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Chapter One
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Dylan Montgomery savored the feeling of music thrumming through his feet, up his calves, and settling in his chest, then over his ears. Through his drunken and drugged up haze, he felt the blissful disconnect that he’d come to associate with good things happening. Therefore, it was a rewarding experience. The air was thick with sweat and heat. He barely felt it, more concerned with the two bodies he was pressed between. He wasn’t entirely sure who was behind him. Possibly one of his regular dance partners? In front of him was a hazily familiar face. Ian something or other? He’d met him before. At an art show, maybe? He was cute, and that was the fore-front thought in his mind.

“You want to go somewhere?” Ian had to yell over the music. Even then, Dylan just barely made him out. He relied more on the miasma clearing momentarily, forcing focus to read lips. 

He smiled and gave a slight nod before finally turning to see who was behind him. His grin broadened. The boy was cute, but a stranger. He didn’t think twice about taking a fistful of white t-shirt and pulling him down to press their mouths together. The stranger looked momentarily stunned, which just made his heart flutter a little more. Shy boys were so cute. He reached into his back pocket for one of his cards and shoved it into the boy’s front pocket. He mouthed a sly “Call me”, and gave him a not-at-all inhibited pat on the crotch.

He turned back to Ian, who held out a hand to him. He took it, feeling the smoothness of his new friend’s skin against his. He shivered slightly. Even in the heavy air of the club, Ian was cool to the touch. Always the risk-taker, he followed him out of the club and into the ally way.

“So, where do you want to go?” Ian asked, squeezing his hand.

“I thought you had a plan.” Dylan felt that his voice was louder than it needed to be. He cleared his throat and shook his head, trying to clear out his ears. “Sorry, it was extremely loud in there.”

Ian grinned. “You hungry?”

“Not for food.” Dylan cocked an eyebrow.

“My partner is home, so my place is out of the question.”

Ooh, taken. Dylan frowned slightly. He wasn’t a home-wrecker. 

“We’re in an open relationship,” Ian explained before Dylan could decline. “We only bring boys home if we plan on sharing. I don’t think I want to share you.”

Maybe it was the Ecstasy, but Dylan grinned to show off a set of pearly whites. “How about my place?”

“The Senator’s Mansion?”

“Why not? My parents are busy with one of their big galas.” Dylan rolled his eyes, feeling a little light of breath all of a sudden. “If we sneak in one of the side entrances, they’ll never even know we’re there.”

“Dylan,” Ian caught him by the shoulders, suddenly looking concerned, “are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m perfect.”

“How much did you have to night?”

“How much what?” Dylan blinked.

“Booze. Drugs. Anything you took tonight.”

Dylan’s expression softened. “I don’t know... A couple Long Islands and some shots, and a tab of E.”

“You need some water.” Ian linked their arms together. “There’s a convenience store up the block. We’ll get you set up and take a cab to your place, okay?”

“Aw, you’re so sweet.” Dylan reached up, stroking his cheek. “Where did you say I met you before?”

“At the Marco Kennedy art exhibit, last month,” Ian reminded him. “I’m an intern at the Journal in Arts and Entertainment.”

“Right,” Dylan nodded, “sorry.”

“It’s all right.” Ian reached over to tilt his face upward. He pressed a light kiss to his lips. “You’re too cute, you know that?”

“I get that a lot,” Dylan assured him.

“C’mon,” Ian tugged him down the sidewalk, “you needed that water five minutes ago.”

Dylan trudged along behind him, perfectly willing to follow. At the store, he waited outside, letting the cold air clear his head while Ian bought him an over-priced water. He didn’t realize how thirsty he was until the cold, condensation covered bottle was pressed into his hand. He cracked the top and drank nearly the entire twenty ounces in three huge gulps before he broke for a breath.

“I got you two. I figured you’d be thirsty.” Ian waited for him to finish the first before giving him the second. He took the empty and tossed it into the recycle bin next to the store front.

“Have I told you you’re sweet?” Dylan asked.

“Yeah, you did.” Ian assured him with a grin. “You ready?”

Dylan nodded. “Let’s go.”

Ian took him gently by the elbow and steered him to the street where he hailed a cab. He ushered him inside of the car and got Dylan to focus long enough to give the address for the Montgomery Mansion, on the other side of the city. About as far away from the seedy clubs as you could get to build an estate.

