempt. He’d tried to hang himself in the basement midway through his own birthday party. Twelve years old. I begged your father not to take him. ‘That kid needs therapy,’ I told him. ‘Real therapy. He doesn’t need to be subjected to this—’ I almost said ‘brainwashing.’”

      “Will Bauer,” Nate said softly. “I remember.”

      “Will came to the camp. And I watched your father with him every day. He was so loving and gentle. He could make Will laugh. There were these—bruises around Will’s neck. Faint, but—there. I thought they’d upset the other campers. That everyone would gossip. But the other campers were kind to Will. You were kind to him, Nate. And that was when I saw…really saw, that your father had built something good. It wasn’t in his mission. It was in him, in the environment he created, where this lost, unhappy child could thrive.”

      She glanced up. Met Jason’s gaze. He stared back. Just listen, he reminded himself.

      “You’re not wrong,” she told Jason. “You’re not wrong that what happens here is harmful. I’ve known that, always, I suppose, on some level. But he could make me believe… There was no force, ever. There was no bullying, no shame. It was just sometimes I looked at the world and saw what he saw. He loved me so much. The future he saw for me was…was something I’d never dared hope for.”

      Jason felt Nate’s stillness beside him. He realized he was holding Nate’s hand again. He brushed his thumb lightly over Nate’s knuckles, and Nate slowly exhaled.  “I know,” Nate said. “He helped me see…something better. When I most needed to.”

      Jason tried to see it. The good in the reverend. The good in this place. But he came up cold. If you let him hurt your son again... he said silently to Kristin.

      As if she’d heard, she met his eye once more. “I believe, even if I can’t always see the proof, that people want to do what’s right. I believe you thought…” She swallowed visibly. Dark eyes never looked away from his. “Don’t hurt him again. I couldn’t stand that. I wouldn’t be able to stand that.”

      Jason’s heart pounded, pumping a familiar rage. It faded quickly in the face of the irony. Here he was, afraid of the damage the reverend and Kristin might do to Nate—and they were just as afraid of what he might do to their son. “I won’t,” he said, his voice suddenly rough with emotion. “I never meant to. I wouldn’t.”

      She nodded, once. “I believe you. But intent doesn’t erase the harm. My husband never meant to hurt anyone either.”

      Jason swallowed anger and sickness and fear. Anger that she would dare compare him to Reverend Tull. Fear that she was right. That Jason was more like the reverend than he wanted to admit. He could feel Nate’s eyes on him. He felt small and empty. He’d never be good enough for Nate. Would never truly deserve Nate’s forgiveness and trust. “I know I can’t fix it. But I want to do better from now on. For—myself, obviously. But for him, mostly.”

      Nate leaned against him. “I’m right here, guys. Don’t talk about me in the third person.”

      “I know. Sorry.” Kristin raised her eyebrows. “I’m happy for, you, Nate.”

      Jason felt Nate’s slight shiver. “Thanks,” he whispered. He pressed harder against Jason, like he needed to feel Jason’s solidity. And Jason just held his hand, tried to let him know, wordlessly: I’m here.

      Nate said, to his mom, “Did Will… Was Will a success?”

      Kristin curled and uncurled her toes again. Hunched forward slightly, the robe pulled tight around her shoulders. “He’s a counselor now at an HIV care center. I check his Facebook every now and then. Like his posts.” She smiled slightly, as if to herself. Glanced at Jason. “A lot of campers come back,” she explained. “They need reinforcement. Or they just want to check in.” Her gaze flicked to Nate, then back to Jason. “Will never came back. But I hope he— I think there was something good here for him.”

      She slid her feet off the coffee table and stood. Walked by Nate, reaching out to stroke his hair as she passed. “I’ll leave you two alone now. Sorry to interrupt. Jason, I’ll be by your aunt’s on Tuesday.”

      “Thank you,” he said, flushing with embarrassment. And maybe, if he was being completely honest, a genuine warmth. “For everything you’ve done.”

      She stopped in the doorway and turned. Gave him a fraction of a smile. “It’s no trouble. Happy to.”

      Jason couldn’t tell if she was sincere or not. He felt a moment of indecision, drawn out like a wavering string, before he forced himself to clamp down on his mistrust, and to smother it. He held Kristen’s gaze, and nodded, and made a conscious choice to believe she was telling the truth. That Kristen Tull, like most people sharing this crowded, chaotic planet, was in her heart a good person.

      Nate squeezed his hand as Kristen moved away, her robe swirling behind her.

