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      Dean Corwin sped down the long, winding, tree-shaded street on his board. Expensive houses were spaced every few hundred yards and sat away from the curb, allowing the owners to have broad, green lawns that were maintained by people who would never have the money to own one of these houses, much less pay for the lawn care.

      It wasn’t the typical place he rode, but he was heading somewhere special. Riding his board was second nature, since he had no other method of transportation, and walking would take too long.

      He’d already spent more than an hour on public transportation to go from the hood in south Atlanta to north Buckhead. Having to switch from the train to a bus took time. People were judgy little fuckers, and no one would pick up a kid like him hitchhiking in this area, so he brought his board along for the trip. Usually a MARTA official would complain about his skateboard, but today they’d ignored him. Must be his lucky day.

      He slowed as he approached an intersection and kicked his board up as he neared. People gave him dirty looks, but he shrugged their snobbery off. He’d been riding since he was four, fallen more times that he could count, broken a few bones, but he was an expert. The assholes in the posh neighborhood where William Sutter lived could suck it.

      Dean attended Blackwell Preparatory like William, but Dean was there on scholarship. If the other kids knew he was poor as dirt, they would freak. At school, they all wore uniforms, which protected his secret, but outside of school it was obvious he had no money. His freshman year, he’d shown up at a party dressed in black jeans and a simple black T-shirt he’d picked up at Wal-Mart. For a party on his block, he looked spiffy. At a Blackwell after hours party, he looked like one of the helpers hired to take out the trash.

      Growing up in one of the toughest neighborhoods in Atlanta had seasoned him, allowing him to act like little bothered him. At that first party, he didn’t give in to their teasing and fold. Instead, he shot witty retorts back at them, telling them that he was dressing like James Dean, only the coolest man to ever walk the planet. He didn’t back down, and he earned respect. That respect carried him through his freshman year and into his sophomore year. The bullies stopped making fun of him and started dressing like him. They discarded their designer duds for plain T-shirts. In a way, it pissed him off. During his junior and senior year, he mixed it up. Tonight, he’d traded his traditional black for light blue to match William’s eyes. Most of the guys would be dressed like him, but he didn’t care. They were sheeple, following anyone who stood out and seemed like a leader. If they only knew the truth of his background, they’d ignore him totally. In less than three months, he’d be graduating and would be glad to be done with the students of Blackwell Prep. Then there was William. He had no clue what to do about the guy, but there wasn’t any way for them to last. Every angle open to them wasn’t really open. William wasn’t his, and no matter how much he liked the guy, life would keep them apart.

      William’s party was set to start at sundown. Dean had thought about skipping this one, hanging out at home, or maybe going to a movie, but William wanted him there. They had a tricky relationship. Dean knew things about William no one else did. He’d seen things, and they’d shared things others hadn’t, and had no clue about. That meant William, the star quarterback of Blackwell Prep, always wanted him around.

      Dean crossed at the intersection and dropped his board to the ground, continuing on to William’s house. The first of the huge walls popped up, indicating that he’d gone from the nice area with mansions, to an ultra exclusive area of Atlanta that few in the country could ever afford to live in. The money from the sale of one of these mansions could house and clothe his entire neighborhood for five to ten years. He shook his head, knowing that he could never bring that argument up with the ultra rich. They didn’t understand. The poor didn’t want everything, but even full-time jobs at McDonald’s didn’t pay enough to get ahead. When CEOs made millions a week, it was kind of hard to stomach the disparities.

      The gate to William’s house was open, and he skated into the drive. A guard with deep frown lines stepped in front of him as he stopped to pick up his board.

      “Are you on the list?” The slant of the guard’s eyes, and the frown shot Dean’s way, was enough to tell Dean how this guy felt about him, but he let the insult slide off his back like everything else he had no control over.

      “Yes, sir. Dean Corwin. Top of the list there, see.” Dean pointed to his name, smiling as he started to pass the man.

      “Hold up, son. Let me see some ID.”

      Dean pulled out his school ID, glad that he’d carried it. He didn’t want to show his license that had his address printed right under his name. If this guard knew he was not only from across the tracks but also from the disgusting underbelly of Atlanta that no one from this neighborhood would ever be caught dead in, he’d never let him enter.

      “Okay, Dean. How come you didn’t drive your Ferrari or Porsche?” the guard asked.