“Is he okay?” The cabbie raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Ian spoke up. “He just had a little too much to drink.”

“You know,” he steered back into traffic, “that’s the senator’s kid.”

“I know.”

“You know he’s only sixteen, right?” The cabbie gave him another disapproving look.

“I’m just taking him home.” Ian’s stomach gave a small twist. “Wouldn’t you, if you found the kid drunk in a club getting grinded on by guys twice his age?”

The cabbie hummed, but didn’t say anything else. Dylan appeared to not have been listening at all. His hand slid up the inside of Ian’s thigh, and he pressed closer to him.

“You smell good.” Dylan inhaled deeply; his face pushed into Ian’s neck. The hair on Ian’s arms prickled as he felt Dylan’s tongue against his earlobe.

“Thanks,” Ian put his hand on top of Dylan’s and squeezed lightly.

“Does that feel good?” Dylan prompted, biting softly.

Ian hummed in approval, keeping one eye on the cabbie who seemed to be keeping his disapproval to himself. Dylan didn’t seem at all bothered by the audience. His hand went to the front of Ian’s jeans, and stroked the zipper.

“Whoa–uh, hold on.” Ian grabbed at his hand as he found the pull and began to unzip. “Why don’t we just wait until we get where we’re going?”

Dylan frowned. “Why? You worried about what he’s gonna say?” He cocked his head toward the driver. “He’s seen worse, I’m sure.”

“You should learn a little patience.” Ian reached up and ran his fingers through Dylan’s hair.

“But cooperation is so much easier.” He groaned and ran his tongue up Ian’s neck again.

Ian held back a laugh, edging away. “Okay, okay.”

He felt Dylan grin and his hand reached for the zipper again. Ian squeezed his eyes closed as the younger man’s fingers V’d over his half-mast. The cabbie made a muffled disgusted noise, but didn’t make any move to pull over and kick them out. If anything, the cab sped up towards its destination.

By the time they arrived at the Montgomery Mansion, Ian had managed to keep Dylan’s hands over his clothes, but he hadn’t been able to cool the flame. Instead he let himself be sucked into the make-out with reckless abandon.

Dylan jerked away as the cab stopped. “Oh. We’re here.” He reached into a pocket for his wallet and peeled off a fifty. “Thanks so much. That was fast.” He handed the crisp bill over and then pulled Ian from the cab.

“You want me to wait?” The cabbie asked Ian with a raised eyebrow.

“I don’t think so, but thanks.” Ian gave him a nod.

The cabbie hmphed again and pulled away from the curb without another word. Dylan linked fingers with Ian, pulling him over to the gate where he punched in his access code. 

“Welcome home, Mr. Montgomery,” crackled a disembodied voice. “Your parent’s gala is still underway, if you’d care to join them in the ball room.”

“Hardly,” Dylan scoffed. “Just open the gate, David.”

“As you wish, sir. Who is that with you? For the log.”

“None of your fucking business, that’s who,” Dylan snapped.

There was a moment of silence. Ian could picture the poor guy in a security office somewhere, rubbing the bridge of his nose in exasperation. “Sir, your parents insist on knowing all guests for the log.” 

“I’m Ian Jones. I’m an intern at the Journal. I’m just bringing Dylan home from the club. He had a little too much to drink.” Ian replied, hoping to make the guy’s job a little easier.

“Very good, sir,” the voice sounded a bit relieved. “Enjoy your visit.” There was a loud click. The gate began to swing open slowly. Dylan pulled him through as it was wide enough to slip through. They began the trek up the long path towards the looming mansion.

“Holy shit, this place is huge.” Ian’s mouth dropped open.

Dylan focused long enough to look up at the house as it came into view. “I guess.”

“This is a mansion?”

“It’s called a castle, but it’s technically not. It was built in the early 1900s by a guy who made his money in the railroad and oil. It shuffled hands during World War II before being abandoned. My parents bought it relatively cheap after they got married and spent the next five years restoring it.”

“So, you’ve lived here your entire life?”

“Yep.”

“Jesus. How do you not get lost in this place?”

“We use about a fourth of the house. The rest we occasionally rent for weddings, movies, TV shows, historians, whatever. I’m sure there are rooms here I’ve never even been in.”

“Wow,” Ian breathed again, “I’m pretty sure I’ve never had a guy take me home to his castle before.”