      Something small shifted inside Jason, like a piece of clockwork falling to place. So it wasn’t as dramatic as writhing on the ground and talking in tongues, but Jason’s discovery that there were things he could trust that had no words to them, no clear shape, felt just as profound.
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      The two of them alone again in the room, Jason steeled himself, then asked the question that scared him the most.

      “Can you forgive me?”

      The words hung in the utter stillness between them.

      “I’m not asking you to,” Jason amended. “Not now. And I’m not saying I deserve it. I just mean, do you think you can, ever? Like, do you think you can reach a point where it’s not the first thing you think about when you look at me?”

      Nate was silent a long while. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I really don’t. It’s already better. When I look at you, I see so many good things. But yeah, Jason, what you did was, like… I always wondered if you knew how bad. You didn’t seem very...sorry.”

      “I know.” Jason swallowed. “I can’t even explain why. I mean, I was pissed at your father. But that plan was so stupid. So pointless and cruel. And so obviously going to backfire.”

      “Self-destructive,” Nate murmured, stroking Jason’s arm.

      Jason bristled. Then sighed. It was true enough. “I’m not making excuses. I just want to try to explain. I was so arrogant. I knew there’d be people who hated my methods, but I literally thought it would help to have some notoriety.”

      Nate shook his head. “I get that we all make mistakes. That we all do stupid things. And—and have regrets. But that wasn’t just stupid. That was...calculated.”

      Jason’s spine felt like it was made of ice, like that frozen column was cracking and collapsing, piecing his insides with its splinters. “I know.”

      “I’m not gonna lie. It makes me feel, like, really fucking weak. To want you. Not because I’m—I’m gay or whatever, but because of what you did. Like, I feel like if I had a shred of self-respect, I wouldn’t be here with you.”

      Jason swallowed, unsure what to say.

      Nathan looked at him. “I think about...what kind of example it’ll set for the kids that have come through here. For gay kids all over. Because the media is probably gonna get wind of this, and it is gonna be a thing. And what does it tell young people, if I let myself be in a relationship with someone who abused me like that?”

      Jason flinched. “I know.” He couldn’t meet Nathan’s gaze. He focused on his folded hands. On his damaged nail beds, warped from years of chewing his nails—in the wake of the exposé, and during his tenure in Afghanistan. He was going to lose Nate. And that was right. That was the only way things could be made right. Nathan had the power now, and the only correct thing to do was to reject Jason.

      “But I also think that this has to be about me now. It can’t be about what other people think of me. And can’t be about some...like, social definition of right and wrong. I believe that God’s the only one who can decide right and wrong. And people have to do what’s in their hearts. As long as it doesn’t hurt anyone. If I’m making a mistake with you— If, if it is a sin to be gay, or if it’s a sickness to want someone who’s hurt you… Then I’ll answer to God. And only God. Not my father. Not the media. Not even to the kids.”

      Jason was barely breathing. Was Nate saying what he thought he was saying?

      “I believe in forgiveness,” Nate said firmly. “The possibility of forgiveness is all that’s kept me alive. I don’t want to live with hate in my heart. I don’t want to be angry.”

      “I don’t deserve forgiveness,” Jason said hoarsely. The last of the barriers were coming down. And the guilt and the shame hurt too fucking much for him to bear.

      “Shut up.”

      Silence.

      Silence for so long that Jason finally risked a glance at Nathan.

      “I could always see something good in you. I see it now. And I care about you.”

      “Don’t—” Jason started to turn away. Nathan caught his jaw, turned him back, and kissed him. Drew back, looking at Jason with a quiet fire in his eyes.

      “There.” He smiled softly. “I wanted that.”

      Jason’s eyes tracked Nate’s.

      “I wanted it. It’s my decision. I’m not scared, and I’m not fucking weak. Not brainwashed or traumatized or whatever. So it’s up to you now. I made my choice.”

      Jason stared at the wall clock. At the gold hands and rim. There was no second hand. The minute hand just jumped silently when it was time.

      “What do you think?” Nate asked, after Jason had watched the minute hand jump twice more in the dim light.

      Jason’s lower lip had a raw spot where he’s been gnawing on it. It stung with the memory of Nate’s kiss. “I choose…this. If...like, you’re sure you can forgive me.”

      “It’s not magic. It might take a while. It’s not something I can forget.”

      “I understand.”

      “But I do forgive you.”

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Nate.”

      “Shh.” Nate rubbed between his shoulders. “You don’t need to do that anymore.”

      Jason turned with an inhale that was almost a sob and placed his head on Nate’s shoulder. “I can’t lose…” He stopped himself. You? Rose? My fucking mind?