      Anger flared at the man’s assumptions. “Just because I attend Blackwell and will graduate valedictorian doesn’t mean I own one of those cars. Some people actually have to work for what they have.” Dean hopped back on his board and pushed off, heading to the house. He couldn’t catch a break from the assumptions about who he was or what he had. The guard’s words were shoved from his mind as he thought about William and what they’d do later. His body grew hot, and he had to forget about thoughts of William or risk embarrassment.

      The party was actually on the patio outside in the back of William’s house. Of course, his backyard was bigger than any park in Dean’s neighborhood and had better facilities. A few cars already sat in the parking lot behind the barn-sized garage. William’s parents were filthy rich. It made him nervous to hang out at their house with them around, so he rarely came over unless there was a party. William wanted him to hang out more, and this might be the last time—well, the last time at William’s home for them to be together.

      When William had a party, the Sutter’s left them alone, and other times they were just out of the country. They traveled, which William said he didn’t mind, but Dean could tell it bugged him when everyone else’s parents were at school functions. It might be one of the reasons he and William first connected. Neither one of their parents showed up at parents’ night or performances.

      As usual, security guards were strategically stationed on the grounds in out of the way places where most kids wouldn’t notice them. The Sutter’s hired a contingency of men and women for these parties to keep things under control, making sure none of the kids drove home drunk. William’s parents wouldn’t interrupt their fun with silly rules or chaperones, only precautions. Most of the kids were used to having a few security guards around, though few were as wealthy as William’s parents. The first time Dean had come to William’s house and met one of the security guards, he’d freaked out. William had helped him calm down when they’d gone to his room for some alone time. It was the alone time that was the problem. Dean wanted more, but he’d never let William know how he felt because admitting his feelings would only cause more problems.

      Dean set his board beside the garage, hiding it from view behind a bush. Most of the people at school knew he took his board everywhere, but they didn’t need to be reminded that he didn’t have a car. He never told them where he lived, and after a few years, they stopped asking. Since a majority of the kids were self-absorbed, he didn’t think they’d ever take the time to investigate his housing situation.

      Music spilled over the pool deck and across the lawn. Most of the girls were wearing mini dresses and weren’t swimming. A few of the guys were in the pool acting like fools. Then he saw William’s neatly cut brown hair and the top of his head. The guy was taller than other people in their class but shorter then he. Dean looked down at his skinny legs and arms, and wondered why William liked to get off with him. William was so hot, his body toned, with fine muscles that bulged when he moved. Dean sighed, wishing things were different, but he knew his place and a relationship with William wasn’t meant to be.

      After watching William work the crowd for a few minutes, he turned to the tables overflowing with food. Caterers attended them, filling up the plates as they were emptied. He had no clue how William kept talking his parents into throwing parties like this, but he loved the good eats he got while here. His stomach rumbled and Dean headed to the closest table, grabbing a sub sandwich and chips. The sandwich wasn’t some cheap sub shop attempt at a real meal. This was made by a gourmet chef. He attended parties here at least four times a year and knew the quality William’s dad dictated. After consuming the sandwich, he asked about the bread. The caterer informed him that the bread was freshly made that morning in a private bakery and wasn’t available anywhere else in the city. He wondered if the caterer was hiring for the summer. He’d love to work somewhere he could get a good meal. Maybe before he left he’d get the guy’s number.

      More of his classmates arrived, and the music was turned up. People were laughing and dancing, the atmosphere was charged with excitement. They were graduating soon, and this would probably be the last party at William’s that many of them attended.

      Dean slid into the middle of the crowd on the dance floor, making a show of interacting with others. After an hour of dancing, he slipped into the house. Finding his way through the labyrinth of rooms and passages to William’s bedroom. The people out there on the dance floor didn’t really know him. If they knew the truth about his reality, they’d hate him. He’d spent too much time in the inner circle, listening to their politics, and hearing about their fears. They didn’t like poor people and though they’d called him a friend, if they really knew how poor he was, they’d kick him to the curb and never speak to him again.

      He stepped into William’s bathroom and flipped on the lights. He tugged at the hem of his shirt and pulled it off. Next, he undid the top snap of his jeans, staring at himself in the floor to ceiling mirror that stood between the double vanity sinks. Maybe being in here was wrong, but he liked it too much to beg off. The door opened behind him and William stopped cold, his lips turned down in a frown.