Dylan laughed. “I’m a regular Prince Charming.”

“Fuck yeah.” Ian squeezed his fingers, pulling him up close. “Kiss me.”

“Castles turn you on, huh? And here I was beginning to think you were serious about just taking me home.”

“That was before I saw the house.” Ian leaned down, capturing his lips. Dylan groaned, leaning into him. His fingers ran up the front of Ian’s t-shirt. Heat radiated from his chest. He felt the drum of the intern’s heart under his palm. He shifted closer as Ian’s hands wrapped around his waist.

“Hmm. Let’s get inside. Maybe I’ll show you the Rockefeller Suite.”

“Is that the nicest room in the place?”

Dylan grinned. “That’s what all the brochures say.”

“I don’t think it’s close enough.”

“Oh,” Dylan pondered. “I suppose we could do it on a table in the Carnegie Ballroom.”

“How many ballrooms does this place have?”

“Just the two,” he shrugged. “My parents are in the Parson’s Room. It’s quite a bit larger for their events.”

“It’ll have to do,” Ian chided.

“C’mon.” Dylan linked fingers with him again, and broke into a jog towards the house. At the side entrance, he punched in another security code. The doors clicked again, and they pushed inside the historic castle. The younger man slid through the house, tip-toeing quietly through the hallways until they approached a large ornate door.

“This is the Carnegie room?” Ian asked as Dylan touched the door handle.

“Uh huh. Unless you think you can make it upstairs?”

“Nope. No way in hell.”

Dylan laughed, turning towards him as he turned the door handle. Ian leaned in to kiss him as they tumbled back into the room. It wasn’t until they were already inside that the quiet din reached their ears, and they both looked up find a few hundred eyes all staring at them.

“Oh, look at all the people,” Dylan mused.

“Umm...” Ian righted himself and smoothed his clothes back into place. He was sorely underdressed for the soiree they had just crashed. 

“Dylan,” a blondish woman with a glass of wine in her perfectly manicured hand stepped forward, “hallway. Now.”

“Oh, Mother,” he sighed.

“Now.”

He sucked in a breath and pushed Ian out of the door with him before turning around on his mother.

“What are you thinking?” Her voice was steely cold. Ian found himself shirking behind the younger man who didn’t seem at all bothered by the chill.

“We needed to go somewhere,” Dylan shrugged, unmoved. “I thought your party was in the Parson.”

“There’s a problem with the chandelier in the Parson.”

“Oh, heaven forbid,” he feigned a gasp.

“Dylan, you can’t keep acting this way.” She ran her fingers over her hair, careful not to move any of it out of its lacquered position.

“What way?” He asked, oblivious.

“You stumble home after midnight, reeking of booze, and I’m sure you’re high off your ass,” she bit. “You know exactly what I am talking about, young man.”

“You never seemed to care before. I’m following all the rules.”

It was her turn to suck in an exasperated breath, which she slowly released before taking another sip of her wine.

“Go to your room,” she finally spoke. “No side trips. The Paramount people are in the East Wing for their movie.”

“C’mon.” Dylan started to link an arm with Ian.

“Alone.” Her hand shot out to grip his shoulder.

“Excuse me?” Dylan turned on her. Ian shrank back once more.

“I said you’re going upstairs alone.” She turned to Ian, her voice suddenly much less scary. “My apologies, sir.” She gave him a somewhat quizzical look. “Ian Jones, isn’t it? You’re an intern at the Journal?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said, surprised she remembered him. “We met at a gallery a few weeks ago.”

“Yes,” she nodded, “Marco’s show. You said he was talented but suffered from an inflated ego, probably to match his inadequacies in his pants. Obviously by the phallic content of his art.”

He pursed his lips and nodded. “Then you explained you’d just bought the piece.”

She smiled wrly. “Well, I’m sure there were worse men for my son to end up with this evening. However, I’m sure you understand; he’s sixteen and not exactly known for his excellent decision making.”

“Yes. Very sorry, Mrs. Montgomery. I, really, just wanted to make sure he got home safely.”