      “Shh,” Nate repeated. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Do you ever pray for me?” Jason asked.

      He felt Nate’s surprise. “Back when...when it happened, my dad and I prayed for you. Quite a bit.”

      “Because you thought I was a soulless heathen?” Jason asked dully.

      “Because we thought you seemed lost.”

      Lost. What did that mean, exactly? If everyone was searching, if everyone was suffering. If nobody had the answers. Then wasn’t the word “lost” redundant, if you were human? Wasn’t it like saying “a greasy fast food joint”, or “an added bonus”? “A lost human.” “A suffering person.”

      Nate went on, “And I prayed for you a few more times over the years. That you’d find peace.”

      Jason swallowed. Tilted his head so his face was buried in the sleeve of Nate’s T-shirt. “You’re such a...good person.”

      “Don’t get too excited. I also prayed a couple of times for you to fall down a sewer. Or drive off a cliff.”

      Jason huffed a laugh. “Is that what Jesus would do?”

      “I’m not Jesus.”

      “Thank God.”

      They both laughed. Jason looked out at the room again, head still resting on Nate.

      “I hurt Isaac,” Nate whispered against his hair.  “And Marissa. I’m not a good person.”

      Jason lifted his head. Studied Nate. He didn’t know if Nate would want his comfort or validation. Maybe Jason’s opinions on the subject of causing harm didn’t carry much weight. But he spoke anyway.

      “The courage it must take,” he said quietly. “To survive years of hiding. To survive what I did to you.” He took Nate’s hand. Ran his thumb along the scar. “To believe in love and forgiveness even when it’s hard to believe in those things. To support those kids along a...confusing path. To be there for Isaac. To come out to your father.” He gently turned Nate’s hand over and rubbed his knuckles. Thought about the things Nate might never have heard anyone say to him. “You’re beautiful, Nate. Exactly as you are. Inside and out. You don’t need to be fixed. Your life is not a test.” He smiled ruefully. Nate wasn’t quite looking at him, and he swallowed when Jason squeezed his hand. “I’m a fucking asshole. And there’s a lot you probably don’t trust me on. But trust me on this.”

      Nate’s next breath was unsteady.

      “I’m with you.” Jason’s voice was calm. Firm. “We all hurt people. Sometimes on purpose. Sometimes unintentionally. And it’s hard to..to sort through that. But I’m with you, okay? For as long as you want me. No matter how scared you get. No matter how much pain you’re in, or how much pain you cause. I’m with you.”

      It was true. He didn’t have a hell of a lot to offer. But maybe this would be enough for now.

      He watched Nate swallow again. “You…” Nate cut off with a small, quick breath. “I’m with you too.”

      “That forgiveness,” Jason said. “It’s gotta extend to yourself too.”

      Nathan glanced up and met his gaze. His eyes were dry, but it still took him a moment to speak. “I know you’ve been— You’ve had a hard time too. Your parents. And now Rose. So I’m here too. If you—if you want.”

      Jason gazed out the window. His heart was beating hard. It didn’t seem right to ask anything of Nate, ever again. But if their relationship was going to survive, they had to be able to lean on each other. Nate wrapped an arm around his shoulders, as though in wordless affirmation.

      After a while, Jason made himself speak. “It’s hard to think about never seeing Rose again. Sometimes I almost wish I believed.”

      Nate was quiet for a moment, stroking Jason’s hair. “Well. Whatever you believe, you’ll see her again, won’t you? Memories. Dreams.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Of course not.” His arm tightened around Jason as he shifted so he could rest his head against Jason’s. “‘Everyone must leave something behind when he dies.’” He spoke slowly. “A tree or a garden or…. And when people see that tree or that flower, you’re there. It doesn’t matter what happens, as long as you change something from the way it was before into something that’s like you after you take your hands away.”

      “That’s a good prayer,” Jason said after several long seconds.

      “It’s not a prayer. It’s some sloppy paraphrasing from Fahrenheit 451. What, do you think all I ever read was the Bible and the Left Behind series?”

      Jason laughed again. “I did notice all the Jane Austen.”

      “My dad. He can’t get enough.”

      There was something so absurd about the Reverend Tull kicking back with a copy of Emma that Jason snorted.

      After a while, he said, “She’ll leave a lot behind. She’s...something.”

      “An amazing woman,” Nate agreed.

      “I hope I wasn’t a disappointment to her.”

      “Jason.” Nate’s finger traced behind his ear. Smoothed the short bristles of hair near his temple. “Gotta forgive yourself too. Remember?”