      “Get your fucking clothes off now. You’re supposed to be ready.”

      “I’m getting there.” Dean pushed his pants to the ground and dropped his underwear. “There. You satisfied?”

      “Not yet. Now get over here and suck me.”

      Dean crawled over, their gazes staying connected. He kept his eyes on William’s blue ones even as he opened the fly on William’s pants, shoving the material low. Their connection broke as he leaned in and focused on bringing William pleasure.

      “Fuck, boy, suck me hard and stop toying with me. I have a party to go back to.”

      He chuckled and stopped licking, sucking down on William’s prick. The first time flashed through his mind, and he sucked harder. Doing William for fun had started their junior year. He’d done it the first time on a dare. After that, he gladly dropped to his knees when William asked. He relished the act, craving the feel of William’s thick cock between his lips. Not that he kidded himself and thought they had a real relationship. He was under no illusions that William would ever want him for more than a few blowjobs. He’d turned down the request to fuck because he knew William would never openly date a guy, not when millions of dollars were at stake. William was gay, but firmly in the closet with the door locked and a security code set to keep his secret safe. Dean would be out, but almost everyone at the school was blatantly homophobic, and he didn’t want to deal with that crap.

      After he finished, both of them satisfied, William pulled him up and brushed his lips over Dean’s. The kiss was charged with sensuality and caring. At first Dean stilled, wondering what the hell had gotten into William. They’d kissed before, but not like this. Not with William’s hands caressing his neck and face, and certainly not with the passion he felt flowing from the guy. He was a booty call to William, nothing more. The kiss spoke of love and caring, not hooking up and getting off.

      Surprised, Dean tried to process the sensations and stop his feelings from running over his good senses. This wasn’t real. They’d changed a little since those first few times, but he wouldn’t acknowledge the difference. Speaking about the changes would mean they’d have to confront the truth, and no matter how many times they got off together, William would never really be his.

      “I’ve left you some money under my pillow,” William whispered.

      Pain lanced Dean’s heart. No matter how gentle William was with his kisses, he’d never really respect him. Dean shook his head and tried like hell to hang onto his anger. “I can’t accept your money.”

      “Take it. It’s not for sex. Okay, I...hell, I know about your parents and your house. I can’t....”

      Heat filled Dean, his whole body burning like never before. “What the hell have you done?”

      “Get real, I’m not going to ask you to be my...mistress isn’t the right word, but I want you around, you know, living close to where I do. I can’t offer more than that right now, but dammit, we’re good together.”

      Dean stepped away from William and scowled. “I’m not some whore you can buy.”

      “I didn’t say that. I know you’re smart. Hell, everyone at Blackwell knows you’re the smartest guy in school. But I want you.”

      He shook his head violently. The food sitting in his stomach threatened to come up. “I can’t take your money.”

      “Dean, please. I want you to be able to eat this week.”

      Anger flashed. “My God, you don’t get it, do you?”

      “No, I sure as hell don’t. Just take the fucking money. My parents give me a thousand dollars a week and I don’t have to pay for anything. I have cash and it’s disgusting. I don’t want it all, but I want you in my life.”

      Dean started pulling on his pants. As he tugged them over his thighs, he realized he’d forgotten his underwear. He almost left them in his haste to get away, but William was right. He was fucking poor. If he left the underwear here, he’d only have three pairs that didn’t have holes in them.

      William grabbed his shoulders as he stood from retrieving his underwear. He was pressed up against the wall and held there. Dean wouldn’t meet William’s gaze.

      “Please, don’t be this way. Don’t end it like this,” William begged.

      Dean stilled, his heart thudding. “You know it’s going to end soon.”

      “We can work something out,” William pled. His brows bunched together and his eyes were full of desperation. The man looked adorable and heartbreakingly bad for him all at the same time. Dean would lose himself, his self-worth, and his future if he stayed.

      He shook his head, wishing things were different, but reality had a way of biting him in the ass. “I’m headed to school at MIT.”

      “But you can stay here. You’ll get in at Georgia Tech without any problems.”

      Dean sighed. “I’m not going to give up MIT for Georgia Tech.”

      “But what about us?”

      Dean ripped his arm from William’s hold. “Don’t you get it? There is no us.”