“I’m sure you did,” she noted. “Thank you. I can arrange for David to drive you home if you’ll wait in the foyer.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Dylan opened his mouth to protest, before shutting it again and shaking his head, “Fine. Fucking fine.” His heavy boots clomped against the carpet, making dull thuds as he moved away. He turned out of sight and they heard the boots reverberating off the stairs.
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Chapter Two
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Once in his room, Dylan slammed the door closed and leaned against the thick oak. He was starting to sober up after the drive and now the argument with his mother. Weak argument though it was. He sighed, pressing his palms to his face. Sober, he felt like such a fuck up. He’d felt that way his entire life. The only time he felt he knew what he was doing was when he was either drunk or high. The ecstasy he’d taken was wearing off. It had been barely enough to even create a buzz worth talking about. The alcohol had worn off with the water guzzling and the abrupt dismissal of his... Christ, what to even call Ian? One-Night Stand, he supposed.

He pushed away from the door, pulling his t-shirt over his head. It was followed by the longer-sleeved fishnet he’d worn under it. His collection of necklaces jingled softly. After tossing the shirts into his laundry hamper, he began to unclasp and detangle them from one another. Finally, they were hung on the small pegs above his dresser. Then he pulled off his three rings: his Class Ring, the Family Crest he’d worn for as long as he could remember, and a plain silver band with a single small emerald set in its center that he had just liked one day while dragged to Tiffany’s with his mother. The rings were laid on top of a black velvet bag that sat on top of the dresser. Then, he coaxed off the black rubber fetish bracelets, laying them next to the bag before making his way into the bathroom. Shirtless, he stared at himself in the mirror for a minute before heaving a huge sigh and grabbing up his toothbrush.

He completed his pre-bed ritual with a brief shower, scrubbing off the layer of make-up that lingered behind on his skin, and then finally getting dressed in a pair of silky boxer shorts and a white t-shirt. He was just about to snap off the light and crawl into bed when a soft knock sounded on his door.

“Dylan? Are you still awake?” His Dad’s voice was soft and Dylan felt a pang in his chest. Of course, his mother would send his Dad to talk to him about bringing home some stranger.

“Yeah, I’m up. Come in.” Dylan crawled on top of the covers instead of getting under them as Peter Montgomery, New York Senator, entered his room. 

His Dad had a slightly disheveled look about him. His bowtie was undone, hanging loosely around his neck. The first few buttons of his now wrinkled shirt were open, revealing what Dylan supposed might be considered an attractive expanse of skin–but hey, that was his Dad! His tux jacket had been abandoned somewhere, but his cummerbund was still in place. He was now barefoot as he padded through the private areas of his own house.

“Party over?” Dylan picked at a loose thread on his comforter.

“Yeah,” Peter nodded, “it got weird after some kid crashed it.”

Dylan blushed. “I’m sorry. I thought the party was in the other ball room.”

“I know.” Peter leaned back against the edge of the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “Dylan, this shit...this shit has to stop.”

“I know.”

“You say that all the fucking time and it never does!”

Dylan cringed. Dad was the level-headed one. Hearing him raise his voice meant business. Mom was the screamer. Having her toss spittle in his direction barely received an eyebrow raise, but from Peter? The senator had learned to keep a cool head under pressure, so even just a few octaves above normal...

“Dylan, I love you. Your Mom loves you. But we can’t,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes, “shit, this is hard. Dylan, we can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what?”

“We can’t watch you ruin your life.”

Dylan flinched. “You think I’m ruining my life?”

“Don’t you? You’re out there blowing your allowance on booze and drugs. Having sex with guys that you never see twice. What were you thinking bringing that guy here tonight? Do you have any concept of the danger in that?”

“We have seven security guards on the grounds. I doubt I would have been in any danger,” Dylan started.

“You’re lucky David does his goddamn job, Dylan. And, I know Ian is a nice guy, but what if you hadn’t brought Ian home? What if it was some serial killer? Some psycho that lures nice boys before cutting them up?”

“I’m not stupid.”

“Dylan,” Peter shook his head, “that’s not that point. I know you’re smart. I know you’re better than all of this crap you pull.”

“So, what are you going to do to me? Send me to boarding school?”

“Worse,” Peter mused.

“Worse than boarding school?”

“You’re going to New Jersey.”

“Gross,” Dylan wrinkled his nose, “what the hell is in Jersey? Besides a lot of guidos.”

“Your Aunt Zoe and Uncle Milton for starters.”

“No!” Dylan sat up on his knees. “You cannot send me to those people.”