      Let go of the bitterness. Put his anger toward something productive. Trust Nate, trust this choice. Allow himself to touch the things around him again, and trust that when he took his hands away, he’d have changed them for better, not worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The lake glittered in the weak sunlight. It was chilly for August, the silver clouds and hush of the pines already hinting at fall. Not the best day for swimming, Nate thought, shivering, but his mom had wanted to take Isaac, and she’d invited Nate. How could he say no?

      “Get in!” his mom called.

      “I’m good here.” Nate grinned from the shore, wearing his beach towel like a cape to keep himself warmer. His mom looked almost like a stranger in a black two-piece bathing suit that showed several inches of stomach, her blond hair held messily back in an elastic, damp from the lake water even though she hadn’t ventured in past her waist yet. When he was younger, it wasn’t so uncommon to see his mother in a sundress. Skimpy tank top. Bikini. But after Jason had outed Nate, and Nate had started on the Moving Forward program, she’d taken extra care to dress modestly. As though Nate’s fall from grace had reminded everyone in the family to be aware of their own phantoms, lurking in the shadows.

      “You chicken?” Isaac called. He was in to his shoulders, the ends of his long hair drifting on the surface.

      Nate laughed. “Yeah! I am.”

      He watched his mom and Isaac swim out past the dock. It hurt a little, that his mom seemed able to reach Isaac when Nate couldn’t. He still struggled with his fear that he’d driven Isaac to the suicide attempt. With his rejection—though, what else could he have done? With his teachings. He thought of Steven and Tyler and Richie’s sneering faces. Their anger and accusations. Did Isaac feel the same way? Could Nathan have saved him if he’d been more honest?

      The splash caught him off guard. His mom had glided up to the rocky shore on her belly, like a carpet shark, and surfaced with a dramatic whirl of her arms, spraying Nate. “Hey!” he yelped.

      She got unsteadily to her feet, gasping and shaking the cold water from her eyes. She looked at him, blinking rapidly, fighting a laugh. “Get in before I drag you.”

      He stood reluctantly, shrugging off his towel cape. “Fine. But it’s your fault if I die of hypothermia.”

      She slung a goose-pimpled arm around his bare shoulders. He started, but immediately felt warmer, despite the chill of their skin, the awkwardness of the embrace. He felt like he could breathe, out here with just his mom. Which made him feel like a traitor to his dad, but…

      But sometimes his dad’s optimism was smothering.

      He’d missed his mother’s world-weariness. Her shrewdness, and the way her history seemed like both an open book and a mesmerizing secret.

      “Your mother has struggled,” his dad had told him when he was a kid. And while Nate was fairly sure his father hadn’t intended it, the words had drawn a line between the two of them and his mother. Had felt almost conspiratorial: You and I, son. We’re on the path of the light. Always have been. But your mother...goodness doesn’t come as naturally to her.

      It had bred a guilty sense of superiority in Nate. He might have these...urges, that he couldn’t tell his parents about, but at least he would never act on them. At least he wasn’t weak like his mother.

      And that was what religion preyed on. Those divisions. The chosen versus the unenlightened. The righteous versus the sinners. The promise that you too, yes you, you can join us here in the light, if you do as we say. But there always had to be people on the bottom. In the darkness. Without the darkness, the light meant nothing. And so the “righteous” had devised systems, interpretations of the Word that ensured there would always be souls floundering in the dark.

      Nate could see it through Jason’s eyes. The hypocrisy. The...calculatedness of it. The way cruelty got wrapped in a cloak of good. I only want to help these heathens. I’m only thinking of their souls.

      The wretched.

      The poor.

      The pitiful.

      Faith, though. That was different. Private. Nathan’s faith didn’t have to hurt anyone else.

      His father…

      Maybe his father couldn’t separate faith from religion.

      What if Nate’s dad had intended for Nate to take sides? To stand by him in the light, pitying his mom, who was still fighting her way through a web of shadows. Righteous, but haunted by her former disgrace.

      Now he and his mother shared that stain. They were among those to whom goodness didn’t come as easily. Held up as heroes because they’d worked for it; their true purpose to serve as foils for those who didn’t need to be saved. Who had never strayed from the path in the first place.

      But it hadn’t necessarily brought them closer together. His mother still seemed, in many ways, unknowable. Was she as bemused by him? His secrets, his phantoms? Or did she know him, deeply, through some special mom-power?

      He hesitated at the shock of cold against his feet. “Hell no,” he said. And his mom laughed.