      William’s lips turned down in a frown. “But what about this? You like doing that with me, don’t you?”

      He took a calming breath, hoping he could get William to see the truth. “I love sucking you, but we’re not a couple. We’ve never been a couple.”

      Dean grabbed his shirt from the floor and tugged it on. He turned to leave, his heart crying out for him to stay. What if they were a couple? Would that change how he felt? William raced over and held the door closed, trapping him in the bathroom. William’s chest was pressed against his back, his lips at Dean’s ear.

      “Babe, don’t leave me. Please, just give us a chance. If you leave, who will I do this with?”

      Dean shook his head, his heart sinking. “You’ll find another boy at college, someone who doesn’t know your old friends.”

      “But you never talk about this, you don’t tell anyone. I trust you. How will I ever find another guy who cares enough not to tell my parents or anyone else?”

      Dean laughed. “Money buys silence.”

      “You never took my money. I don’t want someone I buy. I want someone who cares about me.”

      Dean pushed off the door, shoving William away. “If I accept your money, then I’ll just be another guy you pay for. I don’t want that. I’ll never be that, so don’t ask again.”

      William’s lips were pressed together in a thin line and his brows were bunched close. “Didn’t I mean anything to you?”

      Part of him wanted to run out of the bathroom and be done with the drama, but he was a realist. There were still three months of school. He couldn’t avoid William for the rest of the year. They were in three classes together and usually ate lunch at the same table. People would question why they weren’t hanging out, and with William being the golden boy that he was, he’d be able to spin the story any way he pleased.

      Dean’s shoulders slumped. “William, of course you do. I really like you. You and I are close, but if I change my plans and stay here, people will ask why.”

      “How will I—how can I find another guy? I can’t live without...I need this. I need you. I can’t live without this—you for the rest of my life,” William whispered.

      William’s words confused him. He’d almost admitted that Dean was special, but the words were probably motivated by fear and not real emotions. Would he give everything up for William? Maybe, if what they had was real, but William had never given him any indication that he cared before tonight. It was just sex between them, nothing more.

      “Babe,” Dean closed the distance between them, wrapping his arms around William’s waist, “you’re so good looking and sweet. You’ll find a guy. Don’t worry about that.”

      “But I don’t want any guy—fuck, I’ll miss you,” William whispered.

      “We can get together when I come home.”

      “You’ll never come back here. I know where you live.”

      Anger flashed through Dean. He hated that William had spied on him, searching out his home and figuring out how poor he really was. “I’ll come home for you.” It was probably a lie, but he wasn’t going to tell William. He just wanted to leave here with some part of his heart intact.

      “Please take the money. I can’t stand the thought of you not being able to eat.”

      William was right, he needed the cash. His parents were rarely at home and if they were, they didn’t help him. He hated agreeing to take the money, but if he had a few extra dollars in his pocket, he’d not go hungry this weekend.

      “Fine, I’ll take it this time, but never again.” Dean stepped close, his voice going low. “You got that, never again.”

      “Okay.” William kissed him quickly, the sweetness gone. Then he popped Dean on the ass before hurrying to the door. “I’ve got to get back to the party. Wait a few minutes before you come out.”

      Dean watched William leave, wondering if he’d ever come over here again. Now that William knew the truth, everything was different. He took a piss and wiped up the mess he’d made with William before heading into his bedroom. Dean didn’t take the money from underneath his pillow. Instead, he dropped to the mattress and rolled to his side, slowly sliding his hand under the pillow. The bills stopped his progress, and he sighed. The stack was huge. He hoped they were twenties or tens, not anything bigger. William was extravagant. On more than one occasion, Dean had to tell William he was giving him too much. Of course, that was always food, or concert tickets, never money. He’d accepted the other stuff because William always had an excuse, like he’d bought too many burgers, or he couldn’t attend a concert. This was totally different. The money changed things between them. They were changing anyway, so it wasn’t that big of a deal, but he hated that William had given him money and that he needed it.

      Dean wrapped his fingers around the wad of cash and pulled it out from under the pillow. Still, he didn’t look at the bills. He could walk away, leaving the cash on William’s bed, but that would piss William off. The drama would be too much to deal with at the end of the year.