“We don’t have a choice. Grams and Papa can’t handle this; you are way out of their league. Aunt Sophie is busy with her doctorate, and Uncle Paul is god knows where right now. Zoe and Milton are stable, reliable, and besides, what trouble can you get into in Tynan?”

“They’re homophobic bigots.”

“It’s just until you clean up your act. Prove to me, to your Mom, that you are making an effort. Stop the drinking, stop the drugs, and you can come home.”

“I will go anywhere but to Tynan, fucking, New Jersey,” Dylan begged. “Send me to a military academy, send me to some crazy ass gay rehab, I don’t care, but do not send me to those people.”

“Dylan,” Peter crossed the room, placing his palms on his son’s shoulders, “this is not because you’re gay. I couldn’t give less of a shit about that. This is about your attitude toward your life. Starting giving a fuck and you’ll spend hardly any time there at all.”

“Please,” Dylan closed his eyes, pleading, “please, do not send me there.”

“It is already done,” Peter said. Dylan reached up and squeezed his wrists. “I’m sorry. You leave Tuesday.”

“I swear to god, I will never leave this house ever again. Just don’t send me there.” Dylan’s nails began to bite into his skin. Peter gently pulled away from him.

“Suzy will help you pack.” He stepped away from the bed. “You’ll continue to receive your allowance as well as an extra hundred dollars from your trust. Don’t go crazy with it. It won’t last you the rest of your life if you spend it willy-nilly now.”

Dylan collapsed, pressing his face into his palms. He wanted so badly not to cry in front of his Dad, but it was proving difficult. The idea of being shipped off the ho-dunk town of Tynan was stifling. His uber-religious relatives were always looking down on him, especially after he’d come out. Zoe regularly reminded his mother during their weekly phone call to “catch up” that Dylan would be burning in hell for all eternity. He couldn’t think of anything worse than going to live with her, of all people.

“Dylan?” Peter’s voice was soft. He didn’t approach the bed again, standing his ground a few feet away.

He wiped his hands across his eyes, willing the tears to hold back as he stared up at his Dad. His face was devoid of emotion. Peter shoved his hands into his pockets, looking sheepish all of a sudden.

“This is our only option right now,” he explained. “With the new campaign swinging in soon, your Mom and are going to be traveling even more than usual this summer. We just can’t take care of you right now. I know it feels like we’re copping out and shipping you off, but we’re just tired, Dylan. Tired of all the shit. I know you understand what I’m talking about.”

“I will never understand why you’re doing this to me,” Dylan spat.

“You will,” Peter promised. “Someday, you will. And, hey, maybe you’ll be surprised about Tynan. It’s not a bad place. I know we’re sending you to a household that is very different from ours. Zoe has different ideas of morals. But it’s not forever.”

“To come home, all I have to do is stop using, right?”

“You need to get to a place where you don’t need that shit,” Peter corrected. “You can get clean, but I don’t want you to come home just to start it up again. I don’t... I don’t know what’s wrong Dylan. I’m not going to pretend that I understand where all this angst is coming from because I don’t. You have it all. I would have killed to have this life when I was your age. Have you seen our house compared to the one I grew up in?”

“It was a three-story Tudor style manor. It’s not like you had it tough.”

“You live in a fucking castle,” Peter swore. “You have everything you’ve ever dreamed of. We have a theater with every movie ever made. We have an arcade and rec room with thirty different gaming consoles. We have an Olympic sized swimming pool. We have a huge staff of people. Our house is in movies and television shows.”

“A nice house doesn’t have anything to do with my attitude,” Dylan scoffed.

“You’re right,” Peter nodded. “The point is, I don’t know how to fix whatever the hell has you doing this to yourself and maybe you don’t know what it takes either. That’s fine. But, I can’t leave you here alone while I’m on campaign. I don’t want to be half-way across the state and get a call that you OD’d in some back room. I don’t want to come home to find you gutted in the living room. I want you somewhere I know you’re safe and being taken care of.”

“I get it,” Dylan monotoned. “I’m tired. Can I go to bed now?”

Peter paused for a moment before nodding. “Fine.”

“Thanks.” He shifted back on the bed, yanking out the covers as Peter strode for the door. “Catch the light for me?”

“Sure.” Peter reached out and flicked the light switch. He stopped, his frame filling the doorway as he exited. “Dylan?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

Dylan bit his tongue and he watched his Dad waver slightly in the door before stepping out into the bright hallway. Just as the door began to close, he gave a quiet sigh. “I know. I love you too.”