      She gave him a nudge. “Go on.”

      He waded out, shivering, his breath catching several times as the water came up to his knees, his hips, his chest. “I’m dying,” he moaned.

      “Oh please.” His mom arced past him like a dolphin, dipping down then resurfacing. She turned to face him, treading water. “Put your head under.”

      Hard to resist the imagery there. Head under the water. Emerging with a gasp, cleansed of all sin.

      Stupid.

      This was just a trip to the lake.

      He would never abandon his faith. But he would attempt to see and embrace the cracks in it. He would let it become his. Not his father’s.

      When he lingered too long, his mom swam up to him, placed a hand on his head, and dunked him. He didn’t resist, just let the gentle weight of her hand push him down, into the cold murk of the lake. Let his circling limbs create a current that fanned his hair and made him release a jet of bubbles.

      Then he went still.

      For just a moment, it was perfect. The cold disappeared. His mother’s hand still rested on his head. He felt safe. Peaceful.

      He let out another tentative burst of breath that shivered toward the surface.

      Then he came up.

      He shook the hair from his eyes, panting. “Oh God. It’s so cold!”

      Isaac was beside them. “You’re fighting too hard. Just, like, grow a pair of balls and accept it.”

      If Nate’s mom was offended by the language, she didn’t show it. In fact, she smiled like she agreed with Isaac.

      “I had a pair,” Nate muttered. “But they seem to have disappeared into my body.”

      Isaac let out an awkward laugh. Floated backwards a couple of feet. Nate wondered if it was hard for him, being here at the lake. If it brought back memories of camp. Of the day he was supposed to go to the lake with the other kids, but had gone to the chapel instead.

      But he trusted that his mom and Isaac had talked about it, if it needed to be talked about. And so Nate relaxed—as much as it was possible to in waters roughly the temperature of the Atlantic when the Titanic had sunk. Tried not to wonder if his dad had been invited on this outing, or if his mom had purposely kept it just the three of them.

      Was she freer out here too? Without the weight of one man’s optimism, without the burden of his unconditional kindness? Was she free to see the flaws all around her and love them, without it becoming a project? A world to be fixed?

      “It’s gonna be weird, living with my grandparents,” Isaac said suddenly, staring at the lake’s surface as though embarrassed. “I mean, I’m glad. They were always nice to me. Even after...like, after everyone found out. But I don’t know them that well.”

      “You have any problems there, you call me,” Nate’s mom said immediately. “You have my number. You call me.”

      Isaac’s cheeks colored despite the chill.  “Okay.”

      Isaac didn’t say anything else, and after a while, they were all too cold to stay there.

      They swam toward the shore together.
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      Jason met Molly at the diner outside of town. Molly pounded waffles like it was her job.

      “So?” she asked, drizzling another half gallon of syrup onto her plate.

      He took a deep breath. But still didn’t speak.

      She raised her brows. “You said you wanted to meet. And I sure fucking hope it’s because now’s our chance. The camp’s closing. People are starting to get their heads out of their asses. I say we do the piece where you interview me. I talk about all the shit I suffered there. You write all eloquently and shit about that kid’s suicide attempt. Don’t name him for fuck’s sake—I assume you’ve learned a thing or two over the years, but just making sure. We show people how much damage has been done, and then we put out a call to ban conversion therapy in this state. In all states, but we might have to start local.”

      Jason took a bite of his eggs. Washed it down with OJ. Disgusting. He picked up his coffee and made things worse.

      “I don’t know,” he began.

      “What don’t you know?” Molly asked brusquely.

      “Molly, I believe in what you’re saying. I really do. I want conversion therapy banned. I want to help the kids who are being put through this barbaric shit. But I don’t want to write about the camp again.

      She opened her mouth.

      “Hear me out,” he pleaded. “I’m not saying  I’m ever gonna be chummy with Reverend Tull. But I hurt his son. I hurt his son far worse than I ever realized. They’re doing the right thing. They’re closing the camp. Nate’s already getting hounded by the media. I don’t want to do anything that—that makes it harder for him to get the privacy he’s entitled to.”

      “This isn’t about Nate,” Molly insisted. “This is about kids who are being hurt everywhere.”

      “I know. And there’s already enough of a spotlight on the camp. People are taking notice. They’re having these discussions.”

      “Not nationally. In Pinehurst, sure. Even in Washington. But the camp’s closing isn’t national news. It’ll come up in the Google feeds of people who already follow LGBTQ news. It got a passing mention on CNN. But this is still too small.”