      Dean lifted the stack of money and gulped. The one hundred dollar bills in his hand were crisp without any fold lines. He didn’t want to count them, but he couldn’t help but thumb through the stack, letting each bill fall to the pillow beside his head. There was more than a thousand dollars.

      He closed his eyes and buried his face in the pillow before screaming. The money would help at college next year, but he hated that William had basically paid him for sex. Whatever they had before seemed dirty now. If he stayed in Georgia, he’d be William’s kept boy, lowering him to the ranks of whores, and that was the last thing in the world he’d ever be.

      After collecting the money and shoving it in his front pocket, he left the bedroom and made his way to the balcony overlooking the pool. More people had arrived, and it was obvious a few of the kids were drunk. Dean had no desire to go mingle with the crowd. They weren’t his real friends. It wasn’t their fault. He’d kept them at a distance through the years. If they got close, they’d figure out he wasn’t like them. Hell, they already knew he was different. They just didn’t get the depths of his poverty.

      William stood next to the DJ, dancing and swaying to the music. He didn’t look like he was a part of the crowd, though this was his party. William was just as much of an outsider because of his wealth. Dean stood in the shadows, keeping his eye on William. If his life was just a little different, he’d take William up on his offer. The man was sexy and though he tried to act tough, Dean knew William had a sweet side. He could imagine them spending their life in some cheap crappy apartment, lying in bed on Sundays while they ate bagels and drank bad coffee, then spending the workweek slaving away only to come together with passion and love. But William was destined for bigger things, and Dean was the poor boy with the unfortunate birthright, but he had brains and those brains would get him somewhere other than just being William’s whore.

      The music died down and the chatter increased. A group of girls had just arrived, their squeals making his eye twitch as they hugged people on the dance floor.

      Mary Elizabeth Froning was the most annoying girl at his school. He’d hated her from the first day they’d met. She didn’t like him either. Maybe it was because he didn’t think she was hot shit like everyone else did. Mary Elizabeth jumped up on a cement block surrounding a section of potted plants.

      “Hey everyone, my mom just got back from Africa and wasn’t feeling good so she let me take the Bugatti Veyron. I’m giving rides if anyone wants them.”

      “Sweet!” a couple of guys called out.

      Dean shook his head. He doubted that Mary Elizabeth’s mother actually let her take the car. He knew Bugattis were freaking expensive and Mrs. Froning would be pissed as hell once she figured out her daughter had taken the sports car.

      It was close to eleven, and he had to get moving or he’d be stuck on this side of town. MARTA would stop running around one in the morning, and he had almost a two-hour trek home. If he asked, Dean knew he could spend the night here, but waking in the morning in this palatial home would only make him jealous. When he was here for a party, he could pretend this was a convention or community center. Sleeping here would make it too real.

      Dean snuck out, not stopping to say goodbye to any of the guys. William would be pissed, but he’d gotten what he’d wanted. Before he left for college, he’d probably have to get together with William a few more times. Hell, he hoped they would come together again. They did hook up at school every couple of weeks, but he knew William would probably push for more, asking him to either come here or go to a hotel. Dean couldn’t let this relationship continue into the summer. He’d have to do a clean break at graduation. His chest grew tight as he thought of leaving William. It hurt too much to think about, so he pushed the thought away.

      His board was right where he’d left it. When he approached the gate, the same guy was still on duty, checking names of the people who were arriving.

      “Guess I don’t need to check your blood alcohol level,” the guard called out.

      “Nope, I’m good. Don’t drink anyway. Have a good night.” Dean dropped his board to the ground and hopped on, pushing twice with his foot before settling in to ride the gentle hill down to the intersection. The rich neighborhoods were always quiet. No police cars racing down the street, no taped off sections with bodies hidden beneath coroners blankets. This was utopia, paradise really, and most of the idiots who lived here had no appreciation for what they had. Instead of being outside enjoying the beauty of their neighborhood, they were locked behind tall fences with security measures to keep people away.

      At the next intersection, he saw the splash of blue and red lights bouncing off the security fences surrounding one of the mansions. He stilled as a police car raced up, pausing long enough for the gate to open. Dean drew closer, watching in fascination as the tranquility of paradise was broken. This was what tragedy looked like in the rich part of town.