The door stopped for a moment. Peter gave a slight nod. “Good night.”

“G’ night.” Dylan shifted under the covers. His room was cast into complete darkness as Peter pulled the door closed with a soft click.
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Tynan was even worse than he remembered. He’d been there several times as a child. He was used to being a sort of celebrity-by-association due to his father’s political career, but that shit didn’t fly in Zoe and Milton’s territory. Every meal started with an uncomfortable prayer. Jesus overlooked their table from three different angles. He felt instantly uncomfortable upon stepping inside of the house. His driver, David, had unceremoniously unloaded his luggage inside the door before driving back to the city.

Zoe greeted him. Although “greeted” probably wasn’t the correct word for it. She took a stance in the doorway of the living room, her arms crossed over her chest as she surveyed him quietly. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his black jeans, and stared back at her, haughty without any real threat.

“So,” she broke the silence, “your parents finally had enough and kicked you out, huh?”

“They didn’t kick me out,” Dylan retorted. “I’m welcome back when I’m sober.”

Zoe hummed, uncrossing her arms and taking a step forward. “Just so you know, the stuff you’ve been pulling in the city won’t happen here. There are no clubs, there are no gays, and there are no drugs. This is a good town with good people with morals.”

Dylan smirked. “You’re brainwashed if you think that my crowd doesn’t exist here. Every town has an underbelly. You just need to know where to look.” Then the look disappeared. “I’m not here for that. And I won’t get comfortable. I’m out of here as soon as my parents see that I’m not using any of that shit again.”

“Since you’ve been here all of five minutes, I’ll let that slide. But, swear again in my house, and it’s a quarter in the swear jar.”

“Swear jar?” Dylan raised an eyebrow. “What the hell is that?”

“Twenty-five cents.” She pointed to the ceramic jar that sat on a side table. It was placed under an ornate picture frame with a depiction of the crucifixion inside. On the side of the chubby purple-gray jar, in thick black paint, it said: Swear Jar.

“Hell isn’t a euphemism. It’s a place.”

“Not the way you were using it.” Zoe cocked her head. “Now it’s fifty cents.”

Dylan bit his tongue. He reached into his pocket to pull out his wallet. He paused before he removed a dollar and stuffed it into the slot. “Fuck this shit.”

“Are you done now?”

“Probably not.”

“Your room will be down here.” She began to walk away from him. “Grab your own bags. I’m not a bellhop.”

Dylan hefted the duffle bag over his shoulder, then picked up the two large suitcases to follow her. She paused in front of a plain white door that nearly blended into the wall. She gave the knob a twist before pushing it open and ushered him inside. He didn’t look around; just dropped his bags on the floor near the neatly made bed. He turned back to look at her.

“Anything else I should know?”

“Breakfast is at seven A.M., lunch is usually fend-for-yourself. Especially with Milton working and the kids have their summer activities. Dinner is served at five-thirty. It is mandatory on Tuesday nights.”

“Required dinner? Are you kidding me?”

“You live in this household now. You’re attending,” Zoe stared at him pointedly, “end of story. I do laundry Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, so if you need things washed, put your hamper in the laundry room. Down the hall by the kitchen. I won’t come looking for it. If you don’t like that, wash it yourself.”

“Fine.”

“Curfew is ten o’clock, no exceptions.”

He stared at her, “Ten P.M.? Nothing even happens before eleven.”

“As I said before, there’s nothing to happen in Tynan.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and sighed, trying to control his annoyance. Finally, he nodded, “Fine. Anything else?”

“You’ll be attending the Addict Support Group at the church before Youth Group on Wednesday night, starting tomorrow. You will attend both. The kids still have a week of school left, so you’ll be mostly alone during the day until Friday. If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know.”

“Fine. Can I get out of this house now?”

“Sure,” she nodded. “Oh–wait,” she reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of keys on a ring, “keys to the house. The silver one goes in the knob; the gold is for the deadbolt.”

He held out a hand to look at it. “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a house key before. People seriously think that a deadbolt keeps them safe?”

“Not all of us can live in mansions with security teams, Dylan,” she quipped. “Don’t lose them.”

“I won’t,” he shoved the keys into his pocket and waited for her to move again. He was itching to get out of the house. Although, if what she said was true; there wasn’t anywhere for him to go. But hey, anywhere was better than under the eyes of Christ.