      “Nobody’s gonna want to hear from me about it.”

      “It can be fair, like you said. That could be what redeems you, you know? A fair, compassionate article that still makes clear what our endgame is.”

      It was tempting. The idea of redemption. But he couldn’t even imagine broaching the subject with Nate. Look, um, I know the last time I wrote an article about Moving Forward, it didn’t work out so hot. But I was thinking maybe I’d give it another go… “No,” he said carefully. “This isn’t my story.”

      “It’s cowardly to walk away.” Her waffles were a soggy, half-eaten mess. “It’s cowardly to let one mistake ruin your life, and it’s cowardly to be silent when you have power and privilege and influence. Maybe you owe people an explanation, did you ever think of it that way? Not just Nate. Maybe you owe it to the world.”

      “I don’t owe anyone anything!” he snapped. He shook his head, trying to clear it of the perpetual ache he seemed to live with now. “I’ve paid. Okay? I paid in Afghanistan. And I’m paying now, watching my aunt die. I pay every fucking time I see the scar on Nate’s wrist. I do not owe you. I do not owe ‘the world.’ The only one I owe anything to is Nate. And what I owe him is the choice I failed to give him before. The privacy he’s been denied over and over again.” Jason’s voice grew ragged. “Trotted out like a show animal by his father, for each new group of kids. Forced to fucking perform, to use his suffering to contribute to theirs. To deny who he was, and ask them to deny who they were. To defend his father, and that fucking disease of a camp…” He trailed off, throat burning, breathing ragged.

      Molly smiled dully. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      She was right. He’d never fully be rid of the anger. The disgust he felt for the grown-ass adults who drove LGBTQ kids to self-destruction with their hypocrisy and their bullshit. This wasn’t over because Moving Forward was closed. This wasn’t over because Nate claimed to forgive Jason. This was a fight that would take years, decades, centuries to finish—if humanity lasted that long.

      So what to do with that anger?

      It wasn’t enough to bury himself in this relationship with Nathan and shut out the larger world.

      But at the same time, he was just one person.

      Any one person who thought they knew the answers, who thought it was their responsibility to corral the thoughts and beliefs of others and shape them in their own image…

      Was a hypocrite. A danger.

      An idiot.

      He looked at Molly. Made sure his voice was steady when he spoke. “I would like to write something. Some day. When I’m ready. And once I’ve checked with Nate to see if he’s okay with my apology and explanation being public. And in the meantime, I do plan on finding something to do to help. I’m sorry I missed your protest. But maybe you and I can start investigating other options. Charities. Other peaceful demonstrations. Try to get something on a ballot.”

      Her jaw was still set tight, and there was a sheen to her eyes.

      He went on. “I hope you tell your story. Whenever and however you feel comfortable telling it. But I’m not going to write about you, or Isaac, or Nate. Or even Reverend Tull. I am a coward; always have been. Sorry if you thought differently.” He got up, tossing a twenty down on the table. “I have to run, but, like I said, I’m open to any ideas you have that don’t involve me writing a takedown of Moving Forward.”

      She wasn’t speaking. He’d pissed her off royally. Or disappointed her in some tremendous way. It hurt a little, to know that. But he had to make choices for himself. The way Nate had. He needed to learn, slowly, to trust his own judgment again.

      With a sigh, he started to go.

      “I didn’t say you were a coward.” Her voice was clear but a little unsteady behind him. He stopped. “I said backing away was cowardly. There’s a difference.”

      “Okay,” he said, still facing the exit.

      “I don’t think you’re a coward. For what it’s worth.”

      He turned. The anger was mostly gone from her expression. She took a deep breath.

      “That doesn’t mean I think you were right. What you did to Nate. But there was a lot of good in that article. If you hadn’t paired it with some National Enquirer-level sleaze, I’ll bet you actually would have raised, like, a shitton of awareness.”

      He glanced around uncomfortably. People were starting to stare. “Molly—”

      She was up out of the booth, stepping toward him. “I could see the good you were trying to do. Like, I can see that about you, and I kind of think...I’m the same way. Like, I’m so angry and such a fuckup. But there’s gotta be some good in me.”

      “Of course there is.” They were inches apart now. Jason towered over her, which felt weird. “Look, is this the part where I say some cheesy thing about how everybody makes mistakes and we’re all in this together and there’s, like, a little ray of sunshine in everyone?”

      “No, dumbass. This is where you hug me goodbye.”

      She put her arms around him. He tensed, startled, then hugged her back.

      “I’m getting the fuck out of Pinehurst. But I’ll be in touch.”