      The gate closed, and he noticed a name in the ironwork. Froning was scrawled across the top. He shook his head. Maybe Mary Elizabeth’s mom had found out about the car. He almost wanted to head back to the party and see if Mary Elizabeth was in trouble. An ambulance turned the corner and raced to the gate. Dean stepped back, moving out of the way. He rolled his eyes and shook his head this time. Maybe Mary Elizabeth’s mother had been really sick.

      All Mary Elizabeth had cared about was how popular she’d be with the sexy car, but her mother had been sick enough to call for an ambulance. That sucked. His parents were shitty, but if they needed help, he’d not abandon them for a party. What a bitch.

      Dean hopped back on his board, plans of returning to the party gone. Bus service would stop soon and he didn’t want to be stuck at this end of town overnight. For some reason, kids sleeping in the streets this far north drew the attention of the cops. They didn’t think it was cool for poor kids to be lying about in the parks.

      He saw a bus coming as he approached the stop. He’d almost missed his ride. His heart was pounding as he raced aboard, but he’d made it. Now he’d have no trouble getting the train south. As he took his seat on the bus, sirens spit the air. He watched an ambulance race past and wondered if Mrs. Froning was okay. On the bus ride to the MARTA station, he saw three more ambulances and a couple of police cars. He’d never seen this much emergency vehicle activity in this neighborhood before. Of course, he rarely took the time to travel up here, so maybe this was normal.

      He fought to stay awake, not wanting to miss his stop for the train. It took forever to travel by public transportation, and he was already tired. He was thankful he had access to the bus and trains. The school gave him a weekly pass, so it was basically free for him, but the time it took each day to travel to and from school was daunting. Once he moved north for college, he’d find a place to live that was close to MIT. Boston was huge, and he’d hate to be stuck having to take public transportation there too.

      Once on the train, he set his alarm for twenty minutes. He tried to stay awake, but he knew he’d probably doze off at least a bit. The last thing he wanted was to be on the train when they stopped for the night. Transit police were some of the least understanding types of people.

      There wasn’t a big game or any huge event in the city, so few people were in the subway system. He’d been on the train when it was packed and when it was empty. That Atlanta had a subway system was great, but it would be nice not to have to rely on others for transportation. He imagined what it would be like to own a car. Mary Elizabeth and her Bugatti was ridiculous. He couldn’t fathom paying that type of money for a car like that. A Mustang, or even a nice Chevrolet truck, would be more than enough for him. Hell, a crappy old beater would get him where he needed to go.

      The train pulled into his stop, and he stood up, making sure the money was tucked deep in his pocket. In this neighborhood, flashing a thousand dollars would get you killed. Hell, twenty might be enough to make a tweaker bash you over the head and run for his next hit.

      During his short walk from the station to his home, Dean kept glancing over his shoulder, making sure no one followed him. No one knew about the money, but he was still nervous. He made it to his front door and pulled out his key, opening the lock. Part of him wished his parents were home. They’d given up on life years ago, choosing the path of drugs and partying. It pissed him off that his mom sold her ass on the streets. He’d learned about her profession a year ago when he’d been out late, cruising with guys from the neighborhood. They weren’t real friends, just boys from the hood. After that little enlightening trip, he ended all associations with guys in the neighborhood. That a couple of the dudes paid money to fuck his mom just so they could rub it in his face made him want to kill them, but he had a future and he wasn’t going to ruin it by committing murder.

      After grabbing a bag of chips from the pantry, he headed to his room. He’d cracked the neighbor’s Wi-Fi password and used the link to connect on the Xbox he’d picked up from his uncle Mickey’s friend’s dealer’s cousin. He knew it was hot, but at the time, he didn’t care. Most of the games he played were stolen, too. Gold membership was too hard to steal, so he saved his money each year and splurged. He didn’t play much, and most of the times he didn’t like being in game chat with others, but playing by himself was boring.

      Dean dropped to his bed and turned on the TV that his dad brought home one night and told him not to ask any questions about. It was so big he actually read the directions for anchoring the thing to the wall. He didn’t want it toppling over and breaking.

      He opened a bag of chips and munched on them. After thirty minutes of shooting people to shit on Call of Duty, he turned off his box and TV. Exhaustion tugged at him, but he didn’t really want to sleep yet. He needed to do some homework, but that bored him. Instead, he brushed his teeth, washed off in the shower, then headed to bed. Sleep came easily, leaving him little time to think more about William and what had happened.
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