“Be back for dinner. The kids are...” she paused to find the right word, “excited that you’ll be staying with us. I’m sure they want to see you.”

“Sure.”

“You have your phone?”

“Yep.”

“And you have the house number in it?” She confirmed.

“Yep.”

“All right,” she said, relinquishing the doorway. “Don’t wander too far.”

He didn’t reply, walking as fast as he could without breaking into a run for the door. Once outside, he wasn’t sure which direction to go. To the left was a full-service gas station. Very bored looking attendants hung out in the shade under an awning. Down the block was a drive-in restaurant with picnic tables. He went in that direction. He found a few blocks down, the public library, a grocery store, a couple of bars, and a small park. As he continued his quest, he also discovered a small second-hand clothing shop, an antique dealer, and a hardware store. Aunt Zoe obviously hadn’t been lying when she’d said there was absolutely nothing to do in Tynan.

Ultimately, he decided it would be best to find a place to hide out. Preferably in some air conditioning. Even as they were only entering June, the heat was sweltering. Doubly worse with his black clothes and make-up. He wandered back toward the library; at least he could read or something. He mentally slapped himself upside the head for not grabbing one of his drawing pads. He could have doodled for entertainment.

As he entered the library, cool air smacked him in the face, chilling him. It was small, everything readily visible from the front desk where a librarian sat, hiding behind a computer. Another staff member was shelving books from a metal cart. The one from the computer looked up as a soft buzzer went off, gave him a brief, slightly forced smile. 

“Hi, can I help you with anything?”

“Just looking,” he told her.

She gave a friendly nod. “Let me know if you need anything then.” And she promptly turned back to her computer.

He went to the stacks, drawn into the non-fiction area. Running his finger along the spine labels, he found the art books tucked away on a bottom shelf in the middle. He pulled off one on the Body and took it to sit in a chair at the end of the stacks, slightly hidden from the rest of the library.

He lost himself in the images and the text; mentally filing away from of the information for later. His artwork, already, was fairly realistic. It was one talent he’d honed since childhood. His parents had even shown his drawings to artist friends who were fairly certain he was a protégé genius. Since being forced into one-to-many art lectures, he hadn’t shown his parents another piece of artwork. To the point where they probably believed he wasn’t drawing at all anymore. But he had several sketch pads, and he enjoyed drawing his numerous partners when they’d consent to a short posing session.

He bit his lip, taking a look at his watch. He’d been so absorbed into the book that time had flown by and the librarian at the desk had just called fifteen minutes to closing time. Not quite five o’clock. He swore softly and got up to put the book back on the shelf.

“Oh, I can take that.” The second librarian was back with another small armload of books to put away.

He handed it over.

“You enjoy art?” She asked, making polite conversation.

“Um, I guess.”

“You should talk to our director. She’s looking for some new work to put up around the library.”

He flushed red but didn’t answer.

“I think I’ve seen you before.” She knelt down to put the book back in place on the bottom shelf. “Passing through? Summer stay?”

“Uh, visiting relatives.”

“Oh! You must be Dylan then. Zoe said that her nephew was coming to stay with them for a while.” She pushed herself back up from the floor. “I’m Cameron; Zoe and I are on the church council together.”

“How nice for you.” Dylan’s eyebrows furrowed a bit. “I better be getting back. She’s going to be wondering where I am.”

“Sure thing.” Cameron gave him a cheery smile. “Tell her I said hello.”

He nodded, with no intention of doing so.

He hurried away from her and out of the library. Great, another place he’d have to tip-toe around, lest the librarians start talking about him to Zoe. He sighed. What he wouldn’t give to be eighteen. He looked at his watch again. Hardly any closer to five, and he didn’t want to go back, but he figured he probably should. Get it over with.
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The walk back to the house was quicker than he wanted. Even after dawdling to stare at the shop windows and stopping for a soda at the grocery store. Back at the house, he slipped his key into the door and stepped into the entry way. Almost instantly, he was attacked by a slightly shorter-than-him brunette. He smacked into the wall, causing one of the pictures of Jesus to shudder on its hook.

“Dylan, you’re home!”

“Uh, hi. Nice to see you too, Sarah,” he reached up to awkwardly ruffle her hair. “Can I breathe please?”