      “Let’s get something on a ballot,” he said.

      “Something on a ballot,” she agreed, stepping back.
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      Nate was with Jason when Jason started a new round of physical therapy, with a therapist who took a holistic approach to pain management. Yoga. Pilates. Acupuncture. Jason groaned about “hippie mumbo-jumbo,” and Nate teased him about sounding ninety. Nate read magazines in the waiting area during Jason’s sessions, and he kept after Jason to do his exercises at home.

      He was with Jason when Rose passed. The two of them side-by-side for a short, ecumenical memorial service, and for the scattering of her ashes in the backyard. He watched the wind carry them, and wondered what to say. He was so used to being able to rely on “She’s in a better place.” “She’s with God now.” “It was God’s plan.” Statements he truly believed. But what did you say to someone who didn’t believe? You could quote Ray Bradbury at him. But it still wasn’t coming from you.

      So he didn’t speak. But he was with Jason. For days and nights after Rose’s death. Jason staring out the window, drinking coffee. Jason with his head in Nate’s lap. Jason kissing Nate furiously, with tears in his eyes.

      Nate, gently taking the coffee away, replacing it with herbal tea. Nate, stroking Jason’s hair. Taking his wrists without any force, and guiding him into a gentler kiss, a kiss that was an anchor rather than an escape.

      And Jason was with Nate when Isaac’s grandparents came to pick Isaac up. When he gave Nate an awkward hug goodbye, then stuck out his hand to Jason. When Jason said, “I’m sorry I steered you wrong,” and Isaac flinched, then shrugged. Then hugged Jason.

      Jason was with Nate when the reverend surveyed the empty cabins and spoke, half to himself and half to them, about what he might do with the land now. Jason was silent, but there. He was with Nate when Nate’s mom filed for divorce and took her maiden name back. When Nate lay awake in bed, recounting his parents’ relatively amicable goodbye, and his own efforts to forget what he’d been taught about divorce being a sin.

      “She deserves a life of her own,” he said, and felt Jason squeeze his hand.

      Jason was with Nate when the internet picked up the rumor that “disgraced journalist” Jason Banning was now dating the man he’d once filmed without permission. He forced Nate off the computer so Nate couldn’t give himself panic attacks over the various social media posts:  “That’s so fucked up” or “maybe the whole thing was staged,” or “awww, what a cute ending.”

      Together, they learned the art of existing side by side, in silence or in laughter or in tears. Of letting something grow between them that was stronger than the past, that fanned out over top of old memories—still allowing glimpses, never choking or fully covering their old selves, but giving them a new beauty to admire.

      After a year, they began to talk about leaving Pinehurst. Nate was interested in school—he’d gotten some of his req’s out of the way at the community college. Jason was considering graduate work.

      “Not sure what good it would do me,” he grumbled.

      “You’d be qualified to teach,” Nate pointed out.

      “Yeah. Can you imagine me with kids? Jesus.”

      Nate grinned. “They’re not kids. They’re young adults. They’ll be all arrogant and full of ambition. You’ll love them.”

      “We’ll see,” Jason said skeptically. But he kept looking at programs.

      When they left, it was together. Nate to Whitworth University, and Jason to a job with World Relief Spokane. Nate traveled back to Pinehurst most weekends to visit his father and mother. His father was still taking the divorce hard, but he’d been doing some consulting for ministers throughout the region seeking information on how to connect with the LGBTQ members of their congregations and make them feel welcome. The reverend himself was not always welcome in those circles, but he continued to try to use his mistakes to educate others. He often sought Nate’s advice.  He often sought Nate’s advice.

      Together, one night, they looked through some of Jason’s old photos. Of his parents. Of Rose. Of Zac and Zoner. Of UW Tacoma’s campus. They came to Jason’s photographs of the Russell T. Joy building. Nate’s heart caught a moment. He remembered their first kiss outside that building. How he’d been startled by the rasp of Jason’s stubble against his chin. How his entire body had flooded with a need that had scared and thrilled him.

      He’d thought a lot lately about the night they’d first slept together. How caring Jason had been. Nate, a scared idiot, and Jason so calm, soothing him. In the aftermath, he’d wondered if that had been a lie. All part of the ruse. But he didn’t think it was. You could care about somebody even as you hurt them. Kindness and cruelty weren’t always as far apart as they seemed.

      He hated that he’d been stupid enough to think he loved Jason after just one night. But he understood the feeling better now: a fierce, bursting devotion for somebody who gave you courage. Who made you see yourself in a new way.

      Jason stared at the photo on the screen: the building on a sunny afternoon, students walking by, reflected in the enormous windows. They were in the foreground, and yet somehow the angle Jason had chosen made you certain that the building was the subject, not the students.

      If Jason was remembering the same thing Nate was, he gave no indication. “I always loved that building,” he said.

      “What do you love about it?” Nate glanced at him. Reached out to scratch at a tiny scab on Jason’s throat where he’d nicked himself shaving two days ago.

      “Don’t do that,” Jason said automatically, catching Nate’s hand. Then turning it palm up and kissing it.

      He sat back. “I dunno. Sounds corny, but I liked that it was so many different things to so many different people.”

      “It’s seen a lot,” Nate agreed.

      “Not just that.” Jason rubbed his head the way he did when he was trying to piece together what we wanted to say. “Maybe it’s more...like, I’m fascinated by how we adapt. Once, I was traveling the world with my parents. Then I was in Pinehurst, being a moody little bitch, wanting to escape. Then I was all over the world again, backpacking like a typical shiftless millennial. Then I was at Tacoma. Then Afghanistan. Back in Pinehurst. Now Spokane. And in each of those places, it was like...this is my life now. This is so, wholly my life. Sometimes I missed other places. But I threw myself into each new place. Each new life became normal.” He paused. “I lost my train of thought.”

      “The building.”

      “Right. The building. And all of its new normals. I like that whatever it was, it was completely and totally what it was. You know?”

      Nate laughed and leaned to knock his forehead against Jason’s shoulder. “You wordsmith, you.”

      “Shut up. Now it’s a candy factory. Now it’s making hats. Now wagons. And you don’t ever know what’s next, and that’s cool. That’s cool as fuck. Quit snotting on me.” He lightly slapped the back of Nate’s head as Nate snorted into his shirt.

      Nate lifted his head. “So, like, while it’s a chocolate factory, everyone’s like, ‘Look, there’s the chocolate factory. Even though it used to be gloves, or whatever. And in Afghanistan, everyone’s like, look, it’s Jason, our platoon mate from Squad Company B, or whatever. Even though a couple of months ago, you were Jason-from-Pinehurst.”

      “Yeah, sort of.” Jason chewed a nail. “It made more sense in my head.”

      Nate snuggled against him.

      Jason dug an elbow into his ribs. “Also, Squad Company B?”

      “I don’t know anything about the military.”

      “Ya think?”

      “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      “Mmm, really?” Jason gathered him in his arms and kissed the side of his neck. “Prove it.”

      So Nate did. And they woke up together the next morning, arms numb under each other’s bodies, pillow marks on their faces, tooth and nail marks everywhere else.

      Nate was with Jason when Jason hit “submit” on a blog post for QueerIt, an LGBTQ news outlet. A public apology for what he’d done to Nate years ago. Public with Nate’s permission, though Nate neither wanted or needed the apology. But Jason needed it. A public apology, and a measured assessment of Moving Forward, its goals, and where it had gone wrong. Links to the statute he and Molly had filed with the state secretary, and the petition they had started to get a conversion therapy ban on the ballot next election.

      He was with Jason during the onslaught of comments ranging from “too little, too late” to “Now THIS is an apology.” During Jason’s realization that the public apology hadn’t really changed anything for the two of them. But it did help the petition get nearly a hundred thousand more signatures.

      But he was alone for the realization that forgiveness was not a decision. It wasn’t an act or a gesture or a word. It was an acknowledgment. Ongoing. Shifting. An acknowledgment that no one person was above any other. That many times, it was only though luck and chance that your flaws didn’t make a monster of you. An opening of the heart—to let love in, and to let bitterness out.

      Nate sat on the back porch of their apartment and gazed up at the hazy mid-afternoon sun. Saw how it washed all the sleepy houses on the street in a white-gold glow.

      What made forgiveness hard was looking into the eyes of the person who’d wronged you and seeing your own reflection. Knowing you had to give up your little patch of territory on the side of Right, and join your antagonist in that vast gray expanse between God’s light and complete darkness. Because your righteousness was an illusion. Your certainty, a danger.

      Was that ever how God felt? If He’d made people in his image, did that mean He looked at all these flawed sinners and saw his own reflection? Did he realize that His place wasn’t high above, looking down, but right here amid the mess? Or was He fearless? Was He truly flawless? Did He have a plan?

      Nate sat outside for a long time. Not speaking to God, but feeling Him. The two of them in comfortable silence. Together.

      Waiting for Jason to get home.
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