“Oh, of course!” She laughed, letting go of him. “I was going to come looking for you. There are only so many places you could be hiding in Tynan,” she rolled her eyes. “But Mom said you’d come home when you were ready. Have you unpacked yet?”

“Dude,” he squeezed her shoulders, “take a breath. You’re going mile-a-minute.”

She grinned. “Sorry. I’m just so excited that you’re here.”

He raised an eyebrow and leaned in close to whisper, “Let me share a secret with you; you’re the only one.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you about it after,” he rolled his eyes, “Family Night.”

“It’s not that bad,” Sarah promised. “Mom holds us captive through, like, one game of Scrabble.”

“There are five of us.”

“Dad has to work late tonight.”

“So much for mandatory.” Dylan rolled his eyes.

“So,” she changed the subject, “have you unpacked yet? I could help.”

“No thanks,” he shook his head, “I don’t want to get too comfortable.”

“Did you at least look around your room? I’m totally jealous. It’s my favorite. I’ve been begging Mom for months to let me switch, but she said no; that the guests should get the nice room.”

“What’s so great about it?”

“Come on.” She took his hand started pulling him towards the hall. Once inside, she flipped on the light and crossed to the large curtains that hung across the wall, throwing them open.

“The view isn’t that great,” she sat down in the window seat, “but the benches are comfy. I used nap in here when I was little.

“No offence, kiddo, but you’re still little.” He poked her softly on the nose. “The room is fine. I don’t plan on being here long enough to get too comfortable, okay?”

She frowned again. “Dylan, we know why you’re here.”

He glanced up, taking a seat across from her on the end of the bed. “Do you now?”

“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong, I know that Uncle Peter and Aunt Martha love you or whatever, but you’re kind of all over the place.”

“Really?” Dylan smirked. “What do you know about it, Sarah?”

“I know you’re apparently drinking a lot. And doing drugs.”

“It’s not a problem,” he stated. “It’s just bad for Dad’s image. But I’m going to clean up and go home.”

“I’ve watched Intervention. I don’t think it’s that easy.”

“What the hell is Intervention?”

“Kids, dinner!” Zoe called before Sarah could reply.

“C’mon. She made manicotti.” Sarah got up from the bench. Dylan followed her out, his hands shoved into his pockets. 

The food, admittedly, smelled delicious. Zoe was just placing the steaming pan in the center of the table. Already there were some steamed veggies, and a salad. There was a pitcher of lemonade and a basket of rolls as well. Dylan was ushered into the chair beside Sarah.

Pete, named for Dylan’s Dad, wandered in. A pair of large headphones hung around his neck. He slid into the seat across from Dylan. 

“Hey.”

“Hey.” Dylan returned his nod of hello.

“So, you see all of town yet?”

“Basically. I ended up at the library.”

Pete nodded. “It’s the only decently air-conditioned hang out in town. The Rec Center isn’t bad, but with school still in session, no one will be there until next week. You play basketball?”

“Only when forced.”

Pete smirked, reaching for the spatula to start serving himself. Zoe entered just in time to smack his hand.  

“Grace first, young man.”

Her son held in a sigh. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “Well, we’re all here. Can we get this going? I’ve got a club meeting at eight.”

“That late?” Zoe gave him a look that said she obviously disapproved.

“We’re meeting at Uncle Joe’s,” he explained. “Maria has to close tonight, but she gets a break then, so we’re going to get some ice cream.” He slid a look at Dylan. “Uncle Joe’s is the drive-in place down the street. It’s only open in the summer.”

“I got the gist,” he said.

“Dylan, why don’t you start us in saying the blessing,”

“How about I don’t?”

“It’s his first night, Mom,” Sarah rolled her eyes; something she was apparently very adept at. “Can I do it?”

Zoe pursed her lips before she nodded. “Sure.

The three of the Donaldson Clan clasped their hands together and bowed their heads. Dylan kept his hands in his lap. It had always been his way. While other people were perfectly welcome to say their blessings, he’d have no part in it. He waited patiently for them to finish, Sarah said some nice words about welcoming him to their table and bless the food in Jesus’s name, blah-blah-blah. They all uttered an amen. He cleared his throat to cover that he didn’t say it with them, then waited some more while they all began serving up their plates.

“You want to come to my meeting tonight?” Pete asked, “I could introduce you to some people. If you’re here in the fall you’ll be going to school with us.”

Dylan looked at him
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